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Dear Reader
 
Thank you for purchasing this limited-edition digital box set filled with wonderful novels and novellas from some of today’s most popular authors. I hope you will have a wonderful reading experience and discover many authors you might not have read before.
 
All the proceeds from the sale of these stories will be going to fund important research at the University of Miami’s Diabetes Research Institute—because I feel as if they are currently our best bet for a practical cure. I have been involved in raising money for research for more than a decade. Usually, I run an annual online auction each May (so far, we’ve raised $2.4 million), but this “boxed set” effort is replacing the auction this year. I appreciate your support, and all those people who have supported me in the past. For more information about my efforts, please visit http://brendanovakforthecure.org
 
In addition to this boxed set, I’m offering two more this year—SWEET TALK (filled with 11 contemporary romances, including my own WHEN WE TOUCH, the kick-off to my popular Whiskey Creek series as a bonus story) and SWEET SEDUCTION (filled with 13 “hot” romances a la Fifty Shades of Grey). In addition, Lauren Hawkeye, a fellow writer who also has a son with Type 1, is contributing the proceeds of the sale of her contemporary romance, SAFE HAVEN, to the cause.
 
And don’t miss my very first cookbook! LOVE THAT! BRENDA NOVAK’S EVERY OCCASION COOKBOOK contains all of my healthiest recipes—the ones I used to raise my five kids, not recipes I hired someone to create—along with some recipes contributed by my friend and co-author Jan Coad, who once owned a restaurant and has published other cookbooks. It’s available in both digital and print, so order yours now.
 
Here’s to making a difference!
 
Brenda Novak



 
 
 
 
Dedication:
 
To all those who are fighting the same battle as my son, Thad. May we find a cure for diabetes soon! And to everyone who purchased this box set. Thanks for being part of the solution.
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Foreword
 
I’m a thriller writer, and a thriller reader, and hence a sucker for the classic thriller plot, where an ordinary man or an ordinary woman slowly becomes aware of a looming threat: someone or something is out there, close by, infinitely dangerous; or perhaps an intruder is already in the house, mocking, violating a sanctuary, or perhaps – really creepy – he’s been living in the attic for a couple of weeks already, camping out, undetected, silent, leaving odd nighttime disturbances … who moved that chair?
Or perhaps, for added anguish, it’s not the ordinary man or woman under threat: it’s his or her son or daughter, their child, their responsibility, the intended victim, a helpless target.  What mother or father wouldn’t fight to the death?  And they do … 400 pages later, an investigation has been conducted, the bad guy has been identified, close scrapes have been survived, and finally the family is sitting together on the bottom stair, stunned but finally safe, as the bad guy is put in the cop car and driven away.  The end.
Diabetes starts like that.  But it doesn’t finish like that.
It’s a mysterious malfunction.  No one knows the cause.  Researchers suspect an element of genetic susceptibility, and in those susceptible it’s possible the Coxsackie B4 virus kicks things off.  Then a tiny balance among the human body’s billion moving parts goes slightly out of whack, and the beta cells in the islets of Langerhans (such an innocent name) inside the pancreas shut down and stop producing insulin, so the body can no longer deal with the kind of sugars we crave.
The intruder is now in the house.
Untreated, all kinds of complications will follow.  Cardiovascular disease, and stroke, and damage to the eyes, kidneys, and nerves.  And more.  Including death.  All in store, unbelievably, for the ordinary parent’s beautiful and vulnerable child.  No one’s fault.  Type 1 diabetes is unrelated to lifestyle.  Most victims are thin or normal, healthy, well fed, well loved.
The fight back begins with maintenance.  Sometimes diet is enough; more often, insulin must be provided.  An endless round begins: testing and injecting, testing and injecting.  Most sufferers do OK for a long time, but only OK.  Quite apart from the social and organizational burdens of diet and injection, they can feel under the weather a lot of the time.  But in thriller terms, we can at least get them barricaded in a safe house, at least temporarily, doors and windows locked, guns drawn, with the bad guy lurking outside in the yard.
But how do we get the bad guy in the cop car?
Research is the answer, but it’s fantastically expensive.  All around the world, teams of biochemists are working hard, but they have to pay the rent.  And eat.  Their funding comes from governments and institutions and drug companies – but also from hundreds of thousands of concerned individuals.  Many of them are parents of diabetic children, and it’s easy to see why.  The primeval instinct that makes a mother or father fight to the death is a powerful one – perhaps the most powerful among our emotional inheritance.  But in the case of diabetes it’s frustrated.  There’s no identifiable antagonist, no role for a gun or a blade.  There’s no bar fight to be had.  If only it was that easy.  I know of no parent who wouldn’t gladly smash a long-neck bottle and join the fray.  But they can’t.  Such parents have to channel their natural aggression into a long, patient, endless struggle for progress.  They raise awareness and money any way they can.
This anthology is an example.  It will help fund the search for a cure.  All good.  In fact better than good, because whatever else, there are some great authors and some great stories here to enjoy.  So if you buy it, you’ll get some excellent entertainment – but also you might just get the chance to be that mysterious character on page 297 of our notional thriller, who contributes the tiny but vital clue that eventually leads to the big reveal on page 397.  Your few cents could make the difference.  You could be the one.
 
Lee Child
New York
2015
 



 
 
 
 
Aim to Kill
 
 
 
 
Allison Brennan
 



 

 



 
Chapter One
 
The interview had not gone well.
Alex Morgan walked out of the hotel’s third-floor suite of offices in a daze. She simmered with an odd blend of anger and defeat. Why had she expected anything different?
She felt nauseous and sidestepped into a restroom at the end of the hall. Thankfully, it was empty. She splashed cold water on her face and closed her eyes.
She’d like to blame her frustration on the ridiculous questions that came from the three person hiring panel. Maybe she’d been out of the job market too long, but did it really matter what her hobbies were, how she spent her free time, or the last book she read? They were hiring a security chief, not a best friend. Her resume spoke for itself: she’d graduated with a degree in criminal justice from U.C. Davis; she’d been a decorated street cop for seven years; and a detective for five. She was more than qualified to manage security for a major hotel.
Then came the zinger.
“Ms. Morgan, can you please tell us more about why you left the Sacramento Police Department?”
She’d been expecting the question. Of course they would ask why a thirty-four year old detective in her prime would leave a good job to work hotel security, when nearly every other applicant for the position was a retired law enforcement officer.
“I needed a change,” she’d said.
Why the hell had she said that?
The three panelists had looked at each other, the truth written all over their smarmy faces.
It was the female assistant manager who asked:
“Would you please talk a little about what led up to that decision of needing a change? Were you reprimanded for abuse of authority and illegally discharging your weapon?”
That had been a smokescreen by her direct supervisor to cloud the D.A.’s case against Alex’s partner. And someone had leaked it to the press.
“That was a personnel matter. The reprimand was removed from my file as being unsubstantiated.”
The woman pursed her lips. Glanced at her colleagues, then said:
“So much of your employment file is sealed, Ms. Morgan, we don’t have a lot to go on as to why you might be a good fit for us. Perhaps if you can explain the circumstances that led to your firing?”
“I wasn’t fired, I resigned.”
“According to the newspaper—”
“The newspaper was wrong.”
“We called your former supervisor—”
“I didn’t put Sergeant Young down as a reference.”
“We always contact previous supervisors.”
And that was it. She walked out in the middle of the interview. Sergeant Young hated her so violently that when he found out she’d been keeping a log about her partner’s illegal activities, he’d leaked false information to the press. He denied it ... but not convincingly.
Why had she thought her past wasn’t going to bite her in the ass?
She wiped her face with a paper towel that felt like sandpaper, and told herself to grow up. She’d done the right thing turning in her corrupt partner ... but she’d made a lot of mistakes in the process. She had to take the good with the bad, suck it up, and deal.
Maybe she should have listened to her father and applied for a Lieutenant position in the Sacramento County Sheriff's Department. Her father’s closest friend was the Sheriff.
You really want to be indebted to your father for the rest of your life?
Even worse than using the Judge’s clout, everyone would know how she got the job.
Oh, you’re the disgraced daughter of Judge Morgan. He’s a great man. Are you adopted?
Ha, ha, ha. Funny, boys.
Her dad was a criminal court judge, respected by both the defense and prosecution. He was fair, honest, and tough. He was also judgmental and rigid about rules and procedures and believed in the letter of the law. She was deeply proud of her dad and all he’d accomplished, especially considering his poverty-stricken background. But she’d never been able to live up to his high standards. She always fell short in some way.
You had every advantage growing up. Use it.
Meaning: look at what I’ve done when I started with nothing.
She didn’t want his favors or protection. She’d thought about leaving Sacramento for another jurisdiction, but where could she go? She’d have to leave the state if she wanted to keep what happened here private; even then, cops talked. It wasn’t like shooting her partner had been a big secret. Didn’t matter that he was a corrupt S.O.B. who shot her first. She’d crossed the invisible line. She’d turned on one of her own. And Tommy Cordell was in prison and she was walking free, something that many of her former colleagues thought was a mistake that should be rectified.
The truth was, she missed it. She missed the bull pen. She missed her friends. She missed the damn job. All she’d ever wanted was to be a cop. She went to college to please her father—she’d wanted to enroll in the Police Academy right out of high school.
College first. If you still want to be a cop when you graduate, I’ll support you.
And he had, without reservation. Because Judge Morgan was a man of his word. Hence, the love him part of her love him/hate him relationship with her dad.
The door opened and she caught the reflection of the female suit who’d asked her the obnoxious questions. The woman was surprised to see Alex there, opened her mouth to speak, but Alex walked out without a word. She had a temper—it had gotten her into trouble in the past—and the things she wanted to say to that uninformed bitch would have done no good, for Alex or her reputation.
She bypassed the elevators and pushed open the door leading to the stairs, surprised when it hit the wall with a metal bang-bang. She glanced around to make sure no one had heard her little temper tantrum, then jogged down three flights to the main floor of the five-star hotel across from the California State Capitol.
The stairwell opened at the end of a wide lobby. Natural sunlight streamed through tinted two-story windows, bathing the pale, contemporary décor in warmth. To her left, a step-down lounge dotted with mauve couches and gray chairs overlooked the pool. A shot of tequila sounded tempting right about now, but she just wanted to go home. Except going home to her small apartment meant sulking, and she wasn’t going to indulge in self-pity.
Vigorous exercise to sweat out her overwhelming sense of failure and anger might just be the ticket. Running on one of the river trails? Or the track at Sac State? Maybe she should drive to Placerville and tackle rougher terrain. 
She weighed the pros and cons of each venue, irritated that a large group of people stopped her from reaching the main exit. They didn’t seem to be doing anything but blocking her way. She frowned as she surveyed the lobby. A press conference by all appearances, large enough to be for the governor or maybe even the new owner of the Kings basketball team. She hated crowds, both as a person and as a cop. She glanced around looking for another exit, but to get to the parking garage, she had to go through this group, anyway. She should have walked to her interview. It was only a mile, but she hadn’t wanted to be sweaty. February wasn’t supposed to be this hot.
She’d just have to push through the damn crowd.
“Excuse me,” she muttered. No one budged. She assessed the group and the surroundings.
Once a cop always a cop.
Most of the people were reporters, with notepads and cameras and recorders. God, she hated reporters. Was that a national reporter? Maybe—she rarely watched any news, especially after she’d been vilified in the press last year. Several people in the crowd were bystanders, either by invite or curiosity. Everyone stood waiting for someone to enter. Men in suits—private security?—framed the main doors. No getting out that way. She moved around toward the back of the crowd, aiming for the far staircase that would take her back upstairs where there was another exit into the parking garage.
Her subconscious registered something … off … the moment before her eyes caught what was wrong. She scanned the balcony above the foyer and spotted a lone man at the railing. He was watching the crowd. He wore gloves.
Why is he wearing gloves inside?
He moved slightly and she saw the briefest flash of metal in his waistband.
Gun.
Whoever had done advance for this little shindig had done a piss-poor job. Alex began to push her way through the crowd, planning to alert security and keep the dignitary from entering the lobby. Several people shot her nasty looks and one foul-tongued woman issued a verbal attack as profane as any drug dealer Alex had arrested. Before she got to the front, the group around her began talking all at once and stepped toward the door as if they were a single unit. A television cameraman nearly knocked Alex over.
Alex followed their lead. The glass doors slid open as two men and a woman entered. The man in the center commanded everyone's attention. Tall, broad-shouldered, with curling dark hair Alex thought was a little too long for a politician, California’s Lieutenant Governor Travis Hart strode in. He raised his right arm in a trademark wave even Alex recognized.
Politician. Gun. Shit.
Her attention snapped back to the suspect. His eyes were locked on Hart’s entourage. He reached inside his jacket. The gun. He was going for the gun Alex had seen in his belt. 
“Get down!” she shouted, hoping the reporters could hear over their incessant questions.
Without waiting to see if anyone listened, Alex shoved through the crowd.
“Hey!”
“Watch it!”
“Bitch,” a petite blonde in a blue power suit mumbled.
Alex ignored everyone and leapt onto the large table in the center of the lobby. A massive decorative vase as tall as Alex, brimming with an array of fresh flowers, teetered but didn’t fall.
“Get down!” She launched her body like a bullet right at Travis Hart, leaping over the crouching bodies of reporters and landing square on her target as the first shot rang out. She pushed him to the floor, shielding his vital parts with her smaller body. She heard a second shot and felt a sharp pain in her upper arm, knew she’d been hit.
Where was his damn security?
She drew her weapon with her wounded arm and glanced over her shoulder.
The suspect ran. She repeated his stats to herself, but there was little to go on. He was as average as average came.
“Cover him, dammit!” she shouted to anyone who would listen. But no one could hear her. People were running away from the door or still on the ground. The hotel should at least have some security on the main floor. What did they do all day, sit around guarding the damn safe?
The lone shooter bolted.
Alex jumped up and ordered the man closest to her to get Hart to safety. Mindful of the pain searing her right arm, she switched her gun to her left hand. She darted through the downed crowd, not caring if she stepped on anyone’s head, limb or more sensitive body part.
She caught a brief glimpse of the suspect running down the wide second floor hall before he turned toward the garage.
“Security to the garage!” she shouted. She doubted the suspect had parked there; it was too difficult to get out fast and too easy to block off. Unfortunately, three staircases led to three different streets, and he could use any of them to disappear. It would take too much time for security to cover all three exits.
Running up the wide ballroom stairs three at a time, Alex gained speed as she rounded the corner, her body pumping out the adrenaline. By the time she reached the second floor, the suspect had vanished. She ran into the garage, Sacramento’s unseasonably warm spring day sucking the breath from her lungs. She spotted the suspect on the sidewalk below as he disappeared around the corner of the structure, toward K Street. She pursued, taking the stairs two at a time. When she emerged on the street, she looked right toward the convention center, then left toward Cathedral Square.
“Hey!” she called out to people walking past her. “Did you see a white man in a dark hoodie run through here?”
No one responded, either ignoring her or giving her an odd look and wide berth. She looked down at her blouse. The blood had seeped through. That she had a gun in her hand probably made people wary. But she was a cop, dammit!
Had been a cop. Past tense.
The suspect had had a solid lead and she hadn’t been fast enough to shorten the distance. It was easy to lose oneself on K Street. Still, she dashed first to the right and scanned the street, trying to get a visual. He could have disappeared into the convention center, another hotel, a restaurant, a parking garage, or across J Street and down any number of alleys.
She did the same thing at the opposite corner. Too many places to hide, too many side streets, too many easy ways to disappear.
The shooter was gone.
“Well, shit,” she muttered.
 



 
Chapter Two
 
Three California Highway Patrol officers met up with Alex as she stood on the corner replaying the last ten minutes over and over in her mind, but she couldn’t have done it any other way. If she’d had a partner or if the shooter hadn’t had such a good head start? Maybe. Maybe she could have caught up to him.
“Hey,” Alex said as the CHP approached her cautiously. CHP handled security in the Capitol building.
Alex holstered her weapon and identified herself to the officers, showing her ID and her concealed carry permit. She couldn't really blame their response time. Everything had happened so quick, by the time hotel security or Hart’s security alerted the police, the suspect was long gone.
“He disappeared on K Street, but I couldn’t get a visual once he left the garage.” It was close to the lunch hour; the street began to fill with government bureaucrats and hacks on their lunch break. “He was approximately five feet ten inches tall wearing a black hoodie and jeans. Light brown or dark blond hair, Caucasian, slim—no more than one-fifty. In his early twenties.
One officer repeated the information into his walkie-talkie, then said to Alex, “We'll canvass the neighborhood. Maybe someone saw him. We can also pull the security feeds from the hotel and K Street.” He gestured to the city’s security cameras that had been installed a few years ago on streets surrounding the Capitol building.
That's all that could be done at this point. Alex hoped one of the cameras caught a good look at his face, but they’d have a better chance with the hotel surveillance system. They'd also search the hotel for evidence and interview witnesses.
She said, “He had on gloves, but was standing on the second floor railing looking down into the lobby. Maybe there are prints up there.” Doubtful, but worth checking.
“You’re bleeding.”
“No shit.” The scent of her own blood turned her stomach, and she was trying to ignore the throbbing pain. The wail of approaching sirens told her the cavalry had arrived.
The CHP escorted her back to the main hotel entrance. Three Sacramento PD squad cars skidded into the roundabout, facing the wrong direction.
“An ambulance is on its way,” one of the cops said to her. “Why don’t you sit down inside?”
A blast of cool, artificial air hit her as the doors swooshed open. Her damp silk blouse clung to her skin and chilled her when just a minute ago she was overheated. She subconsciously shivered.
“I don’t need an ambulance,” she said. “Just a first aid kit.”
They ignored her comment. She would have, too, if she were still cop.
While two of the CHP officers went to brief the responding police, she allowed the third to escort her to a leather seat next to the valet stand. She’d grown increasingly dizzy.
“Was anyone else hurt?” she asked.
“Negative,” the cop said.
“Good.”
“Excuse me for a minute,” he said.
Relieved that she had been left alone to deal with her pain and failure, she watched both uniformed cops and detectives spread around the perimeter and invade the hotel. An unmarked car pulled up behind the patrol cars, and Detective Jim Perry jumped out. He flashed his badge. She didn’t have to hear him state he was the lead detective on the case, his body language said it all. 
She knew him well. Too well.
Jim and his partner listened to the first responders as they walked briskly into the hotel without a glance in her direction. Alex thanked God she had a moment to gather her wits before she had to face Jim and her former colleagues.
She scanned the crowd, impatiently brushing aside a lock of brown hair that had escaped her French braid. The first responders had acted fast—the area was roped off, the reporters and spectators far from the scene of the crime. She didn’t see Hart or his entourage anywhere.
As the adrenaline subsided, the dull pain in Alex’s arm increased proportionally. When she finally concentrated on her arm, she winced at the blood. Just looking at it made the pain worse.
The CHP officer returned with a first aid kit and stack of towels. “You’re still bleeding,” he said. “Do you mind?”
She shook her head.
“I’m Mike Lane, by the way.” He looked down at his notepad where he’d copied the information from her ID. “Alexandra, right?”
She cringed. Only her father called her by her full name. “Alex.”
“I need to cut off your sleeve.”
“Just do it,” she said.
He cut around her shoulder, then slid the sleeve down her own. The material tore at the hole in her arm. It started bleeding more.
“Shit!” she said through clenched teeth.
“Sorry. The ambulance will be here in two minutes. I just want to get this bleeding stopped.”
“This isn’t my first rodeo.”
He raised an eye. “You didn’t say you were a cop.”
“I’m not.” Not anymore. “I was, up until last summer.”
“Hotel security?”
She almost laughed. “Trying.”
“You’re a little young to be retired.”
She shot him a side-long glance. Too old to be a rookie. “You new?”
“I was in L.A. for ten years, rotated up here for Capitol duty last month.”
So he didn’t know anything about her. For some reason, that was comforting. The pressure he put on her arm hurt and felt good at the same time.
“It looks like you’ve lost a lot of blood, but I don’t think the bullet is still in there.”
“Good. A couple of stitches and I can go home.”
“You shouldn’t have run after the perp.”
“Instinct,” she said. “And it’s a flesh wound. Last time I was shot, it hurt a hell of a lot more.”
She didn’t want to go to the hospital. In the back of her mind she thought of ways she could talk the paramedics out of it. She watched as Mike Lane put a thick wad of gauze over where the bullet had taken a chunk out of her arm. Yeah, she’d need a couple of stitches. But better stitches than a dead politician. Or a dead former cop.
Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Jim finally look over at her while he spoke to Lieutenant Governor Hart’s plainclothes security. She couldn’t read his expression. He’d always been hard to read—except when he was angry with her. Which, during the last few months of their relationship, had been pretty much all the time. Moving in with him had been one of her biggest mistakes.
Steve Jefferson on the other hand looked both surprised and happy, and he gave her a thumbs up sign when he caught her eye. She hadn’t talked to Steve since she'd resigned from the force. Steve had been Jim’s partner, Jim’s friend—when everything went to hell, she’d forgotten he’d also become her friend.
Nothing she could do about that now.
Jim walked over and squatted next to her. Concern and anger clouded his pale blue eyes. She didn’t want his pity—or his rage.
“You’re a hero.”
Or his sarcasm.
“Spare me. I was in the right place at the right time.” She grimaced at the thought of how the press was going to spin this debacle in tomorrow's papers. The ironic thing about it, if she were still a cop, they probably wouldn't write anything more than Local Cop Thwarts Assassination Attempt. Now, she was a damn hero. The last thing she wanted, or needed.
With her luck, the headline would be more like, Cop Who Resigned Under a Cloud of Scandal Interferes with CHP During Assassination Attempt.
“Hart?” she asked Jim.
“Had the wind knocked out of him. Hotel game him a room. No injuries, but I haven’t interviewed him yet. His security sucks. Of course, he’s the fucking lieutenant governor, who’d even think he’d be a target?” He said to Mike, “How’s her arm?”
“Upper bicep. The bullet went in, went out. She lost quite a bit of blood chasing down the perp, but I think it’s stopped.”
Jim turned back to her. “Why were you here?”
“Interview.”
He stared at her as if he didn’t believe her. “What?”
“I need a job. I was here for a job interview.” This had proven to be one of the most embarrassing days of her life. She’d been a decorated cop and she should have had at least twenty more years on the force. Now she was practically groveling to work hotel security. And she wouldn’t even make it to their long list. Why had they even called her in for an interview, anyway?
Jim glanced away. Damn him, she didn’t want his pity. Or anyone’s.
“I don’t want to go to the hospital,” she said.
He snorted. “You don’t really have a choice.”
She was about to argue that her brother could patch her up just fine—he’d been an Army medic. Then one of the reporters spotted Alex. The woman rushed over to the tape and tried to get Alex’s attention. A cameraman followed, then several other reporters. Their questions sound like they were being shouted from the opposite end of a long tunnel.
“Miss! Miss! How did you know someone was going to try to assassinate the Lieutenant Governor?”
“Are you on Hart’s security team?”
“Do you know who shot at him?”
“What’s your name?”
Steve Jefferson, all gorgeous glistening black six-foot-four inch former football muscle, turned to the reporters, a stern look on his face that had intimidated the most violent of criminals. “Clear the area or I will cite each and every one of you for interfering with an official police investigation.”
“Officer, is there—” a reporter began before Steve held his hand up inches from the guy's face.
“Timmons! Expand the ropes, get these people out of here.” Two officers quickly moved the crime scene tape farther out, blocking any access to and from the large lobby, except along a narrow path on the opposite side.
Alex tried to stand, and Jim pushed her back down. “Dammit, Jim.” She took a deep breath, calmed her racing heart. It was the reporters that had set her off more than the situation. Composed, she said, “I need to walk you through what happened. Better now, while it’s fresh.”
“We have plenty of witnesses.”
She stared at him. She shouldn’t have to explain that her training made her a better witness than any civilian.
“Fine,” he said.
“What’s your problem?” she asked as they walked to the opposite end of the lobby. “You should be happy that someone trained to observe was here.”
“There are security cameras everywhere.”
She rolled her eyes and muttered, “Whatever.”
She and Jim had been involved for nearly eighteen months—the longest relationship she’d ever had. She supposed that really wasn’t saying much considering she was thirty-four, but it meant something to her. Ten months after they started seeing each other, she’d moved in with him. They argued a lot, but making up was always fun. They had a lot in common—country music and micro brew beer and skiing and a love for the Sacramento Kings basketball team, even when they sucked, which was most of the time. But what happened last year—it wasn’t something they could get over. It wasn’t something she could get over.
Alex put on her cop face, because if she was going to get through this, she needed to be professional. She explained that she’d exited the third floor via this staircase, then she walked Jim along the path she’d taken, down the wide hall, past the reservation desk.
“The reporters blocked my way, but I began to push my way through when something caught my eye,” she said. “You know how it is, in your periphery you get that little instinctive twitch when something seems out of place. I looked up. Saw the suspect. Hoodies always make me twitch, though they’re so common now. Yet ... the way he was looking down into the lobby, the way he was standing—it was suspicious. He was rigid. Waiting. I noticed he wore gloves, and it’s too warm for gloves.”
Jim nodded, taking notes.
“I thought I saw a flash of metal, not really much of anything, a dull belt buckle maybe, but then as soon as the doors opened and the group came in and the reporters started talking and taking pictures, I recognized Hart. And I knew.”
“Knew what?”
“That it was a gun.”
“Did you see the gun?”
“Yes. I looked back at the suspect and saw the gun in his hand. It wasn’t yet out of his belt—he didn’t have a holster, it was stuck in his pants. I shouted, jumped onto that table,” she gestured to the large round table, “in order to be heard over the reporters. I needed to catch their attention.”
“You didn’t draw your weapon.”
“Not until after I had the target covered. Protect, then pursue.”
“And you put yourself in the line of fire.”
“I didn’t think of it like that.”
“You don’t think.”
She snapped, “Really? You’re going to fuck with me now?”
Jim rubbed his eyes. “That’s not what I meant.”
“Yes it is. I wasn’t being reckless, Detective, I was acting on my training. See a threat, neutralize it. I couldn’t get to the shooter, but I could get to the intended target.”
“The target being Travis Hart.”
“He’s the only one I recognized. Was there another politician with him?”
“Just staff.”
“I assumed the target was the politician. CHP said they’re pulling security tapes in and outside of the hotel. Don’t forget the street cams, and the new hotel across the mall has state of the art surveillance.”
“I know how to do my damn job, Alex.”
She ignored his comment and said, “He ran like he was young. Early to mid twenties. I didn’t get a good look at his face—he’s a white guy, pale hair, skinny.”
Jim added that to the description she’d given earlier. “The paramedics are here,” he said. “Go get stitched up.”
She’d been ignoring them.
“Don’t make me go to the hospital in a damn ambulance. I can practically walk there.”
“Just do it, Alex.”
Steve approached. “CHP has Hart secured in a room upstairs, the witnesses in a meeting room. How do you want to handle this?”
“Grab a couple uniforms and you take the witnesses, I’ll take Hart.”
Steve nodded, then said to Alex, “Good to see you.”
“You, too,” she said absently. She stared at the table in the middle of the lobby, the one with the ugly vase and towering canopy of red and white flowers. She looked up at the railing and pictured where the shooter had been standing. At the angle she’d see him his head had been just to the left of a wall sconce that was a few feet behind him.
She started toward the staircase.
“Hold it, Alex,” Jim said. “You can’t go up there.”
“I have to check something.” She stopped, looked at him. “Trust me Jim. I’m still a good cop.”
“Fuck,” he muttered, then followed her, motioning to the cops manning the stairs to let Alex through. “Don’t touch anything,” he said.
She bit her tongue to keep from lashing Jim with it. Jerk.
She took the stairs quickly. Jim and Steve were right behind her. She went to the exact location that the shooter had been standing.
“He stood here.”
“We know that, based on the other witnesses. And we’re getting the security footage. Did you see him drop something? Take off his gloves?”
She shook her head and looked down at the lobby.
The flowers shooting up from the top of the vase completely blocked the center of the main doors. But from this angle, whoever was on the right—walking on Hart’s left side—was completely visible. She’d need a complete reenactment to make sure she was right. She stood on her tippy toes to make herself closer to five foot ten. It didn’t change the angle; the flowers were still blocking line of sight.
“Hart wasn’t the target,” she said.
“You can’t know that.”
“From here he wouldn’t have a clear shot. He’d have to aim through the flowers.”
“Maybe he thought he had a chance. Or maybe he just wanted to scare him.”
Possibly, Alex thought. Possibly. “Who was next to Hart?” She closed her eyes and pictured the scene. Woman on the left, man on the right. “It was a man.”
“His chief of staff Melanie Thorne and his legislative consultant Eric Huang.”
Steve said, “Hart has made a lot of enemies over the years. He was a prosecutor for years, then a corporate lawyer. Now he’s running for Governor—this was a press conference to announce some big campaign shindig or endorsement or something.”
“Aren’t you all political,” Alex teased.
Steve grinned. “I read the news.”
“You need to consider that maybe this Huang guy was the target,” Alex said. “Because if I was trying to take someone out, I’d damn well make sure I had a clear shot. Especially with a handgun—” She snapped her fingers. “It was a Glock. And it wasn’t the gun I saw the flash of, it was his belt buckle. The gun I saw when he pulled it from his waistband.”
“You could tell it was a Glock from—” Jim looked down, “that’s about thirty feet down? And fifteen feet over?”
She hesitated. “Semi-auto handgun. You’re right, I can’t say with certainty it was a Glock, it could have been a Sig, something similar. It just had that feeling to it. Again, gut impression.”
“Alex, just go get the damn stitches and let us do our job.”
She glared at him. Her temper was flaring, but she also felt woozy. Trying to keep her voice pleasant, she said, “Let me know what you find out.”
“As much as I can,” Jim said. “Remember, you’re not a cop anymore.”
Like she could ever forget.
Jim’s phone rang before she could comment. “I have to take this,” he said and turned his back on her.
It was better this way. She went back down the stairs where the two paramedics seemed more concerned than warranted. “I’m fine,” she said.
“You’re bleeding again,” one of them said.
She looked down at the bandage that Officer Lane had put on her. Sure enough, it was red.
“I give in,” she said. She pointed to the gurney. “But I’m walking  to the ambulance, or I’m not going.”
Before they could argue with her, she left the hotel and sat on the ambulance bumper, hoping and praying that the reporters didn’t know her name.
If they don’t know, someone will tell them. Brace yourself, Alex. The shit storm is going to hit you – again.
 
***
 
District Attorney Matt Elliott had the news muted while he called FBI Agent Dean Hooper. Dean wasn’t just any FBI Agent, he was one of three Assistant Special Agents in Charge of the Sacramento FBI.
Dean answered the call immediately. “Hold on, Matt,” he said and put the phone down. Matt heard voices in the background of Dean’s office.
He stared at the screen as the camera replayed Alexandra Morgan leaping off a table in the center of a prominent hotel and save the life of the Lieutenant Governor. He didn’t see her get hit, the cameraman was on the ground and the film was at an odd angle, but he saw the blood on her arm as she ran past the camera a few seconds later.
Seeing her reminded him of how he royally screwed up any chance of having a relationship with Alex, before it even started. Seeing her risk her life to save someone else reminded him why he’d fallen for her in the first place.
Matt had fielded a half dozen calls in the last thirty minutes, but he had few answers. All he’d learned was that Hart was safe, the shooter was at large, and Alex was the only injury.
Twice he’d gotten up from his desk with the intention of going to the hotel to check on Alex personally. Twice he’d sat back down and picked up the phone to learn more about the shooting.
Dean came back on the line. “Sorry, Matt, as you can imagine things are hectic here.”
“What’s going on with the Travis Hart investigation? We’re making progress on the investigation and then someone takes a whack at him?”
“Honestly, Matt, I don’t know—there has been no chatter about this, our intel doesn’t have a hint that someone was after him. The CHP and Sac PD are taking lead, I can’t go in and muck things up. If I do, Hart will know we’re investigating him.”
“We need something solid, Dean.”
“You don’t have to tell me that.”
“Politically, this will give him a bump. Right when he needs it the most—he officially announced his candidacy for governor last month. We need to take him down before the election.”
“Matt, you’re not telling me anything I don’t know. D.C. is breathing down my neck, but I haven’t been able to connect Hart to Sergei Rykov. Not directly. And I don’t have enough evidence to take Hart down on corruption charges. The donations Rykov gave to his campaign were perfectly legal. If I make a run at Rykov too soon, I’ll lose him completely.”
“I’m just—just frustrated.”
Dean didn’t say anything for a moment, then said, “Matt, do you think that Alex Morgan would be open to working with us on this?”
Alex. He couldn’t see anything good coming from drawing her back into their operation. She’d been burned before, he wouldn’t do it to her again.
“No,” he said immediately. “She lost everything when she agreed to keep quiet about the FBI investigation. Did you know she was at the hotel today because of a job interview? Hotel security?”
“I offered her a job in D.C.”
“Her family is here,” Matt said.
“I would have moved her back once the case is over,” Dean said. “Look, her cover isn’t blown. Sergei has no idea she was working for me, he still believes she didn’t care that her partner was taking kickbacks until he crossed the line and started screwed around with Sergei’s underage prostitutes.”
“She won’t be able to get back onto the force,” Matt said. “Even after you nail Ryvok. And if she was able to go back now, it would take her months—longer—to get back into a position to gather intel. It’s far too dangerous.”
“I was thinking along the lines of deeper cover.”
“They’ll kill her if they even get a hint that she’s reporting to the FBI. And you’re forgetting about Judge Morgan.”
“Shit,” Dean mumbled. “You’re right, it won’t fly. However, she might be in the perfect position to get in with Hart.”
“You’ve got to be kidding.” Travis Hart may not be running organized crime in Sacramento, but that didn’t make him any less dangerous. Worse in some ways because he was both charming and cunning.
“She’s good on her feet. Smart. Hart will reach out to her at some point, probably make a media splash with it, give her public thanks for saving his life. She can work him. Try to get inside his network. Has her father endorsed anyone for governor yet?”
“Not as far as I know.” Matt didn’t like Dean’s unstated plan, but he immediately saw the benefits. Judge Morgan was a powerful name in the law enforcement community. He didn’t often endorse, but when he did it carried weight.
“Can you talk to him? See if he’ll be willing to pretend he’s considering an endorsement of Hart?”
“Yes, but I still don’t see how Alex is going to learn anything by putting Judge Morgan together with Hart.”
“Hart will probably invite her to his office to give her a state resolution commending her bravery and heroism. Might even have a press conference. He’ll want to publicly thank her, not just for the political points, but because it’s expected. Then, she can use that to put her father together with Hart for a meeting. Find a reason to be there, to get involved.”
“I don’t know,” Matt said. He stared out his window but didn’t really see the street below. “I don’t see how it’ll play out.”
“Alex will figure it out as she goes. If she’s the liaison between the Judge and Hart, that gives her access. She can work that into something more, volunteering for his campaign for example. Matt, I don’t have anyone in Hart’s organization. He’s paranoid. My informant in Russian organized crime can’t get the evidence I need for an indictment on Rykov or Hart. We were so close last July...”
That comment irritated Matt, and he snapped, “And what exactly was she supposed to do? Turn her back on her partner screwing a fourteen year old?”
“No, of course not.”
It was one of those situations that no one could have predicted. Alex shouldn’t have confronted her partner, but she also knew that the chances that the department would do anything more than slapping Detective Tommy Cordell on the wrist for screwing a prostitute were slim to none. Alex had walked in on her partner receiving oral sex from a young girl. She’d lost her temper and threatened to turn him into Internal Affairs. Cordell’s over-reaction suggested that there was something he feared more than a suspension. He’d shot Alex in the back as she turned to leave. Only her quick thinking had saved her life—she’d returned fire and took Cordell down. That they’d both survived was a testament to modern medicine and great surgeons.
Matt didn’t blame Alex for what happened. No one did, though they’d wished they could have connected Cordell firmly to Rykov. If she’d had more time to gather evidence, they might have been able to flip Cordell to turn state’s evidence on Rykov. As it was, Cordell had kept his lips shut from the minute he’d been arrested.
Alex was lucky she wasn’t dead. Lucky that she was a good shot and the pills that Cordell had been popping had thrown off his aim. Lucky that Cordell hadn’t died. His trial started in six weeks. Matt wanted to prosecute him personally, but if it came out that Matt was working with the FBI prior to the shooting, it could cast doubt on the trial. Matt had to assign a prosecutor who had no personal connection to Judge Andrew Morgan or Alex.
“I’ll talk to Andrew, then to Alex.” He rubbed his eyes. “I’ll let you know.”
“I can talk to her,” Dean offered.
“No. I’m the one who got her into this mess in the first place.”
He hung up on Dean and dialed Andrew’s number. While on hold, he stared at the chair where Alex had sat fifteen months ago. It was right after Christmas. The office was quiet, court adjourned until after the New Year.
“My partner’s on the take and I don’t know who to trust.”
“You can trust me, Alex.”
She smiled. She was so beautiful when she smiled. Matt had always been attracted to Alex Morgan, but he’d never pursued it and he didn’t know why. His sister had told him—often—that he’d let his father’s multiple marriages turn him into a cynic. Maybe Megan was right—he dated, but never anyone he was truly interested in. Plus, he had his career.
Now, it was too late with Alex. She’d moved in with her boyfriend, another cop. He’d missed his chance. “I know I can trust you, that’s why I came here. I can’t go to my boss, you know how it is—a slap on the wrist or they’ll reassign me. I’ve turned my back on crap other cops have done, minor stuff that just isn’t worth fighting over. But this? Tommy has a gambling problem, and I think he’s taking money from the Russian mob. Sergei Rykov. And I know Rykov is suspected of running girls, running drugs, building his organization. Ever since I transferred to the Northern Command last year, I wondered how he could get away with it, why the police could never pin anything on him. Now I know why. He has cops on his payroll. I don’t think Tommy is the only one, but I can’t go to my commander without proof. And need something so egregious no one can ignore it.”
“We should call the FBI.”
“Why? Don’t you have an investigative unit in the D.A.’s office?” She’d sounded panicked. No cop wanted to work with the feds against one of their own.
“This would be a federal investigation. Public corruption is almost always investigated by the FBI. I’ll talk to my sister first.” Megan was the SSA of Violent Crimes. “But if anyone has an open investigation into Sergei Rykov, it’ll be Dean Hooper.”
“I don’t know him.”
“You know Officer Riley Knight?”
“Of course. We used to work together in Central Command.”
“Dean is his brother-in-law. He’s a good guy. You can trust him as much as you trust me. You can ask Riley about him.”
She looked nervous, but agreed. “Just tell me what to do, because I can’t live like this. I almost put in for a transfer ... but if I don’t do something, who will?”
 



 
Chapter Three
 
Detective Jim Perry shut off his phone before he went to the penthouse where the hotel had put Hart and his entourage. He didn’t need anymore calls, didn’t need to be nagged, didn’t need anyone breathing down his neck.
He just needed to do his job.
He flashed his badge to the CHP officer standing at Hart’s door, then went in. It was a clusterfuck. Reporters and staff and security. He spotted Lieutenant Governor Travis Hart standing by one of the windows, talking on his cell phone. Jim went straight over to him and interrupted. “Mr. Hart, we need talk about the shooting. Now.”
Hart wrapped up his conversation quickly and said, “Of course, Detective.”
“Is there any place private we can talk?”
Hart shook his head. “Not really. We have the two rooms adjoining this, but staff is in there. The CHP said you’d want to talk to everyone.”
“Yes I do,” Jim said. He motioned for the people hovering around their boss to go to the other side of the room. He’d like to have done the interviews one-on-one and without the commotion, but he also wanted to do them now.
Hart still wore the suit he had on earlier, but he’d taken off his jacket. Blood spotted the crisp white. “You weren’t hit, were you Mr. Hart?”
Hart looked down. “No. But the woman was. I was told she was okay, but going to the hospital.”
“She’s fine,” Jim said. “Start at the beginning. Was your trip to the hotel planned? On your schedule?”
“Yes,” Hart said. “I had scheduled a noon press conference here, in one of the ballrooms, to announce my anti-crime initiative. I have secured the endorsements of more than a dozen Sheriffs and Police Chiefs, as well as the last three Attorney Generals—even though one of them isn’t of my political party. In light of the initiatives on the upcoming ballot, I wanted to get out front on a few issues.”
“I really don’t need the lesson in politics,” Jim snapped. “Were any of these endorsers here with you?”
“Yes, but they’d arrived earlier and were already in the ballroom awaiting my arrival. They’d given earlier interviews with the press.”
Jim scribbled down the notes. “When did you put this event on your schedule? Who knew about it?”
“We only scheduled it two days ago, when I secured an important endorsement. It wasn’t secret—we sent out a press release, the hotel knew because they provided the food and room, my staff, it was in the paper this morning and a radio announcement—my press secretary can tell you everywhere the information ran.”
Anyone could have heard about it. “What exactly did you see when you came in?”
“Nothing except the reporters. I was about to tell them to head to the ballroom—they weren’t supposed to be in the lobby, but herding reporters is like herding sheep. They like to think they can get the scoop. One goes to the entrance, they all follow, like lemmings.”
“And?”
“And as I was about to speak, this woman—someone told me her name was Alexandra Morgan—jumped onto the table in the center of the lobby. My first thought was she was an aggressive photographer trying to get a good photo.”
“Did you see the shooter?”
“No—because Ms. Morgan made quite a spectacle yelling something—I believe it was get down—and then she jumped on me. Pushed me to the ground.  I heard the gun shot.”
“How many?”
“Two, I think.” He paused. “Yes, two. One before she jumped on me, and one right after.”
“And then?”
“And then she ran after the shooter, or so I was told.”
“You have a security detail?”
“CHP handles Capitol security. This was a campaign related event, so I had two private security who come with me.”
“Have you been threatened?”
“I have private security mostly to help keep things moving, avoid being stuck, assessing venues, advance work, things like that.”
“I repeat, have you been threatened? Letters? Calls?”
“My staff would turn over any threatening calls or letters to the CHP. You’ll have to talk to them. I was a prosecutor for fifteen years. I have my fair share of enemies. But I can’t think of anyone who would want to kill me.”
“I need to talk to your staff, particularly the two who were walking with you—Thorne and Huang.”
Hart hesitated, just a moment, then said, “Is there a reason why?”
“I need to talk to everyone, Mr. Hart. You know that. You were a prosecutor.”
Hart tensed, but Jim didn’t care. He wasn’t going to coddle the politician, and he wasn’t going to slack off, especially a high profile case like this. His boss was going to be a stick up his ass until they had the shooter in custody.
“They’re both in the next room. So can I assume that the woman, Ms. Morgan, didn’t get a good look at the shooter?”
“We have security footage.”
“Of course. Thank you, Detective.”
“Just make yourself available when I need you.”
Jim turned away. He really distrusted politicians. Especially men like Travis Hart.
Melanie Thorne was still upset, but after Jim talked to her, he realized she knew less than Hart about what happened. She’d been talking on the phone when they entered and wasn’t paying attention.
Then Jim talked to Eric Huang. The legislative consultant was a tall, skinny Asian kid with glasses and a suit. He looked young, but his driver’s license indicated that he was thirty. He seemed cagey, nervous, and his hands were shaking. He’d noticed everything that Hart noticed, but more. He had seen Alex pushing through the crowd before jumping onto the table. He’d also seen the shooter standing at the railing on the second floor landing.
“Did you see a gun?”
“No—I just remember when the woman climbed onto the table, I looked at her and I saw a man standing at the railing. He wore a dark hoodie and seemed out of place. The woman yelled to get down, and I dropped immediately. And then everything happened fast.”
Huang also heard two gun shots, and when Alex got up he, too, was ushered with his boss into another room, and then they all came upstairs.
“You seem nervous,” Jim said.
“Nervous? I’m scared.”
“Why are you scared?”
Huang’s dark eyes widened. “Because someone shot at my boss. It could have been me.”
“Do you have any enemies?”
“Me? Of course not.”
“Maybe someone who blames you for not getting a bill through?”
“The Lieutenant Governor doesn’t have much to do with legislation,” Huang said.
“But you’re the legislative director.”
“Yes—he takes positions on legislation, speaks to groups generally in support of the governor’s agenda, so I prepare position papers, make sure that I can answer any questions he may have, identify proponents and opponents, make sure he’d informed. He also sits on several committees, such as the Coastal Commission and an economic development commission, which often take positions on legislative issues.”
“Any positions that have been unpopular?”
“This is America, Detective. Politicians don’t get killed because they take an unpopular opinion.”
Jim needed to push Huang a harder. If he knew something, anything, he needed to spill it now. “If it’s not professional, maybe it’s personal.”
“I don’t know much about Mr. Hart’s personal life.”
“But you know about yours.”
Huang opened his mouth, then closed it. “Detective, I—I don’t see what you’re getting at.”
“Is there anything in your personal life that I should know about? Someone who has threatened you?”
“Why—why would you think this has anything to do with me?”
Did he look worried or was Jim reading fear into his expression?
“You haven’t answered my question.”
“No, nothing at all. I do a good job for Mr. Hart, just like I did for Mr. Goodman.”
“The previous lieutenant governor?”
“Yes—I worked for him for nine years—six in the State Senate, and nearly three years in the LG’s office, until his heart attack last year. Mr. Hart kept all of Mr. Goodman’s staff, though I’m the last one remaining. Everyone else found other jobs, but it was gracious of Mr. Hart to keep us on for as long as we needed.”
“But you stayed.”
“Mr. Hart asked me to, because I know this job inside and out. I know the lobbyists and the issues and the committees and what his duties are. He seemed to appreciate that. I don’t see why this is relevant.”
“And no one has a grudge against Mr. Hart. Any threatening letters?”
“Yes, we get a few, but we send those to the CHP. We don’t get many. There are only six staff members, and one of those is a part-time intern. In fact, Mr. Hart’s campaign for governor has more paid staff than his legislative office.”
“The campaign,” Jim said, switching gears ... after all, this was a campaign event where Hart was shot at ... “what do you know?”
“Nothing—I work for the government. There’s a strict line I do not cross.”
“Yet you were at this press conference.”
“During my lunch hour. I don’t work on the campaign because I don’t want there to be any perception of impropriety. I was here to support my boss, and be available to him if he needed any information that related to business before the state of California. You can ask anyone. I never cross the line.”
“What about your boss? Did he ever cross any lines?”
Jim watched Huang’s reaction carefully. He seemed perplexed. “Mr. Hart has been a terrific boss. I don’t know what you mean about crossing lines. Mr. Hart is the utmost professional.”
 
***
 
Travis Hart had no privacy until he returned to his capitol office. He sent his staff home early. The CHP put an officer at the main door, so Travis closed himself in his office to ensure that no one could overhear his phone call.
This whole situation was fucked.
He pulled out one of three phones from his jacket—he had one for the campaign, one for state business, and one personal phone.
He had five missed calls on his personal phone, all from the same number.
He returned that call first.
“I’ve been busy,” he said immediately. “I can’t pick up the phone whenever you call. Why was that woman at the hotel? How did she know?”
“She didn’t. It was a coincidence.”
“I don’t believe in coincidences,” Travis said.
“I have already spoken to a trusted contact who assures me that Ms. Morgan was at the hotel for a job interview.”
“She’s a cop, what would she be doing there for an interview?”
“She was a cop. We have already verified the information—she didn’t even schedule the interview, the hotel staff did. She was simply at the wrong place, wrong time.”
“I don’t like it.” Travis had lived his life planning everything perfectly, and he didn’t like any deviation from the plan.
“She’s not a problem. She’s been discredited with the police department, no one would believe her even if she suspected something was afoot, but if you act irresponsibly, you’ll draw attention to yourself.”
“I’m fine,” he snapped. He pressed his fingers to the bridge of his nose. This wasn’t supposed to happen. His plan had been perfect, on so many levels. How could he have anticipated that Alexandra Morgan—or any cop—would be in the hotel at the exact moment as the shooter? It had been timed down to the minute.
“However, you now have a problem.”
“No, you have the problem.” Travis wasn’t going to take shit from this bastard, as if he worked for them. They had a business arrangement, as Travis liked to think of it. “You take care of it.”
Silence. But Travis was not going to be bullied.
“I will remind you, Mr. Hart, that you chose this method. You thought it would give you a what, a bump in the polls? I told you that it was too complex, too many things could go wrong, that simple is always better.”
“Don’t lecture me.”
“I will also remind you that you’re the one with the most to lose. I believe you have become paranoid, and we need to let things settle down before we pursue another method. Next time, however, I will not be taking your advice.”
“Once this is done, there won’t be a next time.”
“I certainly hope your house is clean. Because if it’s not, next time it may be you who are in the wrong place at that wrong time.”
Hart fumed. “And I will remind you that we have a mutually beneficial arrangement. But if anything happens to me, the same will happen to you.”
“Do not threaten me.”
“It’s not a threat. You forget who I am.”
Silence. Again.
“I will never forget who you are, Mr. Hart. And I shouldn’t have to remind you that what I know about you will destroy you. If you live that long.”
 



 
Chapter Four
 
Alex had been sitting on a gurney in the emergency room for over an hour when she decided that going to the pharmacy and buying the biggest Band-Aid they had, then hitting the liquor store for her favorite tequila, would be just as effective as stitches. She would kill someone if she had to wait for the doctor any longer. There were people far sicker than her, people with heart attacks and strokes and broken bones. She was fine.
She stood up and pushed open the drape that separated her from the rest of the emergency area and almost walked into Doctor Gabriel Storm.
“Oh, God, not you.”
He smiled. “I’m not God, but thank you.”
She rolled her eyes and sat back down. She knew better than to argue with Gabriel. He’d been her surgeon last summer when she’d been shot, but she’d known him longer, ever since her best friend, Detective Selena Black, moved in with him last year. She and Selena had gone through the police academy together and worked in the same division until Alex was transferred to North Command.
“I hate hospitals,” she said.
“I know.”
When she first arrived, they’d made her take off her shirt and gave her a gown, but she’d long since taken it off. She wore a sports bra which could hardly be called sexy. She’d been raised in a house of men, had been a cop for twelve years, and while she didn’t walk around naked, she had no false modesty. 
Gabriel took off the bandage and inspected her wound. “The X-rays were clear—no bullet fragments. But this is a nasty hole. You lost a lot of blood, the paramedics said.”
“No more than I would have donated at the blood bank,” she said.
He smiled. He had that way about him—annoying, sexy, calming. She could see why Selena was in love with him.
A nurse came in with a tray. “You can leave it,” he told her.
“Don’t you want me to suture the wound, doctor?”
“I’ll do it.”
That surprised the nurse, but she put the tray down and left.
“If you have something to do, go do it. I’m fine.”
“There’s no place I’d rather be.”
She have him a wrinkled-nose smile. “You’re going to hurt me with that needle.”
He had a two needles, in fact. “This is an antibiotic.” Then he injected it into her arm.
“That wasn’t too bad.”
“This is a local anesthetic.” He injected it close to the gunshot wound and she jumped.
“Fuck!” she exclaimed. Every nerve ending in her arm—on her entire right side—burned.
“You’re a baby,” he said.
“Just get it over with,” she hissed through clenched teeth.
Every push and pull of the needle brought tears to her eyes, but she refused to cry.
“I banned the press,” Gabriel said, “but you might want to be careful when you leave.”
“I’m sorry.”
“Don’t apologize. You saved a man’s life. It’s news.”
“It’s news because he’s a politician.”
“That to.”
“And they’re not interested in any of that. They’re interested in what happened last summer.”
Gabriel tensed.
“I’m fine,” she said.
“I know. I’m your doctor, remember?”
When she’d come in with a bullet in her back, Gabriel had been on duty. She didn’t know he’d saved her life until after the surgery. She’d always liked him—even though he could be very intense—but saving her life had bonded her to him like a brother.
“Don’t worry about me, Gabriel,” she said.
He clipped the stitches and put a loose bandage over the skin. “You should wear a sling, but I know you won’t so I won’t even give you one.”
“You’re a peach.”
He pulled over a stool and sat down. Gabriel had a way of looking at you as if you were the only person in the world. Hospitals were loud, crowded, and bustling, but all that fell away. “You didn’t call your father.”
“Oh, shit.” She should have called her dad. He would have wanted to hear that she was okay from her. Would it have killed her to give him two minutes? “Did you call him?”
Gabriel shook his head. “He heard it along with most everyone else—through the media.”
“I’m the world’s worst daughter. You told him I was okay, right?”
“Of course. He’s waiting in my office. I just wanted to make sure you were cleaned up and didn’t look like death warmed over when he walked in.”
“He’s here? I need a shirt,” Alex said. She rubbed her temples. Her head was aching. “And do you have some aspirin around here?”
“You can’t mix your meds,” Gabriel said.
She stared at him. “I’m not taking pain meds. What about Tylenol? Advil? Something over-the-counter-ish?”
“I’ll find you a shirt,” he said.
Gabriel walked out and Alex braced herself for her father.
Judge Andrew Morgan walked in a few minutes later. Worry etched his face, disappearing when he saw that she was okay.
“I’m so sorry dad.”
He put his hands on her shoulders and kissed her forehead. He rested his chin on her head a moment, then stepped back. “My clerk told me that you had been shot saving the life of Travis Hart. I didn’t know anything else.”
“I have no excuse for not calling you. I’m fine, just a couple of stitches.”
“Gabriel told me.”
She felt like shit. “I’m really, really sorry.” Her eyes burned with unshed tears. The last thing she wanted to do was worry her dad.
He sat down on the stool that Gabriel had vacated. “What happened?”
She told him everything, starting with walking out on the interview and ending with pursuing the suspect. He didn’t say anything for a long minute.
“Jim caught the case.”
Her dad seemed surprised. “Jim Perry.”
“Yeah, my ex. I know you liked him, sorry it didn’t work out for you.”
She was really bitchy right now.
“Alexandra, I liked Jim. But I love you.”
She always put her foot in it.
“He’s a good cop,” she said. “He didn’t like my analysis, but he’ll figure it out on his own.”
“What analysis?”
“Nothing.”
“Tell me.”
Because she was stuck here until Gabriel came back with a shirt, she said, “From the shooter’s angle, I don’t think Hart was the target. But it doesn’t make any sense—why take out a staffer?”
“And Jim doesn’t concur?”
“There was a huge towering plant thing that blocked Hart from the shooter. But he if was good, he could have shot through it. Though good snipers aren’t going to put an obstacle between them and their target. Maybe he didn’t expect the plant to be there, but that means no recon. Since when does a sniper not case out his roost? But Jim’s theory also made sense.”
“Which was?”
“The shooter wanted to cause a scene, scare Hart, scare the press, whatever. That he didn’t intend to kill anyone, or didn’t care who he shot.”
“He shot you.”
“I wasn’t the target.”
“Maybe not.”
“Maybe?”
“I mean, Jim’s theory is sound, but so is yours. Maybe Hart was the target. Or his staff. Let Jim do his job.”
And that was it. It was Jim’s job to investigate the assassination attempt, not hers. End of story.
Gabriel Storm came in with a sweatshirt. “It’s clean,” he said.
She pulled it on, wincing when her arm pulled.
“And, because I know you won’t take the pain meds even if I ordered you, here are two prescription strength Tylenol. Trust me—you’ll want them. Just to take the edge off.” He handed her a cup with the two pills big enough to choke a horse, and a bottle of water.
“Thanks for not making a huge production, Gabriel,” she said after swallowing the pills.
“You’ll want to bypass the reporters on your way out—there’s only a few, but all it takes is one jerk to ruin your day.” He handed her dad his hospital ID. “Drive your car into the physician’s lot. There’s a separate entrance from our garage. I’ll take Alex to meet you. That way you’ll slip away undetected.”
The judge shook Gabriel’s hand. “Thank you. Again. You’ve taken good care of my daughter.”
“It’s my job, Judge.”
Alex’s dad left to retrieve his car, and Alex said to Gabriel as they walked, “I’ll make you cookies.”
He raised an eyebrow. “Those peanut butter cookies you made for Christmas?”
“If you liked them.”
“They were amazing. Selena and I arm-wrestled for the last one.”
“Who won?”
“I did. But I split it with her.”
“True love,” she teased. She kissed Gabriel on the cheek and said, “Pass it on to Selena.”
A young man in a suit, carrying a huge bouquet of flowers in a vase, briskly approached Alex. “The nurse said you were Alexandra Morgan?”
Gabriel tensed beside her, shifting his body so that he was partly in front of her.
“You’re not authorized to be here,” Gabriel said firmly. “I will have security remove you.”
The guy looked almost green from surprise. “I-I-my name is Robbie. I-I work for Travis Hart’s campaign. He-he-he asked me to deliver Ms. Morgan flowers t-t-to thank her.”
Gabriel stepped forward and took the vase from Robbie. “Tell Mr. Hart thank you. You may go back the way you came.”
Robbie nodded. “Thank you. Thank you.” He practically ran back down the hall.
“Who’d have thought doctors were so intimidating,” Alex said.
Gabriel wasn’t smiling when he handed her the vase. “Whoever let that kid in violated my direct orders.”
“Your military service is showing,” Alex said. Gabriel had spent several years as a medic in the Army. She didn’t know much about his service record, only what Selena had told her in passing. Gabriel didn’t like to talk about it.
“Perhaps.” He opened the door into the staff garage. “Don’t be a stranger, Alex. Selena said you cancelled twice on her for drinks.”
Alex didn’t know what to say, so she shrugged.
Gabriel tapped her chin. “Hey, we care about you. The last few months have been especially difficult, I get that, but you have friends.”
“I know. I guess – well, I just feel like a failure. Unemployed. Unemployable. I want my old life back and I can’t have it.” She sighed. “I’m just feeling sorry for myself.”
“Pull yourself up, Alex. You’re strong enough. And the next time Selena calls you to meet, be there.”
“I will.”
Sometimes, it was easy to forget that she did have friends. Self-pity. That’s all it was. And she had to find a way to move on or she’d never feel good about herself again.
 



 
Chapter Five
 
It didn’t take much persuading for Alex to agree to spend the night at her dad’s house. She really didn’t want to go back to the small apartment she’d moved into after she left Jim. She hated the place, but she’d signed a year’s lease, and she really couldn’t afford much else. It wasn’t that it was a dump—it was anything but a dump. The building had been recently renovated, the old business converted into chic lofts. She thought she’d like living downtown—but she didn’t. She missed having a yard, missed having space, and despised having neighbors so close to her. She’d planned to move out on June 1st, when her lease was up, when she got a job and could afford a small rental house.
Of course, she didn’t have a job, her severance package was almost gone, and if she didn’t find something soon she’d have to move in with her dad permanently.
She was thirty-four years old. She couldn’t live with her father.
Still, she loved the house she grew up in. The judge had bought the modest yet stately house in the “Fabulous Forties” neighborhood of Sacramento shortly after her younger brother, A.J., was born. She’d grown up here since she was three—she didn’t even remember the house she’d been born in. Birthday parties and hide and seek and swimming in the summer ... a lot of joy was in this house. And a lot of sorrow. Her mother grew ill—cancer—and died in this house. But it was home, and the judge said he’d never move.
She liked having a home base. But she didn’t want to move back.
She was exhausted, even though it was a short drive from the hospital to her dad’s house. But she wouldn’t admit it to anyone, especially her father. Instead, she said, “I’m hungry.”
“Good. Your grandmother is preparing your favorite.”
Now her stomach growled. “Spaghetti and meatballs?”
“Of course.”
Already, she felt better.
Then she saw the car in front of the house. Not just any car, but a three-year-old black Nissan Altima with a small American flag in one corner and a small U.S. Navy seal in the other rear corner.
She knew exactly who owned that car.
“What’s going on?” she asked her dad.
“Alexandra, just talk to him.”
“Dad—” She wasn’t in the mood for an argument. She was too tired, too frustrated, too ... hell, she didn’t know. She just wanted to eat some spaghetti and go to bed. Was that too much to ask?
“Apparently, you’re in the middle of something big.”
“No, I am not,” she said carefully.
“Hear him out.”
“You set me up.”
He turned off the ignition and used the remote to close the garage door behind them. She made no move to get out of the car.
She couldn’t begin to explain how angry she was at her father. Her father and the owner of that Nissan.
The District Attorney himself, Matt Elliott. The man to blame for the fact that she had no job and was considered a disgrace within the Sacramento Police Department. A man she’d trusted, and not just because he was a friend of her father’s. Not just because he was the District Attorney, or a veteran, or a good guy. But because she’d been in court with him, she’d testified for him, she’d seen how much he cared about law, order, justice, victims. She admired that. Hell, she’d half fallen in love with him. That was probably her biggest regret. She cared about him, trusted him, and got screwed.
Thank God she hadn’t slept with him. She’d never even told him how she felt. That one time when they almost ... well, they hadn’t. She didn’t really even know what she’d felt last year. But now there was no mistaking the sickening churn of betrayal.
“This has been a long day for you,” he said. “But Matt needs to talk to you, and you need to tell him about your theory.”
“I told Jim, and I told you. I don’t need to repeat it again.”
Her dad didn’t say anything, and that was somehow worse. He did that when he knew she was tired and crabby and he thought he was right. When he wanted her to believe he understood, when really it was just him giving her time to come to what he felt was the right decision.
Talking to Matt Elliott was not the right decision. Not anymore.
Yet, he was here, and she was here. Walking home wasn’t out of the realm of possibilities—her loft was exactly two point two miles from her dad’s house—but she was too tired and sore to even contemplate it. And why did she feel like crying? She was such a baby. She was going to be thirty-five at the end of the year. She had nothing. No career, no boyfriend, few friends. Gabriel and Selena. And her family.
“Fine,” she said quietly. “But dad—you don’t understand. You think you do, because you’ve made hard decisions and you run your courtroom with an iron gavel. You think because you’ve stood on your principles, even when it was difficult, that you understand what I’m feeling.” She looked at him in the dim garage light. “I did what was right last summer. I knew, even then, that I was going lose everything, but I did it anyway. What I didn’t know was how hard it would be to take the heat. I’m not as strong as you.”
Her voice cracked, and she moved to get out of the car, but her dad grabbed her wrist.
“Alexandra, look at me.”
Reluctantly, she looked at her father. He wasn’t a large man, but he was still imposing, with neatly trimmed salt-and-pepper hair and the same green eyes she had. He was handsome, even at sixty-two. He could have married again—her mother had been dead for twenty years. But he’d once told her that he’d loved her mother two lifetimes in the nineteen years they’d been married, and he didn’t need or want  another companion.
“You’re the strongest person I know, Alexandra. I’ve always been proud of you.”
Oh, God, now she was going to cry. No. She blinked back the tears and nodded, because if she talked, she would start blubbering.
“Tell Matt I need to change.”
He nodded and got out of the car.
She waited a minute, took a deep breath, and got her emotions together.  She picked up the vase of flowers and got out of the car, going directly to her old bedroom where she put it down on the dresser. There was a card enclosed.
She pulled it out.
Alexandra ~
No words are sufficient to show my thanks and appreciation for what you did for me today. You saved my life, and I am in your debt. Your heroism humbles me. If you ever need anything, please call.
~ Travis Hart
 
***
 
It was the rich aroma of  meat, tomatoes, garlic and oregano that propelled Alex back downstairs. Though she didn’t live at her dad’s house anymore, she and her brothers always kept a few things in their old rooms. She wished, however, that she had something better to wear than faded sweatpants and her old police academy T-shirt. 
She took a deep breath and walked into the large, family-style kitchen. “It smells great, grandma,” she said and gave her petite eighty-year-old grandma Jane a hug. “I’m starving.”
Matt Elliott, stood at the counter drinking sparkling water. She tried to ignore him.
“Sit down,” her grandmother said.  “I’ll dish you both up.”
“You don’t need to feed me, Mrs. Morgan,” Matt said.
“Sit down,” she repeated. “You’re in my kitchen, it’s dinnertime, you’ll eat.”
Alex would have smiled if she wasn’t so twisted up inside. She grabbed a beer and sat down across from Matt in the breakfast nook. The table had two benches on either side and could comfortably seat four, six if they crowded in. “Where’s Dad?” she asked her grandmother.
“Upstairs.” Nothing more. Great. Her dad had abandoned her with the D.A. “You’d better not be drinking while taking medication.”
“I’m not on pain pills,” she said. “After today, I need this beer.”
Alex looked everywhere but at Matt. Her grandmother put two plates full of spaghetti and homemade sauce with meatballs on the table in front of them. Alex’s mouth watered.
“Where’s your plate?” Alex asked, half panicked. She really didn’t want to be alone with Matt.
“You don’t need me to eavesdrop,” her grandmother said. She put a beer in front of Matt, fresh grated parmesan cheese in the middle of the table, and warm sourdough bread next to the cheese. “I’m leaving, so I’m counting on you, Mr. Elliott, to make sure my granddaughter eats.”
Alex kissed her grandma on the cheek. “I love you, Mimi.”
Her grandma squeezed her uninjured arm. “I’m relieved you’re okay, sweetheart.” Then she left.
Matt Elliott stared at the plate. It was clear he wasn’t expecting food.
“Eat it, or you’ll hurt her feelings and then I’ll have to kill you,” Alex said.
“I’m sorry your dad put you on the spot, but I really need to talk to you.”
“Whatever.” She avoided eye contact.
She ate because she was hungry. She wasn’t going to ask why Matt wanted to speak with her. She was curious, but wasn’t going to let him know how curious she was, so she kept her mouth full.
At first bite, she remembered that she’d been too nervous about the interview to eat more than a couple bites of a muffin with her coffee this morning. And then came the assassination attempt, getting shot, chasing the suspect, talking to Jim, and then being stuck at the hospital for hours. Thankfully, Matt kept his mouth shut—except to eat.
She eyed him discreetly. He looked good. Of course he did. He was born to wear a suit, even though he’d taken off the jacket and loosened his tie. He always dressed well when in court, but she’d also seen him during his free time. He looked just as good in jeans and a T-shirt. Maybe better.
He was smart. Alex had always liked smart guys. They just didn’t always like her. She was street smart. She could hold her own in a conversation, but she wasn’t like her dad. She wasn’t what people called “well-educated.” She didn’t do fabulous in school—good enough to get into UC Davis, but she had a feeling that was more to due with the fact that her father was an alum. And, she was an athlete. She’d played soccer in college, not because she wanted to but because it made the four years bearable. She didn’t graduate with any honors, but she’d done okay. 
The police academy—that was another story. She excelled, because she wanted it. She didn’t ace every test, but she scored well and graduated in the top ten percent. Because she’d played soccer since she was five, the physical tests were easy. She didn’t love running, but she was good at it. She’d been a goalie, which meant she wasn’t afraid of getting dirty or getting hit.
Matt was smart. Not just a lawyer, but a top lawyer, graduating from a top law school after serving a few years in the Navy Seals. He’d been elected to the State Senate at one point, but left after one term. He’d been the elected D.A. for the last three years.
She’d trusted Matt. Not just because of his background, but because he was her father’s friend. He was a prosecutor who thought the same about justice as she did. He was, basically, a good guy. When she was confronted with Tommy Cordell’s corruption, she didn’t know who else to go to. Internal Affairs? Absolutely not. Her boss? Hell, no. Her dad? She’d considered that ... but he would have either told her to talk to Matt or to go to IA. Matt seemed like a good idea at the time.
It wasn’t completely Matt’s fault that she’d been burned. She’d let herself be used by Matt and the FBI. She’d sought Matt out in the first place and told him about her partner. She’d been willing—reluctantly—to work with the FBI when Matt brought them in. She hadn’t told him no, keep them out—because his argument about why they needed to be involved was valid. And they’d already had an open investigation into Rykov, so she was just part of something that already existed.
It was your choice, your decision. Live with it.
At least she was alive. Her life might be a mess, but being dead would have been a lot worse.
She was about to get up to clear the plates, when Matt put his hand over hers. “I’ll do it,” he said.
She almost objected, but decided why volunteer to rinse dishes if there was someone else willing to do it?
Matt cleared their plates, rinsed them, and stacked them on the counter. Alex went back to the refrigerator, retrieved two beers and handed one to Matt. “Okay, spill, because I’m tired, have a full stomach, and plan to crash as soon as I can get these clothes off.” She shut her mouth. That was not an appropriate thing to say.
He smiled at her. “Let’s sit somewhere more comfortable. The den?”
She’d rather have put him in the stuffy living room with the hard sofa and ugly portrait of some disapproving old general. But she nodded and led Matt to the back of the house, which overlooked the tree-framed yard and small swimming pool. Her grandma’s cottage was on the other side of the pool, an eight hundred square foot one-bedroom guest house. Alex would never forget the battle her dad had when her grandma insisted that she live out there, rather than the house. Judge Morgan always expected to get his way—and he wanted his elderly mother to live in the main house, especially since all the kids were gone. But Jane had insisted she wanted her own space, and stubbornness definitely ran in the Morgan genes. As it was, the arrangement had worked out well for everyone.
Alex sank into one of the over-sized chairs and sat with her legs outstretched. She and her brothers, Aiden and AJ, had watched many football and baseball games in this room. Good memories. She missed those days.
She shifted, trying to get comfortable. She was stiff and sore, but tomorrow would be worse.
“Are you really okay?” Matt asked, concern in his green eyes. “I almost went over to the hotel after I saw the news.”
“I’m fine,” she snapped. “Don’t coddle me. I’m tired, so if you would please just tell me whatever it is you think I need to know, then go, I’d appreciate it.”
Matt tensed, and she almost felt guilty for snapping at him. Almost.
“I need to know that whatever I tell you stays between us. If you don’t agree to help, you can’t say anything to anyone.”
“Got it.” She crossed her heart, then sipped her beer. “Help with what?”
“I’ve known Travis Hart for a long time, since we were both prosecutors together. I never liked Travis, didn’t trust him, and thought he’d intentionally screwed up a couple cases. When Sandy Cullen retired, she recruited me to run for District Attorney, so I did—and Travis ran against me. He lost. It was a bitter fight. He left the D.A.’s office shortly thereafter and took a position in a corporate law firm, then was appointed Lieutenant Governor when the former LG died in office last year.”
“What are you really saying? That you don’t like Hart and you’re the one who took a hit out on him?”
He stared at her as if he hadn’t heard what she said. “Excuse me?”
“I still don’t understand why you’re here. I’m not a cop anymore, remember? I don’t know Hart from Adam.”
“Sergei Rykov is one of Hart’s major donors.”
Her heart skipped a beat, but she didn’t say anything.
Matt continued. “The FBI has opened an investigating into Hart for racketeering and political corruption, but they haven’t found anything solid. There are a few gray areas, but the FBI hasn’t been able to get anyone on the inside. One of Hooper’s informants said Rykov and Hart are tight, but just because Rykov is a known criminal we can’t pin that on Hart. Rykov also has some legitimate businesses, and you know we’ve never been able to pin anything on him.”
“Because of me,” she said. “Just say it.”
“It’s not because of you.”
“Yes it is. Because I acted too soon, I couldn’t get in.”
“No one blames you, Alex. You can’t possibly think that.”
“It’s true. I was so close ... but I don’t know why you’re telling me this. You think Rykov put the hit out on Hart?”
“I honestly don’t know—Hart has made a lot of enemies, but as far as we know, he’s still tight with Rykov’s people. It could be a power play by another faction, or something unconnected.”
“I still don’t see what you think I can do.”
“Feel him out.”
“Excuse me?”
“You saved his life today. He’ll reach out to you. Probably give you an accommodation or something. It’s news, Alex. Hooper and I would like you to use that—any in he gives you, take it.”
She thought of the flowers, and the enclosed card. If you need anything ...
Matt continued. “And talked to your dad. He’s going to invite Hart over for dinner or drinks to discuss his campaign.”
She couldn’t have heard him right. Her dad? A political campaign? She wrinkled her nose.
“Hart has been building endorsements from law and order independents like your dad,” Matt continued. “Andrew said Hart’s campaign already reached out to him, and the fact that you were shot protecting him is a good excuse for Andrew to call.”
“I can not believe you’re dragging my dad into this. And Hart wasn’t even the target.”
“What the hell does that mean?”
“Get a copy of the report,” she said. “I’m not a cop.”
“Dammit, Alex! How many times do I have to apologize? I feel like shit about what happened last summer. I’m upset that we couldn’t get Rykov, but more than anything I’m furious that you were hung out to dry by the department.”
“It’s my own fault,” she said. “I agreed with Hooper that it was best to keep the FBI out of it. If they have a chance to stop that bastard, I don’t want to get in the way.”
“You were nearly killed.”
“That’s on my partner,” she said flatly, “and he’s in jail.”
“Then why haven’t you talked to me in eight months?”
“Why would I? It’s not like we’re friends.”
“That’s not true. Alex—we are friends. At least, I thought we were.”
Maybe I don’t want to be friends.
“It was my decision and my responsibility.” She really didn’t blame Matt, but seeing him hurt. It reminded her of that difficult time. Working undercover. Lying to Jim and her friends. Getting shot. Losing her job.
She was going to start feeling sorry for herself again. Before Matt could say anything else, she turned the conversation back to the shooting. “I think his legislative aide or consultant or whatever—Eric Huang—was the intended target. I analyzed the angle the shooter had, and Hart was blocked by a display of flowers. Good snipers want a clear shot. If he moved five feet to the right or left, the angle would have been completely different and he’d have had a clear shot of Hart. But from where he was, at the time he fired, Hart was blocked and Huang was visible. I told Jim all this and I’m sure he’ll look into it.” Except, she didn’t think he agreed with her.
She put her empty beer bottle down on the coffee table and got up. Matt stared at her. “Sit down, Alex.”
“Don’t order me around.”
“Sit.”
She stared at him. He stared back. She really wanted to get out of this room. With all this talk, these damn, conflicted feelings resurfaced.
“Please,” he said quietly.
She sat on the edge of the ottoman.
“I didn’t think that it would take the FBI this long to build a case against Rykov. If I had I would never have urged you to agree to keep the real motive quiet. I thought the FBI had more than it did. So did Dean. Dean feels like shit, too, and he tried to make it right—but you turned him down.”
“You mean the job in Washington?” She shook her head. “It wasn’t me. It was like I was running away. Though now ... I probably should have taken it. At least then I’d have a job.”
“Except your family is here.”
She nodded. Matt did understand. He was close to his sister; she was close to her dad, her grandma, her brothers. Taking a position so far away felt more like a punishment than a reward.
“It’s still there for you, if you want it.” He paused. “To be selfish, I’m glad you didn’t take it. I don’t want you three thousand miles away.”
Alex didn’t know what to say. She could scarcely comprehend what Matt was saying.
I don’t want you three thousand miles away.
What did that mean?
“Talk to me,” Matt said.
“I—” She had nothing to say. She was stunned into silence.
Matt rose from his seat and walked over to her. He reached out to touch her and she turned her face away. Intellectually, she realized that he might have felt something of what she’d felt when they’d worked together last year. The attraction. The raw lust. But emotionally, she wasn’t ready for any of this.
“I’ll call you tomorrow,” she found herself saying. “I need to sleep on this.”
“Okay.” He hesitated, as if waiting for her to say something. She didn’t know what to tell him. She was so physically and emotionally exhausted all she wanted to do was crawl into bed and sleep for twelve hours.
Finally, he said, “I’ll let myself out.”
She watched him leave, a sick feeling in the pit of her stomach.
 



 
Chapter Six
 
Jim Perry sat at his desk Monday night finishing up his report. 
There wasn’t much to go on.
The video surveillance in the hotel covered the entire lobby, the elevators, the staircases, and each entrance. They had a few shots of the shooter coming and going, but nothing showed him standing at the railing. They determined that he’d come in through the convention center entrance at 11:35 and used the far staircase—the same staircase Alex had used fifteen minutes later—to go up to the second floor. At 11:53, immediately after the shooting, cameras caught him exiting via the door to the parking garage. Alex was less than a minute behind him. But he gained speed running down the staircase to the street. The only image they caught after that was a glimpse from a 12th and K Street security camera.
The coverage didn’t extend much beyond that, and while they suspected he’d crossed J Street, they couldn’t determine which way he’d gone, even after canvassing the neighborhood.
The shooter could have had a car, a getaway driver, changed his clothes, hopped a bus, or gone into a house for all anyone knew.
Steve hit Jim on the arm. “We got something. Ballistics came back an hour ago. The gun was used in the murder of a Russian prostitute three years ago.”
Jim scowled. This entire case was becoming far more complicated than he would have liked. “Why would the Russians go after Hart?”
“He was a prosecutor. Maybe he pissed off someone. The D.A.’s office is helping us pull his cases—it might speed things up if we pull only cases with a Russian connection.”
Jim considered the option. “Let’s prioritize that angle, but grab all his cases. Do you want me to reach out to the D.A. tomorrow?”
“I’ve been working with the D.A.’s head clerk, I can do it.” He grinned. “Her name is Zoey. She’s hot. Have you met her?”
“Don’t think so. Ask her out.”
Steve snorted. “She’s outta my league. Smart and sexy with a stick up her ass. But damn, she’s hot.”
“So what, she might say no? You tried. Besides, didn’t your last girlfriend call you a stud muffin?” Jim grinned and Steve hit him in the arm.
“Don’t start with me.” Steve leaned back in his chair. “So, what do you think of Alex’s theory?” Steve asked.
Jim rubbed his face. “Alex is smart, so I’ve given Eric Huang a solid look. But there’s nothing. Nada. Zilch. He’s thirty, never married, worked in the Capitol since he graduated from college, no arrests, no misdemeanors, one parking ticket that he paid promptly. Doesn’t live above his means, everyone seems to like him. He was jittery when I spoke to him, but I think he was nervous about the shooting.”
Jim glanced at the ballistics report. Definite match to the shooting three years ago. The lead detective on that case was John Black. They’d had no suspects, no evidence, nothing to go on with the hooker. Dead end. Maybe Jim would close both cases as soon as the shooter turned up. With the high-profile attempted assassination of a state elected official, the guy would turn up sooner or later.
Steve said, “Alex seemed pretty adamant.”
“She gets an idea and runs with it, sometimes blindly. After I interviewed Hart, I went back to the lobby and inspected the landing on the second floor. The flowers were only partially blocking the shooter. He could have been waiting for Hart to step forward, but when Alex acted quickly, he fired hoping to hit Hart . Or he was startled.”
“A good sniper isn’t going to be startled.”
“No,” Jim concurred, “but a good sniper isn’t going to let some flowers interfere with his target. The first bullet went between Hart and Huang—they were standing only a foot apart, and from the trajectory, the analysis is inconclusive. Most likely, Hart was the target but when Alex jumped in the way it shifted everyone slightly and the shooter was already prepared to fire. And Alex was shot with the second round, as she was pushing Hart down, which suggests that the bullet was meant for him.”
“Sounds  plausible,” Steve said. “And he could have been a street thug. The Russian gangs are violent, but they’re not necessarily training their gunmen.”
“Exactly. So you agree?”
“That Hart was the target? Yeah. Though I think we should talk to Huang again, after his nerves are settled.”
“I’ll talk to him tomorrow—I have to see Hart again anyway.”
“I’ll go with you.”
“Actually, I was hoping you could follow-up with Alex.”
“Why?”
Why indeed. He shouldn’t have to explain it to Steve. “It was—awkward today.”
“Right. Sorry, buddy.”
He shrugged. It was part of the job, a part he didn’t particularly like, but there you were. “I think she’ll be more comfortable talking to you. Have her review her statement, make any changes, sign it—ask if she remembers anything else. You know the drill.”
“Sure.” Steve took the file off Jim’s desk, flipped through it. “Is she okay?”
“I called the hospital. They said she was released late this afternoon. Wouldn’t tell me anything else.”
“Then she’s fine.”
“Steve—why do you think Alex was really at the hotel?”
“What do you mean?”
“You know—job interview? Really?”
Steve shrugged. “I talked to the manager myself. She had an interview this morning.”
“She’s not hotel security.”
“You know how this place is,” Steve said quietly. “I get that she had to do what she did, but there should have been a better way.”
“She wasn’t talking to me back then.” And that’s what really bothered Jim. Before Alex had taken down that idiot Tommy Cordell, she’d closed him out. He’d pushed hard—accused her of things he knew weren’t true—to get her to be honest with him. And she clammed up. It upset and angered him. Still did.
“Alex was a good cop. You’d think that with her dad she’d get a job in any jurisdiction.”
“Then you don’t know Alex,” Jim said. “She’d never take help from her father, especially for a job. Look, I’ll call you after I talk to Hart tomorrow then we’ll compare notes. Get out of here, one of us needs his beauty sleep.”
“That would be you, buddy,” Steve said, but he gathered up the files and left.
Jim went back to his report. He took his time, in no rush to get home. And even at night, there was a steady bustle in central command.
Fifteen minutes after Steve left, dispatch called him at his desk.
“I’m off-duty,” he answered. “Just working late. I think Ham’s on call.”
“Detective, I was asked to contact you. Two officers have a DB in Discovery Park who matches the description of your shooter from this afternoon. White, male, five foot eleven, approximately one sixty. Single gunshot wound to the head. They’ve secured the scene, coroner en route. Please advise.”
This just got a whole lot more interesting. Maybe he really would clear two cases by tomorrow. He sure as hell hoped so, because dragging this investigation out was in no one’s best interest.
“Tell them I’m on my way.”
 
***
 
Matt was sitting in his dining room with a glass of wine reading over memos, reports, briefings, and plea agreements. The Sacramento County District Attorney’s office did far more than simply prosecute criminals. They worked hand-in-hand with the police in each of the six cities within the county, plus the Sheriff’s Department. Over 400 professionals worked within his organization, and he had a Chief Deputy District Attorney as well as an Assistant District Attorney to run the two primary divisions. Each of them had six people report to them who ran their own units, including an accredited crime lab that served all law enforcement in the county. Sacramento County had nearly one and a half million people and Matt worked six days a week, ten-to-twelve hours a day. It could be grueling, but he loved his job. Everything he’d done, from military service to law school to staff prosecutor to even running for State Senate had led him to this position.
Fortunately, he had a professional and extremely competent staff to help the institution run smoothly. The only thing he truly missed was prosecuting cases himself. He had too many other responsibilities that preparing for and prosecuting a trial wasn’t on his to-do list.
His cell phone rang and he noticed that it was nearly midnight. He grabbed the line.
“Elliott.”
“It’s Dean. Sorry it’s so late.”
“I’m still up. You got my email?”
“I don’t think I understand. Did Alex say that Hart wasn’t the target of the shooter?”
“Correct. She believes that his assistant, Eric Huang, was the target.”
“What do the police say?”
“I haven’t seen the final report, but so far they can find no reason that Huang would be a target. Alex walked the detective through the scene and noted that the shooters vantage point was blocked if Hart was the target, but his assistant Huang would have been in the line of fire.”
“I’ll run the guy, but truthfully, when a politician is shot at, he’s usually the target.”
“I trust her instincts.”
Dean didn’t say anything for a moment. “I’ll see what I can find out. What did Alex say about helping us?”
“She’s sleeping on it.”
“That sounds like a no.”
“She’ll do it.” Matt didn’t feel good about it, but he suspected he knew Alex better than she thought he did. She might not like the idea, but she would help because she was in a unique position to help. “But it’s a long shot.”
“Matt—you’re not going to like this, so I’m going to be blunt. If we can’t find a solid connection between Hart and Rykov before the primary election, we’re shelving the investigation. I’ve spent far too much time working this case when we have so little evidence.”
Matt’s jaw tightened. He understood why Dean had to manage his limited resources, but he didn’t like it. “I have one thing that may change your mind,” Matt said.
“It’s not my mind you have to change. It’s my boss. Our budget is as tight as yours.”
“I asked to be copied into forensics reports for this investigation, and a couple hours ago the ballistics report came back. The gun used today matches a gun used to kill a Russian prostitute three years ago in the Arden area.”
“Can you get me a copy of that report?”
“I’ll email it now. John Black was the lead detective.”
“Black—good. I know him. Worked with him on a couple of investigations.”
Matt had known that, but didn’t say anything. He was counting on Black being able to keep the investigation moving forward with or without the FBI. “That ballistics report connects Hart to the Russian community.”
“It’s tenuous, but it’s definitely better than nothing. I’ll talk to Black tomorrow, check into this Eric Huang fellow, and call you.”
“Thanks, Dean. I mean it.”
“Matt—it’s hard to let things go when you know that some bastard is getting away with a major crime and you can’t prove it. But you need to prepare yourself that there might not be enough evidence against Hart.”
“There is enough on Travis Hart,” Matt said, “the question is, are we good enough to find it.”
 
***
 
Alex was exhausted and sore, but she couldn’t sleep. The digital clock she’d had since junior high glowed 12:17. After midnight and she still hadn’t been able to sleep. The familiar sounds of the old house should have soothed her, but nothing helped. She stared at the ceiling of her childhood room and relived the past. Could she have done anything else? For months she’d wondered where she’d made her misstep, where she’d screwed up, how she’d gotten to this point in her life, but she didn’t see how she could have done anything different. Certainly, she had other options—but every option had its own pitfalls. Blaming Matt Elliott for what happened to her was easy, but it wasn’t his fault. She knew that, intellectually, but she felt like she was stuck, between then and now, not knowing which way to go. Every night she went to bed, hoping the answers would be in her head when she woke up, but every morning she woke up with the same questions.
If she can’t be a cop, what can she do?
Being ambushed, in a way, by the hotel interview panel reminded her that her past was public information and would haunt her if she tried to do anything in the security field. It was time to move on. Maybe she should have accepted the job offer Dean Hooper had extended her. But the idea of leaving her family brought tears to her eyes. They’d always been close, but after her mom died they’d pulled together in their grief. She couldn’t imagine moving to another city let alone three thousand miles away. Her grandmother was in her eighties ... Alex would never forgive herself if she wasn’t around to help if Mimi became sick.
She closed her eyes and hoped for sleep, but only remembered what had brought her to this point.
 
Two weeks before she’d been shot by her partner, Alex moved out of Jim’s house. They’d been together for just shy of eighteen months, had been living together for half that time, but she knew as soon as she walked out that their relationship was over. There was no fixing this—they’d both said things that couldn’t be taken back, and the guilt that ate at Alex for keeping secrets from her lover haunted her so much she could barely eat or sleep.
She couldn’t tell Jim she was reporting information about her partner to the FBI. Before she approached Matt Elliott six months ago, she’d asked Jim for advice about what to do about Tommy’s gambling. Jim had told her to ignore it, but she admitted she’d seen him take money from a bust. She was feeling Jim out—if Jim suggested she go to their boss, or IA, she would have done it. Jim had been in the department five years longer than she; everyone liked him. They listened to him, and if he had her back on this, she might have made a different choice. 
Jim said Tommy’s skimming wasn’t a big deal, that while he’d never do it, a lot of guys did. “You’ll only be ostracized by turning in your partner, Alex,” Jim said. “You know how it is. This is one of those crap things we just have to deal with. You can always talk to me, you know. To get it off your chest. I’m here for you, Baby.”
He was right, she knew, but it didn’t make his opinion—his morals—any easier to live with and their relationship deteriorated until she couldn’t live with him any more.
It didn’t help that he accused her of cheating on him.
“You’re distant and moody. You come home late and can’t look me in the eye and tell me where you’ve been. Who is it, Alex? You and Tommy? You’ve been spending a lot of time with your partner lately. You screwing him behind my back?”
She and Jim argued a lot, but always made up ... except this time there would be no making up. This time, it had almost come to blows. She wouldn’t be returning, and she didn’t know where to go.
She’d ended up on Matt Elliott’s front porch. She’d never forget that warm, late June night.
Alex loved Matt’s house. It was in South Land Park, near the zoo. An older, pre-war craftsman that had been fully restored. Neither big nor small, it was just right.
She hadn’t realized how late it was when she rang his bell. It was clear she’d woken him up—he wore boxers and nothing else. She barely noticed that he’d come to the door with a gun in hand.
Concern lit his face. “Alex. What’s wrong?”
Matt let her in and she realized that it wasn’t just Jim’s cavalier attitude about police corruption that had been bothering her for the last six months. It was the fact that she was half in love with Matt Elliott. Here was a man who was trying to fix the problems in the system, a man who believed in the system the way it was supposed to be. For six months, she’d gone down the very dangerous path of comparing her boyfriend to another man. And her boyfriend was coming up short in far too many ways.
“Jim and I split up. And—I didn’t want to face my dad tonight. Aiden’s out of town and AJ’s at the station—”
Matt closed the door behind her. “Does he know?”
She shook her head. “He thinks I’m cheating on him.”
“I’m sorry, Alex.”
She shrugged. “It’s just the excuse. Nothing has been right between us since Jim told me to look the other way. I see him differently than I used to. He’s a good cop, really—he just doesn’t want to make waves in the department.”
“There are too many cops like that. Even good cops don’t want to rock the boat.”
Matt seemed to notice he was only in boxers. “Why don’t you sit down? I’m going to grab some clothes.”
Matt went down the hall and Alex looked around his living room. It was small and functional. She’d been here a few times; this was where she’d first met FBI Agent Dean Hooper when Matt brought them together to discuss Tommy Cordell and his potential connection to Russian organized crime. Hooper had given her a crash course on how the Russian mob worked and the major crimes they were involved in, and why it was so hard to make a case. They’d sat here, in this room, for hours.
She walked through the dining room which Matt used more as an office. Files and papers were spread on the square table. She didn’t want to pry, so went through to the kitchen. It was small, but completely updated.
There was a cozy family room off the kitchen, with a breakfast nook, fireplace, and large screen television. It was clear that Matt preferred this room to the rest of the house, as it was a bit more cluttered and lived in. Built in bookshelves were crammed with equal parts history tomes and crime fiction which leaned heavily toward historical mysteries. Pictures of his family—mostly his sister and half-sister—decorated the few empty spaces. She didn’t know much about his relationship with his parents, but his father had died a few years back, and he’d never talked about his mother. There were no pictures of his parents.
She didn’t really know Matt Elliott, she realized, yet she felt like she did. Why was that? Why was she so drawn to him when she only knew about his career and not his personal life?
He walked into the kitchen and she turned guiltily. “I guess I’m being nosy,” she said. He’d put on sweat pants and a faded blue U.S. Navy T-shirt. She might have preferred him half-naked.
Or completely naked.
What the hell was she thinking? She hadn’t come here for sex.
He smiled, sending the thought of sex back to the forefront of her brain.
“Sit down. Relax.” He uncorked a bottle of wine and poured two glasses. He walked over to where she’d sat on the couch. “Here.”
“I shouldn’t have come here.” But she took the wine and sipped.
“Of course you should have. We’re friends, Alex.”
“Friends? Is that it?”
She stared at him, surprised and pleased as his green eyes darkened. Maybe she hadn’t consciously come here to sleep with Matt, but her physical reaction to him told her that maybe Jim hadn’t been that wrong about her having an affair. It had all been in her head. It wasn’t fair to Jim, and it wasn’t fair to Matt, but she’d realized over the last six months that she wanted a man—like Matt Elliott—who believed that the system worked. Who wanted the system to work. Who didn’t turn his back on crime or corruption just because it was the easier thing to do. His values had attracted her just as much as his good looks. Maybe more so.
“Alex,” he said, his voice rough.
She put the wine glass down and kissed him.
He grabbed her arms and started to push her away, but before she broke off the kiss, suddenly he was kissing her back, pulling her on top of him as he leaned back into the deep sofa. Her hands couldn’t stop moving. She couldn’t stop touching him. She’d wanted Matt Elliott for months, and the guilt of that desire had fueled her anger toward Jim. It certainly hadn’t been fair to Jim. Wasn’t it better to know now that she didn’t love Jim, that she couldn’t love Jim? That there was someone who’d slipped into her heart when she wasn’t looking. Someone she’d been craving for weeks. Months. Maybe longer.
“Matt,” she whispered between kisses. “I’ve been thinking about you. Too much.”
“Alex—”
“Shh.” She didn’t want him to stop her. She needed this. Keeping secrets from everyone she worked with, even her friends; investigating Tommy, reporting weekly to the FBI, letting Tommy get away with a bunch of small shit in order to get him to trust her enough with the big things ... it was eating her up inside. But this ... Matt ... was the one sane thing in her life. He understood. He knew what she was doing and why. He supported her. He believed in her. She needed that faith, maybe because she was beginning to doubt herself.
All she wanted, needed, was a little affection. She wasn’t asking for a ring, just a night.
Just one night.
She slipped her hands up his T-shirt and he grunted when she rolled her thumbs over his nipples. He clutched her tighter, his hands up her shirt, pushing up her sports bra. She didn’t have big boobs, but they were sensitive and she gasped when his hands cupped them. Squeezed. Rubbed.
Their kiss started hot and passionate and only got hotter. She held his face, put her hands behind his head, devoured him like she’d been wanting to for months. She didn’t want to wait ... hadn’t she waited long enough? By his response, he wanted her just as badly. She was reaching into his sweatpants when he grabbed her wrist and pulled it out.
“Stop,” he said, catching his breath.
“I don’t want to go slow the first time. Maybe the second time.” She smiled and kissed him again.
He moaned. “No.”
She leaned up. He was holding her wrist so tight it hurt.
“Matt—”
“Not like this.”
“Matt, I’m okay. Jim and I were over the minute he told me it was okay to skim money from drug busts. I just didn’t know it until tonight.”
“Not on the rebound. You’ll regret it.”
“Don’t tell me how I’ll feel.”
Rebound? She wasn’t on the rebound. She wasn’t a love struck teenager. She didn’t regret her decisions. She certainly wasn’t going to regret having sex with Matt Elliott. Why did he think he could read her mind? If he could, he’d know that she’d wanted to get her hands on him for quite some time.
Yet, he’d effectively killed the mood.
She climbed off of him and walked away.
“Don’t go. Please, Alex—talk to me.”
“I have nothing to say.” She picked up the paced. She didn’t want to look at him.
He followed her. “Alex, I like you so much—”
“Yeah. We’re friends. I get it.”
“No, it’s not that.”
“Stop, Matt. You’re right. I’m an emotional wreck.” Except at that moment she felt only numb. She finally reached the front door. Not even a minute had passed, but it felt like eternity. 
“Don’t leave.”
But she’d already slammed the door.
 



 
Chapter Seven
 
Alex walked through the security at the Capitol building. Good news: they had her check her weapon with the CHP office. Bad news: she saw half a dozen ways to breech the security system.
She was looking for flaws, but so were the bad guys. She remembered, several years ago, when a woman came in with a gun strapped to the underside of a baby stroller. Now, strollers had to be rolled through a separate security unit, but the system wasn’t perfect. She saw a wheelchair given only a cursory inspection. Bad guys knew how to take weapons apart and camouflage the pieces. But truth be told, it was certainly easier to take a shot at someone at a public hotel than to try to enter the capitol with a knife or gun.
If it was her, she’d wait in the park until Hart came by. After all, yesterday he’d walked to the hotel.
She took a few moments to walk around the ground floor of the Capitol with the staff and tourists. She checked out the historic building, then went upstairs where tourists weren’t ostensibly allowed. No one stopped or questioned her. Not that it would matter to the LG who had a first floor office, but it still highlighted potential problems. There were security cameras in corners and outside elevators and staircases, but here were ways to get around them.
Her stitches itched until she could no longer ignore the discomfort. She found a bathroom, took off her blazer and scratched frantically around the edges of the bandage. The pain wasn’t bad, more like a dull ache. She’d taken a couple of non-prescription Tylenol when she first got up, and took two more now.
When Alex finally fell to sleep last night—after three in the morning—she slept like a rock before her alarm woke her at 6:30. She showered, fueled up on caffeine and her grandmother’s homemade blueberry muffins, and intended to call Matt Elliott to say no, she wasn’t going to be a spy. She didn’t even really know what he wanted her to do – befriend Travis Hart? Ask him on a date? Ask to be his personal bodyguard?
Her father hadn’t given her any direction, either—which was also troublesome. For all her complaints about her dad, his advice was usually right on the money. When she talked to him this morning before he left for court, he’d simply said, “Alexandra, you’ll do the right thing.”
Thanks, dad. Appreciate it. Whenever I don’t want advice, you’re more than ready to give it to me; the one time I ask for it and you’re silent?
She decided that she’d simply go to the Capitol and ask to talk to Hart. See if the police had any leads. That felt right to her, something she might have done even if Matt hadn’t asked her to get close to Hart. She’d listen, ask questions, see what was going on. Her father reminded her to invite Hart over for drinks that evening—every Tuesday night, he and a few judges socialized after work, usually at her dad’s house. If the invitation came from the Judge himself, it might seem too formal, and because Andrew Morgan didn’t generally get involved in politics, it might seem suspicious. But if it came from Alex, it would be casual, something her father said in passing, that he was having a few judges over who were considering getting involved in the gubernatorial campaign, and hoped to talk to Hart about his ideas for criminal justice reform, the court system, and prison overcrowding.
Alex wrinkled her nose. She was completely disinterested in politics. But she could make the situation work—the one thing she was good at was reading people. Well, strangers. She wasn’t good at reading the people closest to her. She’d completely missed Jim’s jealousy; she didn’t know what her father thought she should do about Matt Elliott’s offer; and then there was Matt Elliott himself.
Yet ... she’d known that there was something off about her partner, Tommy Cordell, almost from when she’d first been assigned to him.
She shook her head and left the ladies room. Time to do this.
Her cell phone rang before she stepped into Hart’s office. She stepped into a corner and answered the call.
“Alex? It’s Steve Jefferson.”
“Hey. What’s up? Any news?”
“I stopped by your apartment, but you’re not here.”
“Why?”
“I have your statement from yesterday. I need to have you sign it, make sure we didn’t forget anything.”
Odd that Jim would have Steve do it. Or, maybe not so odd considering how awkward it was between them yesterday.
“I can meet you in an hour or so.”
“Can you come down to the station?”
She hesitated. “I’d rather not.”
“Oh. Yeah, sorry.”
She’d prefer neutral ground. “I’m meeting my dad at the courthouse for lunch today,” she said. When had she learned to lie so easily?
Working undercover for the feds.
She continued. “Can you meet at the fountain outside the main entrance at quarter to twelve?”
“I’ll be there.”
She hung up and sent her dad a quick text message. Might as well have lunch with him, since she’d be over there. Maybe if she trapped him for thirty minutes he’d give her some actual advice, rather than philosophical non-answers.
It was nearly ten by the time she walked into Hart’s office. His entry was big enough to comfortably fit a couch and several chairs. A receptionist or secretary sat in an alcove off the waiting area with a clear line of sight to the door. She enjoyed a narrow window that looked out at Capitol Park.
She said, “May I help you?”
“Is Mr. Hart here?”
“Do you have an appointment?”
“No. I wanted to see how he was after yesterday.”
“We’ve issued a statement to the press.”
“I’m not with the press. I’m Alexandra Morgan.”
The receptionist recognized the name. She straightened in her seat and said in a much more hospitable voice, “Mr. Hart is in a meeting right now, but I’m sure he’ll want to see you. I’ll let him know that you’re here.” She motioned for Alex to sit. “May I get you some coffee or water?”
“I’m good, thanks.”
She didn’t sit, but instead looked at the myriad of pictures on the walls. Travis Hart with the governor, with other elected officials, with three presidents in both political parties, with actors and singers and even a major league baseball pitcher.  She was jealous of that photo op. The pictures covered the walls. A quick glance around the corner to view the rest of the office revealed more photos of Travis Hart and celebrities. Staff sat in cubicles, and four offices lined the far wall.
“Alex.”
She turned around at the familiar voice, startled to see Jim Perry. He had come out of Hart’s double doors with Travis Hart right behind him. Jim looked both baffled and angry that she was here. Hart had a smile on his face. He walked over and shook her hand. “I’m so glad you stopped by, Ms. Morgan.”
“Thank you for the flowers,” she said, feeling awkward and uncomfortable. “Completely unnecessary, but they’re beautiful.” She’d learned that she was a good actress while working undercover—she called upon those skills to keep her focused on her goal.
Only, she wasn’t positive she understood the goal.
“Any news?” she asked, looking at Jim.
He hesitated just a fraction. Then said, “I can’t discuss the case with you, Alex.”
“Really,” she said flatly. That was a standard line for the public and press—not for friends or fellow cops. Except, she was neither. Not anymore.
“Have you talked to Steve this morning?”
“I’m meeting him later.”
Jim nodded, then said to Hart, “Thank you for your time. I’ll be in touch if we have any new information.”
“I appreciate that, Detective.”
Jim shot Alex a parting glare, one that seemed to be wanting to say something that she didn’t quite get, then he walked out.
“Please come to my office,” Hart said.
His large office was on the other side of the receptionist and he had three windows looking out at the park. The main office had been done in functional sterile bureaucrat, but Hart’s office oozed statesmanship. Wood paneled walls, built-in bookshelves, a large desk, couch, and meeting table that could comfortably sit eight.
She surveyed his personal effects, which were few but prominently placed. Political and historical books filled the bookshelves; his diplomas, a resolution from the Sacramento County Board of Supervisors, and a Statement of Election were tastefully framed and grouped on one wall. On the credenza behind his desk stood several pictures, mostly of a pretty honey-blonde teenager. Nothing in Hart’s bio had said he’d been married.
“I didn’t know you had kids.”
“My niece. Jessica. She’s a freshman at UCLA this year.” He smiled warmly, then motioned to a chair. “Sit down, please.”
She would have preferred standing, but he sat on the chair in front of his desk, not behind it, so she followed his lead and sat in the chair next to him.
“Thanks again for the flowers. You really didn’t have to do anything. I read your note—you don’t owe me. I wanted to tell you that in person. I don’t expect or want anything simply for being at the right place.”
“You saved my life,” he said bluntly. “It made an impression.”
“I may not be a cop anymore, but the instincts don’t just disappear.”
“I don’t know why Detective Perry didn’t give you the news,” he said. “But I don’t see the harm in telling you what happened last night. They found the shooter.”
That surprised her. She’d been listening to the news all morning and hadn’t heard a word.
“He’s in custody? Who is it?”
“He’s dead. His body was found in a vehicle near Discovery Park. They haven’t confirmed he’s the shooter, but they found a .45 pistol on him which matches the caliber of the gun used yesterday, and he matches the description you gave to the police.”
Alex had a hundred questions, but only Jim would be able to answer them. Or Steve, she thought, glad she had this information before she met with him. “He must have been a hired gun,” she said. “Whoever hired him may have thought he was a weak link. That doesn’t mean you’re safe, Mr. Hart. I hope you’re taking extensive security protections.”
“CHP wants to escort me to and from home, as well as events.” He frowned and steepled his fingers. “The Lieutenant Governor isn’t a job that most people find threatening. This whole situation still surprises me. It must have something to do with my years in the D.A.’s office. I was a prosecutor for fifteen years. I may have upset some criminals simply because I did my job well. But the police don’t know if he committed suicide or was murdered. I believe the autopsy is later this morning.”
“Jim Perry is a good detective,” she said. “He’ll figure it out. But until they find out who hired the shooter, you need to be careful.”
“Maybe I can hire you as my bodyguard?” he said.
He had to be joking. “Funny.”
“Well, now that I say it—it’s a good idea.”
“I’m not a bodyguard. I was a cop, and I happened to be in the right place at the right time. Nothing more, nothing less. But I’m really glad no one was hurt.”
“You saved my life. You’re more than capable.”
Was he serious about this offer? Or was it simply a throwaway line? Being on Hart’s staff would give her access—the exact type of access Matt Elliott and the feds wanted.
“You are considering,” he said with a smile.
“Are you really serious?”
“Absolutely. While I’m confident that the CHP is more than competent, I would prefer having my own security.”
She hesitated. She’d been on security detail many times when she’d been a patrol officer, but personal security was different. When she’d been a cop, she’d had back-up. Here, she’d be on her own.
“You don’t have to give me an answer right now—I’ve put you on the spot. And it wouldn’t be a bodyguard position per se; I really need someone to do advance work, work the events, make sure security is tight. Better than what happened at the hotel. You can say yes tomorrow.” He smiled, in that way handsome men smile when they know they’re attractive and confident they’ll get their way. Hart certainly had the charm down.
She laughed. “I promise to give it serious thought. If not me, I’ll give you a list of qualified bodyguards. There are several former cops who are in the security business now.”
“Fair enough. Thank you.” He glanced at her arm. “I called the hospital yesterday, but they weren’t forthcoming with information about your injury.”
“A few stitches, that’s it.” She rose from her seat. The potential job was a far better hook into Hart’s office than the nebulous drinks with her father.  “I know you’re busy, I just came by to make sure you and your staff were okay.”
He rose from his chair and smiled. “Thanks to you. In fact, let me take you to dinner tonight.”
Dinner? Why did it sound like he was asking her out on a date? She was unprepared.
“Really, the flowers were enough. You don’t need to do anything for me.”
“I want to. We’ll discuss what the security job would entail. You can’t make a decision without knowing exactly what I need, right?”
“I—” She absolutely should say yes. It hadn’t even been her idea. She didn’t have to use her father, something she wasn’t comfortable with anyway. “I guess dinner would be okay.”
He smiled again. Hart truly was handsome and slick, in that smooth con man type of way. He picked up a pad and pen. “Where can I pick you up?”
“I can meet you at the restaurant. No need to go out of your way.”
He gave her a mock frown. “I will of course pick you up. I have a meeting that should be done by six, six-thirty ... where do you live?” This felt way too much like a date, not a quasi job interview. But she agreed. She took the pen from Hart and wrote down her address.
“It’s Not far from here—the lofts across from the Memorial Auditorium.”
“I’ll be there at seven.”
She left, eager to get out of Hart’s office.
Dinner. With the subject of an FBI investigation. Possible job with said suspect.
Matt Elliott was going to owe her big time.
 



 
Chapter Eight
 
After Alex retrieved her gun from the CHP office, she exited the building and was surprised to see Jim standing under a tree near the side entrance. He was on his phone, but as soon as he saw her he ended the call and made a beeline for her.
“What were you doing with Hart?” he demanded.
“What business is that of yours?” she snapped. What was with him?
“He obviously has a target on his back. You were lucky once. Twice.”
“Lucky. Really.” She shook her head.
Jim softened, just a bit, and stepped forward. “Alex—look, I don’t want to argue with you. About anything. If I could turn back the clock and fix things between us, I would.”
“I know,” she said. But she didn’t believe him. Jim would never trust her. If he thought that she’d been cheating on him when she wasn’t, maybe he’d picked up on her attraction to Matt Elliott—even though she had never so much as touched him before the night she walked out on Jim. But it wasn’t just that. She didn’t have the same feelings for Jim now as she had last year.
“If there’s a chance—”
“There isn’t, Jim, you know that.” If he’d come to her even six months ago, when she was still recuperating from the shooting, when she was depressed and lonely, she might have forgiven him if he’d apologized for everything—and she might have told him the truth. She had wanted to but she held back because she was working for the feds against a fellow cop. The guilt had eaten her raw; being torn between two wrongs. Turning her back on her partner’s corruption or working undercover against him.
There were more troubling stories than she could count of cops who went to their superiors about bad cops. The bad cop might be fired or, in some cases even imprisoned, but the good cop, the one who stopped the corruption, was vilified. They were emotionally abused by their peers. Ostracized. Because you simply didn’t turn into a snitch when you had a badge.
Jim wanted to turn back the clock to before she made the choice, and she couldn’t do that. And he hadn’t stood up for her after she shot Tommy. It didn’t matter that Tommy had shot her in the back, because everything leading up to it she’d done wrong ... in the eyes of her superiors. And they hadn’t even known about the feds.
“I wish ... well, I wish things could be different,” Jim said lamely.
“You wish I could be different.”
“I didn’t say that.”
“You didn’t have to.”
“Don’t do this.”
“Why didn’t you tell me the shooter was killed last night?”
Jim reddened. “Hart shouldn’t have said anything.”
“What do you think I’m going to do with the information? Run over to the newspaper? You know how much I love the press.”
“We don’t have much of anything.”
“ID?”
“No—his prints aren’t in the system. He was found in a stolen car, no wallet, no identification. He has some tats and were working with the gang unit, but considering his body was found twelve hours ago, I don’t have much. I came here to give Hart an update and show him the photo.”
“But you think he was the shooter.”
“Not confirmed. But yeah, I think it’s him.”
“Can I see his picture?”
Jim hesitated, then pulled out his cell phone and brought up an image.
The dead white guy could have had light brown hair, but it looked dark in the photo because of the blood. He’d been shot in the right temple and Alex could picture his brains spattered against the window, though that gruesome image was cut off. But his face was intact. His eyes were closed, mouth partly open. Twenty-two at most. Fresh-faced. Young.
She recognized him. She almost said as much to Jim, except that she knew this kid only because of the undercover work she’d done for the Feds. She didn’t know his name, but Tommy had met up with him several times during the months she’d been spying on him. Alex suspected that the kid had been giving Tommy money or drugs, but she didn’t know for certain.
This kid was connected to Rykov and that meant that someone in the Russian mob wanted Hart dead. Either Hart or his legislative consultant, Eric Huang.
“You recognize him?” Jim asked.
She shook her head, handed him back his phone. “He’s just so young.” She paused. “So is he a hired gun?”
“We don’t know.”
“But it’s not a suicide.”
“We don’t know that, either. We’re waiting on the M.E.’s report. And that’s the extent of the information I can give you, Alex. I shouldn’t have told you anything.”
“You told me next to nothing. And I’m a witness, Jim. I shouldn’t have to ask to see the suspect’s picture.” She glanced at her watch. “I need to meet Steve. Are we done here?”
“Just—watch your back, Alex. Someone wanted Hart dead, and if this kid was working with anyone, that person might be angry you thwarted their plans.”
 
***
 
Alex left her car at the hotel and walked the eight short blocks to the courthouse. Not only was the spring morning refreshing, and parking anywhere near the capitol or courthouse next to impossible, she needed time to clear her head and think.
Why was Jim concerned about her? Did he know something he wasn’t telling her? If he had a suspicion, wouldn’t he simply clue her in? It was all very odd.
But the more interesting point was that the Russians had something to do with the assassination attempt on Hart. Last night Matt had told her that Sergei Rykov was one of Hart’s major donors ... and now a kid, likely working for Rykov or one of his rivals, had tried to kill him? Perhaps Hart wasn’t corrupt like the feds thought. She could see a scenario where a thug like Rykov would donate to Hart, then expect favors in return. Maybe Hart balked at the expectation, and Rykov put out the hit. But wouldn’t Hart have shared the information with the police? Wouldn’t Jim have asked if anyone was unhappy with his service?
Except ... Rykov was smart. He would have hired a professional to kill Hart, and Alex couldn’t imagine the kid she’d chased was a professional assassin. Maybe the shooting was simply to scare Hart into compliance.
Or maybe there was a connection between the kid and Huang? Huang was what, thirty? Take or leave. They wouldn’t have gone to college together. The Russians tended to stick within the same communities. Huang appeared to be an educated Chinese-American, and likely had gone to a four-year college majoring in something like  government or public administration.
Ugh—Alex couldn’t imagine anything more boring. Criminal Justice had been bad enough as a major, and she only did it because it would help her be a cop. Yet she rarely called upon what she learned during her four years in college.
Maybe she could parlay that four-year degree into a job. She wanted to be a cop, but if she wanted to stay in Sacramento close to her family, she’d have to find something else to do. Working for a politician? Never. She could go back to school ... scratch that. She hated it the first time around, why would she go back to get another degree? For what? To be a teacher? She had no desire to teach when she hated school. Law school for three years? She’d rather work minimum wage at a fast food joint.
“You’re being ridiculous,” Alex mumbled to herself.
Not completely ridiculous. Her severance pay and small savings would be depleted in two months, if she was frugal. She’s already paid March rent and utilities and had the money set aside for April. Her lease was up June first. She might be able to scrimp and scrape May rent, or give notice and use her deposit for the last month. Beyond that, she was done.
She’d have to move in with her dad. He’d wanted her to after she was shot, but she couldn’t. She was thirty-four years old. If she moved in with her father she’d feel even more like a failure.
Now, she was getting depressed.
She arrived early to the courthouse and spotted Steve standing by the fountain talking on his cell phone. She waved to catch his attention and he finished his call.
“I thought I’d beat you,” she said.
“I had to come down to the D.A.’s office,” he jerked his thumb across the street, “to pick up a list of all the cases Hart prosecuted during his tenure. It’s all computerized now. Every case, win or lose, with defendant, sentence, last known address, whether they’re still in prison or a repeat offender. Good stuff, really. Also includes known associates, which might come in handy right about now.”
“I heard the shooter’s dead.”
Steve raised an eyebrow. “You talked to Jim?”
“I ran into Jim at Hart’s office. You haven’t ID’d the guy?”
Steve shook his head. “No ID, no prints, car was stolen. Doesn’t give us much to go on.”
“Any ideas at all?”
She desperately wanted to give Steve and Jim a clue that this might be tied to the Russian mob, but she needed to talk to Matt Elliott first.
“None,” Steve said. “But we’ll figure it out.” He tapped the folder he carried. “My gut tells me it’s connected to one of his old cases. The LG isn’t a high-profile office, but Hart was a prosecutor. They make enemies.”
Steve pulled out a form from the top of the folder in his arms. “Here’s your statement. If you can just sign and date.”
She read the statement first. It was straight-forward, no extraneous details. Jim hadn’t included her theory that Hart might not have been the target, but she supposed that was mostly because it was conjecture, not fact.
Still, she asked Steve, “Are you looking into Eric Huang?”
“The legislative consultant?” Steve shrugged. “He’s clean. Squeaky clean. Nothing on his record. Third generation Chinese-American, graduated from Berkeley, worked for the previous LG, rather bland. From Folsom, parents still live there, owns a townhouse up off 26th or 27th, you know—they built them as infill housing about ten years ago.”
She knew the area. Relatively cheap to buy, easy commute to downtown or hop onto the freeway, good restaurants within walking distance.
“Did Hart recognize the shooter?” she asked.
Steve shook his head. “Still, Hart was a prosecutor up until three years ago before going into corporate law, then the LG appointment when Goodman died in office. Hart could easily have forgotten the case, could have been minor for him, or a friend or relative of a victim or perp.”
“Makes sense.” Except, she knew the shooter was connected to organized crime. She went out on a limb. “Did you run ballistics? Any connection to other cases?”
Steve nodded, and almost told her, then stopped himself. “Alex, I’d love to share everything with you, but our investigation is being monitored from on high. You burned a lot of bridges last year. Not that you were at fault,” he added quickly.
“I don’t want to make anything difficult for you,” she said with a half-smile, though inside she was seething. This whole thing was bullshit, and the way Jim and Steve were treating her was bullshit, too. She was a witness, she was a trained investigator, she wanted to help. But she got it, loud and clear. If anyone in the department found out she was involved, over and above giving her statement, it could cause problems for Jim and Steve. She wouldn’t put it past the powers that be to pull them from the case and give it to someone with no connection to her.
Steve looked her up and down. “You okay?”
He meant well, but she was getting sick and tired of being asked the same question. “Fine. It was a flesh wound. Itches like a bitch.”
“I meant, in general.”
She shrugged. “I’m okay.”
“I think it’s crap that you felt like you had to quit.”
“Don’t be naive, Jefferson. You know how it is.”
“We all knew Tommy bent the rules.”
Her ears perked up. “What?”
“All of us from Southern Command. I was a rookie cop at Southern before I made detective and was assigned to Central. Tommy was a sharp cop—really good. But everyone turned their back when he slipped a few bucks in his pocket during a bust. Maybe we shouldn’t have.” He shrugged. “You know why he was transferred to Northern Command.”
“No,” she said flatly. “He told me he asked for the transfer so he didn’t have to commute as far after his divorce.”
Steve looked perplexed, then clearly regretted saying anything. “Maybe it’s all water under the bridge. The guy is in jail, juries love to send cops up the river.” He squirmed. “I shouldn’t have said that. He deserves whatever he gets.”
“Not everybody thinks that,” she said. “Why was he transferred?”
It was clear Steve didn’t want to tell her, but after a moment of mental debating, he finally relented. “A prostitute came forward and said he’d been taking advantage of their cop discount for blow jobs.”
Her stomach turned. “Which means what, exactly?”
“I never—but I knew some of the guys would take a free blow job here or there, then look the other way and not arrest the girls when they were working. But apparently Tommy threatened one of the girls if she didn’t do him.” Steve was clearly embarrassed.
“Steve, the girl I caught him with was fourteen. Maybe if someone had the balls to stop him sooner I wouldn’t have been shot in the back by my own fucking partner.”
“You know how it is, Alex,” Steve said, practically whining, wanting her to understand—which she didn’t. “Guys complained, sure. Eventually he was moved north. Clean slate. Promotion to detective. Good lieutenant who knew the score, laid down the law with him. Thought by partnering him with a female detective would help.”
“He was threatening prostitutes for sex and then promoted? And you didn’t tell me?”
“It’s not something we talk about, you know. I assumed Jim would have told you.”
Jim had never said a word. The bastard.
“Hey—Alex—don’t be mad.”
She turned back to face him. “Yeah, I am mad. But mostly? I’m disappointed. You were my friend. I shared a bed with Jim. And you both knew Tommy Cordell was a fucking pervert. Kept me in the dark. And Jim actually accused me of sleeping with him.” She shook her head. “Just—go. I’m meeting my dad for lunch.” She walked away before she said anything else.
Another lie. Her dad couldn’t have lunch, but it sounded good to keep saying it.
Time to have a heart-to-heart with Matt Elliott.
 



 
Chapter Nine
 
From seven in the morning, the D.A.’s office was busy. Budget cuts affected everyone, and law enforcement wasn’t excluded from the axe. Staff, mostly prosecutors, flowed in and out of Matt’s office while Alex waited, a flurry of them because it was after twelve and most courts had adjourned for the lunch hour.
Matt’s law clerk was a young blonde girl named Zoey who looked like she was barely out of college let alone law school, but she compensated by wearing a severe grey suit, her long blond hair in a tight bun, and no-nonsense glasses. Her make-up was impeccable and even though she downplayed her attributes, she was model-gorgeous. She hadn’t been here last year when Alex was working with Matt. She ran a tight ship, however, and finally at quarter to one said, “Ms. Morgan, you may go in now. I’m sorry for the delay.” She actually sounded apologetic.
“No worries. I didn’t have an appointment,” she said.
Zoey tilted her chin up. “You’re on the list.”
“List?”
“Of people who don’t need an appointment.”
Odd. Weird. Alex gave Zoey an awkward smile, then walked into Matt’s office.
Matt’s office was neat, but not obsessively so. Two stacks of files were aligned straight on his desk, one on the left and one on the right. In box, out box, without the boxes. He had personal pictures, mostly of his sister, his half-sister, and his friends from the Navy. A Navy flag dominated one wall. His office was in the corner and boasted windows on two walls, but the street view was hardly worth fighting over. The California flag and the American flag stood in each corner behind his desk with the Seal of Sacramento County centered on the wall between them. In fact, the whole desk image looked like it had been staged for a photo—unlike the rest of his office which was stacked with books, computers, two couches, and a long conference table that could comfortably seat eight.
She shut the door behind her. Most of the venom she’d had after meeting with Hart disappeared. If there had been any real anger to begin with. Matt wasn’t the type to set her up like that; it had been his idea for her to put Hart in contact with her father, which would give them access as well. But that Hart proposed the job was a far better opportunity.
Matt walked around his desk to greet her. “Hungry? We could get lunch.”
She was famished, but shook her head. “Sit down. We really need to talk.”
Matt sat, but she didn’t.
“What’s wrong?”
“Nothing—everything. First, I was about to invite Hart to my dad’s house, but he invited me to dinner instead. To thank me, yada yada, as well as hard sell me on taking a job with him.”
“He asked you out on a date?”
She stopped pacing. “Did you miss the part where he wants to hire me? As his security consultant or bodyguard or something.”
“No, but why is he taking you to dinner?”
“To thank me for saving his life. To convince me to work for him. Because he has the hots for me and wants to take me to bed.”
Matt’s face hardened. “You can’t trust him.”
Alex was confused and getting irritated. “I don’t. You’re the one who wanted me to find an in with Hart. This is it. It’s perfect—it was his idea.”
“I don’t like it.”
“What’s not to like? I haven’t taken the job. I’m just going to listen to him.” She hesitated. “What’s going on here? Isn’t this exactly what you need? Someone on the inside? As his security consultant I’ll know his schedule, his meetings, whether he’s slipping out at night to meet with a mistress or whatever. It’s the perfect cover. But that’s assuming I even take it.”
Matt let out a long sigh and rubbed his face. “You’re right. I just—I just don’t trust him. I know him far too well, and he’s as slippery as they come.”
“I got the same impression.”
“You did?”
“Why do you sound so surprised?” She sat down across from him. “I know I screwed up last summer; I’m not going to screw this up.”
“You didn’t do anything wrong.”
“Maybe, maybe not.” Wrong was subjective when you were a spy. “I wish I’d never walked in on Tommy. If I hadn’t seen him with the girl ...” She’d thought about that, a lot. She couldn’t turn her back on what he’d done, but if she hadn’t known about it, she would have finished the investigation. Tommy trusted her. She’d crossed lines a good, straight cop would never have crossed, all to earn his trust. And then poof! Gone because he was a damn pervert. “I was close to getting something solid on Rykov with Tommy. I know the players. If Travis Hart has anything illegal going with Rykov, I will find out.”
“I don’t have to tell you this is dangerous. Last time ... I didn’t think it was dangerous and you nearly died.”
“I’m wiser now. And there is a Russian connection to Hart’s shooting.”
“You read the ballistics report?”
“What? No—I’m talking about the shooter.”
“The shooter is Russian? How do you know?”
“Freeze,” she said. “Let’s back up. There’s a ballistics report. Steve didn’t tell me what it revealed, but he slipped and said ballistics matched another crime.”
“Three years ago a Russian prostitute was killed and dumped in the Sacramento River. The bullet that killed her matches the bullets fired by the shooter at the hotel. Now, what do you know about the shooter?”
“He’s dead. Steve was just here getting files, I’d assumed he would have told you—and probably told you more than me.”
“I didn’t see him. And they have a name?”
“No—no ID, no prints in the system. I talked to Jim after I met with Hart. Hart told me the shooter was shot in Discovery Park. Possible suicide, but—I don’t know. Doesn’t feel right to me, though I don’t have my hands on the evidence. Then Jim was waiting for me outside Hart’s office. I had to practically force him to show me the shooter’s photo. I know who he is.”
“Who? Connected to Rykov?”
She nodded. “I don’t know his name, but Tommy met with him several times when I was following him. It’s all in the notes I turned over to the FBI. I called him the skinny Russian. He has that distinct look, fair skin, square jaw, wispy light brown hair. I never got close to hear him speak, but I put pictures in the file.”
“I’ll call Hooper.”
“Your office gave Steve Jefferson a list of all the cases that Hart worked on. Is there any way I can get the same list?”
“Yes, but you can’t take them. I can let you look at them here.”
“That’s fine, I’m not meeting Hart until seven.”
“Alex—”
She didn’t want to hear anymore from Matt about being careful around Hart. She knew what she needed to do. So she told him what was really bugging her. “I didn’t tell Jim I recognized the shooter,” she said. “He needs that information to do his job, and I feel like I’m withholding evidence.”
“We’ll find a way for him to get the information without exposing you.”
“It just ... makes me feel dirty.”
“What on earth for?”
“Because I kept secrets all last year!” She threw her hands up in the air, frustrated and angry, mostly at herself. She jumped up and paced. “Those secrets destroyed my relationship with Jim. Cost me my job. And I’m still keeping those damn secrets because if I told Jim I recognized the shooter as being part of the Russian mob, he’d ask me how I knew, and I’d have to tell him about Tommy’s connection to the Russians and that I not only knew about it, but was a fucking snitch for the feds until I screwed the whole thing up and shot him.”
“Stop,” Matt said quietly.
“No!” She whirled around. “I’m damned if I do and damned if I don’t. Someone in the Russian mob wants Travis Hart dead. Which makes no sense if Sergei Rykov is one of his big supporters. Unless Hart did something to piss him off, which is certainly plausible. Steve told me they ran Eric Huang, the legislative aide, and he’s clean as a whistle. Yet ... I still think that Huang was the target. Even a mediocre shooter would know to get a clear shot. But why would the Russians want a staffer dead?”
Matt got up and put his hands on her shoulders. She tried to shrug him off, but he held tight. “Alex,” he said softly, “I would do anything to change what happened last year. Anything. I hate what you had to go through, what you’re still going through. But I need you to focus.”
She took a deep breath. “I know. I am focused. I can do this, Matt. I need to. I think having to stop the investigation last summer when I was this close ... I want to finish what I started.”
For so long, she’d just wanted her life back. But she realized over the last two days that her old life was irrevocably gone. Any illusion she had that when the feds finished their investigation she could go back to her old life was shattered. There was no going back. There would be no more badge. Her life, her career, as she knew it, as she loved it, was over.
But for the first time, she was okay with it. There was no going back, but she could move forward.
Matt steered her to his couch and sat her down, then sat next to her and took her hands into his. She stared at their joined hands. Maybe because she didn’t want to look him in the eye. Embarrassment flooded through her. Because of her meltdown.
Or maybe because she still got that jolt of attraction—of lust—every time she looked at him.
“Dean Hooper and I had a long conversation last night,” Matt said, “and based on that, I don’t think the Russians want to kill Hart. That the shooter, who’s connected to your former partner, is dead makes this whole thing more than a little interesting. It draws attention to the Russians, and it lulls Hart into a sense of security. The shooter is dead, no one can get to him. A rival? Rykov is the biggest criminal in that community, but there are others clamoring for a position. Maybe it was a threat for Rykov, and Hart wasn’t supposed to be killed. Or maybe a threat to Hart to keep him in line. Or maybe you were right, and Eric Huang was the intended target. Hooper was very interested in your theory.”
“Jim and Steve don’t think there’s any merit to it. It’s not logical.”
“But?”
She look at Matt and wished she hadn’t. They were sitting too close together, reminding her of when she kissed him and he rejected her.
“It may not be logical when you think about motive, but based on the evidence at the scene – which is minimal—I don’t see how the shooter could have possibly thought he could hit Hart. So either it was a threat and killing Hart wasn’t the goal, or Huang was the target and my intervention distracted the shooter or caused Huang to get out of the way in time. Is there any video? There were at least three television cameras there. They must have been rolling when Hart came in.”
“Sac PD would have grabbed copies,” Matt said. “I can get them.”
“Without tipping your hand.”
“Yes,” he said without hesitation. “You forget—I am the D.A.”
“I haven’t forgotten.” She tried to pull her hand away, but Matt tightened his grip. “Matt.”
“Be careful tonight with Hart. I know, I know, you’ll be careful, you know what you’re doing. I trust you, Alex, but that doesn’t mean I’m not at least a little worried. I used to work with him. I’ve been suspicious for years about some of his plea agreements, some of his cutting corners, but there was nothing overtly illegal. More ... borderline unethical. Never forget that Travis Hart cares about only one person: Travis Hart.”
“I’ll take it under advisement,” she said with a half-smile, trying to keep the conversation light. Because her stomach was twisting and her heart was pounding and her hands—the hands that Matt held—were sweating. Shit. She was actually sweating from sitting too close to this man.
“I’m serious, Alex.”
“Can you please let go of my hands?”
He did, as if he’d forgotten he was holding them.
Alex jumped up. She needed to get away from him before she did something stupid. Like kiss him again. Damn—that was nine months ago and she hadn’t forgotten how that hot make-out session had made her feel.
Matt got up as well. She stepped back. He took a bigger step forward and at the same moment she realized his intent, but before she could stop him, he kissed her.
It wasn’t a simple kiss. It was an assault. The good kind, the kind of physical devouring she hadn’t had in months. Maybe years. Maybe never.
Her mind went blank and she didn’t know what to do. She couldn’t think. Her body betrayed her. Her own lust, her own need, took over. She didn’t want this ... yes, oh yes, she mostly certainly did.
Her lips parted and Matt’s tongue slid smoothly between them and she would have melted to the floor in pure pleasure if he hadn’t grabbed her by the waist and pulled her against him. Her hands gripped his shoulders. His shirt was expensive, smooth, crisp, and smelled wonderfully spicy, like Matt. She wanted to take it off him, feel his bare chest against her palms.
She pulled away, heart racing, almost unable to catch her breath.
She had no words. A year of pent-up sexual frustration over this man had nearly exploded; seeing him last night had completely messed her up. What was she thinking?
She wasn’t. Attraction did that. Hot, physical lust caused smart women to lose their brain cells.
The way Matt was staring at her, like he wanted to strip her naked, made her stomach flip. She flushed. Her skin burned. If they were anyplace else, he wouldn’t have to strip her because she’d already be naked.
“I’ve been dreaming about taking you to bed the moment you walked out of my house last year,” Matt said.
“This can’t be a good idea.”
What had she said? Of course it was a good idea! She hadn’t had sex in over a year. She was attracted to Matt. He was attracted to her.
“It’s a damn good idea, just not in my office.”
She glanced around. “Maybe if we just get it out of our system. One night, we’ll get over this, whatever it is.”
“Is that what you want? One night of sex? Do you think that’s what I want?”
“I don’t know. I can’t think right now.” She licked her lips.
He smiled, a slow, seductive curve of his mouth. “After I take you to bed, Alexandra, neither of us will be satisfied with just one night.”
“Maybe we won’t be compatible.”
Matt laughed and walked over to his desk. “I’ll ask Zoey to run a copy of everything we gave Detective Jefferson. It’ll be ready in an hour, I’ll have her set you up in a conference room so you have privacy.”
“Thanks,” Alex said and walked to the door. This whole conversation had gotten out of hand. She didn’t know what to think.
“And Alex?”
She turned and looked at him over her shoulder.
“We’re very compatible.”
 



 
Chapter Ten
 
Alex spent the rest of the afternoon at the D.A.’s office going through all the cases that Travis Hart prosecuted during his tenure. She wasn’t done, but there was one case that caught her eye and she left Matt a note to look at it.
The case itself wasn’t all that suspicious, but what caught her eye was the address on River Road. It seemed familiar, but she didn’t know why. She wrote it down to look at later. If she had the case file here, it might trigger her memory, so she also added to the note that she wanted to see a copy.
Before she knew it, Zoey knocked on the door and told her it was 5:30 and she was leaving. Alex thanked her, then practically ran to the hotel parking garage six blocks away. She had to pay a small fortune to get her car out and worse, because it was rush hour and she had to navigate the one-way streets and traffic lights, it took her nearly ten minutes to drive the point eight miles to her apartment.
She ran up the stairs to her fourth floor flat because the elevator was taking too long. Already, it was after six. Quick shower, but she didn’t wash her thick, straight dark hair because it would take too long to dry. Standing naked in the bathroom, she put on some make-up while her curling iron was heating up.
What the hell was she supposed to wear? This wasn’t a date ... it was a professional meeting. But a suit didn’t seem appropriate. What would get Hart to talk to her? To be comfortable? Without thinking that she wanted to date him? That would be ... awkward, to say the least. She didn’t picture herself as the next Mata Hari.
She shivered. Mata Hari had been executed as a spy. Bad comparison.
She snapped her fingers. Alex knew exactly what to do. Sexy, but professional. She slipped on her lone push-up bra, an white lacy camisole, then a long black skirt and a short-waisted black jacket with white piping.
She didn’t own a lot of dress-up clothes because she never had a need to dress-up. But she’d bought this for a Christmas party a couple years ago and had only worn it to a few functions her dad insisted she attend.
Alex ran back to the bathroom and put a few loose curls in her hair, fluffed it with hair spray, and figured she looked presentable. Even her father, who’d once lamented that he’d had three boys instead of the girl the doctor promised him, would be impressed.
The buzzer downstairs rang. She pressed the intercom and responded, “I’ll be right down.” She didn’t really want Hart coming up here, so she slipped on black flats—no way was she wearing heels—sprayed a bit of perfume around her, and took the elevator down, her heart racing.
Calm down. There’s no reason to be nervous. It’s not like you have to sleep with the guy to get information.
By the time the elevator hit the lobby, Alex was calm.
Travis Hart wore a different suit than he’d been in earlier. “You changed,” she said.
“So have you,” he responded with a grin. “You look amazing.”
“Thank you.” She glanced out to the street. “Where’s the CHP?”
“I hired a driver for the evening.”
“Is the driver a licensed bodyguard?”
He hesitated. “No, but this dinner isn’t on my schedule.”
Be yourself. If she were serious about taking the job with Hart, she would be furious that he was so reckless. As it was, she was angry because his disregard for his own safety meant she truly was on duty, so-to-speak. Someone had to watch his ass—and her own. “Mr. Hart, you want to discuss security with me tonight yet you aren’t taking your security seriously. Someone tried to kill you yesterday.”
He bristled at her tone. “I haven’t forgotten.”
“Could have fooled me.”
“Truthfully, with the suspect dead, I don’t feel like there’s a threat anymore.”
“Do you know why he wanted you dead?”
“No, but—“
“Which means you don’t know if he was acting alone and killed himself when he failed, or if someone else was behind it and killed him because he failed. Until the police know the motive for the shooting, you need to be extra cautious.”
“I stand corrected, Ms. Morgan. I will talk to the CHP in the morning and accept their offer for assistance.” He smiled. “Unless, of course, you start working for me tomorrow.”
He was about to open the door for her, and she stopped him. “For tonight, do as I say. If you can’t, then we’ll have a problem working together.”
“Fair enough.”
“I’m getting the door.” She waited until Hart was safe in the back before sliding in next to him.
Hart took her to Mulvaney’s, an upscale restaurant in a converted 19th century firehouse, only a few blocks from her apartment. It was one of her father’s favorite places. The food was delicious, but Alex always felt out of place—she preferred pizza and beer.
Hart was about to order a bottle of wine, but Alex declined a glass. “You’re the one who didn’t bring security,” she reminded him. “I’ll have water,” she said to the waiter.
“I can see you will be a stickler for details,” Hart said with a half smile.
“I take my job seriously.”
“Do you really think there is a continuing threat?”
“I honestly don’t know—what did Detective Perry say?”
“I haven’t spoken to him since this morning.” Hart sipped his wine. “I was hoping you might have heard?”
She shook her head and nibbled on warm, fresh baked bread. One taste and she remembered that she’d skipped lunch. She forced herself to eat slowly.
“Full disclosure,” she said. “Jim and I used to go out. We split up about a year ago, so he’s not really inclined to share anything with me.”
“What happened?” he asked.
“That’s beyond the scope of this job interview.”
He laughed. “Is that what you think this is?”
“It’s not a date.” She wasn’t going to lead him on. Hart was attractive and smart—two big pluses in her book—but he could be corrupt. Plus ... she wasn’t attracted to his slick style.
Not to mention just thinking about Matt Elliott’s kiss that afternoon had her squirming in her seat.
“No, but I told you I want to hire you.”
“I assume you know why I left the force.” Might as well get the conversation over with. Hart must have some clue as to why she walked off the job long before retirement age.
He dismissed her comment with a wave of his hand. “Alex—I can call you Alex, right?”
“Of course.”
“I was prosecutor for more than a decade. I know how difficult it is for a cop to turn in another cop. I’ve run up against some less than ethical cops when I was in the D.A.’s office. I lost a case once because of an illegal search. Nothing I could do about it, but believe me—I do not like to lose, especially because of the incompetence of others. Or, in this situation, an over-zealous cop. All I really know about your case is that your partner shot you because you were going to turn him in for doing something illegal. The newspapers weren’t kind, as I recall, but it seems to me—because I do understand how the system works—that you were the victim.”
“I appreciate the understanding.”
“And? I’ll admit, I am curious about what happened. I could find out on my own—I still have friends in law enforcement and in the D.A.’s office. But I’d rather hear it from you.”
She gave him the party line. “My partner was a good cop for the most part, but he had a thing for young girls. When I found out—when he was with an underage prostitute—I lost my temper. Told him I was going to report him. He shot me. I truly believe he just snapped, saw his career gone, realized he would lose the custody battle he was having with his wife over their daughter, and shot me without thinking.” A phantom pain burned in her lower right back as she remembered being shot. She’d been extremely lucky she hadn’t lost a kidney, or been paralyzed. Lucky, as well as having brilliant surgeon Gabriel Storm on call when she arrived at the hospital.
“You are quite forgiving.”
She shrugged. “Being a cop is stressful. People don’t generally like you. My younger brother’s a firefighter. Everyone loves firemen.” She smiled. “When the fire truck shows up, people are relieved. When a police car shows up, people are worried. Even law-abiding citizens get stressed when they see a squad car in their rearview mirror. We’re spit on, yelled at, accused of any number of things, most of which aren’t true. And we can’t do anything about it, just take it. I’m not justifying Tommy’s behavior. Or the behavior of any other cop who crosses the line. We have to be better than everyone else. We have to control our temper, not react to the threats and anger. Why do you think so many cops have drinking problems? A high divorce rate? Anger management issues? It’s not easy doing what we do and taking shit from the people we’re most trying to help.” She paused. “Sorry, I get on my soap box and sometimes forget myself.”
“Sac PD should be sorry they lost you.”
“Well, yeah. But it was my choice. I could have weathered the storm, but you know how the rumor-mill gets. So I took a good severance package and walked. I don’t regret it.”
That was a lie. She might have been able to weather the storm, but the hostility had stressed her, and she didn’t know if she could trust a new partner once she returned from disability leave. If they ever let her work the field again. She didn’t want to be a desk cop, but that might have been the only option once she was cleared for active duty. She missed her job because she was her job, so in that she did regret leaving. Yet, she wouldn’t have done anything different. How could she? Turning a blind eye to Tommy’s gambling and working for the Russian mob was hard enough, but walking in on him with that girl ... she lost it.
“You’re pretty amazing, you know that?”
“Not really. And truly, there are far more good cops than bad. It’s just the bad ones who get all the attention.”
“If it’s any consolation, I know how you feel. When I accepted the appointment by the Governor, I didn’t realize how much people hated politicians.”
She smiled. “I can imagine.”
The waiter brought their meals and Alex tried not to scarf it down. So she asked more questions. “How’s your staff handling the shooting? It must have been stressful for them. Your chief of staff, right? And legislative director?”
“Good memory.”
“You were a prosecutor, you probably have been threatened many times, dealt with some pretty shady defendants. But most people don’t get shot at.”
“They’re good. I offered them time off, neither of them took it. Both were in the office today, though I insisted they leave early.”
“Have they been with you long?”
“Both since I was appointed last year. Eric had worked for the previous LG, and Melanie I hired away from the Governor. She’d run one of his satellite offices, and I’d met her years ago. She was definitely underutilized by the governor.”
“It’s good that you have staff you can trust.” He glanced away, so Alex prompted. “Or, do you not trust them?”
“I do,” he said quickly. “I’ve been a little concerned about Eric. He’s had some ups and downs. Comes from a good family, is very smart, but had a bit of trouble from the friends he chooses.”
“What kind of trouble?”
“You’re sounding like a cop.”
She shrugged. “Can’t help that. But if he’s mixed up with some shifty friends, maybe what happened yesterday had something to do with him.”
Travis was surprised. “I can’t imagine that.”
“You don’t have to. You should tell Detective Perry—let him ferret out the information, figure out what happened. You need to give him the information so he can do his job.”
“Of course. I’m sure I told him everything, but when he calls me with an update, I’ll mention Eric’s friends to him.”
“If I join your staff, I’ll want to run deep backgrounds on all your employees, both in the capitol and on your campaign. Would you have a problem with that?”
“Absolutely not.”
“Good.” She took another couple bites. The food really was delicious. “What exactly would I be doing for you?” she asked between bites. “The CHP will handle your day-to-day security in the Capitol, as well as home security and acting as escort, at least until the police wrap up this investigation. You said something about advance?”
“Let me ask you this. If you’d been working for me prior to yesterday, how would you have handled the hotel situation?”
She swallowed and considered. She didn’t have to spend much time thinking, because she’d already had an answer.
“I would have sent at least two people over to walk the event, from door to door. I wouldn’t have allowed the press to congregate in the lobby, and if they didn’t obey my directive, I would have brought you in through a different entrance. You hadn’t intended to hold the press conference in the lobby, did you?”
“No—we had a large meeting room set up.”
“If I told them to go there, they would have,” she said.
“One of the problems elected officials face is being accessible. We don’t want to close ourselves off from constituents. And truly, we never considered there would be a security risk like yesterday.”
“That’s the job of your security team—to consider every possible risk. Now that you know, you need to adjust accordingly.”
Hart sipped more wine and nodded. “I see your point.”
She continued her assessment. “If the event was impossible to contain in an isolated and controlled area, I would have sent in an advance team a few minutes before you in order to assess the situation and determine whether it was secure. I would have enlisted hotel security to stand at strategic points in the building—including the balcony where the shooter was standing.  Often, the presence of security is enough to dissuade a potential hostile.”
“Just like laws deter criminals.”
She shook her head. “Laws deter law abiding citizens. People who are generally good, if they think of doing something criminal, they don’t because they fear prison or embarrassment or getting hurt. Criminals just do it anyway because they don’t care about the laws—and when they get caught, they work the system. You know how it is, being a prosecutor. How often did you prosecute someone who had never been arrested before?”
He hadn’t been expecting the question. “I’ve never really thought about it. Not many, I suppose. A few felony DUIs, a homicide—crime of passion where the victim and killer had never had a run in with the law. A pedophile case.”
She nodded. “Because first time offenders rarely go to trial. They plead and clean up their acts and never do it again. People make mistakes. It happens. Everyone deserves a second chance. But the cases that go to trial are when someone repeatedly gets in trouble with the law. They get the plea once, twice, maybe more. Do small change in prison. But they keep doing the same things and land in the same position until they’re facing ten to twenty years and can’t talk or plead their way out of serious time. The laws don’t scare them, otherwise they would have changed after the first arrest.”
“I never thought about it like that,” Hart said. He smiled. “I see you liked the meal.”
She looked at her bare plate. “I was hungry. And it was really good.”
“Dessert?”
“I should say no, but I won’t.”
“Good.”
The waiter cleared their plates, brought out the dessert tray, and she picked the dessert that looked the most chocolaty—a double chocolate mousse with fresh raspberries, plus coffee.
“Caffeine at night?” Hart said. “I don’t think I’d go to sleep.”
“I’ve developed an immunity.”
He laughed. “So, will you take the job?”
“I need more information. I’ll consider it.”
“Information like salary? I’ll pay you twenty percent more than you were making at Sac PD.”
She didn’t know what to say about that. It was quite generous.
“Full benefits as well. It’s not a nine-to-five job, and therefore you should be compensated appropriately.”
“I promise, I will consider the position. I’ll let you know by the end of the day tomorrow.”
“Wonderful,” he said.
Their desserts were served and one bite was practically orgasmic. She almost moaned. “I have a thing for chocolate,” she said.
“Good to know.”
She took another bite because the mousse really was amazing. “I saw Detective Jefferson today, Jim’s partner, to sign my statement after the shooting. He had a list of your case files from the D.A.’s office. You tried a lot of cases during your tenure there.”
“That I did,” he said. “I have a copy as well. I started going through them this afternoon, but between meetings I didn’t have much time.”
“It’s important. The police will flag any cases where someone you sent to prison recently got out, but there could be something you remember from a trial that only you would know. A friend of relative of a victim or defendant. Something odd that happened. Though with that many cases going back what? Fifteen years? It’s a lot of work. Solid conviction rate, Steve said.”
He didn’t say anything, but stared at his wine glass. Alex didn’t know what she’d said that upset him.
“Something wrong?”
“No, not really. We all have our crosses to bear. Thinking about the D.A.’s office reminds me that I’m not all that confident about this gubernatorial election.”
“I don’t understand.”
“I ran for D.A. three years ago and lost.”
“Oh. I guess I remember.”
“Your father supported my opponent, Matt Elliott.”
“I—“ She of course knew that, but didn’t know what to say. “I’m sorry?”
He smiled, leaned back and sipped his wine. “I don’t hold it against him. Elliott had the support of the outgoing D.A., Sandra Cullen. She brought over most of the judges. And Elliott isn’t a bad D.A.”
“But?” she pushed. She shouldn’t. She should drop this subject, but she couldn’t help herself. She wanted to know what Travis Hart thought about the race. Wasn’t it that race where Matt noted his ties to Sergei Rykov?
“We do things differently. You must know him.”
“Sure. I know a lot of the prosecutors and judges, through my dad. I testified on a couple of his cases. In fact, I think I might have testified in one of yours years ago, when I was still in uniform.”
“I would have remembered you.” But he looked at her again. “Maybe—you look different with your hair down.”
“I also went through a blond phase. Lightened my hair repeatedly until it was practically white. Big mistake. Cut it real short for a few years to let the mess grow out and swore off hair dye. Except ... I saw a gray hair the other day.”
“I have many.” He nodded. “You were the responding officer in a domestic violence incident. But there was a twist—it was the wife who took a tire iron to her husband for cheating on him.”
“Hell hath no fury, they say.”
“I tried to get her to plead, but she wanted to tell her story to a jury. Convicted, aggravated assault. Five years, though I think she got probation after three. She could have been charged with attempted murder.”
“You felt sorry for her?”
He shrugged. “Not particularly, but people sometimes do the wrong thing for the right reason.”
“Have you?”
“I suppose—though I don’t know that I’d admit to doing something wrong, per se. Sometimes, it’s a matter of perspective.”
“Very true,” she agreed.
“I have a strict no dating policy in my office because of a mistake I made years ago,” he said. He gave her a half-smile. “Otherwise, I would ask you out on a real date. Of course, you can decline the job and then I would absolutely ask you out.”
She didn’t know what to say to that. “You’re just enamored because I saved your life.”
Hart said, “Perhaps.” He paused. “Early in my career at the D.A.’s office I was head over heels in love with my law clerk. Talk about completely inappropriate, but I was a new lawyer and a bit arrogant.” He laughed. “I know what you’re going to say, I still am.”
“I wasn’t.”
“Sharon was beautiful and smart and had a wicked sense of humor. I didn’t know she was dating one of my colleagues, otherwise I would never have encroached on another man’s woman. She said she was seeing someone, but it wasn’t serious, so I pushed, confident that I would win. And I did. Only, I didn’t know that she broke it off with Matt Elliott to be with me.”
Alex’s heart skipped a beat, but she didn’t say anything.
“Several people asked why I ran against Elliott when he had the support of the former D.A. I gave the line of needing a change, that my conviction rate was higher, that I had a vision, but there was another reason. Sharon.”
She was surprised she could even speak. She didn’t want to talk about Matt with Hart, and she didn’t want to know about his past loves. She’d dated men before Jim Perry; she was pretty certain Matt Elliott had plenty of girlfriends. And it wasn’t even like they were serious. They were simply attracted to each other.
Except, there was nothing simple about her feelings.
“Love triangles are complicated,” she said.
“True,” Hart said. “But this was .... different.”
He hesitated, and she didn’t push. It was better that she didn’t know.
Then he said, “I ran against him not simply for my ego, though I thought at the time that I’d make a better D.A. Still do. But I’ll never forget how he handled that disaster with Sharon. When he found out I was dating her, he made our lives life hell. He argued with me about everything, sabotaged my cases then came running in to save them at the last minute. He misplaced important documents to embarrass me in court. I could handle it, I figured it would blow over soon enough, or Sandra would put a stop to it. But how he treated Sharon—it was inexcusable. He intentionally made her look bad. Demanded she stay late to redo reports that didn’t need to be redone, simply because he found a small error—errors he made in the first place. He was vindictive. Petty. If he screwed up, he blamed Sharon. She didn’t know which way was up by the end of the year, she was popping pills to stay awake because she worked so many hours she couldn’t see straight. I finally went to Sandra, who agreed to reassign her to another team of prosecutors. But it was too late. Sharon crashed her car going home late one night. She had drugs in her system, went into rehab, decided she didn’t want to be a lawyer.”
Hart was staring into his empty wine glass, his mind far away. Alex didn’t know what to say to him. She wanted to believe that there was another reason, that it wasn’t Matt’s fault, but she didn’t know. She hadn’t known Matt back then. And he had a deep loathing of Travis Hart—it made sense now. They fell for the same girl and Hart won. Could Matt be that spiteful and ruin a young woman’s career because she chose another man?
What did she really know about him, anyway? She’d walked into this situation to right a wrong, she didn’t have to get involved with any of the people. That had been her mistake, mixing business with her personal life.
“I’m sorry,” Hart said. “I shouldn’t have told you all that. I thought I was over it, but going over some of those cases today reminded me of what I lost because of Matt Elliott.”
“No apologies necessary. I understand how vindictive people can be, especially people you work with.”
“I don’t want to end tonight on a downer. Have an after dinner drink with me. Just one. You’ve had three cups of coffee, certainly a little alcohol won’t affect you.”
She wanted to, but shook her head. “My rule. I’m carrying, no alcohol.”
“Where’s your gun?”
She raised an eyebrow. “Which one?”
He laughed, and that effectively washed away most of the depressing tone of his conversation. “I like you, Alex Morgan. You’ll fit in well with my staff.”
“If I take the job.”
“You’ll take it.”
“Confident, aren’t you?”
“I usually get what I want, and I want you in charge of my security. I’ll give you until the end of tomorrow to say yes.”
“And if I say no?”
He smiled. “You won’t.”
 



 
Chapter Eleven
 
Matt Elliott had ordered from archives the files related to the case that Alex had flagged, but they wouldn’t be delivered until tomorrow. The State of California vs.  Charles Vincent Paulson. The case was from the three years he’d served in the State Senate. Zoey had already run a report from the computer which gave him the basics including charges, motions, disposition, and witnesses. He’d brought what he had home and made himself a late dinner, trying to put Alex’s dinner with Travis Hart out of his mind. He was irritated—he knew it was irrational—but he didn’t like the idea of Alex alone with Travis.
Travis Hart was a prick. He was unethical, corrupt, shrewd, and slick. Finding evidence of his corruption had proven next to impossible. But he was attractive, charming and attentive. People, especially women, liked him. He had that rare talent to be both arrogant and self-deprecating at the same time.
Sixteen years ago, Matt was a new prosecutor in Sacramento. So was Travis. Travis was younger, hired right out of college. Matt had spent three years in the Navy before college, and it had changed him—for the better, he thought. Matt was disciplined and a firm believer in the system. Travis was still a college frat boy who felt he was entitled to everything.
They’d hated each other on sight. Matt didn’t know if Travis saw him as competition or what, but he’d had an attitude as if he wanted to take Matt down a peg; Matt definitely viewed Travis as a jackass who used the law as a tool and viewed justice as flexible. Matt believed in right and wrong and that justice must be blind to be fair—Travis wanted to be a player. He liked the deals, the manipulation, the power he had to change lives. To cut deals—or not cut deals—based on his own criteria, a set of rules Matt had never understood.
Travis undermined Matt whenever he could, but Travis excelled at creating allies. The tension in the office during those early years was palpable. Sandy Cullen, the D.A. before Matt, had Matt’s back but she wouldn’t get rid of Travis. He was a smart lawyer. He won big cases. He made friends. So Matt kept his head down and did his job, because being drawn into Travis’s games would ultimately destroy or demoralize him. Five years into their service, Sandy moved Matt to the special unit for prosecuting sex crimes. After that, he and Travis rarely crossed paths.
The case that Alex had flagged was five years old—right in the middle of Matt’s one brush with politics, when he’d been elected State Senator. He still didn’t know what he’d been thinking at the time.
Truly, though, maybe he did. He’d seen the flaws in the system—flaws in the laws—largely because of lawyers like Travis Hart who exploited the loopholes. Prosecutors, defense lawyers, corporate lawyers – they all manipulated the system. Sometimes for others, but largely for themselves. Stepping stones to higher office or a corporate salary. Matt had been an idealist. He had a romanticized memory of his Navy service. It wasn’t easy, but he’d been part of something bigger, something better, for the first time in his life. Something that mattered. He saw being a prosecutor as doing something that mattered, too. He was good at the law, good with knowing when to push and when to deal.
But he couldn’t fix the law as a lawyer—he needed to change the laws. So he ran for State Senate, completely naïve that the system was broken from the top down. The people in charge put up shields to protect themselves so they could do whatever they damn well pleased.
When Sandy retired, she urged him to run for D.A. Frustrated with state government, he’d jumped at the opportunity to return to his roots. Then Travis Hart announced against him. Sandy went all out for Matt, and her endorsement carried serious weight. But it wasn’t just her name – she helped him with fundraising, she convinced her long-time supporters to endorse him, and she stood with him when Travis started slinging mud.
Matt had won. It wasn’t a landslide, but it was solid enough a victory that no one was even talking about running against him in the next election. Things could change, but chances are he wouldn’t have a viable opponent and he could focus on doing the work that needed to be done to fight for victims and protect the integrity of the justice system.
Matt pushed the memories away and focused on the case in front of him. He wasn’t familiar with it because he hadn’t been in the D.A.’s office when it had been tried. It seemed cut-and-dried. Repeat offender arrested for burglary. Sentenced to five years in state prison. The defendant didn’t have a Russian name. He was represented by Anthony Monteith.
Odd. Monteith was a criminal defense lawyer who commanded a hefty fee. He specialized in drug cases and often won outright or pled for a reduced sentence. Why would a high profile lawyer like Monteith  take a petty burglary case? And then lose it? Five year sentence for burglary in the middle of the night at a closed business, even though the defendant had a knife on him, was fairly stiff. No one had been hurt or threatened. Nothing had been stolen.
Matt flipped the page. When he saw the names on this list, he straightened his spine. Tommy Cordell was the arresting officer. Had Alex seen this? She didn’t make note of Cordell, only that the address where the crime occurred—a business on River Road—seemed familiar to her.
He wished he had the entire file. All he had here were the individuals involved, the charges, and the disposition. Though it was after nine at night, he called Sandy Cullen at home.
“Thought I’d hear from you sooner,” Sandy answered. “I had to get my news from Cynthia.”
Cynthia Bryant was Matt’s number two in the D.A.’s office.
“A lot has happened.” Matt hadn’t told Sandy about the federal investigation into Travis Hart—nor that Alex Morgan had been working undercover. Sandy wouldn’t talk, but Matt couldn’t risk Alex’s position. “I’m actually calling you about an old case, from the time when I was in the Senate.”
“There were thousands of prosecutions while you were playing politics.”
He bristled. Sandy knew how to get under his skin. She’d told him not to run, but he’d done it anyway. She enjoyed saying ‘I told you so,’ even now. She was old enough to be his mother, but acted more like a big sister.
“It’s the People versus Charles Vincent Paulson. Burglary case, special circumstances. Had a knife on him, got five years. I don’t have the case file, only the info in the computer. Hart prosecuted, Monteith defended.”
“Anthony Monteith?”
“The one and only.”
“Drug case?”
“No—burglary. I don’t have the files, just the charges. Tommy Cordell was the arresting officer.” He mentally counted back in his head. “This was about two years before Cordell was moved to northern command. He was still a patrol officer.”
“I don’t know much about Cordell, only what was in the papers and what I could drag out of my friends. I swear, Matt, you retire and people think you’re nobody.”
He laughed. “You will never be nobody, Sandy.”
“Harrumph. Only because I go to all those damn charity events and rotary club meetings.”
She was blowing smoke, because Matt knew she relished her ties to the community she’d grown up in. Plus, she was teaching a seminar to pre-law students at Sac State.
Sandy continued. “Why are you interested in this case? Something wrong? Appeal?”
“We’re helping Sac PD go through Hart’s cases to determine if one of his trials might have triggered the attempted assassination.”
“This doesn’t sound like much.”
“An informant gave me a heads up.”
“I can come by in the morning and take a look, if you want.”
“That would be terrific. Thanks, Sandy.”
“Paulson sounds familiar, though. Hold on a sec.” She put the phone down. He could hear her typing in the background, her fingers flying over the keyboard. Then silence. A few clicks. Silence. A minute later she picked up the phone. “Paulson was killed in prison.”
“When?”
“Don’t know specifics, I’ll call the warden—I know him well—and find out. But the report says no one was charged with his murder. So that means they didn’t know or couldn’t prove it. If you really think there’s something in this case, I’d check to see if there were drugs involved. Maybe it was pled out before the trial, or there was a problem with the evidence. I don’t remember Monteith ever taking a case that wasn’t connected to the drug trade.”
Matt thanked Sandy and hung up. He called Alex. Her phone went to voice mail. He left a brief message.
“Alex, it’s Matt. Call me when you get this message. I have some information about the file you flagged.”
Nine-thirty. Shouldn’t she be home by now?
He booted up his laptop and started researching the address itself. Alex either didn’t notice or didn’t mention that Cordell was involved in the arrest, but she seemed certain that something was odd about the address. He could start the process of a title search at a minimum, but wouldn’t see any results until tomorrow. He sent a note to Zoey to follow-up first thing tomorrow.
Matt glanced at his watch. How long did it take to have dinner? He’d call again if she didn’t call him back in thirty minutes. He started in on other work and tried to put Alex—and Travis Hart—out of his mind.
 
***
 
The intruder spent a good hour searching Alex Morgan’s apartment, but there was nothing here. No notes. No password protected computer. She had a laptop that she apparently only used to check email and watch Netflix. She had no television. Her email was sparse – friends and family, a few crime related issue groups, nothing that suggested she was doing anything more than she said she was doing.
But why had she spent all day at the District Attorney’s office? Did she have an ulterior motive to visit Hart this morning and ask about the case? Was her presence at the hotel purely coincidental?
Something was ... off. He couldn’t put his finger on it, and that bugged him.
He would find out what Alex was hiding. He hoped it was nothing.
He planted two bugs, one in the living room near her computer, and one in her bedroom. He wished he could access her phone ... but she didn’t even have a land line. Maybe he could find a way to bug her phone tomorrow.
He hoped there was nothing to his concerns, but he was alive because he never ignored his instincts. And his gut told him Alex was up to something.
He didn’t want to kill her.
But he would if he had to.
 



 
Chapter Twelve
 
It was close to ten by the time Travis dropped Alex off at her apartment. He reminded her that he expected her call before five the next day. She thanked him for dinner and assured him that she would get back to him. She felt uncomfortable with the whole situation, but this was exactly the type of access that Dean Hooper and Matt Elliott wanted. She’d worked undercover for six months for the FBI last year; she could work for Travis Hart until the election.
She walked into her apartment and immediately went to the refrigerator for a beer. She’d replayed Travis’s comments about Matt Elliott over and over in her head. She’d ignored Matt’s earlier call because she’d been with Travis, but she didn’t really want to talk to him tonight. She was more upset than angry.
She put her phone on the charger and went to her bedroom to change into sweats and a tank top. She was too wound up to sleep—especially after all the coffee she’d drank after dinner. And she couldn’t stop thinking about what Travis said.
Travis could be lying about the whole history with Matt, but why would he? He didn’t know about her relationship—such as it was—with the D.A. He didn’t know about the undercover investigation otherwise he wouldn’t be pushing for her to take a job with him.
Alex suspected that there was some truth to what Travis said, though with a long ago event there’d be a re-writing of history or memory lapse. When she talked to Matt he may have a completely different take on the situation. This law clerk Sharon was as much to blame as Travis and Matt. She dumps one guy for another in the same department? Of course there’s going to be friction. They both should have known better than to date one of their subordinates. It had been difficult enough when she was living with Jim, but at least they’d been in different divisions.
In all the time Alex had known Matt, she’d never seen him as vindictive.
Well, that wasn’t completely true was it? Whenever he talked about Travis Hart, he tensed and sounded thoroughly unforgiving. There was no proof that Hart was corrupt, only some campaign contributions from someone high-up in Russian organized crime. But the money itself came from Rykov’s legitimate businesses. While running for District Attorney, Hart showed poor judgment in taking the contributions from a suspected criminal, but that didn’t mean that he himself was corrupt, did it? If he was corrupt, would he have even reported the money? Wouldn’t he want to distance himself from anything that would hint at impropriety?
Her cell phone rang. It was Matt, again. She didn’t want to talk to him about this now. But ... he might have information about the case file she’d tagged that afternoon.
“Hey,” she answered.
“You didn’t call me back.”
“I only got home a few minutes ago.”
“It’s after ten.”
She bristled at his possessive tone. She wasn’t Matt’s girlfriend. She wasn’t his anything. “I didn’t realize I had a curfew.”
“What happened?”
“He offered me a job. Wants an answer by tomorrow.”
“This isn’t a good idea. You can’t trust him.”
“You keep saying that, but isn’t this exactly what you and Dean Hooper wanted? It’s access to his operation.”
“It’s dangerous.”
She almost laughed. Not because she didn’t agree, but because he seemed to forget that she’d been a cop for twelve years, that she’d worked undercover for months in a far more dangerous situation than being head of security for the Lieutenant Governor.
It was obvious that Matt just wanted information about her dinner, that he didn’t have anything new to tell her. “I’m tired,” she said. She was, though she wouldn’t be able to sleep, not for awhile. “I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”
She hung up before he could argue with her.
She grabbed a second beer and booted up her laptop on the kitchen counter. She typed in the address on River Road into Google Maps. Maybe if she looked at it on the street view it would spark her memory.
A knock on her door interrupted her research. Who the hell was visiting this late? She strode over and looked through the peephole. Jim? She opened the door.
“It’s late. I hope this means you have good news about who tried to assassinate Hart.”
“Can I come in?”
She shrugged and opened the door wider, then closed it behind him. The last thing she wanted was a confrontation with her ex-boyfriend, and considering her irritable mood, she was pretty sure a confrontation was brewing.
She sipped her beer, but didn’t offer anything to Jim. She didn’t want him to think he could stay, or that she wanted a long conversation.
“It’s been a long couple of days,” she said.
“You went on a date with Travis Hart?”
He sounded angry. What was it with possessive men? She was getting downright ticked off with the attitude. First Matt, now Jim. “Who the hell told you that?”
“So it’s true.”
“No, it’s not true. But how do you even know I went to dinner with him?”
“You went to dinner with him. And that’s not a date?”
He wasn’t answering her question, and she wasn’t going to play this game. “First, you and I broke up almost a year ago. I can date whoever I damn well please. Second, it wasn’t a date. He invited me to dinner to thank me for saving his life. Now that you know the truth, you can leave.”
He didn’t budge. In fact, he leaned against the kitchen counter and stared at her. “What’s going on with you, Alex?”
“Nothing! What makes you think something’s going on?”
“You’ve changed.”
“Yeah, I have. I lost my job, I’ve been ostracized by the police department, and I shot my partner in self-defense. After he shot me in the fucking back. In six weeks I’m going to have to testify against him at his trial. Sorry if I haven’t dealt with the trauma to your satisfaction.”
“It’s not that.”
“Isn’t that enough?” She walked over to the corner and tossed her empty beer bottle in the recycling bin. Jim was definitely far too interested in her life. She didn’t need any other complications.
“I told you to stay away from this case,” Jim said.
She whirled around to face him, her mouth dropping open. “Excuse me? I’m not involved in your case. I had dinner with Hart. Hardly news to write home about.”
“He has a target on his back and you’re socializing with him.”
“I can take care of myself, Jim. Why are you really here?”
“I’m worried about you.”
“No. That’s not it. You don’t just stop by my apartment late at night in the middle of the week to question me about my dinner companion.”
Jim said, “The coroner said it’s inconclusive as to whether our shooter killed himself or was murdered. The angle is self-inflicting, but there’s no gunshot residue on his hands. When I showed you his picture, you hesitated. Do you know who he is?”
She wanted to tell him the truth. Jim needed the truth. So she gave him a half-truth because she had to tell him something. “I thought I might have ... you know, where you think you know someone but can’t put your finger on it. I never arrested him, I never spoke to him, but I think I’ve seen him. I can’t tell you where or when, but it was when I was a cop. I’ve been trying to figure it out, but keep drawing a blank. Maybe he just looks like someone I’ve seen.”
She assessed Jim. She hoped he believed her. If the FBI gave her the okay, she’d tell Jim that she’d seen him with her former partner, but until then, she had to play the game.
“If you remember, you’ll call me, right?”
“Of course.”
Jim hesitated, and Alex wondered why the hell he’d come here in the first place. Just to question her about her dinner with Travis Hart? As she thought about it, she realized that made no sense. It’s not like Jim had been trying to win her back for the past year. Sure, he’d been jealous when they’d been living together, but it wasn’t like he’d been stalker boy after they broke up. He visited her once in the hospital after she’d been shot, but she hadn’t seen him in months before yesterday.
Jim said, “I’ll see you around.” And he left.
That was weird. Very weird.
Her phone rang almost as soon as Jim walked out. Matt Elliott. She’d said all she wanted to, and she was going to find out a bit more about this Sharon before she decided what to do about the information, if anything. She hit decline, and took a deep breath. Of course she had to talk to him about it, figure out what was going on. If she wanted a relationship. If she believed that Travis Hart was truly guilty. Because more and more it was looking as if Matt did have a vendetta against Travis Hart for no tangible reason.
She called Dean Hooper. Though she hadn’t always been happy working undercover for the Feds, Hooper had always been straight with her. If anyone was unbiased in this situation, it was him.
“Hooper,” he answered the phone on the second ring.
“This is Alexandra Morgan. I’m sorry for calling so late.”
“No apologies necessary. Is something wrong?”
“No, but I have some information. I had dinner with Hart tonight—he offered me a job as his head of security. Wants me to work for him, do his advance work, act as his bodyguard in public.”
“That’s fabulous. But—would you be comfortable going that deep undercover? It won’t be easy.”
“I don’t expect easy. He wants an answer by five tomorrow.”
“Would you be willing?”
“Yes—but I need to know exactly what you have on Hart and why you believe he’s criminally involved with Sergei Rykov.”
“We should talk about this in person, Alex.”
“I agree.”
“Is something wrong?”
“I don’t know. Hart had some unflattering things to say about Matt Elliott.”
“How did Matt’s name come up?”
“We were talking about past careers, about his case files that he’s going through to look for a possible suspect. Detective Jefferson is fairly certain that it’s someone from Hart’s past that wants to kill him, a criminal or victim who blames him for whatever. And Jefferson has good instincts, it’s the first thing I’d look at if I were investigating. Hart talked about his campaign against Matt for D.A., and then about their history when they both were new prosecutors.”
“And that disturbed you? Do you think he knows about your relationship with Matt?”
Was it that obvious? “No, but it seems to me that this investigation into Travis Hart is solely at the behest of Matt Elliott, and that they may have more personal issues than professional ones.”
“Explain.”
“Hart claims that he and Matt were involved in a love triangle of sorts with their law clerk, that the girl picked Hart over Matt and Matt turned vindictive.”
“And you believe him.”
She carefully picked her words. “I don’t believe or disbelieve him. He doesn’t know about my working relationship with Matt, so what reason would he have to lie? I did consider that there are two sides to every story, and maybe Hart is bitter about the whole thing. Still...” her voice trailed off. When she said it out loud, it made her seem shallow. “Essentially, if I’m going to commit myself to working undercover for you, I need to believe that there is enough evidence to warrant the risk. I fear that this might just be a fishing expedition.”
Hooper said, “I see your concern. We have a tenuous connection between Hart and Rykov. Rykov has legitimate businesses, but the set up is typical of organized crime because it makes it extremely easy to launder money. I don’t know how Hart operates, but I know Rykov. He would not give any money to a politician unless he benefited in some way. The amounts in question are substantial, but within legal parameters. I don’t have enough to go to the AUSA and make my case, but I’ve worked white collar crime my entire FBI career. I would not have opened this investigation if I didn’t believe Hart was corrupt.”
“So you didn’t open it simply on Matt’s say-so.”
Hooper didn’t say anything for a moment. “Matt brought me the information three years ago after his election. I hadn’t made the connection between Hart and Rykov, but it’s there. Matt didn’t make it up. I’ve known Matt for some time, and I’ve never found him to be less than honest and honorable. Obviously, Hart said something that bothered you.”
“I guess it did.”
“And you’re certain he doesn’t know that you’re friends with Matt?”
“Yes. But, my father endorsed Matt over Travis, and because I was a cop for so long, it’s natural that our paths have crossed in court. I didn’t lie about knowing him. But you think Travis is trying to taint my opinion. Or fish for information.”
“It’s possible. We’ll meet tomorrow, with Matt, and get to the bottom of this. I don’t want you walking into Hart’s office if he has any clue what you’re really doing there.”
“Shit, I just remembered. Hart commented that Eric Huang, his legislative director, has some troublesome friends. Said Huang came from a good family, is a good employee, but made bad choices with friends. Have you looked into him? Sac PD thinks he’s clean.”
“I ran through your theory with our SWAT commander that Huang may have been the intended target. We went through Sac PD’s report on the shooting—there was no mention of your theory, but the crime scene techs prepared an accurate trajectory based on video from the television and security cameras as well as eyewitness reports. There’s no way we can conclude that who was the target, but my people believe it could have been—or that Huang and Hart were both targets. The first bullet hit the glass behind Huang and Hart, but they were only standing about eighteen inches apart when they entered the hotel. The bullet went between them. You’d already identified the gunman and people were moving seconds before the first shot was fired. The second bullet went through your arm, and had you not been there it’s hard to say whether it was intended for Hart or for Huang if he had continued walking along his projected trajectory.”
“That’s more information than Sac PD gave me.”
“I have a few ideas about what might have made Huang a target.”
“Do you care to share them with me?”
He hesitated. “Tomorrow. I’m bringing Huang in for questioning first thing in the morning. Everything depends on what he tells me. At this point, I’m just speculating.”
“But the shooter was Russian.”
“Matt told me that you ID’d him. I have his photo from your file, but we still don’t have a name to go with it. We can’t even prove he’s attached to Rykov. In fact, your photo of the shooter with Cordell is the only photo we have of the guy.”
“He’s young. Could he have recently come up the ranks?”
“Anything’s possible. It’s clear from the crime scene that he’s not a trained assassin. No shooter with experience would have picked that venue.”
Alex was relieved that Hooper was taking her theory seriously. “What time do you want me at your office?”
“I should be done with Huang by noon.”
“I’ll be there.”
 
***
 
Travis Hart lived in Fair Oaks, in a comfortable home overlooking the American River and the city beyond. In the evening, it didn’t take long to drive there, and he was eager to get to his computer and see if Sergei Rykov had made good on his promise. He dismissed his driver and went inside.
He’d always lived alone. He’d never wanted to get married, though he’d been thinking lately that maybe he should find himself a pretty, articulate, but not-too-smart girlfriend who he could turn into a long-term fiancée. While California was progressive, it wouldn’t serve him well to be labeled as gay, especially when he wasn’t. He just didn’t want to be attached to one woman. He wanted—needed—his freedom.
He strode to his home office and turned on his computer. And, as promised, received a link to the live feed from the bug that Rykov’s man had planted in Alex Morgan’s apartment while Travis took her to dinner. The idea had been last minute, just to make sure she wasn’t playing him. Travis was still very suspicious that a former cop who’d turned her partner in for using a prostitute was at the hotel at the same time as Huang was supposed to be taken out. All his contacts said she was completely on the outs with Sac PD, but she had been screwing the lead detective investigating the shooting. Travis couldn’t be certain of anything at this point.
He clicked the link to listen. A moment later Alex’s voice came through his speakers.
“... I fear that this might just be a fishing expedition.”
He frowned. Who was she talking to?
There was silence for a moment, which told Travis that she was on a phone conversation. Then Alex said, “So you didn’t open it simply on Matt’s say-so.”
Matt. Matt fucking Elliott.
That lying, manipulative bitch. What was she doing? Was she a political spy? Trying to get into his campaign? Or worse? Working for Matt Elliott? Except ... she was talking about Matt, not to him.
Had this whole night been a set-up from the beginning? He’d intended to dangle the job offer, then pull it at the last minute, with some excuse that the CHP was bringing in an expert to set up his security, and he’d call her when he needed her, or some such crap. He simply needed her to trust him tonight, to tell him everything she knew.
And she hadn’t. She’d lied.
“But the shooter is Russian.”
How the hell did she know that? There was absolutely no connection between the young shooter and Rykov, so how did she know he was Russian when the police didn’t even have an ID on the kid?
If Travis had a problem, Sergei Rykov had a problem. As soon as Alex Morgan got off the call, Travis called Rykov.
“That bitch is working for someone. You need to find out who. I only caught part of her conversation, I want the rest.”
“You are in no position to demand anything, or do you forget why you’re in this little mess in the first place?”
“If I go down, you go with me. And don’t even think about taking me out, because I have enough evidence to put you away for the rest of your life.”
“Do not threaten me. You have far more to lose than I do.”
Travis kicked his desk. “What are you going to do?”
“You’re prone to acting rashly. I will find out what Ms. Morgan knows, then determine the best course of action. You, go about your business and do not get in my way.”
Rykov hung up.
Travis threw his cell phone against the wall. One accident and he was under that bastard’s thumb.
It’s not like he’d planned to kill anyone. He’d felt awful, but he shouldn’t have to go to prison for an accident.
He heard a loud knock and almost feared that someone had bugged his place, heard his conversation with Sergei Rykov, were coming to arrest him. Then he realized it was his computer, still running the live feed from the bug in Alex’s apartment.
He walked back to his desk and put his palms down. Closed his eyes and listened.
As soon as he heard Matt Elliott’s voice, he punched his fist through the wall.
 



 
Chapter Thirteen
 
Matt knocked on Alex’s door. The entire drive to her apartment his emotions bounced between anger and fear. Anger that Alex had called Dean and not him to ask about whatever Travis Hart said that upset her, and fear that she believed Hart.
Ultimately, he was determined to set the record straight. He had never lied to Alex, and she was damn well going to believe him before he walked out.
She answered the door, wearing cut-off sweat pants and a tank top. She stared at him, incredulous. “It’s nearly midnight.”
“Why are you ignoring my calls?” Matt asked. “You called Dean, but won’t pick up your phone for me?”
“I talked to you what, an hour ago? What’s going on?”
“Tell me what Travis Hart said to you.”
She blinked, then realization crossed her face. “Oh.”
He walked in and shut the door.
“Sure, come in, why not?”
She turned away from him and he took three long strides until he was face to face.
“It’s not a big deal,” she said.
“Like hell it isn’t. What did he say?”
Her expression was blank, which irritated him. He was on the edge here, needing Alex to trust him, and she maintained a poker face. “That you’re vindictive.”
“What else?”
“Who is Sharon?”
It took Matt a good thirty seconds to put it all together.
“Whatever he told you can’t possibly be the truth.”
“Then why don’t you tell me? Since you’re already here.”
Matt was not an emotional person. He’d always been the calm one in his unit, the even-tempered prosecutor that every jury loved. The family mediator. But he was shaking.
“What did Travis tell you about her?”
“I’d rather hear what you have to say.”
Matt stepped back. “Why are you doing this?”
“I’m not doing anything,” she said, and for the first time he saw a break in her composure. She was as emotional as he was. “I just want the truth.”
“I’ve never lied to you.”
“I honestly don’t care about past girlfriends. We both have old relationships. But I need to know that what I’m doing is for the right reasons, not because you have a personal conflict with Travis Hart.”
She might as well have kicked him in the gut. “If I had a personal conflict with anyone, I would fight my own battles,” he said. “I—I don’t know how I lost your trust.”
“You haven’t,” she said. “I just think ... I don’t know. Maybe you really didn’t think it was important. I’m okay. Yeah, I was mad at first, but I know how these things get twisted around and I can give you the benefit of the doubt.”
“I don’t want the benefit of the doubt,” he snapped. “I don’t want you to doubt me at all.” He ran his hands through his hair. “Sharon Anderson was my first law clerk. She was assigned to both Travis and me. I liked her a lot—she was smart and funny and very good at her job. But she was also very ambitious. So was I, so was Travis. From the beginning, Travis and I were rivals, and it wasn’t healthy. I was as guilty as he was in that rivalry, except I never did anything to jeopardize justice—on my cases or his.
“Travis convinced Sharon that I wanted her to fudge on a warrant. She did. I caught it and reprimanded her, and she told me I’d ordered her to do it, which wasn’t true. I thought she’d misunderstood what I said, so from then on I put everything in writing. But somehow, Travis convinced her that I was just protecting my own ass. Sharon was a workaholic, and Travis had her doing things he should have done himself. Yet—he would go to her with extra work and tell her I wanted it done by morning. I didn’t know any of this at the time, so when she turned things in early I just said thank you. She felt I didn’t acknowledge her sacrifices.” He rubbed his eyes. “I didn’t see what was going on. I admit I have tunnel vision when I’m working an important case, and it was worse when I was new. Once I figured out that Travis was sabotaging my working relationship with Sharon—why, I still don’t know—I tried to fix it, but it was too late. Sharon had changed. I suspected she was doing drugs, but couldn’t prove it. Then I found out that she and Travis were involved. It explained a lot.”
“What happened after that?”
“Sharon worked late one night and crashed her car. No one, except Sharon, was hurt. She tested positive for narcotics and was suspended from work pending rehab. She went to rehab, but never came back.”
“You don’t sound too sympathetic.”
What did that mean? “Can we sit down?” he asked.
“Matt—it’s late. I’m tired. I’m fine. I’m glad you told me your side.”
“My side? Did he tell you something different?”
She shrugged. “It’s a matter of perspective, I guess.”
“No, it’s not. I was wholly professional in my dealings with Sharon and Travis. I blame Travis for most of it, but Sharon chose to believe him.”
“And it wasn’t because you were jealous?”
“Jealous? Of Travis?” What the hell was she talking about.
Alex tilted her head. Now she looked confused. “Were you romantically involved with Sharon before Travis? I’m not saying it’s wrong, but it might explain why you hate him so much.”
Now it all came clear. Travis—that bastard—had told half-truths. Twisted things around. But this was an out-and-out lie.
“I never had a relationship with Sharon Anderson. Never. In fact, I’ve never dated anyone who worked in the D.A.’s office, except long before I ran for D.A., I went out a few times with the assistant director of the crime lab. Technically, the crime lab is under our umbrella, but they’re separate entities.” He paused. He wanted to be angry with Alex for believing what Travis Hart said, for not asking him for the truth immediately. But he was more desperate than angry.
He looked around her apartment. It was small—the kitchen opened into the living room. It was sparsely furnished, and she still had boxes stacked against one wall, as if she was moving in or moving out. What if he’d taken her to bed that night when she’d come to him after leaving her boyfriend? Would she have still moved into this place? It was clean, but generic. She hadn’t personalized it. It was like she was living in limbo, either waiting for her old life ... or a new one.
All his anger disappeared. Alex was still living in her own hell, and it pained him more than his wounded ego. He sat on the couch and turned so he could look at her.
“I have never lied to you, Alex,” he said quietly. “Never. The situation with Sharon was one in a long line of events involving Travis Hart. It never crossed my mind to tell you about it because, honestly, I hadn’t thought about it in years.
“I was never romantically involved with Sharon. She worked for the D.A.’s office, and technically I was her direct supervisor. Many people cross that line; I’m not one of them.
“Sharon was, however, involved with Travis. Travis is charming and attentive and used his slick manipulative skills to use her to sabotage me. She believed everything he said because Travis is, at his core, a con artist. He will say or do anything to achieve his goals. At that time, his goal was to get rid of me.
“And it worked, after a while. Even after Sharon left, I was spending so much time trying to salvage my relationship with my colleagues and staff that I couldn’t focus on my job. Sandy—Sandra Cullen, the D.A. at the time—saw what was going on but because most of Travis’s games were he said/he said, she couldn’t do much about it. After the incident with Sharon, she made sure we never shared a clerk, then I moved to the sex crimes unit.
“I ran for the State Senate for two reasons. One of the reasons was because of Travis—the work environment had become toxic. But the primary reason was because of a case I prosecuted where a teenager in a group home raped and murdered a young boy. The law at the time didn’t allow for neighbors to know whether any juveniles in a group home had a record of sex crimes, because of juvenile privacy laws. I wanted to change that—fix what was broken in the system. I thought if I could just explain to the rest of the elected officials that prosecutors’ hands were tied in some cases because of laws on the books, that they’d change the laws.
“I learned real quick that the system was broken on that end, too. When Sandy asked me to run for D.A., I did—because at my core, I’m not a politician. I can’t sit in a room full of people elected to serve this great state, tell them clearly what is wrong and how it can be fixed, and then have them completely ignore the problem or, worse, make up reasons for the problem and pass legislation to address so-called ‘root causes’ without fixing the problem placed in front of them. It was soul-breaking.” That was an understatement. To this day, Matt regretted his three years in the State Senate – he’d resigned after winning the District Attorney’s race.
“I came back to the D.A.’s office and Travis was still there, only it had gotten worse because he had opposed me in the election. The three years I was gone, he’d built himself a small but loyal following that would do anything he wanted. He was good at that—building alliances. They sabotaged cases—jeopardizing their careers—while Travis directed it without getting his own hands dirty. That was his M.O. The one valuable trick I learned from working in the Capitol was how the game was played. I put an end to it real quick. But not before we lost a major case because of evidence tampering. Evidence tampering that I could not prove was the work of Travis Hart, but used nonetheless to force him to resign. I threatened to pull every case he’d worked during the three years I was gone and go over them with a fine-toothed comb. He resigned.”
Matt rubbed his hands over his face. Alex was staring at him, a mix of emotion on her face. She was exhausted, but she believed him. He could see it in her eyes. Why didn’t she talk to him? Tell him what she was thinking?
“In hindsight,” he continued, “I should have gone over Travis’s cases because it’s clear that he was worried I would find something. I’d been so relieved that he’d left, I put the threat aside and rebuilt my team. Some reassignments, some re-training, some firings, some new hires. Now, I am extremely happy with our unit. I trust each and every prosecutor who works under me. Our law clerks are among the best in the state.”
“I should have talked to you instead of Dean,” Alex said softly. “I don’t know why I didn’t. I’m sorry, Matt.”
He got up and put his hands on her shoulders. “Alex, I will never lie to you. I will never use you. If you don’t want to work undercover, we’ll find another way. But more than anything, how you see me matters. It matters to me.” He pushed her hair away from her face and kissed her. “You matter to me.”
Matt kissed her again. Her lips parted and she leaned against him, kissing him back with the same barely restrained passion he had. He wanted to take her to bed, he wanted to make love to Alex and wake up with her next to him.
As if she felt his intensity, she stepped back. “Matt--”
“Don’t turn me away.”
He kissed her again, giving her no chance to argue. He held her close, his hands fisting in her tank top.
She put her hands on his face and looked him straight in the eye. Her heart beat against his chest, she wanted this as much as he did. Yet, she was going to ask him to leave. He saw it in her dark eyes. He held his breath. He would leave if Alex asked him to; he prayed she didn’t.
Something subtle shifted, as if every muscle in her body relaxed. Whatever she’d been looking for, she’d found. Her lips curved, her arms wrapped around his neck, and she kissed him, all reservations gone.
Matt picked her up and carried her to bed.
 



 
Chapter Fourteen
 
Matt hadn’t wanted to leave Alex without saying good-bye, but he had no clothes at her place. He left her a note then rushed home to shower, shave and change into a clean suit. Dean sent him a text message that he was bringing in Huang early, and to be at FBI headquarters by eight-thirty to sit in on the interview.
Matt arrived at his own office before seven to dispatch a series of memos since he expected to be out all morning. He called Zoey while driving to FBI headquarters an hour later to run through what he needed done, and to follow-up on the box from archives regarding the People vs. Paulson. He wanted it on his desk before noon.
Bringing in Eric Huang was a controversial call—if they were wrong, then Huang would tell Travis about the investigation. And even if they were right, Huang might not know anything of value. But Dean believed Alex’s theory that Huang had been the target, and he decided to circumvent the Sacramento PD and talk to Huang directly. Dean’s decision could cause huge problems between the FBI and Sac PD, but one thing Matt liked about Dean Hooper was that he weighed every possibility, then did the one thing that would yield the greatest results. He could play the political game with the best of them, but he never allowed interagency politics to interfere with an investigation.
Matt was five minutes late and Dean met him at the guard desk. “Huang is sitting in an interview room. I want him to sit for a few more minutes, though I think sending two agents to fetch him was enough to get him to talk. He’s as straight-laced as they come. Did you talk to Alex?”
“Yes. It’s all good, we cleared the air.”
“So Hart lied to her. I’m concerned that he knows what she’s doing.”
“How?” Matt shook his head. “Truthfully, I’ve heard the rumor about Sharon before, the one he spoon fed to Alex. It came out during the election, though not publicly.”
“Tell her my offer still stands. I can place her in the Bureau as a civilian—or get her into the Academy, if she wants to be an agent.”
Matt didn’t want that. He didn’t want Alex three thousand miles away. Especially after last night. And the Bureau could assign her anywhere—there were over fifty FBI offices in the country.
But, it wasn’t his call. Alex would have to make the decision herself.
Dean said, “You need to put your feelings aside, Matt. I’m telling you this as a friend—you’re emotionally involved, and that’s going to compromise this case if you go off half-cocked on Hart or anyone else.”
“That’s not me, Dean. You know that. Alex is solid. And we both have her back.”
“After what happened last summer, I wouldn’t blame you for wanting her to decline Hart’s offer.”
“I don’t want her in there because I don’t trust him, but this is a rare opportunity. We need to find a way to keep a better eye on her, though, in case she needs assistance.”
“I’m hoping after Huang, we won’t need Alex to go undercover. You ready?” Dean asked.
“Let’s do it.”
Eric Huang jumped when they walked into the interview room. He wasn’t handcuffed, he’d been given water and coffee, but he looked terrified.
“Thank you for coming in, Mr. Huang,” Dean said and sat down. “I’m Dean Hooper, Assistant Special Agent in Charge. This is Matt Elliott, Sacramento County District Attorney. I’m sorry you had to wait. Mr. Elliott was stuck in traffic. Do you need anything? More water?”
Huang had both hands wrapped around his water bottle. “No, thank you. I don’t understand why I’m here. The agents who came to my house said I wasn’t under arrest, but it didn’t seem I had a choice. They said it was about the shooting,  but wouldn’t let me call my boss.”
“I’m hoping to be done here quickly, but I wanted to talk to you before you speak to Mr. Hart.”
“I told the police everything I remember. Believe me, I’ve been reliving that moment since it happened.”
“We have your statement, and it’s consistent with the evidence. But we’re investigating another line of inquiry. We believe that you were the target of Monday assassination attempt. Do you know anyone who might want you dead, Mr. Huang?”
His face paled. “That’s—that’s ridiculous. I don’t have enemies. Who would hurt me? That makes no sense.” He paused. “The detective asked me if I had enemies, and I don’t. You can ask him. I haven’t done anything wrong, have I?”
“No, Mr. Huang,” Dean assured him. “But our crime lab has analyzed the crime scene, and we believe that the shooter was aiming at you, not Mr. Hart.”
“That—I—I don’t understand.”
“You’ve worked for Mr. Hart for the past year, correct?”
“Yes—since he was appointed as Mr. Goodman’s replacement. I worked for Mr. Goodman in the Senate, then stayed on with him when he was elected LG. Mr. Goodman was a great man. I’m still close to his family.”
“You’re Mr. Hart’s legislative consultant, correct?”
“Yes, but as I explained to the detective the other day, the LG doesn’t have much to do with legislation. I simply review pending legislation and give him a briefing, so he knows what’s happening, what he might want to write a press release on, things like that. But he doesn’t vote unless there’s a tie in the Senate. There hasn’t been a tie since he was elected.”
“Has Mr. Hart asked you to do anything that was different from what you did for Mr. Goodman?”
“I—I don’t understand what you mean.”
“Do you have added duties? Anything unrelated to legislation?”
“No.”
Matt spoke up. “In the last few months, has Mr. Hart acted out of character? Has he done or said anything that made you nervous?”
“Mr. Hart has always been the same.”
“Do you like him?”
“He’s a good boss.”
“Good how?”
“I do my job, he reads my reports, says thank you. I don’t interact with him much.”
“Then why were you at a campaign event?”
“It was my lunch hour.”
“So you wanted to be there? To support him?”
“No, he needed me to be available to answer questions about legislation. I keep up to date on all important bills, and because of Mr. Hart’s focus on criminal justice reform, I am particularly well-versed in all matters of public safety legislation. If a reporter asked something he might not know off the top of his head, I would be available to give him a quote.”
“So it was your idea.”
“No, of course not, I don’t work on campaigns, but I checked with our legal counsel and he said that as long as I was on my own time, I could assist. It’s legal. I have a letter confirming that.”
“Do you habitually run things by legal counsel?”
“Yes. Mr. Goodman never wanted anyone think he was crossing a line, so if he had any concerns, he’d ask me to draft a letter and get an opinion.”
“And Mr. Hart?”
“He’s a lawyer, he knows more about the law than Mr. Goodman did.”
“So he hasn’t asked you about getting legal opinions.”
“No, but that doesn’t mean anything.”
Still, Huang frowned, as if assessing something.
Dean asked, “Have you witnessed Mr. Hart engaged in any activities that you considered borderline? Something that Mr. Goodman might have gotten a legal opinion for?”
“I don’t know what you’re getting at.” Huang sipped his water and stared at the untouched coffee.
Dean leaned forward until Huang raised his gaze to meet Dean. “I’m going to trust you, Eric. If I’m wrong, a three year investigation is going up in smoke. But I don’t think I’m wrong. I think that you’re a good legislative aide, that you believe in the system, that you do not cross lines, that you have never consciously broken the law.”
“I haven’t done anything wrong. I swear, Agent Hooper.”
“Good. Because your boss may not be as squeaky clean as you.”
Huang wasn’t an idiot. He immediately knew what Dean meant.
“You’ve been investigating Mr. Hart? Three years ... that’s from before he was even appointed.”
“We believe that Mr. Hart is associating with a known criminal who may have been using Hart for political favors. We have circumstantial evidence, but nothing that proves he’s been taking bribes. Because he doesn’t vote on legislation, we can’t pin much on him.”
“Oh my God,” Huang said.
Matt’s heart pounded.
“Is this about the contract? Except that was just last month.”
“Explain,” Matt said.
“The economic development committee that Mr. Hart chairs gave a contract to Star Consulting for a study. The committee put out bids, and Star came in lowest. Except, they didn’t. I found another bid had been submitted, but Mr. Hart said they’d pulled it. I didn’t think anything of it, but then a letter came in from the lower bid company demanding a freedom of information act request about the bidding process. I started putting it together, but Mr. Hart said he would take care if it. That was ... odd. When I asked about it a week later, he said that it had been a misunderstanding.”
Dean slid a piece of paper and pen to Huang. “Write it all down. The names of the people involved. Dates. Everything you can remember.”
“What does this mean? Am I in trouble?”
“No, Mr. Huang, you’re not in any trouble. But I would strongly suggest that you don’t discuss this meeting with anyone—not in Mr. Hart’s office, not among your family, friends, staff, no one. Write everything down, and we’ll get you back home. We don’t want Mr. Hart to get suspicious.”
Huang started writing.
Matt motioned to Dean and they both left the room. “Shouldn’t we put him in protective custody?” Matt asked. “If we’re right, Hart may have conspired to have him killed.”
Dean seemed surprised. “Do you actually believe Hart himself had something to do with the shooting? Over a sketchy contract?”
“Yes, but I don’t think this is about that consulting contract, not specifically. I think Huang knows more about it, or that contract will lead us to Rykov or other illegal activities. That would damage Hart far more than Rykov. How would Rykov know that Huang was going to be at that press conference? It’s not part of his typical duties. Hart brought Huang in specifically for the event.”
Dean considered, but wasn’t convinced. “Huang may know more, but it’s difficult to interview a witness who doesn’t know what he knows, if you catch my drift.”
“Show him the pictures of Rykov, the shooter, everyone involved. Maybe something will come to mind.” Matt glanced at his watch. “Archives should have delivered the case Alex flagged yesterday. I want to go through it personally. She commented that the address was familiar, and when I dug deeper I learned that Tommy Cordell had been the arresting officer and Anthony Monteith—a drug lawyer—handled the defense even though no drugs were involved. The defendant was convicted and killed in prison. The whole case feels weird, but I won’t know until I read the transcripts and look at the evidence.”
“Let me know if you find anything before I meet with Alex at noon. I hope to bring something to the AUSA this week. If Huang helps us, we can take down Travis Hart first and flip him on Rykov.”
“You want to offer him a deal.” Matt hated the idea.
“Travis Hart will lose his career and be dis-barred, but he’s not a killer. He’s a corrupt politician. Rykov is dangerous. He traffics in human lives. I can’t let him walk. If we get something solid on Hart and the AUSA is behind me, I’m taking what we have to him and offering him a deal. I don’t need you to agree, Matt.”
Matt didn’t have to like it, but Dean was right. There were levels of crime, and while no prosecutor liked offering a deal to any criminal, there were valid reasons to do so. Sergei Rykov was one very valid reason.
“Whatever you need from my office, you’ll have it,” Matt said.
 
***
 
Alex walked into the coffeehouse in Old Sacramento and, after grabbing a large coffee, found a table in the corner where she could watch the door. She was practically smiling. She’d slept better than she’d had in quite some time.
From her pocket she pulled the note Matt had left on her nightstand.
 
Alex ~
I had to leave early to go home and dress for work. I’ll see you at the meeting with Dean at noon.
I told you we were compatible. Very compatible. I want to see you tonight. My place, so I don’t have to run out at the crack of dawn.
XO ~ Matt
 
Compatible? She’d call them combustible. She wasn’t going to read too much into their relationship, not right now. She was simply going to enjoy it. Enjoy Matt. See what happened, where this thing between them led, and not force anything.
But she certainly liked the D.A. Very, very much.
Alex’s best friend Detective Selena Black slid into the chair next to her. “You’re smiling. Spill.”
Alex couldn’t help herself. She showed Selena the note. She felt like she was in high school again, giggling over a crush. Except this was more than a crush.
“Matt Elliott? As in the hottest D.A. in the country Matt Elliott?”
Alex grinned and snatched the note from Selena’s fingers. She slipped it back in her pocket and sipped her coffee. “But keep it between us. I’m not going to tell anyone for awhile.”
“Why not?”
“I don’t want to jinx it.” She realized she probably shouldn’t have told Selena, either. If she took this position with Hart, she had to keep any relationship with Matt secret. The thought sobered her up quickly. “And there’s some people who can’t know.”
“Spill.”
She bit her lip. “It’s complicated. And I’m serious, this conversation can not go anywhere.”
“Alex, this is me. Selena. Who had your back at the police academy? Who’s your closest friend? I won’t repeat a word, but obviously something is bothering you.”
Alex still didn’t quite know how to bring up the subject. She started by hedging a bit. “You might not even be able to help, because you’re working sex crimes.”
“Ask. Anything.”
“Have you ever had any suspicion that my ex Jim might not be squeaky clean?”
Selena didn’t speak for a long minute, but her expression betrayed her.
“And you never told me?” Alex said. “This is important. I need to know.”
“What’s going on?”
“Jim’s the lead detective on the Travis Hart shooting. And ... he said something to me last night that had me thinking he knows more about the shooting than he’s telling me.”
“Maybe he’s just being a jerk.”
“Maybe.”
Selena sipped her coffee. “Just because a cop isn’t squeaky clean doesn’t mean they’re like Tommy Cordell.”
There were lots of shades of gray. Some things were easier to overlook than others.
“That said,” Selena continued, “a few years ago—five, maybe six,—I had an aggravated assault case. The victim was found barely alive in an alley. She was a prostitute, run by one of the Russian gangs. I suspected she was beaten by one of her johns. In my experience, if her pimp did it they wouldn’t leave her on the street to be picked up by the authorities. I worked her hard—pushed her to give me something, anything, to find the bastard who had hurt her. She wouldn’t talk. I had a Russian interpreter with me, but the girl spoke English well enough. She simply said she was mugged. She wasn’t fucking mugged, Alex.”
“Where does Jim come into it?”
“The girl left the hospital against doctor’s wishes. Two days later, she was found dead in her apartment. Jim caught the case. Didn’t work it like I would have.”
“Did she die from her injuries?”
“The coroner’s report said she OD’d on narcotics. Suspected suicide, possibly accidental—self-medicating for her injuries. But when Jim found out I’d pulled the autopsy report, he confronted me. It was ... unusual. It’s not that he said or did anything wrong, but his hostility was unwarranted. I let it go. There was no proof against anyone. I would have worked the pimp over—I couldn’t find any of his other girls who’d been beaten like that, which made me think it might not have been a regular john, it might have been a guy who picked her up and beat her because she was a prostitute. The hospital did a rape kit, which can be difficult to use in a prosecution because of her job. No semen, but anal tearing and evidence of spermicide. When I reviewed the original hospital report, it catalogued her injuries—bruising around her wrists, broken nose, one side of her face bruised, two cracked ribs. A clump of her hair had been torn out. But the bruising wasn’t consistent with being beaten. It was mostly on one side.”
“You think it was violent sex.”
“I would call it rape, even if her john paid her. But no jury would convict on that unless she testified, and even then—” She shrugged. “It sucks, but it is what it is. I saw one more similar case, a year or so ago, that ended in an unsolved homicide. Similar bruising, anal tearing, hair pulled out. Also a Russian prostitute. John caught the case, but the girl was dumped in the river and we couldn’t get any DNA or viable evidence. Can’t even say it was the same guy.”
“But you think so.”
“Yeah. I do. And I can’t help but think if Jim had just pursued that first case harder we might have found the guy and the other girl would still have been alive.”
“I wished you would have told me.”
“There was nothing to tell. It was a gut feeling that he was hiding something that didn’t make it in the report. He accepted my argument that I was curious because I’d picked up the assault case and wanted to find the person who beat her. He even gave me access to her apartment to see if there was any evidence there. There wasn’t. But ... I just felt like he was watching me closely. He asked questions, like what she’d said to me while in the hospital. Nothing overt. Just ... odd.”
“Tommy used Russian prostitutes.”
“You don’t think Tommy ...?”
“I don’t know.” If not Tommy, he could have known who. He’d been so wrapped up in that world, he must have known about the beatings and the murder.
“Do you want me to talk to John?” Detective John Black was Selena’s brother.
“I don’t want it getting back to Jim.”
“John doesn’t like him.”
“Why didn’t anyone tell me when I first started dating Jim? I feel like an idiot.”
“Because John can be a judgmental prick. I love my brother, but he sees everything in black and white. He didn’t like Gabriel when I first started seeing him. Even now, though they get along, I always feel like John is looking for a reason to dislike him.”
“Because you’re his baby sister.”
“Jim is cute, he’s fun, you had a good time with him. You’re always so serious. I know—I have that problem, too. Being with Gabriel has given me a life outside of the job. You deserve a life outside of the job, too. Who was anyone to judge that? But I always thought you were too good for Jim. Maybe because of the situation with the hooker, but also because of his off-color jokes.”
“Jim’s not a racist.”
“No, not that—his way of looking at sex crimes. The jokes he’d make about some of the cases I was working. You know how some of the guys are.”
“Yeah.” Alex always thought the guys pushed the boundaries to piss off the female cops, or make them uncomfortable.
“And usually we ignore it. But with you—Jim was better when you were around. Even though you were too good for him, he’d mellowed out once you started dating. He liked you.”
“Or maybe,” Alex said, “he was pretending all along.”
“What does that mean?”
“You can’t tell anyone this, Selena. No one. Not even Gabriel.”
“I trust Gabriel, but I won’t tell him.”
Alex glanced around, but one reason she’d picked this coffee house was that it was the least likely place they’d run into another cop. Still, she kept her voice low as she told Selena what really happened last year. She went through how she started working undercover for the feds and about documenting Tommy’s illegal activities and trying to get something big on Rykov, the head of Russian organized crime. “Everything was working fine until I caught Tommy with that underage prostitute. I had been investigating him for months, not long after I transferred to Northern Command. And that’s around the time Jim and I started dating.”
“Wow,” Selena said. “None of that came out when Tommy shot you.”
“Because the FBI didn’t have enough on Rykov, and if Rykov knew that I had documented everything Tommy did, it put others at risk. I agreed to stay quiet so they could find another way into the organization.”
“Shit, Alex.” Selena paused. “You don’t think that Jim knew about the investigation?”
“No. I honestly don’t. But before we split up, things were tense—I was keeping secrets and he knew. Only, he accused me of having an affair. I wasn’t, but I left anyway.” She paused, everything from her relationship with Jim starting to look a whole lot different.
“He came to see me last night,” Alex continued. “It was late. There didn’t seem to be any reason for the visit. But it felt familiar. He came in angry, as if I’d done something, and then said he thought I was lying about recognizing the shooter. I was lying—I did recognize him, though I don’t know his name. I didn’t tell Jim because as far as I’m concerned, the FBI needs to clear that information. So I admitted that he looked familiar but I didn’t know why. He seemed satisfied with the answer and all was well. But it reminded me of several other conversations we’d had in the past. And when I gave an answer, he was satisfied and we’d go drinking or have sex or watch a game. I think he was pumping me for information. He wanted to know what I knew or thought of Tommy’s activities. Either he thought I was extremely stupid because I didn’t figure it out, or that I was also on the take, though he never directly asked me. Yet ... Tommy may have told him that I knew about the skimming on drug busts. I pretended to ignore it, but had to make sure Tommy knew I knew what he was doing so that he would trust me.” She squeezed her temples. “This is a mess.”
“You need to tell your FBI contact all this.”
“I did. Sort of. They’re on top of things. But it makes me question my own judgment. I dated Jim Perry for more than a year. I lived with him for months. And I didn’t pick up on any of this. I feel like an idiot.”
“You’re the farthest thing from.” Selena grabbed her hand. “Listen to me, Alex—a good liar can make anyone believe a lie. I’m going to talk to John. I won’t tell him anything about what you said, I won’t even mention your name. But John is the finest cop I know, hands down. If he suspects anything, he’ll tell me.”
“Can you ask him to look into one more thing?”
“Anything.”
“Ballistics from the gun used in the Hart shooting match ballistics from an unsolved murder of a Russian prostitute.”
“I sense a theme here.”
“We’re hearing the same tune.”
“And you want to know what?”
“Anything about that case. Details—where she was found, if she had other injuries, any suspects. I can’t help but think that I have a bunch of pieces to the puzzle, but I’m missing the one piece that puts it all together.”
“I’ll call him. But Alex—please be careful. These people are extremely dangerous. If they had one cop on the payroll, they could have more.”
“I know they do. I just need to prove it.”
 
***
 
The archived files were on his desk when he arrived back to his office at ten that morning. Matt scanned the summary sheet of what was included, and all appeared to be in order. Next, he went through the detailed indictment.
The defendant, Paulson, was a burglar who primarily targeted homes of the wealthy who were on vacation, which made the robbery on River Road unusual. At the time, the business was Wallace Construction, owned and operated by Clark Wallace.
Cordell was the arresting officer, as per the computer file Matt had read last night. He’d been called to the scene when a silent alarm went off. He caught Paulson outside the building with a lock-pick set and detained him. Forensics proved that the defendants prints were on the door as well as inside the building, including on the CEO’s computer.
The CEO, Wallace, claimed that nothing had been taken. Forensics determined that the burglar attempted to access the CEO’s computer, but it was password protected and he was locked out after five attempts.
Matt pulled the rap sheet of the defendant. He wasn’t a tech guy—he didn’t break into houses with security systems. He was old school, lock picks or going through an unlocked window. He took things he could carry—jewelry, cash, small electronics like cell phones. Things that could easily be sold on the black market. Why had he changed his M.O. to steal from a business with nothing that could easily be fenced?
Matt flipped through the case. The business was a small construction company who often bid on local government projects—generally retrofitting for safety compliance. Matt ran both the business name and the CEO’s name through the database. Wallace had a DUI that was ten years old, a fine and suspended license for a year, but that was it for his record.
What about that address had tickled Alex’s memory?
And why had a criminal defense lawyer who primarily defended drug cases taken this case? It definitely stood out to Matt, and it would have at the time—but Matt had been in the Senate, not the D.A.’s office. What was in it for the lawyer? There wouldn’t have been a lot of money – in fact, it was a pro bono case, Matt noted upon further examination. Why would a high profile criminal lawyer who specialized in drug charges take a pro bono burglary case?
And had the defendant known something that got him killed in prison? Had he taken something Wallace didn’t want to admit was missing? Had Paulson been hired to steal something specific, then killed to ensure his silence?
Matt read the transcript from the trial. The trial lasted less than a day. The jury convicted him after an hour of deliberation.
A name jumped out immediately. Detective Jim Perry. He’d been on call when Cordell called in the crime. Except ... the address wasn’t in the City of Sacramento. It was in the county. Dispatch had routed the call to the closest patrol unit, which was Cordell, even though the address was across the river from the city boundary. Border areas were handled by either the Sheriff’s Department or the bordering city. But after securing the scene, Cordell should have contacted the Sheriff’s investigation unit, not Sac PD.
Nothing particularly wrong with what he did ... except for the fact that Tommy Cordell had been a corrupt cop, and this case was anything but common.
The testimony was straightforward. Perry had investigated the case, worked with Wallace, supervised the crime scene techs.
Nothing was taken.
This case should never have been brought to trial. The defendant could easily have pled to less than a year. He had no active warrants.
Cordell found a knife on his person when he was searched.
Problematic. But the business was empty when Paulson broke in after midnight.
Paulson didn’t testify on his own behalf. If he didn’t testify, why wouldn’t he have just pled? Why go through the farce of the trial? Travis Hart should have pled if only to save the taxpayers money. Why go for the max sentence instead of an easy one year plea for the non-violent crime? And Anthony Monteith didn’t do anything particularly extraordinary to try and get Paulson off. He was competent, but the prints, the lock picks, the knife, and history of thefts all led to an easy conviction.
And then he was killed. Without ever speaking on the record as to why he had broken into Wallace Construction in the first place.
Matt turned back to his computer and ran a search on all cases attached to the defense lawyer or his law firm. He didn’t exclusively represent members of the Russian mob, but there were enough names that Matt suspected a connection.
His phone buzzed. He grabbed it. “Yes?”
“I have the property records you asked for, Mr. Elliott.”
“Bring them in, Zoey. Thank you.”
His law clerk came in and handed him the file. It was a history of the property in question.
“Is there anything else?”
“No, thank you—Cynthia is in charge for the rest of the day. I have an outside meeting at noon. I don’t know when I’ll be back.”
She waited for more information. Matt knew that he was acting out of character—he always gave Zoey detailed information about his schedule. He had a secretary and receptionist as well, but Zoey was his rock.
“Thanks, Zoey,” he said a bit dismissively. He’d smooth it over with her later.
She walked out and Matt turned his attention back to the files in front of him. What the hell was going on with his case? Maybe it had nothing to do with the shooting, but that both Cordell and Jim Perry were involved in the investigation, with Travis as the prosecutor and a known Russian mob lawyer as the defense, was suspicious. Could Jim Perry somehow be tied in with Cordell? If so, why did he hide that from Alex? If Perry was connected to Cordell, did that mean he was also connected to Rykov?
One thing that didn’t quite ring true for Matt was why Tommy shot Alex in the first place. She’d found him with the underage prostitute and told him she was going to their lieutenant, that his behavior crossed a line. And he’d shot her. He could have gotten off with a slap on the wrist, maybe a suspension, but to shoot his partner was so over-the-top that no one could overlook it. What had been going through his mind? Was he thinking he could frame the prostitute if Alex had died? Kill her as the witness, and say she shot at both of them? Matt didn’t know because Tommy Cordell hadn’t spoken to anyone since his arrest. He likely wouldn’t take the stand in his defense.
If Tommy was suspicious of Alex’s motives, he might have shot her out of a knee-jerk self-protective instinct.
He buzzed Zoey. “Can you come in for a sec?”
She came in and closed the door behind her. “Yes?”
“Can you discreetly pull Detective Jim Perry’s personnel files? Everything you can get without throwing up any flags.”
“Of course.” Again, she was curious, but didn’t ask questions.
Matt opened the file on the property. Wallace had owned the land for a generation, and built the physical business twenty years ago. After the burglary, he went bankrupt ... not uncommon in construction, except four years ago the market was slowly starting to rebound. Though he’d owned the land outright at one point, he’d heavily mortgaged it over the years and was upside down. The bank foreclosed, and someone else bought it.
As soon as he saw who now owned it, Matt began to put the pieces together.
His heart raced as he scribbled dates, names and entities on a yellow legal pad. This was exactly the information Dean Hooper needed for his investigation. It wasn’t everything, but it was far more than they’d had before.
He pulled an aerial picture of the property. They had docks, river access, and privacy. The business that leased the building paid an inordinate amount of money  for the property—far more than they could make repairing boats. The whole thing reeked of money laundering 101.
And it all started when Wallace went bankrupt—which started with the burglary.
Matt called Alex. She no longer needed to check out the address, he knew exactly what was going on.
Her phone went to voice mail immediately.
 



 
Chapter Fifteen
 
Alex didn’t expect Tommy Cordell to meet with her, but she hid her surprise when, after waiting for twenty minutes, the guard returned. “Follow me, but you’ll have to check your weapon and cell phone.”
She turned everything over and it was locked in one of several small safes. The guard brought her back to an interview room.
Tommy was already there. He wasn’t handcuffed, which was against protocol. The guard said, “I’ll be right outside the door.”
Alex didn’t know the guard; he might hate her guts and Tommy could beat her to death without anyone coming to her aide.
But she sat across from her former partner and refrained from showing fear.
“You are the last person I expected to visit me,” Tommy said.
“I surprised myself,” she replied.
Tommy was forty, and his hair had turned almost completely gray since he’d been in jail. He’d lost weight, and looked like he was in better shape now than he had been nine months ago when she’d shot him. She refrained from looking at his hand, which was missing two fingers. She’d been in so much pain when she’d shot him that she’d hit him first in the right hand, then two bullets in the shoulder. He, too, had nearly died that day. He would have been dead if her aim hadn’t been off.
Looking at him, she realized she didn’t hate him. She felt sorry for him. She loathed his corruption. But Tommy himself? She had no feelings toward him at all. For months, when she was investigating him, and after he shot her, she thought she’d hated him. The anger was simply a mask for her own feelings of betrayal, inadequacy, failure.
She’d lost her job, but Tommy had lost far more. He’d lost his reputation. His daughter. His freedom.
They stared at each other, neither feeling the need to talk. She wanted answers to all her questions, but she knew he wouldn’t give them to her. He hadn’t made a plea deal. She doubted he would testify. She would have to. Once, she’d thought it would be difficult. Now? She was much stronger. She would tell the truth and the jury would believe her or not.
In fact, asking Tommy anything would tip him off that there was a bigger investigation at play. Since he wasn’t talking to the police, his loyalty was with Rykov, which meant he would alert Rykov that the feds were looking at him. And if Hart was in as deep Matt thought he was, he would know as well—and know that Alex was part of the investigation.
The truth was, she didn’t have any questions she could ask Tommy Cordell without screwing up the federal investigation. What she really wanted was to face him, to know she could do it, to put the past firmly in the past.
“Okay,” she said with a nod.
“Okay what?”
“I’m done.”
He leaned back and raised his bushy eyebrows. “Done?”
“This has been hanging over me for the last nine months. I’ve been ... at an impasse. Angry. Bitter. But it’s gone. I needed to see you to make sure it wasn’t going to sneak up and bite my ass.”
“You’re making no fucking sense, Morgan.”
“I’m hoping you’ll do the right thing. I’m going to ask you something, and I’m hoping you’ll tell me the truth. Your lawyer isn’t here, the prosecutor isn’t here, just you and me.” She’d come up with a plausible lie as she stared at him. And it was, frankly, brilliant. Either he knew or he didn’t know.
“I’m not admitting to anything, Morgan.”
“Do you remember Selena Black?”
He snorted. “What red-blooded man wouldn’t remember that hottie?”
“She recently caught a case. A Russian prostitute, beaten and sodomized, that had several similarities to two other cases—one that she investigated five years ago, and another where the victim ended up in the river last year.”
“If little miz Black wants my help on a case, she can ask me herself.”
“She won’t. She doesn’t think you’ll help, and she has nothing to offer you.”
“And you do?”
“Spin.”
“Excuse me?”
“I will not lie in court when I testify against you, I will tell the complete truth. But I can choose words that have a great emotional impact on the jury, or I can testify as if reading a police report.” She paused. He didn’t believe her, but he tilted his head, analyzing what she meant.
“It could be the difference,” she added, “between five years and twenty years.”
He didn’t say anything. But the fact that he didn’t tell her to go to hell was a good sign.
“Selena and I compared notes. In the first case, the prostitute survived, refused to talk, left the hospital against medical advice, and then died of an overdose two days later. Jim Perry caught the case. The second case, eighteen months ago, was investigated by Selena’s brother John Black. The girl was strangled during sex from behind. John believed that it was accidental, and the killer or her pimp dumped her body in the river to get rid of evidence.”
“There are far better ways of getting rid of evidence.”
“True. But he used a condom and spermicide and the girl had her wrists tied to avoid scratching her rapist.”
“Rapist? They were prostitutes. I can see a murder rap, but hard to prove rape when the whores get paid for sex.”
She didn’t react to his comment, simply nodded. “Now Selena has another victim, and though she’s not cooperating yet, Selena has a guard at the hospital. Because there’s a fourth victim, from three years ago, another Russian prostitute—this one was shot. Selena pulled the autopsy report and found week old injuries consistent with her new victim and the previous two victims.
“Three dead Russian prostitutes. One in serious condition in the hospital. And you know something about Russian prostitutes, don’t you?”
“I don’t know what you think I can tell you.”
“I think you know who their rapist is—okay, we’ll call him a john. You’re forgetting, Tommy, I worked with you for well over a year. I turned my back on a bunch of shit because you weren’t always a bad cop. You had good instincts.”
He scowled at her. “I didn’t think you’d turn into such a pussy and freak out because I was screwing a whore.”
“She was fourteen,” she said through clenched teeth. “That was my fucking problem. She was the same age as your own daughter.”
Tommy looked almost surprised. As if he’d never considered that fact, and was horrified. She didn’t think he was faking. So she pushed.
“I want to give Selena something, a direction. The bullet that killed the prostitute three years ago matched ballistics from another case.” She took out a photo of Hart’s shooter from her pocket and showed it to Tommy. “I know you know this kid. He attempted to kill Lieutenant Governor Travis Hart two days ago and ballistics from the scene match a gun found in his possession. He killed himself—or was killed by whoever hired him to take out Hart.”
She was watching Tommy closely. He was a cop, good at controlling his emotions, but when she mentioned Hart his jaw twitched.
“Selena thought he might have been the rapist, except this new victim? She was attacked hours after this kid was killed. So we’re thinking the gun may have belonged to whoever he works for.”
Tommy didn’t say anything.
“I saw you talking to this kid many times, Tommy. Give me something to share with Selena, something good enough to catch this bastard, and I won’t use any adjectives when I testify against you.”
If the kid was really the rapist, Tommy would know she was bluffing about the fourth victim. But her former partner seemed to be weighing something in his head. His conscience? Did he even have one? A lie? She waited.
He slid the paper back toward her. “I have no comment.”
She glared at him. “You know who killed those women.”
He didn’t say anything. Didn’t even nod or shake his head. He leaned forward and whispered, “Walk away. Do not look back. They will kill you.”
She whispered, “Who?”
He shook his head and stood.
“Dammit, Tommy!”
He knocked on the door. The guard opened it and Tommy said, “Take me back to my cell, Jerry. I don’t have the answers she wants.”
 
***
 
Matt arrived at FBI headquarters at 12:30 and found Dean in his office. “Where’s Alex?”
“She called and said she would be late.”
“Why?”
“I didn’t ask.”
Matt tossed a file on Dean’s desk. “A solid connection.”
Dean opened the file and Matt explained what was in it. “Seven years ago, Hart prosecuted a case against a burglar named Paulson. Paulson was defended by Anthony Monteith, a defense lawyer who takes mostly drug cases—and more than half of his clients are connected to the Russian mob. Jim Perry was the lead detective on the case, and Tommy Cordell was the responding officer. Paulson was accused of breaking into 1160 River Road, a small construction company located right on the Sacramento River. The company was owned by a guy named Clark Wallace. Nothing was taken from the business, though someone made an attempt to access files in Wallace’s computer. The forensics report says Paulson didn’t get into the computer, but it was his third strike and Hart asked for the maximum. Paulson was killed in prison and his attorney did a piss-poor job. Paulson broke in, but nothing was taken—at least nothing that Wallace admitted to.
“A year later, Wallace’s company went under and Travis Hart bought the property on the cheap. He hired a property management company—Goldstar Management. Goldstar is part of Green River Holdings, which is owned by Core One.”
“You’re certain?”
“I’ve been going through this all morning. I have it documented.”
Core One was one of Sergei Rykov’s legitimate businesses—at least, no one had been able to find anything illegal yet.
“Okay,” Dean said, “but that doesn’t give us anything to use against either Hart or Rykov.”
“Star Consulting is also owned by Green River Holdings.”
“The same Star Consulting that Huang gave us this morning?”
“Exactly. And that address is right on the river. It has a dock. Access to freeways. And it’s remote. No houses or businesses with line of sight.”
Matt didn’t need to elaborate further. Rykov trafficked in humans; Dean’s wife worked for ICE. Dean knew how human trafficking worked.
“But we have no proof that building is being used for anything illegal,” Dean said slowly.
“Maybe not. Right now the building is being leased by a boat repair shop, but according to their business filings I don’t see how they can afford the high rent. And the repair shop is owned by yet another business that I haven’t been able to trace.”
“I can do that,” Dean said. “Devil’s advocate here—Hart can claim he turned the property over to the management company and had no idea who rented it or what the going rates were. He has plausible deniability.”
“Yes, but it’s one more connection between Hart and Rykov.”
“It’s not enough.”
Matt wouldn’t be deterred. “If we can connect the property to Tommy Cordell, that’s one more connection to Rykov.”
“We have dozens of thin ties, but nothing that the AUSA is going to go to a judge with. We need solid evidence. A witness. Bank records. It’s going to take months to pour through the financials of all the companies involved and figure out how they were moving their money, whether they were laundering, how they worked together – and how Travis Hart fits in. I can’t bluff a man like Hart. He was a damn prosecutor, he’s going to know if I bluff.”
Matt sank into a chair. “Alex said something about that address made her itch. The property is outside the city of Sacramento, so it’s likely it’s not job related. Is there anything we can do to get a warrant?”
Dean shook his head. “I’ll work on it. Huang gave us a lot of good information, and he’s documented everything. He has files in both his home and office. He didn’t do it because he was suspicious, but because he wanted to make sure he had records of everything he’d done. Goodman, apparently, was big on integrity, and Huang learned everything from him. But Huang isn’t going to be a good informant. He has no poker face. I suggested that he resign—he’s had two job offers since Hart announced for Governor, and it shouldn’t raise any flags if he takes one of them. I have a man watching him until this settles down.” Dean ran a hand over his face. “Matt, we have a lot of loose connections, but we don’t have a case. I bring this to the AUSA and she’ll laugh me out of her office. I need to follow through on what Huang gave us, and more important, try to get someone into Hart’s campaign. Like Alex. She might be the only way we can catch him.”
Dean was right. Matt wouldn’t prosecute this case based on what he had. They were circling around the answers, they just didn’t have enough facts.
“If everything Huang gave me this morning is verifiable, I think I can press Hart,” Dean said. “But because he used to be a prosecutor, I don’t know that he’ll blink. He’s not going to be stupid enough to leave anything incriminating in his office, and I don’t have a strong enough case – yet – to get a warrant for his house or campaign. If I can connect the shooter to Rykov, then maybe I can use that as leverage.”
“Why would Rykov want Huang dead? What does he know that is dangerous to the Russian mob?” Matt couldn’t figure out why Hart would take such a big risk.
“I don’t know. Honestly, I don’t think he knows anything ... except about the Star Consulting bid that slipped in under Hart’s watch. Definite shenanigans there, but one bad bid isn’t going to stop Hart. Everything Huang shared had to do with how Hart ran his office and how he worked the bids. I have several avenues to pursue—but it’s grunt work. It’s not going to happen fast.”
“I can’t think of any reason Rykov would take out Huang. But I can think of reasons Hart would want him gone.”
“You’re insane. Why on earth would Hart kill his own staffer? And in public no less? There are easier ways to get rid of someone.”
“Maybe, but no one would look at Huang as the target,” Matt said, warming to this theory. “They would assume Hart was the intended victim. The shooter kills himself, no one knows why, Hart can say anything—he’s tough on crime, the gangs want him dead. Whatever the hell he wants.”
Dean considered. “Hart fed Alex a line last night about Huang having suspicious friends, but we haven’t found anything to suggest that. Still, Matt, you’re stretching. More likely Rykov was concerned that Huang knew something that would come back on him. And we still don’t know what’s in this relationship for Hart. I’ve gone over Hart’s financials and they’re in line with his job and investments.”
“Go over them again,” Matt said. He sounded desperate.
Dean said, “Matt, I was the Assistant FBI Director in charge of White Collar crimes for six years before I married Sonia and stayed in Sacramento. I know what to look for, and it’s not in his financials.”
Matt squeezed the bridge of his nose. “I’m just worried.”
“You know this is how cases are built. I’m going to get him, even if I have to go head-to-head with my boss over the resources I’m spending on this investigation.”
“Why the change from yesterday?”
“Because we have an inside person now, if Alex takes the job with Hart. That changes everything.”
It did, but Matt didn’t like it. “There are too many individuals who could be involved. If anyone is suspicious of Alex’s motivation, she’ll be in danger.”
“I’m working on that. I have a friend inside the CHP who can get assigned to Hart’s detail and keep an eye on her.”
“Good.” He hesitated. “I feel like we’re missing something. And maybe it’s not money. Maybe it’s not a financially beneficial relationship between Rykov and Hart. How did they team up anyway? They have no past connection. When did it start? Was Cordell the only cop on his payroll? Probably not ... which brings me to Jim Perry.”
“Detective Perry? Alex’s ex-boyfriend?”
“I pulled his personnel file.”
“Matt—”
“It’s not illegal. There’s nothing that stands out in his record. A couple reprimands, all pretty typical. Except one thing—he graduated from Rio Americano high school twenty-one years ago.”
Dean’s eyes widened, then he frowned. “So he and Sergei Rykov were in high school together. That’s not proof of conspiracy or corruption.” But his expression said he was interested.
“It’s one more a connection.” Matt glanced at his watch. “What time did Alex say she’d be here? It’s after one.”
“She didn’t, just that she was running late.”
Matt dialed her cell phone. Again, it went to voice mail. He started to worry. “Last night she talked about checking out the address on River Road. I left a message for her nearly two hours ago, told her I had information and to call me before she went out there.” He jumped up. Two hours—she would have called him. Especially after last night. “I have to go.”
“Not alone,” Dean said and pulled his gun from his drawer.
 



 
Chapter Sixteen
 
“He fell for the bait,” Alex told Selena over the phone as she drove from the county jail toward the Sacramento River. “If you hadn’t found the third victim, I don’t think he would have bought it. But it worked, and John Doe isn’t our rapist.”
“I wouldn’t have found the third victim if I hadn’t asked John to pull the ballistics report as well as the autopsy from the prostitute who was shot three years ago. There are other similarities.”
“Why didn’t anyone see the pattern sooner?”
“Because the first death was an overdose, the second was a bullet to the head, and the third was strangulation, and the river destroyed much of the evidence. All prostitutes, but only two confirmed homicides. And,” Selena added bitterly, “they were prostitutes and Russian. Not a priority.”
“They were a priority for John.”
“Until the leads dried up, and he said there weren’t many to begin with. He’s digging deeper, though, reviewing everything he had on his case, and talking to the detective who pulled the gunshot victim. If there is another connection between the girls, he’ll find it. John asked if you could come by and look at the files with him. You might notice something as well.”
“I need to be discreet.”
“Hmm. Well, why not do it at my place? We’re friends, if anyone sees us together it’s not going to be suspicious. I’ll call John and set it up.”
“I’ll be there, just let me know when.” She turned off the freeway toward River Road. She would need to pull in Matt and Dean Hooper as well. She should also get the okay to bring two more people into the investigation. She should have asked before she read Selena into the investigation.
“You need to tell the FBI,” Selena said.
“Tell them exactly what?”
“That the dead Russian in the car didn’t kill the prostitute three years ago.”
“He could have killed her. He just didn’t rape her. And what do I really have other than what Tommy didn’t say? I bluffed about the fourth victim and he didn’t blink. That tells me he knows that the dead kid wasn’t involved. But proving that? Impossible.”
Alex drove across a narrow bridge over the Sacramento River. As she got closer to the address that had scratched at her memory, everything came back.
Tommy Cordell had come out here several times ostensibly to pay for boat storage. Alex had always thought it was a cover for something else, but she’d never had evidence of anything but what he said it was.
“Alex, I don’t like this. Call your FBI contact. You’d better not be heading to the river alone.”
“I already called Hart and asked to meet this afternoon about the job offer. He’s at his office. I called Steve to ask about the case and he told me that Jim’s at the crime lab. I’m just going to drive by, see if I remember anything else, but I think this is the place Tommy picked up cash. It’s like he was on Rykov’s fucking payroll.”
“That’s why you have to be careful. I know you lied to him, but what if he realized that you were playing him?”
“He didn’t. He didn’t tell me anything.” She decided not to tell Selena about the threat. Her friend would just worry more, and it was a hollow threat. Tommy couldn’t do anything to her from prison, and even if he contacted someone about her questions, he wouldn’t know she was heading out to River Road, or even what she was really interested in. He’d absolutely believed that she was helping Selena with a rape case. “It was his reaction when I said the dead Russian shooter had tried to kill Hart with the same gun that was used on the prostitute. That rattled him. Or—maybe just surprised him. Either way, Hart’s shooter didn’t kill the prostitute. Look, I promise, I’ll call you as soon as I’m done here. Thirty minutes, tops. Okay?”
“Don’t forget.”
Alex hung up. She was almost there.
The Sacramento River curved around, and the road could be dangerous especially in bad weather. Today was warm and windless, and she wasn’t worried about the road conditions, but she didn’t want to be seen slowing down as she passed the building.
1160 River Road was a converted warehouse, with offices built on the second floor, the ground floor appeared to be the main business, and the basement had high windows. Could the basement be accessed from the river? She hadn’t thought about that the last few times she’d been here. She’d never been inside. The sign on the front said, “Salvadore’s Boat Repair and Maintenance.” Several small boats were docked on the river, but she couldn’t see much from the road.
She drove a mile down, then turned around and headed back. She slowed enough to take a picture of the license plate of the truck that was parked in the turnout that served as a small parking lot.
She nearly dropped her phone when she recognized the truck. It was a common make and model in popular black, but the sticker on the rear driver’s side—dead giveaway. A small badge. The widows and orphans fund sticker.
Jim.
What the hell was he doing here?
She drove past the business again, but pulled over to the shoulder after she rounded the bend, about a half mile away, so no one from the boat repair shop—or whatever it was—could see her. She needed to think. She stared at the river, trying to make sense of everything that had happened over the last two years.
Jim had been a cop for nearly twenty years, a detective for the last ten. She’d never thought he was corrupt—she’d slept with him, dammit! She’d once cared about him. Maybe he was checking out a lead. Alex had seen the shooter here with Tommy Cordell. Could Jim have another witness who put the shooter here? Why his personal vehicle and not his assigned police sedan?
Yet ... she’d just talked to Selena about her concerns that Jim had been pumping her for information while they lived together. That he’d come over last night to see what she would say ... or didn’t say.
The detective sedans had GPS, just like squad cars. They were tracked and could be audited at any time. Dispatch could pull up a cop’s location at any time. That’s why Jim had his personal truck.
Steve had said Jim was at the crime lab ... was Steve lying or had Jim lied to Steve? Why?
Go back to the beginning.
The beginning was over two years ago, in December, when she’d been transferred to the North Command. The City of Sacramento had three regional divisions, North, Central, South. Each regional division covered two smaller sections, split geographically for patrol purposes, but detectives covered the whole territory. She’d been in the Central Command. So had Jim, but they hadn’t been dating at that time. Central was the largest command and she’d known Jim, but they hadn’t really hung in the same circles.
She’d been transferred to North Command because of some bullshit new directive for gender equality. She was all for gender equality—she was just as competent as any of her male colleagues—but practically what happened was the female-heavy Central command had shifted female detectives and officers north and south because there were fewer females in the two smaller divisions. Still, she’d been promoted to Detective II, giving her a small pay increase. One more promotion and she could have taken her Sergeant’s exam.
So she sucked it up and moved. She hadn’t known Tommy Cordell before she was partnered with him. He was arrogant, but smart; crass, but funny. He’d gone through a bitter divorce the year before and had a twelve year old daughter who he adored. When they were on duty, sometimes they would swing by his daughter’s soccer games to watch for a few minutes. Over the months, there was nothing in his relationship with his daughter that made Alex think he was a borderline pervert. In fact, it was that fatherly affection that had Alex liking Tommy, and his daughter adored him as well. Reminding Alex that even criminals weren’t all bad.
It was at the SPD holiday party three weeks after her transfer that she and Jim hooked up. It was one of those things ... they’d been drinking, they’d been flirting, and they ended up at her apartment in bed. It would have been completely awkward if she had to work with him—she rarely dated cops and the few times she did, they weren’t from Sac PD—but she and Jim were in different command centers. It made it less awkward in the morning if things didn’t work out.
Except, Jim had been very charming the next morning.
“Alex Morgan,” Jim said. “Wow. I’ve had the hots for you for years.”
She gave him the evil eye. “We already had sex. You don’t have to sweet talk me.”
“I’m serious. I’ve wanted to ask you out forever but I heard you don’t date cops.”
“Not cops I work with.”
“You just transferred, right?”
“So?”
“So we don’t work together.”
“Jim—I like you, and we had fun last night, but—”
“But what?” He looked at her with such a boyish expression, as if he was afraid she was going to say she didn’t like him.
“Relationships between cops don’t usually end well.”
He smiled and rolled her over so she was on top of him. “Maybe. Maybe not. But I’d like to try.”
It had been as simple as that. A fun night turned into a serious relationship and she’d moved in with him ten months later. Yet ...
She’d never told him she loved him. She didn’t know why. They didn’t talk about it, really. When they decided to move in together it was because her lease was up and they had miserable schedules and rarely saw each other. She’d thought their increasing arguments were because they hadn’t been spending time together, and for a few months everything was wonderful. He even took her to Florida to meet his dad.
Then ... the arguments started again. He seemed to be suspicious of her, and when she called him on it, he told her his last girlfriend had cheated on him and he had a hard time trusting women. And he’d get all sweet and fun again.
She thought back to their big fight last June, a few weeks before she was shot. He’d accused her of cheating on him with Tommy ... but it wasn’t exactly that. There was something more to the fight than sex.
She’d come home late the second week of June, a Saturday. She had Sunday and Monday off, and she needed the break. She hadn’t realized how difficult it would be spying on Tommy. She hated it. More, she hated it because the more she learned the more corrupt she realized he was. She couldn’t talk about it with Jim because the one time she’d brought it up—couched in another conversation so he didn’t realize she had a big problem with it—he’d just dismissed it as being minor shit, not worthy of her attention. He’d even offered once to talk to Tommy for her, but she’d shot him down. If her boyfriend went to bat for her with her partner, she’d lose all the respect she’d earned not only with Tommy, but in the department. Jim got it. In fact, Jim understood cop politics better than anyone, and she’d learned a lot from him.
But that night something was wrong with Jim. She didn’t notice immediately because she’d just witnessed her partner shaking down a low-life drug dealer. Nothing she hadn’t seen before, but Tommy had hit him. She’d had to call him on it. Tommy simply said he’d deserved it. Tommy had been angry about something, and she tried to smooth things over with him, but he was in a shitty mood and Alex was nervous.
So she’d met briefly with Matt Elliott. They’d gotten into the habit of meeting once a week on Mondays for lunch—when Jim worked and she didn’t—someplace outside the city. And it felt like an affair without the benefits, though Matt had never once made a pass at her. But that day, she’d called him and he met her downtown. Told her not to worry, document the confrontation, and he’d call Dean Hooper to find out more about the drug dealer and what might be up.
She’d gotten home late and Jim was furious.
“What the fuck is going on?” he asked.
She feared he knew everything. That he would be angry because if she turned on a fellow cop, it would rub off on him. Image meant everything to Jim.
“It’s been a shitty day.”
“Tell me about it.”
“You’re mad because I’m late? I texted you, told you I had some errands.”
“Errands. Right.”
“I’m not your ex-girlfriend.” This argument was getting old. But at least he didn’t know about Matt. Shit. She felt like she was cheating on him. That made everything worse. She was the scum of the earth.
“What’s going on with you and Cordell?”
That confused her. “What?” Her head hurt. She just wanted to eat dinner and have a beer.
“You heard me.”
“If I was going to cheat on you, it certainly wouldn’t be with Tommy Cordell!”
“Maybe you’re not screwing him, but something’s going on. Is little miss high-and-mighty falling off her high horse?”
“Jim, I don’t know what you’re thinking, but you’re making no sense. I’m tired. It’s been a fucked day. You know why I’m pissed? Because my partner decked a kid selling pot.” That was partly the truth. The drug dealer wasn’t really a kid, he was closer to twenty. And Tommy had taken cash, but she decided to hold back sharing that. After all she’d complained about that to Jim before and had gotten nowhere.
“Must have done something.”
“I wouldn’t know, Tommy had me sit in the car like I was on a fucking ride-a-long.”
“Hmm.”
“What’s that mean?”
“Maybe you should ask for a reassignment.”
“Like hell I am. Haven’t you always said to suck it up? That female cops who complain get a bad rep? You’re right.”
“It’s not just women. You’ve got to let it go, Alex, or you’re going to burn out.”
It was his tone, not his words. If he hadn’t been so angry, the words could have been kind. Concerned. But he was sneering at her. As if he had no respect for her. Or was she reading something into it because she was so twisted up inside?
“Right. Well, I didn’t report him, if that’s what you mean. I fucking let it go. Told him to control his temper, not let the dirtbags get to him.” She tossed her hands in the air.
“What aren’t you telling me, Alex?”
“I’m hungry.”
“You’ve been so secretive lately. So you’re not screwing Tommy. What are doing?”
“Fuck you.”
He grabbed her wrists and stared at her. Maybe he knew. Maybe she talked in her sleep. If Jim found out she was working for the feds he’d be livid. Because cops didn’t do that to each other. She almost said something right then, just to get it off her chest. The lies were killing her.
“Let. Go.”
He did. She stepped back. “I need some space. I’m sorry I came home in a shitty mood, but I thought you of all people would understand.” She stomped off to the bedroom and grabbed her gym bag. Stuffed some clothes and toiletries inside.
“Don’t you dare walk out,” Jim said.
“Don’t tell me what to do.”
God, she sounded like a spoiled brat.
“You walk out that door, don’t plan on coming back.”
“Fine. I’ll send my brother to pick up the rest of my stuff.”
She walked to the door and Jim grabbed her again. She was about to tell him off when he kissed her. It was hard and violent and possessive. When they’d fought in the past, make-up sex had always been hot and heavy. But she was tired of the cycle. Tired of the ups and downs of this emotional roller coaster. It wasn’t normal. It wasn’t healthy. She was already on edge with the investigation into Tommy, walking on the edge in her own home was no longer an option. She couldn’t do it.
“Stop,” she said, trying to push him back.
“No,” he growled. “Alex, don’t leave me.” His voice cracked, and she almost gave in. He kissed her again, her mouth, her neck, touching her in places she liked to be touched. Except he was too rough, too aggressive. He pushed her shirt up and squeezed her tits until they hurt. This was a power play, pure and simple. Why hadn’t she seen it before?
“Stop!” she pushed him back. “Dammit, Jim!”
He was breathing heavily. “You leave, it’s over.”
She left.
 
Alex’s phone rang. It was Matt Elliott. Damn, it was 1:30. She was really late to the meeting.
“I’m sorry, I got sidetracked.”
“Where are you?”
“River Road. I’m parked about a half mile away from the address. Tommy used to come here. I never went inside, but there was something else going on there other than boat repair.”
Matt said, “Jim Perry graduated from Rio Americano High School with Sergei Rykov.”
She froze. “Are you certain?”
“Yes. I verified it with the school.”
She didn’t say anything. But puzzle pieces suddenly started fitting together.
Jim. The arguments. The fighting. The suspicion. He knew that Cordell was working for Rykov because he was working for Rykov. Did he know that she was spying? Or did he suspect she was? Or was he worried that she would learn what Cordell was doing? Is that why he started dating her in the first place?
She was angry. Furious at being used like that. Yet ... she was also embarrassed that she hadn’t figured it out. She should have, dammit.
“Alex?”
She cleared her throat. “I didn’t know.”
“Of course not, but you need to get out of there. The building is owned by Travis Hart. It’s managed by a property company with connections to Rykov. We don’t know exactly what’s going on, but Dean’s on the phone with D.C. working on getting a warrant.”
“Jim’s at the boathouse now.”
“Then what the hell are you still doing there?”
“Thinking. Don’t get your panties in a wad, I didn’t knock on the door or slow down. I didn’t expect him to be there.”
“Dean and I are on our way.”
“I’ll wait for you.”
“There’s a small grocery store on the east side of the river, right when you cross the bridge,” Matt said. “Meet us there.”
“I know it. I’m about ten minutes away.”
“So are we, we’re just merging onto I-5 south now. Be careful.”
“Always.”
She hung up and for a split second considered going back and confronting Jim. But she wasn’t an idiot.
More pieces of the puzzle slipped into place. Jim’s suspicions about her and Tommy. It wasn’t sex, he knew that Tommy was working for Rykov and wanted to know how much Alex knew. She’d shared with him some things—things that she would have shared even if she wasn’t working for the feds. He said all the right things, until the fight.
He knew something. What else had happened that day that made him suspicious? Had Tommy called him? Said something about her reaction? She hadn’t over-reacted ... but maybe that was the problem. Maybe she should have reported him. Because if she wasn’t working for the feds, she might have. She would have at least told her supervisor about it. She wouldn’t have said anything about the money, but she would have spoken up about the physical assault. It was over the top and could get the department into serious trouble, especially with the national incidents of police brutality.
She was reading too much into this. If Jim was involved with Rykov, that didn’t mean that he had been spying on her. Why would he have? She hadn’t even gone to Matt until months after she and Jim started dating. And just because he’d gone to high school with the mob leader didn’t mean that he was on his payroll.
Then why is he at the boat shop now?
Selena called just as Alex turned on her ignition. “Yep,” she answered.
“Just checking in.”
“I’m fine. I’m heading back.”
“Find anything?”
“I didn’t stop.”
“John had some questions about the gun so went to talk to the ballistics expert and was stopped dead in his tracks when he got to the crime lab.”
“Who stopped him?”
“No one. The gun is gone.”
“It can’t be gone.”
“It was sent to the state lab from further testing.”
“That’s bullshit. We never send ballistics test to the state. It’s across the damn street from our own lab.”
“And they claim they don’t have it,” Selena said. “John isn’t going to let it go, unless he’s told to back off. I’m sorry—I know you need this to be discreet. But you should know that Jim signed the evidence log.”
Jim was involved with Rykov. If she hadn’t had enough proof before, this was clear as day. “Can you get John to stand down until I can talk to my FBI contact?” Though Jim must already know that John Black was looking into the murders of the prostitutes. Otherwise, why move the gun? How did he know?
“Yes—but you know John. I can get him to sit on this for a day or so, but not indefinitely.”
“I don’t need longer,” she said. “Thanks, Selena. And tell John to be careful, this case may blow up on everyone.”
“John isn’t afraid of pissing people off. You’re the one who needs to be careful, Alex. I’m worried.”
“I’m meeting Matt in a few minutes. I’ll call you later.” She hung up and pulled onto the road.
Seconds later, Jim’s truck loomed in her rearview mirror. Before she could react and wonder how he could have surprised her so quickly, he slammed hard into her Honda. She tried to turn with the road, but he slowed and hit her again, this time on the rear driver’s side, effectively pushing her off the road. She slammed on her brakes, but her tires spun in the gravel. Jim hit her again and her front wheels went over the edge of the embankment.
The first dead body she’d seen on the job had been pulled from the Sacramento river. An accident, in the rain, a college student had taken one of the river turns too fast and skidded off the edge and into the river. He’d been trapped in his car. He hadn’t died of his injuries; he’d drowned because he’d been unable to escape the submerged vehicle.
But with the drought, the river current wasn’t as violent and the water levels were low. As long as she could get out of her car she should be okay. It was summer. The water wasn’t too cold and she was a good swimmer. But the plunge would still be dangerous.
She leaned back in her seat, trying to prevent the car from tipping over the edge. She didn’t want to move for fear of disturbing the delicate balance, but one more hit and she would be rolling down through the shrubs and saplings. They weren’t strong enough to hold back a vehicle.
But Jim would know all that. He would know her chances of survival were good. He wasn’t going to let her just float away, not when she knew who had rammed her off the road.
She reached over for her gun and glanced into the rearview mirror. Jim was already out of his car. He had his gun drawn and aimed at her. The passenger door opened. Jim wasn’t alone.
The rage on his face was unlike anything she’d seen before.
He was going to kill her.
She released her foot from the brake and pressed the gas while leaning forward as far as she could. The front end of the car dipped, and then she was falling down the embankment, faster than she expected to. She hit a tree and her airbag deployed, hitting her in the face with such a force that she was certain her nose broke. Powder burned her lungs, blood clogged her throat, and she couldn’t see anything. Darkness enveloped her as she felt her whole body tilting to one side.
No. No. No!
This was why people died in the river. They got knocked out and drowned. Or tangled with weeds and debris, unable to break free. She fought the pain in her head, fought the dizziness. She didn’t feel the car moving, but suddenly she was wet.
She opened her eyes and pushed the deflated airbag out of her way. Her car was resting on the driver’s side in the river, only her trunk partly on the riverbank.  Through the cracked front windshield she saw that more than half her car was submerged. Sunlight streamed through the passenger half of the window. The only way to escape was through the passenger door.
Jim was be at the top of the embankment waiting for her to emerge. She would be an easy target for a good shot. Fifty feet? Sixty, maybe. She could stay here, wait it out. But Jim could empty his clip into her car. He could come down the riverbank and shoot her in the head. Waiting really wasn’t a good option.
If she hadn’t been slowed down by the tree, she would have had enough momentum to take her further into the river, without the broken nose and the pain in her head and lungs. She found her gun, and thank God it wasn’t wet. It could still fire, probably, but no guarantee.
She undid her seat belt. Her entire left side was wet, but the car couldn’t fill up with water, not when it was partly on the embankment and the passenger side was still exposed. The flowing water was surprisingly loud, but maybe that was her fear. Her car creaked and swayed with the rhythm of the river. If she stayed where she was, she’d be a sitting duck. Matt and Dean would soon start looking for her. She’d said she was ten minutes away—that was ten minutes ago. When would they start looking for her? When she was five minutes late? Fifteen minutes? Could she hide in here for fifteen minutes? When she didn’t show, they would retrace her steps, but there was no guarantee as to how fast, or if they’d wait for back-up, or anything. She needed to be proactive and save her own ass.
Her phone! She looked around for it. It had been on her charger, and she’d tossed it on the passenger seat. The charger was still in the dashboard. She pulled it up and the phone came with it—wet. She pressed the button. The lock screen came on, but she couldn’t get it to clear. She pressed the emergency call link in the bottom corner. Nothing. She shook the phone. Nothing!
Shit. She had to move. Now. The dizziness had mostly subsided, but blood still dripped from her nose. That was the least of her concerns.
She only had one chance to escape. She had to time it right.
She pulled herself into a crouching position, with her feet on the driver’s door. She looked at the passenger door. If she pushed it open, Jim would see it moving. But the window was up, and it would be harder to climb through the window, anyway. Still, she needed to use her strength to push the door open, which would be fighting gravity.
She wiped the blood out of her nose and mouth, wincing at the pain in her face. Definitely broken.
One. Two. Three.
She held her gun in her left hand and grabbed the handle with her dominant right, then pushed the door up with all her strength. Her arm ached, the stitches in her arm pulling as her muscles tightened, fighting to keep the door from slamming back down on her head.
She wanted to throw herself over the top of the car, where Jim wouldn’t be able to get as clear a shot. If she could just use the car as a shield ...
She pulled herself up with her left arm and almost dropped her gun. Her right arm shook as the door wanted to close on her. She didn’t dare look up the embankment, she had to do this fast, clean.
A gunshot cut through the afternoon.
She wasn’t hit, and she didn’t dare stop. She slid over the top of her car. She let go of the door and thought she’d cleared it when it slammed down on her ankle.
She heard her bone crack.
The pain was worse than the damn bullet two days ago.
She pulled her foot out, tears burning her eyes, and fell into the water, the roof blocking her from the embankment. Her right foot burned in pain, and she was standing nearly waist-deep in the river. Her left foot was sinking into the muddy bottom.
She peered over the back of her car. The glare from the sun distorted her vision—or maybe that was from the airbag. Maybe she had a concussion. Two men stood on the shoulder of River Road. The taller man was Jim.
And she recognized the other man, standing to the right of Jim.
Sergei Rykov.
Both of them held a gun.
 
***
 
“Something’s wrong,” Matt said. “Her phone is going straight to voice mail.” He looked at his watch. “She was supposed to be here five minutes ago. Something happened.”
Dean was on the phone. “This is Hooper. I need a location on an asset. Her number is 916-555-3436.” He said to Matt, “Give me two minutes.”
Matt didn’t want to wait two minutes, but he didn’t have a choice.
He heard a distant gunshot.
Dean heard it too. He jumped back into the car and Matt into the passenger seat.
It’s not Alex. Please, it can’t be Alex.
Dean pealed out of the small gravel parking lot and made an illegal turn onto the narrow bridge.
 



 
Chapter Seventeen
 
Jim wanted to shoot his long-time friend. “I told you, don’t shoot her!”
“She needs to die.”
“We have to find out what the feds know. Idiot!”
“You heard everything I did. What more do we need? You aren’t in love with that bitch?”
“No,” he said through clenched teeth. “But we’re burned, Sergei.”
“You’re burned, Jimmy. Sorry, buddy, but they have nothing on me—if she dies. You have to clean up your own mess.”
“My mess? I told you not to get into business with Hart. He’s volatile and stupid.”
“He had something I wanted.”
Sometimes, there was no reasoning with Sergei. “We have ten minutes, tops.” Probably less.
“Then get down there and kill her.”
Jim wished there was another way.
Dammit, Alex. Why’d you have to do this?
“Get out of town, Sergei. Go south on River Road, get to the safe house and stay put until you hear from me. If the feds were close enough to hear the shot, we now have eight minutes.”
Jim didn’t know what other option he had. Alex had somehow figured out he was involved with Sergei’s operation. She knew far too much for him to talk his way out. He could have explained away the schooling he shared with Sergei—but if Alex had John Black and his bitch sister looking deeper into the dead whores, there was no way he’d get out of this unscathed. He would definitely lose his job. But prison? Hell no.
He had something far more valuable that the feds would want.
“Sergei, do as I say. I’ve protected you since we were kids. I have never let you down. Trust me.”
Sergei stared at him, then nodded. “You’re the only one I do trust.”
“Run to the boathouse. Grab a clean car from the garage, drive south—do not come back this way. Go directly to the safe house. Do not call anyone. If you don’t hear from me in twenty-four hours, you know what to do.”
“What about you? I’m not leaving you to take the rap.”
“I said to trust me.”
He clapped Jim on the back. “Thank you, my friend.” Then he turned and ran down the road.
Jim sighed and rubbed his eyes. He didn’t have a choice. Sergei was far too impulsive ... without Jim to protect him, he’d be in prison—or dead—before the end of the year. But that wasn’t going to be on Jim.
For twenty-five years, Jim and Sergei had been inseparable. It started the first day of high school. Sergei was an American citizen, but his parents spoke no English and he had a thick accent. Kids teased him, reminding Jim of when he was in elementary school and stuttered. Sergei was scrawny as well, and after a group of football players beat him up and left him with a broken nose and cracked rib, Jim had taken responsibility for the small, shrewd Russian kid. He’d planned and executed retribution on the football team—because they all deserved to be punished for their crime.
Sergei had dreams; he was going to take over the criminal enterprise of his uncle. And he did—with Jim’s help. Jim had dreams, and that was to always end up on top. He became a cop because having someone on the inside helped keep their illegal business safe. It was a perfect set up, everything had worked beautifully, until Sergei blackmailed Travis Hart. 
Jim had wanted to kill him.
The only way their operation worked was because no one—no one—knew about Jim’s business relationship and friendship with Sergei. Tommy Cordell had no clue. Neither did Travis Hart. It was a flawless organizational structure. Jim was the brains, Sergei had the contacts and capital. Sergei was the figurehead, Jim the silent partner.
And to be taken down because of three dead whores.
And one good cop.
Jim walked carefully down the steep embankment. He called out to Alex, “I’m not going to hurt you.”
She didn’t respond. Of course not, she wasn’t stupid.
“Alex,” he said, “I heard everything you said on your phone.”
Again, no answer.
“While you were out with Travis Hart last night, I planted a bug in your apartment. When I came over, I bugged your phone. Hard to do when you had eagle eyes on me, but it didn’t take long. I know you went to see Tommy at the jail, and I know he told you shit, and I know you didn’t care because it was what he didn’t say that convinced you. You were fishing about the shooter, wanting to know why he had the same gun that had killed that prostitute three years ago when he was dead before another—fictional, mind you—prostitute was attacked.” He shook his head and almost smiled. “I really didn’t expect you to become such a great liar.”
He was almost to the waterline. He still couldn’t see Alex, but there was only one place she could be—on the other side of the car, which was blocked from his view.
“I have to admit, I didn’t realize you were working for the feds until after you moved into my house. I was taking a big risk bringing you in so close, I don’t know why I did it. Maybe I’m just reckless.” That certainly wasn’t true. He’d always been cautious, but when he was confronted with a bad situation, he always worked to get out of it. “Or maybe I wanted some of your optimism to rub off on me. Oh, you did a great job of playing the tough female cop, but at your core Alex, you’re an optimist. When faced with two choices, you will always do the right thing. Always. Even if you weren’t told what to do. That’s why I didn’t believe you when you said you could look the other way when Tommy was shaking down drug dealers.”
“Did he know?” Alex said quietly. “Was this all a big joke on me? Screwing Sergei Rykov’s best friend while everyone laughed that they were feeding me bad information?”
“Tommy had no idea about me. No one knew. That’s why it worked for so long.” He stepped to the side. A car was speeding down the road, getting closer. He didn’t want to be shot in the back. He needed to do this right, or not at all.
“Look, we don’t have much time. I’m not capable of loving anyone, Alex. But if I could, I’d love you. I pushed you that night because I knew you’d leave. If you didn’t leave, I would have had to kill you. And I didn’t want to kill you.”
“Isn’t that what you’re planning to do now? Isn’t that why you keep moving closer?”
“I put my gun away,” he said. “Honestly, Alex, if you were the only one who knew how those three whores were connected, I would kill you. Quickly, but you’d be dead. I’m practical like that. But you’re not the only one. You told Selena Black, and she told her brother. I’m not an idiot. I’m not going to kill you and then hunt them down and kill them.” He paused. “I figured out that you’re working with Matt Elliott. I should have seen that a long time ago, but I missed it.” He shouldn’t have. Perhaps his affection for Alex had clouded his judgment. “I heard him come by your apartment last night.”
“Bastard.”
He laughed. “I don’t care about who you have sex with, Alex. But Elliott is connected to the feds through his sister, and his sister is married to one of those mercenary types, and if I took out Matt Elliott, those mercenaries he associates with would swoop in and take down our entire operation. I can’t let that happen.”
“If you don’t plan to kill me, why are you here? Why don’t you run? Or turn yourself in?”
A car pulled up on the shoulder above. Jim stepped deeper into the scraggly trees.
“Alex!” a voice called from above.
Jim said, “I am turning myself in. I wanted you to know why.”
Could she believe him?
“Hands where I can see them, Detective,” Dean Hooper’s voice came from somewhere above her. She didn’t dare look for fear Jim was lying and had a gun aimed at the car. Though he wouldn’t shoot her in front of an armed federal agent, would he?
“I’m surrendering,” Jim called out.
“Come up the embankment. Slowly. No sudden movements, Detective.”
Alex desperately wanted to see what was happening.
“Where’s Alex?” Matt shouted. “Is she trapped?”
“I’m okay!” she yelled. “Matt, I’m fine!” She wasn’t fine. She couldn’t walk. Her right foot was completely numb, and her left foot as buried to the knee in silt. She’d tried earlier to pull her foot out, but she could hold no weight on her broken ankle. Her nose had stopped bleeding, but throbbed painfully. She reached up to use the car as leverage, but as she started to pull herself out of the silt the car shifted and tipped towards her. She screamed, unable to move away from the unstable car.
The car fell on top of her, the roof pinning her to the bottom of the river. With all her strength she pushed at the car, but she couldn’t budge it. She held her breath, the pressure of the car almost unbearable. Her lungs burned. Her throat ached. She was going to drown. She was going to die trapped under less than two feet of water.
No! This couldn’t be happening.
She reached her hand up and felt air. The surface was right there ... if she could get her head up just a few inches. She shifted and shimmied and almost screamed in pain as her broken ankle brushed against the car. Her other leg was trapped in the mud. She could scarcely move.
Fight, Alex. Fight!
The more she struggled, the deeper she sank into the mud.
She couldn’t hold her breath any longer, and water filled her lungs.
 
***
 
Matt watched as Alex pulled herself up on the car, her head barely visible. Then suddenly the car shifted and collapsed on top of her. She disappeared from sight.
Adrenaline laced with deep fear propelled him down the embankment and into the water. The silt was thick, and his shoes sunk deep with every step. “Alex!” he called.
The current wasn’t strong, but the muck at the bottom was thick. With each heavy step he feared he would be too late. That she would drown right in front of him and he wouldn’t be able to save her.
“Alex!”
Where was she? He couldn’t see her. She was trapped under the car, but he couldn’t see exactly where she was. The car was sinking, pushing her further into the river floor.
He reached under the car but couldn’t see or feel her. He tried to push the car off her, then stopped when he realized he could be crushing her.
Her hand broke through the surface and he jumped toward it. The water reached mid-thigh, which meant she was only two feet or so below the surface.
Then her hand disappeared.
Matt reached under and desperately searched for her hand. He grabbed her wrist and she clutched him. He pulled as hard as he could, but she didn’t move.
“Help me!” he shouted. “She’s trapped under the car!”
Jim Perry was the closest. He ran into the river. “I’ll push the car, you pull her out,” Jim said. “On three. Two. One!” Jim put all his weight into the car, simultaneously reaching under and trying to lift it. “I can’t get a grip!” he cried out.
Alex’s fingers loosened from his wrist. Her arm went limp.
No!
Matt dove underwater and located her shoulders. He grabbed firmly under her arm pits and pulled.
She was trapped not only by the car, but in the silt. Slowly, far too slowly, he was pulling her out. He planted his feet; they sank deep into the silt but he now had leverage. He pulled harder and suddenly she slid free.
Her face was swollen, her eyes closed, her mouth open. She wasn’t breathing.
“No, dammit!” He fought the mud and weeds and current. He carried her to the edge of the water where he put her down. He didn’t hear her breathing and checked her pulse. Nothing. How much time had passed? Seconds? Minutes? “Come on, Alex.” He performed CPR. Thirty rapid chest compressions. He counted in his head. Then he tilted her head, held her nose, and blew two breaths into her mouth.
Waited. Counted again, willing Alex to breathe.
He wasn’t going to lose her now that they’d found each other.
His eyes burned and his chest tightened. This could not be happening. Matt was about to compress her chest again when she coughed up water. He turned her to her side as she coughed more water and breathed erratically.
But she was breathing.
Alex was alive. She was safe. His heart still pounded as he held her close to his chest.
“Don’t scare me like that again,” he whispered. “Ever.”
Matt looked up at Jim. He should thank him, but he couldn’t bring himself to say the words. If it weren’t for Jim Perry, Alex wouldn’t have been trapped under that car in the first place.
Dean motioned for Jim to walk up the embankment. He did, silently. Dean handcuffed him and read him his rights.
Matt held Alex. “I can’t lose you,” he whispered. “I want you, Alex. I need you.” He pushed back her hair and kissed her forehead. “I love you, Alex. I think I’ve loved you for the last year and a half, but I couldn’t tell you. But now I can. Now I know.”
He leaned in, wanting to hear her speak.
She put her hands on his face and opened her eyes. “Matt,” she said, her voice rough.
“When you disappeared under water—“
“Shh. I’m okay.”
“I know.” But he held her tight. “I know.”
“I’m sorry I doubted you yesterday, even for a minute.”
“Don’t go there. It’s forgotten.”
“All I have to do is look at you to see you are noble and trustworthy.”
“I will do whatever it takes to prove how much I love you. To earn your love in return.”
She leaned up and kissed him. “You already have.”
 



 
Chapter Eighteen
 
One Week Later
 
Alex walked into FBI headquarters on crutches. Her ankle was a mess, but after surgery and pins and a ridiculous cast that she hated, she was finally able to move around with crutches.
She’d taken a taxi because her dad and grandmother had been doting on her all week and she was going crazy. Her dad—who never postponed a trial—had put everything on hold for the week. Today was the first day he’d gone back to the courthouse.
Dean Hooper had called her last night and asked if she wanted to observe Jim Perry’s interview. His lawyer and the Assistant US Attorney had worked out a plea agreement. “I’m not completely happy about it,” Dean had said, “but I can live with it, and I hope you can, too.”
She could live with anything because she was alive.
Matt had seen her every day, first at the hospital then at her dad’s house, where she’d moved after she was released. They didn’t talk about what he’d said to her at the river, and she wondered if he’d forgotten.
Of course he hadn’t. He was just waiting for her.
So much had happened so fast ... and she didn’t know which end was up. She’d trusted Jim, and he was not only a corrupt cop, but ran Sergei Rykov’s operation. He’d wouldn’t admit it, just like he denied that Sergei was with him on the road after she went into the river.
The police hadn’t found Sergei Rykov, and they likely wouldn’t unless Jim cooperated. And the plea deal was for one thing:
Travis Hart.
Matt was in the observation room when Dean entered with Alex.
He frowned. “I would have picked you up.” He moved a chair over so she could sit.
“The Marshals are bringing Perry in now,” Dean said. “Five minutes.” He left.
“Stop waiting on me like a child,” she said, though gratefully sat in the chair. The crutches were extremely frustrating for her, when she was used to being so active. “I need to learn to get around on my own.”
“Why can’t you let me help you?”
“You’re spoiling me.”
“Never.”
She kissed him. “Let me start doing things for myself.”
“Maybe I enjoy taking care of you.” He played with her hair. “I’m glad you’re feeling yourself.”
He still looked worried.
She almost smiled because he was so adorable. But this was hard for her, and she didn’t know why. “Stop walking on eggshells around me. I’m not going to break. I’m not going to run away. I’ve been thinking about me, about the men in my life and why I made so many mistakes. I didn’t know about Jim, and that bothers me more than anything else. Even when the pieces were all there in front of me, I couldn’t even imagine that he was in Rykov’s operation. That he was Rykov’s equal. In fact, there would be no Sergei Rykov without Jim Perry.
“Yesterday, I was furious that the FBI was cutting Jim a deal. That he would be walking free and not even have to turn over the person who we were trying to get in the first place. Jim was party to human trafficking, prostitution, and money laundering. And there’s no doubt in my mind that he’s killed in cold blood. He’s a sociopath. He would have killed me if no one else knew about his involvement.”
Matt tensed, and she grabbed his hands. “But he didn’t. I just need to make peace with the fact that we’re getting a killer and Rykov has lost his partner. I have faith that the FBI, that Dean Hooper, will get him some day. I just hope it’s sooner rather than later.”
“I didn’t like the deal either, Alex. Not after what that bastard did to you.”
“I’m a big girl, Matt. I’m not a victim here. I walked away from Jim that night after he accused me of having an affair with Tommy because I was having an affair.” She touched him. “An affair of the heart,” she added. “I never understood why you’d never asked me out, and assumed you didn’t date cops or colleagues, or maybe you were gay.”
Matt’s eyes widened and she couldn’t help but laugh. “A girl has to stroke her ego, you know. Cute guy not interested? Married or gay. But when we started working together eighteen months ago, and I saw you every week, I started to look forward to our hour together. I wanted it to be more. I wanted to spend more time with you. And before I even moved out of Jim’s house, I knew I didn’t love him, and I was falling in love with you.
“After Tommy shot me and everything came crashing down, I think I blamed you when it was really no one’s fault. No one except Tommy, and me. I didn’t see the signs that Tommy thought I was a snitch, and I walked into a situation I wasn’t prepared for. But I was angry, and hurt, and bitter, and embarrassed. If I had let you in then, I would never have trusted my feelings, or yours, because I would have thought it was you pitying me, when really it was just me feeling sorry for everything I lost.”
“I’ve never pitied you, Alex. Sympathy isn’t pity.”
“You’re right, but when you’ve been through the emotional wringer, everything is skewed. But now I can tell you the truth.” She leaned forward and looked into his eyes. “Matt Elliott, I love you. I trust you. And I want to see where this relationship goes. I’m not an easy person to love. I’m prickly. I’m sarcastic. I’m nearly as judgmental as my dad. I don’t know that you’ll want to—”
Matt put his fingers to her lips. “Say the first part again.”
“The first part?”
“I love you. Say it.”
“I love you?”
“That’s it. Nothing else matters. I love you, Alexandra Morgan. Just as you are. Because of who you are. We’ll figure the rest out as we go along.”
She smiled. “Okay.”
Matt leaned in and kissed her. Slow. Sweet. With promises of more to come.
There was a knock on the door, then Dean popped his head in. “Show time.”
Jim Perry was led into the adjoining room, along with several lawyers for both the government and Jim. Dean Hooper led the questioning. The preliminary paperwork and agreement had been hashed out with the attorneys. Jim would be given ten years strict probation but no jail time. He would not be allowed to possess a firearm. He would lose his pension. He had to forfeit his passport and if he left Sacramento County, he had to inform the FBI and AUSA of his travel plans.
Jim didn’t seem particularly disturbed by the restrictions. Alex wondered how much money he had squirreled away. It could be substantial.
Or he might have enough money to disappear like Rykov appeared to have done.
He would not testify against Sergei Rykov, but one condition of his deal was that he would give the names of any law enforcement official—local, state or federal—who he knew to be engaged in illegal activities, and he would agree to testify against former Detective Tommy Cordell. He identified four individuals: two in Sac PD, one in the Sheriff’s department, and one DEA agent that he had evidence were taking kickbacks from organized crime. Alex hoped that was it—that Jim wasn’t holding back. He was only required to give names of those he could document, and he turned over a box of evidence which Dean ordered two agents to review in another room.
Once that was done, Dean moved the conversation to Travis Hart.
“Mr. Perry, as part of your plea agreement, you agreed to testify to serious felonies committed by an elected official, Lieutenant Governor Travis Hart. You also indicated that you have evidence to support your accusation.”
“Yes, sir,” Jim said. He was serious, but there was a sparkle in his eye.
Alex whispered to Matt, “He’s enjoying this.”
Standing behind her, Matt squeezed her shoulders. “It appears so.”
“Please state your charges and evidence.”
“Travis Hart killed five women, all prostitutes, over the last five years. Sacramento PD knows about two of them.”
Alex leaned forward. She hadn’t been expecting that.
“Please explain how you came to know about these murders.”
“I became aware of Hart’s proclivities five years ago when he hired a prostitute and screwed her in the alley, leaving her beaten and bruised. That was the case that Detective Selena Black picked up. Selena is like a dog with a bone, she wouldn’t let it go. I didn’t know about all this until the girl, Daphne Vasin, OD’d at her apartment. I do not have any knowledge as to whether her OD was intentional or accidental. But I knew if Selena dug around, she’d find other girls who could identify Hart. I’d learned this wasn’t the first time he’d roughed up his whores.”
“Do you have any evidence that he attacked Ms. Vasin?” Dean asked.
“I have a copy of all the books. It’s my freebie for you, Agent Hooper. It includes some very interesting names and their particular fetishes. But Hart is the only one who turned his fetish into murder.”
“Go on.”
“Three years ago he killed Elsa Babnin. He’d made arrangements to have her all night, and when he called her manager to pick her up, she was in a bad way. Barely conscious. Cut and bruised. He called me. Her manager understood that having a prosecutor on the payroll, so-to-speak, would greatly assist the expansion of the organization. He didn’t know that Hart had been part of the organization for years. We had him on tape with several prostitutes, and used that to leverage certain outcomes for certain trials. Not many—only key situations.”
Jim smiled as if he was in on a joke. Dean didn’t say anything, but waited.
“Elsa was as good as dead,” Jim continued. “Broken ribs, punctured lung, cracked skull. I told the manager that Hart needed to take care of this one. I gave him the gun. The manager ordered Hart to put a bullet in her head or he would take her to the hospital. Hart balked, saying just let her die. He was given a count of ten. He killed her at seven. The manager then dumped her, but kept the gun. I don’t think Hart realized that we had enough evidence to bury him. He wasn’t thinking like a prosecutor. I believe that this was the first time he killed a woman, but certainly not the first time he’d raped someone. I was a cop long enough to know that the level of violence wasn’t a first offense. I did a little research and learned that there were a series of rapes at Hart’s college campus that fit his basic M.O.—take the women from behind, pushing their face down. Three had been reported, but you know that many of these crimes don’t get reported.
Jim paused a minute, sipped his water.
“I always thought that Hart became more violent after suffering a set back in his personal or professional life. Three years ago was a turning point for him.”
Matt tensed behind Alex. “He’s just saying that because he knows we’re listening,” Alex said.
“He’s not lying,” Matt said.
“Don’t beat yourself up, Matt.”
“I’m not—I’m just angry that Hart got away with this for so long.”
Me, too.
Alex looked at Jim through the window. On the surface, he looked like a nice guy. A handsome guy. A good cop. She’d been deceived. So had many other people. But she’d been the one who’d lived with him. Cared about him. Slept with him.
It would be a long time before she would find peace with that time in her life.
Jim continued.
“Eighteen month ago, Hart killed Mariska Tshvich while having sex. He contacted Mariska’s manager, who called me. Just one more in a long line of dead and damaged whores by the hand of Travis Hart. But what happened to Mariska ... it was a sign to watch him closely. I knew his days were numbered.”
Jim didn’t say anything for a long minute, and Dean prompted him. “Mariska Tshvich was the murder victim found in the river, correct?”
“Yes,” Jim said. “I suspect that as Hart grew increasingly violent, he started using prostitutes who were less likely to report. When Mariska’s manager contacted me, I went to the scene. Hart had already left. She was dead. Strangled. However, he’d left behind his condom in the motel trash can. Idiot,” Jim added with a sneer. Then he put on his game face again, all professional and smooth. “I preserved it as evidence—it has both Mariska’s DNA and Hart’s DNA on it.”
“Where is this evidence?”
“I have a safe deposit box with everything on Hart. It was the best way to keep him under our thumb. He was well aware that we had incriminating evidence on him, but he didn’t know specifically what.”
“And did you dump her body in the Sacramento River?”
“No. I collected the evidence and her manager took care of the body, cleaned up the motel room, paid off the staff, took care of the situation.”
Jim drank more water, but he didn’t appear to be at all remorseful or nervous. “He’s a sociopath,” Alex said, then realized she’d spoken out loud.
“I’ve faced men like him before,” Matt said, “but not with his level of ... I don’t know. Professionalism? Arrogance?”
It made Alex sick. Matt rubbed her shoulders. “Alex,” he whispered. He didn’t have to say anything else. Just having him here, with her, while they listened to Jim Perry’s interview, calmed her. Comforted her. Matt was solid. Her rock when she needed someone to lean on.
Dean prompted Jim. “And the other victims?”
“As it is with sexual predators, Hart couldn’t stop his perversion from controlling him. I saw the pattern—when he had a set-back professionally, he took it out on whores. The first time, five years ago with Daphne, I don’t know specifically what happened to him, but it must have been serious. But three years ago—he’d just lost the race for D.A. Elsa paid the price. Even though he was panicked that he would be caught, he couldn’t help himself. Two prostitutes disappeared the next year after being sent to meet with him. It took me awhile, but I discovered he took them to a cabin in Camino, above Placerville. I have documentation of his trips, evidence that the girls were in the cabin, but I never found their bodies.
“The organization cut him off after Mariska because I determined he was unreliable and unpredictable.”
“And you can provide proof for everything that you’re saying,” the AUSA interjected.
Jim gave her a blank stare. “That’s the agreement.”
Dean said, “Continue, please.”
“The last girl he killed was six weeks ago. He strangled her to death during sex.”
“You just said you’d cut him off. What changed?” Dean asked.
“It wasn’t my decision. Some people felt he was too valuable to the operation, and he’d promised to behave. For awhile, he did. A few bruises, but nothing serious. But I was tracking him closely. I wanted to cut him off permanently. Hell, I wanted to put a bullet in his head for being a dick. But truly, he was instrumental in some legal matters over the years, and he helped legitimize many of the businesses. Unfortunately, one of his staff members had seen him with the girl the day before she disappeared. I didn’t think anything would come to it—it’s not like the whore would be reported missing, and the staffer didn’t really know what he saw. But Hart panicked.” Jim rolled his eyes. “It was suggested that he take care of his staff himself if he was concerned.”
“By whom?” the AUSA asked.
“According to our agreement, I do not have to provide that information,” Jim said. He continued. “Hart wanted someone else to clean up his mess, like always. He came up with this insane plan to stage an assassination attempt. He told Vlad Genkin—the kid we found dead in Discovery Park—where Eric Huang would be and when. I wanted to quash the plan, but Hart was adamant.”
“And Hart didn’t know about your involvement,” Dean confirmed. “Nothing.”
Jim shook his head. “No one knew about me. The whore’s manager knew—only because of Hart’s screw ups. Which pissed me off, but the guy is old school, very trustworthy. So Hart set Mr. Huang up. Vlad was given the same gun that Hart use to kill Elsa, which of course Hart didn’t know anything about. I wanted to make sure he understood exactly what his role was in the organization, and how easy it would be for us to destroy him. I knew that when ballistics came out, he would panic. Which he did, by demanding that the organization kill Alexandra Morgan.”
Matt’s hands tightened on her shoulders. This was the first that they’d heard that Alex had been a target. Why would Hart have suspected her? What was his reason for wanting her dead if no one knew she was working undercover? She’d had dinner with him, had never even gotten the vibe that he wanted to kill her.
“Did Hart know that Ms. Morgan had been working undercover for the FBI while she was a Sac PD detective?”
“No, but he was suspicious about what happened between Detective Cordell and Alex. So was I—I couldn’t prove she was working undercover. I even wondered if I was wrong, because I could find nothing. She was a good liar.” He paused and stared at the one-way glass. He couldn’t see her, Alex knew, but it seemed he was looking right at her.
Jim continued.
“Through the network, Tommy Cordell was ordered to beat up a drug dealer as a test. The Alex I knew wouldn’t have let that stand—she would have gone to her lieutenant and reported it. I had bought into her turning her back on skimming, because privately, she’d indicated that it bothered her but she knew the score. It happened, it wasn’t going to stop, and she didn’t want to be a snitch. But I also knew that Alex would never let Cordell get away with abuse under the color of authority. When she didn’t report, I had her followed. Saw that she was meeting with the District Attorney. Then, I didn’t know she was covered by the FBI, but suspected she was working with the D.A.’s investigative unit—assuming that her father had hooked her up with Elliott. But once I learned that the D.A. had a sister who was a fed, I wondered if there was something more going on. But by that time, she’d moved out, and then she and Cordell had the shoot-out.”
Dean pressed. “What really happened with the shooting that left Detectives Morgan and Cordell injured.”
“That wasn’t me. Cordell was told to cool off for awhile. He wasn’t told about Alex’s possible investigation. I was working behind the scenes to get her transferred to another division. Truthfully, I didn’t want her killed. But Cordell, like most sex addicts, couldn’t stop. I wanted to castrate him myself. I don’t think he expected Alex to walk into the motel. I’m not even sure why she did it, or if her official report—that she thought her partner was in trouble—was accurate. Cordell panicked, and I think suddenly put two and two together and was expecting a sting operation. He shot her, and the only thing I regret about that day was that Alex didn’t kill him.”
Jim leaned forward. “For the record, I care about Alex Morgan. I did everything in my power to keep her out of the line of fire. When she stopped the assassination that Hart set up—to kill Eric Huang—Hart was convinced that she’d somehow known about it. He remembered her connection to Cordell, that Cordell was in prison and she was still out. He knew everything about her, her father, and resented that her father supported Matt Elliott for D.A.—and got other judges to support Elliott as well. Hart not only had a God complex—that he thought he was better than everyone else and above the law—but a persecution complex, that everyone was out to get him, particularly the D.A. Matt Elliott.
“I bugged Alex’s apartment the night Hart took her to dinner. Hart’s driver was one of my men, and was told that if Hart attempted to hurt her, he was to be stopped. I didn’t want to believe that Alex was still working for the feds, but she’d lied to me when I showed her the picture of Vlad. I knew she’d seen him, because I knew Tommy Cordell had taken her to the boat house where Vlad lived, in the apartment above the repair shop. Yet she denied it. I needed to know what she knew and who else knew it.
“I was too late.” Jim hesitated and for a split second seemed to consider something else. “Not only did Alex know too much about our operation, but she’d been talking to Selena Black, who had confided to her brother Detective John Black, and it was only a matter of time before they connected the dots. I had to cut our losses and disband the organization.”
“He’s lying,” Alex said as the truth washed over her. She was shaking.
“About what?” Matt asked.
“I didn’t talk to Selena until the morning after he bugged my apartment. I think--”
He hadn’t come over that night to kill her. Had he?
“You’re safe now,” Matt whispered in her ear.
Maybe Jim did care about her in his own twisted way. Or maybe he knew that if he killed her, it would fall back on Rykov. Either way, he had gone out of his way to keep her safe.
She didn’t know how to feel about that. She would have to think on it for a long time.
Dean Hooper said, “Where is the evidence of Hart’s involvement in those murders?”
Jim nodded to his attorney, who slid over a small envelop. “The key and location of my safe deposit box. As an added bonus, the box includes all the payments made between the organization and Tommy Cordell, and an accounting of all the money Hart laundered through his properties. You know about the boat house on River Road. There were more. High priced rents that were paid by organization operatives to the management company, which was cleaned through the holding companies. Hart’s hand-written notes on how to set it up. Oh, and a video of him strangling Mariska. After the incident with Elsa, I had the manager record Hart’s liaison’s, when possible.”
Jim leaned back. “I think we’re through, aren’t we?”
“For now. We may have follow-up questions, and I will remind you that you will need to testify against Travis Hart.”
“My pleasure,” he said. He looked again at the one-way glass. “You did good, Alex. I always suspected that you would be the one to put it all together. If you hadn’t ruined my operation, I might even be proud.”
Alex had no idea what to think of that.
She was extremely relieved that it was over.
 
***
 
Dean Hooper let Alex and Matt join him when he went to arrest Travis Hart at his office in the Capitol later that afternoon. “You’ve both earned it,” Dean said.
The U.S. Marshals were with them, as well as a group of FBI agents who had a search warrant for Hart’s legislative offices, home, and campaign. Jim Perry hadn’t given up Sergei Rykov, but in giving up Travis Hart he must have known that Travis had information on Rykov that he might attempt to use for a deal.
Except, Dean already told Alex there would be no deal. “When it was bribery and political corruption, I would consider it. Not for murder.”
Dean led the way into Hart’s office. Hart was on the phone and first looked surprised, then angry, at being interrupted.
The anger quickly turned to fear.
“Travis Hart, you are under arrest for one count of murder in the first degree, two counts of murder in the second degree, one count of attempted murder, multiple counts of racketeering and abuse of power.” Dean slapped the arrest warrant on his desk. “All charges are listed in this warrant.”
“Murder? Murder? I’ve never killed anyone!”
Dean read him his rights.
“I know my rights, I was a prosecutor!” Hart spotted Matt standing near the doors. All color drained from his face. “You.”
“I knew this day would come,” Matt said.
Hart went from pale to beet red. “This whole case is tainted! Matt Elliott is a liar!”
Dean leaned over his desk and said, “We not only have a witness who told us that you habitually abused prostitutes, but we have a video of you strangling a prostitute to death while raping her. Did you think that the people you were in business with wouldn’t protect themselves?” He smiled. “We have it all on tape. You are going down hard, Mr. Hart.”
“It’s a lie. It’s all made up.” But he looked scared.
Served him right.
Dean cuffed him. That’s when Travis Hart saw Alex standing partly behind Matt. At first he didn’t register what it meant, then he shook his head. “This is all because of you, isn’t it? If you weren’t at the hotel, no one would have figured out anything. I told them you should have been shot!”
“I can’t take all the credit,” Alex said, “but I’m happy to take part of it.”
“They’ll come for you,” Hart said. “You’re as good as dead, Alex Morgan.”
Matt stepped forward and raised his fist. Dean stepped between them. “We’ll add threatening a federal agent to the long list of charges,” Dean said.
“What? No fucking way,” Hart said.
Alex just smiled. She’d accepted a position in the FBI, and would be heading to Quantico as soon as her ankle healed, likely by the start of the summer session. Dean called in a favor to ensure that she would be assigned to Sacramento, because he knew how important family was to her. With what she’d sacrificed to help them take down Travis Hart and disband Rykov’s operation, Dean had told her she deserved something good to happen.
“You’ll all pay for this!” Hart shouted as Dean walked him out of the office. “You think anything will stick? I’ll be out faster than you can blink.” He sneered at Matt. “You won’t see me coming, Elliott. I will never forget this.”
Matt glared at him and watched as Hart was escorted from the building. Alex took his hand and they followed. As soon as they stepped out, they saw the press congregating right outside the main doors.
“How’d they get here so fast?” Alex asked.
“A little birdie must have told them,” Matt said. He leaned over and kissed her on the cheek. “I’ll miss you when you’re in Virginia.”
“They say absence makes the heart grow fonder.”
“That’s bullshit. I’ll visit as often as I can.”
“You have an important and demanding job.”
“I’ll make time. And starting today, I’m on vacation—my first vacation since I was elected. A whole week.”
She smiled. “You’re serious.”
“Yes, I am. It might have been presumptuous of me, but I asked your brothers to move your stuff into my house.”
That surprised her. “You did?”
“I can call them and cancel.”
She smiled. “Don’t you dare. Let’s go home.” They walked out of the building, using a different exit than the one that Hooper used for Hart. Or, rather, Alex waddled out of the building on her crutches. “Are you really going to take the week off?”
“Yes. I have a terrific staff. They are perfectly capable of steering the ship so I can spoil you. Unless you’d rather go somewhere, like Tahoe? Hawaii? Anywhere you want.”
“I like the idea of spending all week alone with you at your house.” She stopped walking so she could lean up and kiss him. “I love you, Matt Elliott.”
Matt put his hands on either side of her head and kissed her again, slowly. She would have melted to the ground if she didn’t have her crutches to support her.
“It’s our house, Alex,” he whispered. “So let’s go home.”
 
***
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Prologue
 
The giant sea monster flew down the packed city streets. Its tentacles shot high into the air and its bright green body shone beneath the lights. Screams rose in the air, high, desperate cries of—
“Throw me something!”
Ivy DuLane smiled at those cries even as she let loose and threw a handful of gleaming, plastic necklaces into the crowd. The people out there roared even louder as the Mardi Gras parade really kicked into high gear.
Mardi Gras in Mobile. Damn, but she loved these nights. The Royal Ladies of Poseidon were ruling this town. Her float was rocking as it bobbed its way down the busy street.  One of the high school bands marched in front of her sea monster, and the band’s music drifted into the air, merging with the cries from the crowd.
Ivy paused just a moment to adjust the mask that she wore—everyone on the float was wearing a pale, blue mask just like hers. The blue mask covered her eyes and just skimmed the top of her nose. Ivy swayed with the music and her smile stretched.
Energy pumped into the air.  Those screams were full of joy and—
“Help me!”
Ivy’s head whipped to the right.  She’d just grabbed more Mardi Gras beads from her post, but that cry stilled her hand.  Her frantic gaze swept over the crowded street, looking past the barricade that the cops had set up to protect the parade goers.
She saw men and women.  Children.  They were all talking and laughing.  Waving their hands into the air as they tried to catch the throws from the floats.
Behind the crowd, though, darkness waited. Shadows swept away from the street, heading back toward the old buildings. As she stared into those shadows, a shiver swept over Ivy.
The sea monster jerked and her hands flew out as she steadied herself.  When the float moved, the crowd parted, just a bit, and she saw the two lovers in the darkness.
The man was behind the woman, one of his arms was wrapped around her waist and his other arm—
A knife glinted in the dark.
They aren’t lovers.
“Stop!” Ivy yelled as she dropped her beads and grabbed onto the side of the float.
The float didn’t stop. The crowd kept yelling. The band played even louder.
The man—he had on a Mardi Gras mask, too. A mask and a tux, as if he were going to one of the Mardi Gras balls—balls that seemed to occur at a near constant rate during this time of the year.   The woman was struggling in his arms, her glittering, gold evening gown twisting with her movements. It was that glittering gown that had caught Ivy’s attention. It sparkled so brightly in the dark.
Almost as brightly as the knife in the man’s hand.
“Stop!” Ivy shouted again. No one was listening to her. “Get away from her!” Ivy yelled to that man out there.
Did he laugh? She couldn’t tell for sure.  It seemed that he might be staring right at her.
He plunged the knife into the woman’s side.
“No!” And the parade float wasn’t stopping. The driver down below probably didn’t even hear her. No one seemed to hear her.
There was no choice. Ivy couldn’t just watch the woman die.
The masked man drove the knife into her side again.
Ivy jumped right over the side of her sea monster. When she hit the pavement, she stumbled to her knees and her palms scraped over the pavement. The crowd gasped, no doubt because the people on the floats weren’t supposed to fly off them.
And people in the crowd aren’t supposed to be murdered!
Men and women stared at her in shock as Ivy rushed toward the barricades.  She had to get to that woman! She had to help her. Voices were rising behind Ivy. Her friends from the float were shouting her name.
“He’s killing her!” Ivy yelled back. Then she looked at the crowd. “Let me pass! We have to stop him!”
A horse galloped up behind her. She glanced over her shoulder and saw the mounted police officer. “Help me!” Her plea was desperate as she scaled the barricade that had been put up to separate the spectators from the rolling floats. “I saw a man—he was attacking a woman!”
The cop’s face hardened.  People nearby weren’t watching the parade any longer. They were watching Ivy and the cop.  Ivy finally got over that barricade. She raced toward the spot where that poor woman had been, and she—
Empty.
No one was standing there. No man in a white mask.  No woman in a gown that glittered like gold.
Ivy spun around, stunned, lost.  Where had they gone? And where was the blood?  The knife?
“Ma’am…” A cop grabbed her arm. Not the cop who’d been mounted on the horse. Another one. A guy wearing a uniform and sporting a shiny badge near his breast pocket. “Ma’am, what the hell are you doing?”
“I—” She looked around again, but a sea of people surrounded her. The parade was still going. One crazy woman jumping from a float hadn’t stopped it. Screams and music filled the air. “A woman was in trouble,” Ivy tried to explain. “A man was stabbing her.”
The cop’s hold tightened on her arm. “Have you been drinking?” He brought his face in closer to hers. Probably the better to sniff her for the scent of alcohol.
Her back teeth clenched. “Not tonight, I haven’t.”  She glared at him. “I saw them! We have to find the woman! She needs help.”
Music boomed from the street. 
“She needs help,” Ivy said again as she tried to search through the crowd. “I know what I saw. I know…”
Only there was no victim. There was no attacker. There was nothing.
 
***
 
He kept his hand over her sweet mouth. Not that it mattered, not then. She wasn’t fighting anymore. Actually, he didn’t think she was even breathing.  
He and his lovely prey were inside the abandoned building, just a few feet away from the cop and the would-be rescuer.
She still had her mask on, but he could see the heavy mass of her dark hair, falling around her shoulders. She was a small woman, petite, almost delicate, but curved in all of the ways that he enjoyed.
A small woman like her—she wouldn’t be able to put up much of a fight.
They never do.
The cop wasn’t buying her story. Through the crack in the boarded-up window, he had a perfect view of the cop—and the woman who’d leapt from that float.
I didn’t expect that move.
She’d seen him. She’d watched while he’d driven the knife into his victim’s tender flesh. No one had watched before.
A little thrill still coursed through him.
She saw me.
But now the uniformed cop was tugging her away from the scene. He was muttering about rich women who drank too much. Everyone knew the people on the floats liked to party during the parade. The cop wouldn’t even check the area. He was just walking away and probably heading off to lock up the brunette.
“See,” he whispered into the dead woman’s ear. “No one gives a damn about you.  I was the only one. You should have appreciated me when you had the chance.”
He let her slide down his body.  She hit the dirty floor, her gown pooling around her.  He bent and wiped his knife on that gown, then he pressed a quick kiss to her lips. She tasted sweet, even in death.
The music and laughter kept coming from outside, calling to him. He put the knife back in its sheath and slipped outside.  He made sure to secure the back door—it wouldn’t do for someone to stumble onto his prize—then he hurried around the side of the building, following the cop and the interesting new lady. His gaze slid to the lady in the blue mask. She was yanking against the cop’s hold and demanding that he launch a search of the area.
She was interesting.  He’d like to see her without that mask.
His hand lifted and he touched his own mask.
Would you like to see me?
The cop moved faster, the crowd clearing for him. The crowd…they were clueless. You could do so much right in front of them, and they never knew. 
He kept to the shadows and he followed that cop and that very interesting new prey.  
He hadn’t planned to hunt again, not so soon, but this one…this woman was going to be special.
He could feel it, and now, he understood so very much. 
I might just let you see me…all of me.



 
Chapter One
 
“Causing trouble again?”
Ivy froze at that deep, rumbling voice. A voice that she usually only heard in her dreams—those really hot ones that came late at night.
“Drunk and disorderly conduct,” that sexy voice continued and she could feel tension gathering between her shoulder blades. “And did you seriously jump off a float in the middle of a parade? Don’t they teach you not to do things like that in manners’ school?”
She turned away from the uniformed cop—the jerk who was seriously trying to get her into the back of a patrol car—and faced this new threat. Because, yes, that was how she always thought of Detective Bennett Morgan.  Threat. Danger. But in this instance, he could be her way out. Because if the fresh-faced uniform succeeded in his dumb plan to send her down to the drunk tank, her night was screwed.
“I’m not drunk,” Ivy said. There was no way she could keep the heat from her voice. Fury rode her too hard. A woman was attacked! No one is doing anything! “I’ve said the alphabet backwards twice now, I’ve touched my nose with my fingers a dozen times, and I’ve walked in the straightest line in the world.” Her voice shook with fury. “I saw a woman being attacked. I tried to help,” she emphasized heavily. “My only crime was being a good Samaritan.” And for that, the young cop wanted to toss her in jail. Not cool.
Bennett stalked toward her. A streetlight fell on him, revealing the hard planes of his face.  Bennett wasn’t traditionally handsome. No, he was far too rough for that. Rough and wild with his thick, slightly long, blond hair and those deep, brooding eyes of his. She couldn’t see the emerald green shade of his gaze at that moment, but she’d never been able to forget that color.  Bennett’s jaw was square, a faint cleft marked the center of his chin, and his high cheekbones gave the guy a wild edge. 
An edge that she would not be exploring. At least, not right then.
She’d had a rather unhealthy attraction to Bennett since she was eighteen years old. Their time apart—all of those years—should have dimmed that attraction.  It hadn’t.  She looked at him, and that same sensual awareness flared within her.
Don’t let him see it. Don’t.
She lifted her cuffed hands and she moved closer to him. Bennett might be many things, not all of them good, but he was the Mobile Police Department’s golden boy of the moment. The big, bad, new hotshot detective who’d come to town a month ago.  So maybe the hotshot could assist her. “Bennett, please, talk to the guy.  Help me.”
His hand brushed down her arm. She hated that his touch seemed to scorch right to her soul. He shouldn’t still affect her that way. But he did.
Damn him.
Bennett’s gaze raked over her.  “Officer Chambliss,” he said, referring to the cop who was all too eager to toss her into a drunk tank some place and forget about her. “You know who this woman is, right?  Senator DuLane’s daughter?”
Her eyes squeezed closed. Was Bennett really trying to ruin her night or what? Now she’d be in jail and on the scandal page of the local paper.   Mentioning her father wasn’t going to help anything. The guy was dead and buried, and before he’d been put in the ground, he’d wrecked more than his share of lives. 
Maybe that was why Bennett mentioned him. To remind me that he hasn’t forgotten.
Or forgiven.  
“Did you give her a breathalyzer?” Bennett asked as he tilted his head to the side.
“Y-yes, of course!” The redheaded cop said quickly.
“Is she drunk?”
“Not legally,” Officer Chambliss was forced to admit, “but…you should have seen her dive off that float!”
“I wish I had,” Bennett muttered.
Ivy glared at him.
“Someone could’ve been hurt,” the young cop blustered. “Someone could’ve—”
“If she’s not legally drunk, then we can’t hold her.” Bennett’s voice was as mild-as-you-please. “Trust me on this, buddy, you don’t want the headache that she will bring your way.  Not when you’re still new to the force.”
She held her breath. Hoping. Praying—
“I’ll take care of her,” Bennett offered. His badge was clipped to his belt, gleaming dully. Other than the badge, he didn’t look like a cop at all. He just wore jeans, a loose shirt, and a rather battered looking coat. “I’ll make sure that she doesn’t jump off anymore floats tonight.”
Officer Chambliss hesitated.
The stupid cuffs bit into her wrists. She was wearing her Royal Ladies of Poseidon outfit, a thin bit of silk and lace that barely skimmed the top of her thighs. Sure, she had on tights, but the get-up was supposed to be seen from the perch of a float, not all up-close and personal.  Ivy felt way too exposed, especially with Bennett’s gaze raking over her.
“She won’t cause any more trouble,” Bennett said. “I promise you that.”
He shouldn’t make promises that he couldn’t keep.  Bennett didn’t know her well, not anymore.  She excelled at trouble. She wasn’t the good girl he remembered. Not even close.
That girl was long gone. Being good didn’t solve problems. Taking risks—finding danger—that was the way to get the job done.
But the uniformed cop nodded and the guy actually freed her from the cuffs.  Ivy exhaled on a harsh sigh of relief. It wouldn’t have been her first visit to the jail—unfortunately—but she was very glad she wouldn’t be returning that night.
“She’s your problem now,” Officer Chambliss growled then he turned and climbed into the driver’s seat of his patrol car.
Ivy glared after him. “I’m not a problem! I’m a person! You aren’t any kind of—”
Bennett snagged her wrist and pulled her toward him. “If you antagonize him, you will find that sweet ass of yours tossed into the patrol car.” His fingers slid over her inner wrist. “Were the cuffs too tight?”
Her pulse raced beneath his touch, and Ivy tried to jerk her hand away. Bennett shook his head and kept his hold on her.
“I have to look for the woman,” Ivy told him quickly. “I don’t know what you heard about what happened tonight—”
“I heard you jumped off a float.”
She rolled her eyes. “I saw a man, okay? A masked man with a knife. He was stabbing a woman who was wearing a gold evening gown.”
He kept rubbing her wrist.
“Stop it,” she ordered, refusing to be shaken by him or his touch. “This is important! I think—I think the woman may be dead.”
He let her go.
Ivy swallowed and tried to settle her nerves. Bennett was the lead homicide detective in the area. If anyone could help her, it would be him.  “Please.” And she never begged him, but she was begging right then. “I’m not crazy. I’m not drunk.  A woman was hurt tonight, and I’m afraid he killed her while the crowd just cheered around him.”
He searched her face. She stared back at him, her whole body tense.
Then Bennett swore. “Shit. Show me, now.”
She nodded quickly and spun on her heel. Bennett would get to the bottom of this nightmare. He was a good cop, even if he did have a tendency to piss her off way too much.  Piss her off, turn her on, far too many things that she couldn’t think about in that chaotic moment.  She’d taken about four steps when he grabbed her and pulled her back.
“Bennett—”
He put a coat around her shoulders. His coat.
She blinked up at him.  They were all the way down in Mobile, Alabama, right on the Gulf Coast, so it wasn’t as if they were experiencing arctic conditions, but the night was definitely crisp.  She could feel his warmth, clinging to that coat. She could smell his rich, masculine scent wrapping around her.
“You were shivering,” he muttered. “Don’t make a deal out of this, Ivy.”
No deal.  She pulled the coat closer and got back to the business of returning to the crime scene. She was actually relieved to have Bennett with her. Until a few months ago, he’d been working with the FBI’s Violent Crimes division. She didn’t know what had occurred, but he’d left the Bureau abruptly and come back home. Some folks had whispered that he’d gotten burned on his last big case.
She couldn’t ever imagine the guy getting burned.
The parade was over, so that meant that the streets had cleared out—ghost town kind of clearing.  That was the routine.  Parades equaled people packing the downtown area, but as soon as those parades were over, people vanished. They went home, they went into the restaurants, or they hit the balls. 
So it was easy to cut through the streets and find her way back to that terrible spot. 
“Right here.” She paused across from the Square, her gaze on the abandoned building. Historic, beautiful, but now seemingly forsaken.  The windows were covered with boards, and the ornate railing on the front of the building was coated with peeling paint. “They were right here. I saw the man. I saw his knife.” She whirled toward Bennett. “He stabbed her. I yelled for him to stop. I yelled for help, but no one heard me.”
His gaze held hers. 
“He had on a mask,” Ivy continued quickly. “Like mine, but white.” And she could not remember which Mardi Gras society was wearing the white masks this year—but she would be finding out. She wasn’t walking away from this situation, no way.  I’m a PI. I can handle this. So she wasn’t a cop with a badge. That didn’t mean she couldn’t help people. She’d spent the last few years of her life taking cases so that she could help.
And atone for the sins of the past.
“His mask covered his full face.” It hadn’t just been a partial mask like the one she wore. “I didn’t imagine what happened.  This was real!”
He brushed past her and pulled out his phone. A quick tap on the screen, and a bright light illuminated the scene. Flashlight app. “There’s no blood,” he said.
The cop—Officer Chambliss—had told her the same thing after his big two-second search of the scene.
Bennett kept shining the light. “If someone was stabbed, there’d be—”
He broke off, and his light hit the faint spots on the ground. Spots that had been hit by dozens of shoes as the crowd left the parade. Spots that could be—
“Blood,” Ivy whispered. 
Bennett glanced at the building.  “You say the guy and the victim vanished?”
She nodded.
“If he was dragging an injured woman—or a dead body—he couldn’t move very fast. Or very far.”
Her gaze cut to the building.  “The front door is locked.” There was a giant chain and a padlock in front of the main doors and all of the windows on that side were boarded up.
“Then he didn’t go in that way.” Bennett hurried around to the rear of the building. He slid into the narrow alley way and stopped near a dark door. Bennett reached for the knob, but a quick twist showed that the door was locked.
Dammit. She’d hoped—
“Stand back,” Bennett directed.
He lifted his foot and kicked that door open.
Her jaw dropped when the wood splintered. “Wait! Aren’t you supposed to have a warrant or—”
He was already rushing inside, his light sweeping the floor. So…No warrant. She hurried after him, her steps slower because that darkness inside was so heavy and thick. The place smelled musty and old and when Ivy felt something—not a rat, not a rat!—race across her shoe, she screamed.
Bennett grabbed her and yanked her against his chest.
Get your control. You’re a PI for goodness sake. Act like it.
“Ivy?”
She sucked in a deep breath. “Sorry.” She’d panicked. That happened in the dark when things were coming at her.
He let her go.  His light swept the area once more, flying across the dirty, dusty floor. Yellow eyes gleamed back at them as a rat scurried for cover.
That rat ran right across a pale, slender hand. 
Ivy’s heart stopped. “Bennett?”
He’d seen the hand, too, and he was already kneeling beside the woman.  A woman in a glittering, golden gown. A woman with long, dark hair. 
A woman who lay in a pool of blood.
His fingers pressed to the woman’s throat, but Ivy already knew they were staring at a dead woman.  I could have saved her! I had the chance…
Bennett slid away from the body. “Don’t touch anything,” he ordered, voice curt. ‘I’ll call this in and get a crime scene team down here.”
She wasn’t touching anything. She was barely breathing, much less moving. When Bennett’s light had fallen on the victim, she’d seen that the woman appeared to be in her mid-twenties.  Her face had been chalk-white, her hair thick and dark as it spilled onto the dirty floor. 
“All dressed up,” Ivy whispered. And nowhere to go…
 
***
 
They’d found the body.  Too fast.
His eyes narrowed as he slid back into the shadows. He’d just left his sweet victim there for a little while. The crowd had thinned, and he’d come back, ready to move his precious prey.
But she wasn’t alone.
And all of his plans were about to get screwed.
He hunched his shoulders and turned, hurrying down the street.  The night hadn’t gone at all like he’d planned. 
Not at all…
His mask was in his pocket.  His fingers slid inside and touched it. He felt so strong when he wore his mask.  And his victims knew—he was invincible.
The cops won’t stop me. No one will.
Maybe he would show his new prey the mask. She could get up-close to it and then…then she’ll see all of me.
 
***
 
“No!” Ivy snapped at him and, if it had been brighter, Bennett was sure that Ivy’s brown eyes would be spitting fury at him.  “I’m the one who saw the attack! You don’t get to just—just shove me into the back of a car and send me off in the night!”
Sighing, Bennett kept his hold on the patrol car door. “I’m afraid that’s exactly what I get to do.”  Blue police lights flashed around the scene. Reinforcements had come running at his call. Unfortunately, they hadn’t come in time to help the victim.
“I saw—”
“You said that you saw a man in a white mask.  A guy wearing a tux. You couldn’t tell me his hair color, his eye color—”
“I told you he was tall,” she cut in, her words shooting out fast. “About your height, with broad shoulders. He was fit. Strong.”
Since he’d dragged a dead woman into an abandoned building without anyone noticing, it stood to reason that the guy was fairly strong. And as far as being around Bennett’s height…we’re looking for a perp who is close to six foot three.
“I can help!” Ivy told him. “Let me stay.”
No way.  “The crime scene techs need to work.” He inclined his head toward her. “I got your statement, and I’ll follow-up with you tomorrow if I have any other questions.”
Her jaw dropped. “That’s it? I see a murder and you just let me go?”
“What do you want me to do?”  He eased closer to her. He had always been drawn to Ivy. “Keep you?” The words hung in the air between them, and he thought about just what he would do if he ever did get to keep the lovely Ivy. 
She’d been his first crush, though he doubted she realized it. But then, most of the guys in their class had been drawn to the gorgeous Ivy.  It was hard not to look at Ivy and want.
Wide, dark eyes.  Full lips.  Creamy skin.  If Snow White were real and strolling around town, causing trouble, he figured she’d look just like Ivy.
Ivy had high cheek bones, a delicate jaw, and a body that had obviously been built for sin.  He’d imagined that body—them together—too many times.
But what he’d never imagined, that would be Ivy, tangled up in a murder scene.  He should have, though.  Especially with all the drama that her family liked to cause.
DuLane Investigations. That particular PI business had been in operation since Ivy’s grandfather opened it up back in 1970.  It was a business known for attracting scandal and raising serious hell.
“Officer East will escort you home,” Bennett told her, aware that his voice had roughened. Ivy could look for trouble elsewhere. This case was his.  “He’ll make sure that you arrive safely.”
“It’s not my safety that we need to worry about,” Ivy argued quickly. “I can take care of myself. There’s a killer out there! We need to focus on stopping him.”
Because he didn’t realize that.  His hands curled around her shoulders and he pushed her into the back of that car. “You saw the killer,” he told her bluntly. “Did you ever stop to think…maybe he saw you, too?”
Bennett heard the quick hitch in her breathing.
That’s right. “So, yes, I believe you can protect yourself.” He’d seen her at a shooting range before, and he knew she’d gotten her black belt in Tae Kwon Do by the time she was fourteen. “But you’re getting a police escort home. It makes me feel better, all right?” He eased away from the car.
Her hand flew out and caught his wrist. Her touch was soft, oddly sensual. “I had my mask on, too,” Ivy said quickly. “He won’t know who I am.”
He will if he lingered. If he watched…Bennett shook his head. “If he was standing in that building while you and the cop were outside before, he could’ve heard you talking.” She needed to understand what she faced. “He could have followed you and watched until you took off your mask or until you gave the cop your name.”  With that information, it would be too easy to track her down. “You’re getting a police escort home. Lock your doors. Set your alarm. And I will be seeing you tomorrow.”
Her hand began to slide away from his. Bennett’s hand twisted and he caught her fingers in his.  “If you need me, call me.”
“I-I don’t have your number.”
What? Bennett shook his head. Sometimes he forgot…despite the tangled web between them, plenty had changed over the years.  He gave her the number, then, just to be safe, he scribbled it down on a piece of paper and tucked it into her hand. “Call me.” Anytime. “I’ll come to you.”
Then he made himself pull back. Officer East stood just a few feet away, watching him with wide eyes.  He wondered if this was the guy’s first murder scene.
If the fellow planned to make a career out of law enforcement, it wouldn’t be his last.
Bennett had seen too many scenes to count, but those scenes—they often replayed through his nightmares. 
Officer East headed briskly toward the driver’s side of the vehicle.  Bennett stepped into his path. “Keep her safe.” 
Bennett’s guts were twisted over this case, mostly because…hell, when he’d looked down at that woman’s body in the abandoned building, when he’d seen her pale skin and that mass of dark hair, he’d realized—
She looks like Ivy.
Same hair color. Same build.  An unease had settled heavily around his shoulders.
Officer East nodded and slipped into his car.  Bennett watched that patrol car vanish, and he couldn’t help but remember another time when Ivy had been taken from him.
Years ago. Another car, another place.
That had been the day he broke Ivy DuLane’s heart.
Stay with me, Bennett. I love you.
Her words had haunted him for years. And finally, those words…they’d brought him back home.
But now that he’d finally talked to her again, finally stared into her eyes, he wondered if he’d just followed that dream far too late.
 
***
 
Ivy didn’t live far from the murder scene—and maybe that should have made her nervous. If the killer had learned her name, then getting her address would be child’s play. And he could easily access my home.
“Ma’am?” Officer East turned to stare at her. “You want me to come inside with you?”
She glanced at the house. Far too big and rambling. Far too many spaces in there that would make perfect hiding spots.  “You’re damn right I want you in there.” She’d inherited the house when her grandfather died.  Part of the place had been renovated and was completely livable—the other part? Not so much.
Ivy remained in the foyer while the cop searched her house.  She pulled her coat closer—Bennett’s coat. She’d forgotten to give it to him before she left the scene, but he’d said that he would see her the next day, so she could always return it to him then.  She’d return it and grill him about the case. Because if that guy thought she was just walking away from this situation, he needed to think again.
“Clear.”
The cop’s voice made her jump.  He’d done one very fast sweep of the house and the guy stood near her door now, looking eager to leave.
“Thank you,” Ivy told him. 
Officer East just nodded, and a few moments later, he was gone. She locked the door behind him, then hesitated, hating that heavy silence around her. Normally, she actually liked the quiet. It let her think. But right then…
A glittering gown soaked with blood. A woman on the floor, blood around her.
Ivy hadn’t been able to do a thing to save the other woman.
She turned away from the door, walked through the foyer, and headed for the stairs. Bennett had told her to set her alarm, but she didn’t actually have one of those in the house. Not yet. She’d be making an alarm system an immediate priority, though. 
She’d only taken a few steps up the stairs when her doorbell rang. The long, loud peal echoed around her. Frowning, her gaze cut back to the door. Had the cop forgot something?  She hurried back to the entrance and her fingers fumbled as she unlocked it.  Then she hesitated.  Surely…if the killer had tracked her down…he wouldn’t just ring the doorbell…would he?
Someone pounded on the door. “Come on, Ivy, open up.”
Relief had her shoulders sagging. She knew that voice. It was her friend, Cameron Wilde. She finished unlocking the door and she swung it open—
A tall, broad-shouldered man stood on her porch. A well-cut tux covered his body and a white Mardi Gras mask hid his face.
“Hello, Ivy,” Cameron said from behind his mask. The sight of that mask chilled her.  “Are you ready for a night you won’t forget?”   
Her porch light glared down on them as she backed up, her heart racing.
 



 
Chapter Two
 
Ivy grabbed the door and tried to shove it closed, but his fingers curled around the wood.
“Uh, Ivy?” he said. “If you don’t want to go to the ball, that’s—”
The ball? Ivy let go of the door and grabbed his mask.
Cameron Wilde blinked at her.  Even under the harsh light, he was perfectly handsome. Perfectly styled. His blond hair swept back from his high forehead, giving him an even more polished look. 
“I thought you were changing out of that outfit,” he said as his gaze slid over her body. “But if you want to go straight to the ball in—”
“Your Mardi Gras ball is tonight.”
“Right.”  His brows climbed. “That’s why we had a date, remember?” Now he sounded annoyed. “That would be why I did that whole ‘night you won’t forget’ bit before.”
She stared down at the white mask she now gripped in her hands. It was exactly like the mask that the killer had worn. And Cameron—he was about the right height. His shoulders were broad and strong.
With the mask on, and with him wearing that tux…Cameron looked just like the killer.
Only Cameron wasn’t a killer. She’d known him since she was six years old. They’d been lovers just once—one desperate night—and friends for so long that she could barely remember her days without him.
And yet…as she stared up at him…a shiver slid down her spine.
When I opened the door, it was as if the murderer was standing right before me. Ivy edged back toward her house.
“Ivy? What’s wrong?” Then Cameron laughed. “Why are you looking at me like I’m some kind of killer?”
Because I’m trying to figure out if you are. But she didn’t tell him that. Instead, she asked, “D-do all of the men in your organization wear these white masks?”
“Those are the ones we picked this year.” He shrugged. “I didn’t ride in the parade tonight, so I’m not in costume.”
Each year, she knew members switched up and different folks would ride in the floats so that all organization members would eventually have a chance to be in a parade. The man she’d seen that night—he’d been in a tux and a mask, just like Cameron’s. Because he’s in the same Mardi Gras society? Because he was one of the men not riding in their parade?
Cameron was in the Order of the Pharaohs, one of the oldest groups in Mobile.  They’d paraded right before her group, kicking off the night.  Their ball was already rolling, no doubt packed out and…
Is the killer there?
Because it made sense. Maybe he’d been planning to attend the ball with the woman in the gold gown.  But he’d killed her instead. Would he now show up there, just to give himself some kind of alibi? 
“Are we going to the ball?” Cameron asked. “Remember the plan, we hit your party, then my ball? Double the fun in one night?” When she didn’t respond, his face hardened. “Ivy, what’s happening?”
Trust him. She shouldn’t be afraid of Cameron, but she was. Because he was the right size and that mask…she thrust it back into his hands.  “Where were you earlier tonight?”
He motioned behind him, and she saw the limo idling by the curb.  At his cue, the door opened, and another man in a black tux waved toward her. Only he didn’t have on a mask.
Her twin brother smiled up at her. “Come on, Ivy!” Hugh yelled. “Don’t take all night.”
“I was with your brother,” Cameron said.
A woman’s laughter filled the air.
“And his date,” he added.  “Shelly.” He leaned in closer to her. “Now why don’t you tell me what’s going on? Why the hell are you looking at me as if you don’t even know who I am?”
“I saw a murder tonight,” she whispered.
“What?”
Order of the Pharaohs. “And I want to find that killer.” She spun on her heel. “Give me five minutes.” 
She had a ball to attend.
Because the killer might be there…and if he is, I want to find him.
 
***
 
Ivy DuLane was trouble. Always had been, for as long as he could remember.
Did she really think no one would notice her? The damn woman couldn’t go any place without being noticed.
Bennett put his hands on his hips and glared up at the escalator.  Its occupants were slowly descending to the ground level of the convention center, a line of women in their designer dresses and men in their tuxes—with tails.  The men had perfectly knotted bow ties. The women had dresses that fit like gloves.
And right in the middle of that crush, wearing a green gown with a slit that exposed far too much of her gorgeous leg…was Ivy.
She was supposed to be home, safe!
Instead, she was walking right into danger, and damn if the woman wasn’t on the arm of a bozo wearing a white mask. A mask that far too many other men at that ball were also wearing.
As soon as she reached the ground level, Bennett stalked right toward her.  Fury pumped through him. Did she think this was all some kind of game? The woman was crazy, way out of her league.
He stepped into her path.
Her eyes widened. Eyes now lined with shadow and mascara. Eyes that looked even darker than he remembered.
“Hey, buddy,” the guy in the mask began. “You need to step—”
“Cameron,” she said smoothly, “you remember Bennett Morgan.” 
Cameron? Oh, hell, not Cameron Wilde.
“Ben?” Cameron’s golden eyes glinted behind his mask.  “Almost didn’t recognize you, buddy!”
I’m not the one wearing a mask.  And I am not even close to being your buddy.
Cameron slapped his hand on Bennett’s shoulder. “It’s been too long.”
Actually, Bennett rather thought it hadn’t been long enough. “She shouldn’t be here.”
Over their shoulder, he spotted the other couple. Ivy’s twin brother Hugh and a curvy redhead.  Hugh didn’t look overly happy to see him. Not surprising, really. Hugh had once ordered him to stay the hell away from his sister.
Bennett had stayed away, for a time.
But he was back, and everything was about to change.
He reached for Ivy’s hand. “When I send you home with police protection, you’re supposed to stay home.” He walked right around to the other escalator—the one that would take her back up to the second level and away from the crush of people. “You’re not supposed to just stroll in here and—”
“You think the killer might be here, too, right?” Ivy asked.
For an instant, his eyes squeezed closed.  Maybe he should have anticipated that she’d show up there. It had really only been a matter of time before she connected the guy’s white mask with the Order of Pharaoh’s ball. 
Bennett had made the connection as soon as she told him about the mask, and he’d known that he would be scouting around that ball scene. 
“When I saw Cameron’s mask, I knew the guy could be here tonight,” Ivy added.
His eyes snapped open. “And, what?” Bennett growled. “You thought you’d use yourself as bait here to lure out the killer?”
She blinked at him. “Oh, jeez, I hope not. I just thought I could look around and see if I saw any guys who matched his description.” She motioned to Cameron, and—as pretty much always—the guy bounded to her side.
Some things never change.
“You know identities are supposed to be kept secret in the societies,” she said.
God save him from this lunacy…Yes, he knew that. 
“But since Cam is in the society, I thought he could identify anyone I saw—you know, men who fit the killer’s description. And when I knew who they were, I was going to call you.”  She smiled at him. A big, wide grin that flashed the dimple in her left cheek. “Because, you know, I have your number.”
This had to stop. Absolutely stop. He felt like she was driving him to the edge of sanity.
His hold tightened on her. “You aren’t a cop.”
Her smile dimmed a bit. “I don’t remember claiming to be one. I am a PI, though. And private investigators…investigate. It’s kind of what we do. We don’t just sit at home and wait for someone else to solve all the crimes.”
Bennett could actually feel his blood pressure rising. “That woman was stabbed, Ivy. Again and again.”
She swallowed. “I know that.” 
Cameron put a comforting hand on her shoulder.  Bennett wanted to shove that hand away. Instead, he said, “This isn’t some game.” He looked at their group in disgust. “You’re all in way over your heads, and it’s time to go home. The party’s over.”
Hugh squared his shoulders. “I have a ticket to this ball.  Do you, Detective?”
No, but he had his badge, and that would damn well be good enough.
“The only place I’m going,” Hugh continued, “is to get Shelly a drink.”  He lifted the redhead’s hand and kissed her knuckles. “Shall we, my love?”
And the guy just strode away with his date, totally ignoring Bennett’s orders.
His eyes narrowed as he glared after Ivy’s twin.  Mental note…Hugh was still an asshole.
And that left…
He focused on Ivy and Cameron.  The couple most likely to wind up married, only they weren’t married.  At least, some people had sure thought that. But those people had been wrong.
So was I.
“Ivy,” he began.
“I can’t get her out of my head,” Ivy said, her voice both soft and sad.  Her smile was gone now.  “I just wanted to look—I needed to look around.  I was already scheduled to come to this ball, and when I figured out the link…Bennett, she was wearing her ball gown. She was supposed to be here tonight!”
Yes, that was why he had officers canvasing the convention center.  That was why he was there. “I figured that out. I don’t need Nancy Would-Be Drew helping me run my case.” Especially when that help would just put her in danger.  “Go home,” he ordered.
“Just let me look around!” She obviously wasn’t backing down. Same old Ivy.
Cameron pressed closer to them. “I don’t like the way you’re talking to Ivy.”
And he didn’t like the way that the guy was so close to her. They could both just be unhappy.
“I’m the only witness, remember?” Ivy pushed. “I’m here, let me look.”
Dammit…fine. She was the witness. And as much as he wanted to do it, he couldn’t physically carry her out. The PD wouldn’t go for that. “You stay at my side. Every single moment, got it?  We look, but we look together.”
Her smile flashed again. “Thank you!”
“And Cameron…”
The guy’s brows climbed.
“You know everyone in the society?”
“I do,” he said at once, “but…you should realize anyone could have bought that mask. They’re sold at every party shop in town.” He waved his hand to the thick throng around them. “And you can rent a tux from dozens of shops.  Get a ticket, get your tux…and boom, you’re set.”
Bennett knew that. With Mardi Gras season hitting hard, everyone seemed to be sporting a mask of some kind, and that kind of anonymity just worked to help the perp keep his identity hidden.  The mayor was already freaking out. Murders during Mardi Gras were not good business, and he’d ordered Bennett to this ball before the ME had even loaded the victim’s body into the van. 
The mayor was hoping Bennett would see something there tonight that would help him. And maybe…with Ivy at his side, he just might.
“I’ll go join Hugh for that drink,” Cameron muttered. “When you need me, Ivy, come find me at the ice sculpture. The one of the giant Sphinx.” 
Bennett knew that sculpture—he’d seen it a few minutes before. It was the one next to the whiskey table…the free booze rolled nearly all night long at the balls. 
Mardi Gras balls were always popular—too popular. This particular event was one of the biggest, with over four thousand tickets sold. The mayor had been the one to glumly tell Bennett that news. And since no names were taken down when the tickets were sold, he was looking at a pretty giant suspect pool.
Cameron inclined his head to Ivy then vanished into the crowd.
She stared at Bennett.
He tried to yank his gaze from her.
“We’re not together,” she blurted. “Cameron and I aren’t an item or anything like that.”
He shook his head. “I didn’t ask.” But he’d sure wanted to. 
“Cameron and I are friends, nothing more.  He needed a date, and in a weak moment, I agreed.  Then when he showed up at my door tonight, wearing that tux and mask…” For an instant, fear flickered in her gaze. “I was scared of him. I thought—”
That the killer had found her. 
His fingers slid down and curled around hers. Not keeping her hand captive any longer, but now, almost caressing her. 
“You kind of stick out,” Ivy told him, her mouth hitching into a half-smile. “You’re the only man here not wearing a tux.”
No, he didn’t have on a tux. He was wearing his jeans and loose shirt—he’d been off-duty when he first saw her getting pushed toward the back of the patrol car. Hell, how long ago had that been? The night was moving at super speed, and he was struggling to catch up. His left hand tapped against the badge he’d clipped to his belt. “This is the only thing I needed to wear in order to get inside.” Besides, his men were there, too. In police uniform, not tuxes. 
“Let’s start searching,” she said briskly.
He nodded, but he wasn’t holding out much hope.  The mayor had ordered him there, all right, but it wasn’t as if a bright shining light would just fall on their perp.
In that crush…finding him would be a miracle.  Too bad he’d stopped believing in those long ago.
Back when he’d lost Ivy.
 
***
 
They were fools. Drunk, stupid prey. The women swayed in their ridiculously high heels and barely breathed in their skin-tight dresses. His gaze swept over them all, hating them.  The men were no better. Too loud. Too drunk.
Too easy to kill.
He took a drink of the whiskey and let it slide down his throat, barely feeling that burn as his fingers lifted to touch the ice sculpture right next to him.  His hand trailed along the Sphinx, and he smiled.
“Cameron,” he murmured to the man who’d just appeared next to him. “Buddy, it’s been too long…”
Cameron, still wearing his mask, turned toward him and smiled.
Too easy.
“You’ve got to tell me…just who is that gorgeous woman I saw on your arm a few moments ago?”
Cameron’s smile stretched even more. “Ah, you’ve got to be talking about Ivy…”
Ivy.  He liked that name. 
“Ivy DuLane.”  Cameron downed his whiskey in a quick gulp and motioned for another glass.  The whiskey was poured into the ice sculpture—it slid around the tube inside and then fell into Cameron’s glass, coming right out of the Sphinx’s mouth. “I’ll be sure to introduce you later.”
Oh, I’d like that. “But it looked as if you lost her…” He gave the other man a commiserating glance. “She ran off…?”
With the cop. He’d seen the badge and he’d realized that trouble had come his way.
Cameron laughed, not seeming even a little offended. The guy was talking way too freely. Maybe because of the drinks. Maybe because he was just an overconfident fool.  
“Ivy’s just—” Cameron stopped. “She’s chatting with an old friend. No harm, no foul.”
An old friend who happened to be a cop.
He lifted his whiskey. Downed it fast. And kept his eyes on Ivy.
Hello, lovely.  We’re going to have so much fun together.
Because she wasn’t like the others. He didn’t think there would be anything easy about her. About time.
 
***
 
“It’s not like I’m a civilian, you know,” Ivy muttered as she pushed her way through the crush of bodies at the ball.  Her gaze slid to the left and to the right. There were more men in white masks all around her.  But that one was too thin…that one was too short… “Or did you forget that I obtained my PI’s license when I was twenty-one?” That whole Nancy Drew line of his had seriously grated.  Her grandfather had run DuLane Investigations for over fifty years, and she’d been eager to take up her place at his side. 
Then the whole world had come crashing down on her.
But she’d built that world back, piece by piece. Without Bennett.
“I haven’t forgotten anything about you,” Bennett said softly.
His words pulled her gaze toward him. “And I didn’t forget you.”  Despite her best efforts.  She’d tried to move the hell on, but it was hard—especially when your heart was buried in the past.
“I have to know something.” His voice rumbled as he kept staring at her with that heated green stare of his. “It’s not the right time, not the right place…”
No, because they were supposed to be looking for a killer.
“But do you hate me, Ivy?”
Her lips parted in surprise, and she gave a hard, quick shake of her head. “Of course not! I could never hate you.” 
Some of the tension seemed to ease from his shoulders. 
“Why does it matter how I feel?” Ivy asked him, driven to know this.
“Because you matter. You always have. You always will.”
Shock rolled through her.
Bennett glanced away from her. “Let’s check the ballroom.”
Wait—that was it? No more personal sharing? Now they were on to the ballroom?  She shook her head and followed after him. He’d better not try to play his mind games with her. She wasn’t the game playing type. He’d learn that fact, very soon.
They were in the area known as the “back hall”, a long stretch full of tables and makeshift bars. The drinks were free and flowing heavily in this section, and they had to dodge the bar lines in order to gain access to the darkened ballroom.
Once they got into the main ballroom, she saw a band performing on the stage—music blared out, echoing through the cavernous room.  Disco lights swept the scene every few moments. As heavy as the crush had been in the back hall, attendance was pretty sparse in that ballroom.
There were several hundred tables set up in the area, and some caterers were preparing the food, but after being in the madness of the back hall, this place—and its relative peace—was almost a relief.
“When we find out the victim’s identity, then we’ll be closer to knowing our killer,” Bennett said.
She nodded, knowing his words were true. Her shoulder brushed against Bennett.  “There,” she said, pointing to the man in the white mask who was standing to the side, no date in sight. “He’s the right height, the right weight…”
And he seemed to be looking right at her. 
Actually, he was striding toward her as she watched him.
She felt Bennett tense against her.
The man in the mask was closing in fast. “Hello, there…” The guy’s voice hitched up, sounding a bit on the drunk side. “Want to dance?” He offered his hand to her.
Bennett moved in front of her. “No, she damn well doesn’t,” he said immediately.  “Who the hell are you?”
The guy in the mask weaved.  “No names…” His eyes crinkled a bit behind the holes in his mask. “That’s how it works.”
“The hell it does,” Bennett fired back.
Um, the plan had been for Cameron to identify potential suspects. Bennett didn’t need—
Bennett snatched the mask right off the guy.
Ivy’s lips parted in surprise as she found herself staring at Laxton Crenshaw, a city councilman.  And he was glaring at Bennett.
“You don’t touch me,” Laxton said, and he surged toward Bennett, fumbling for the mask. “No one touches me!”
Bennett side-stepped the guy’s lunge and Laxton fell to the floor.
The scent of booze drifted off the councilman, nearly burning the air around them. Laxton tried to get up, but he just fell right back down.
From the corner of her eye, she saw Bennett motion with his hand, and a uniformed cop rushed over. One of his men.
“Councilman, I’m going to need to know where you were earlier tonight…” Bennett said.
The councilman flipped him off, then he fell back on the floor, laughing.
“That’s not a very good alibi,” Ivy pointed out.
Laxton’s laughter faded. He glanced toward her.  His smile turned a little cruel.
He’s the right size. And he’d sure zeroed in on her. Could he be the killer?
“We’re going to need to escort the councilman out,” Bennett told the uniformed cop. “I think he may have overindulged tonight.”
And she knew exactly what Bennett was doing.  He was going to take the councilman away under the drinking-too-much ruse and grill the guy. Good technique, she had to give him that and—
The music died. The disco lights flashed off. The overhead lights that had been muted to a faint glow also suddenly disappeared.
The only illumination in the ballroom came from the sputtering candles that lined the tables.
“What the hell?” Bennett demanded.
A loud, shrieking alarm pierced the darkness.
Then people started running. Nearly stampeding as they rushed toward the ballroom’s exit doors—doors that just led to the overflowing back hall.
Shouts and cries filled the air. 
What is happening? Someone jostled into Ivy, hitting her hard, and she spun around.
“I’ve got you.” Warm, strong hands closed around her shoulders and pulled her up against a body. Not just any body—Bennett. His arms wrapped around her as he held her close. “Officer Abrams, get the others to help this crowd! We need to find out what’s happening.”
“Fire alarm,” Ivy said. That was what it sounded like to her. And everyone was seriously panicking as they fought for freedom.
Bennett swore. “Come on, let’s get you out of here.”
“I’m okay.” She was. But she could hear people crying out in pain and fear as they trampled each other in their fear. “Go, do your job. Help them.”
His hold tightened on her.
“I can get out.” She knew this place. “Go.”
She didn’t even know where the councilman had fled to—the guy had vanished in that darkness. A big crowd was near the doors, people shoving and bottling up there as they fought to get out of the main ballroom.
She could see the outline of those bodies in the sputtering candlelight. The alarm kept shrieking from overhead.
“Go,” Ivy told Bennett again. He didn’t need to worry about her, but—
He started half-dragging, half-carrying her to the right. Away from the doors and toward the stage.
“Bennett? Stop!” Ivy ordered him. “You—”
He pushed her toward the stage. “Take the door behind it. There’s a flight of stairs to the right. Those stairs will take you down to the parking garage.”
So he knew the building well, too.
“Get outside and get to safety,” Bennett said. Then he—
He kissed her.
She didn’t expect the kiss, and she wasn’t sure he’d even planned that move. His mouth just locked down on hers, hard and fast and devastating. With the alarm shrieking around them. With people screaming.
He kissed her.
And the years fell away.  She remembered what it was like to get lost in him. To feel the touch of his mouth on hers and to ignite. She’d always wanted him so wildly, so fiercely, and the years hadn’t changed that desire. If anything, now she seemed to want him more.
But he pulled back. “When you’re clear, wait for me in front of the convention center. I’ll find you there.”
Then he was gone. For an instant, Ivy just stood there.
She didn’t smell smoke. Didn’t hear the crackle of any flames. All she heard was the shriek of the alarm.
The door he’d pointed out waited just a few feet away. But was she really supposed to just take that exit and run? What about Cameron? What about her brother? What about Shelly? They were trapped in the crowd. 
I can’t leave them.
She wouldn’t do it.
 
***
 
Chaos. It was all such beautiful, lovely chaos.  Women were screaming. Drunk men were fighting each other as they tried to rush out of the building.
There was no fire. There was no danger. Well, none except for the danger that the fools were causing to each other.
He’d set off the alarm. He’d shut down the lights. He’d done it all—in just mere moments.
“Ivy!”  Cameron was yelling her name. Cameron and another man—Hugh—were searching for her.
He’d seen Ivy go into the main ballroom. She hadn’t come out. Not yet.
Cameron and Hugh would never get to her, not in that mad crush. At least, they wouldn’t get to her—not if they kept trying to fight through the crowd. They need to go another way.
A way that he knew…
He opened a door, one that had been carefully hidden behind a black curtain. The door took him into a narrow corridor. A service area. The corridor would lead him right to the main ballroom. Right to Ivy.
But he had to hurry. The beautiful chaos would only last so long…
I want to see her. I want to touch her.
He closed the door behind him. The corridor was pitch black, but he had a light. He was prepared.
Always.
He took a few steps. And then he heard someone running toward him. Someone running too fast.  His light hit on the man just as the guy barreled toward him.
 



 
Chapter Three
 
She didn’t run for the exit that Bennett had showed her. Ivy just couldn’t leave her brother and her friends. Instead, she raced for the service corridor. She knew exactly where that corridor was—after all, she’d come to enough parties at that convention center to more than know her way around the place. Besides, her friend Sarah was a caterer who often had her staff working in the service corridor, and Ivy had seen them in action plenty of times. Other people might not know about that secret hallway, but Ivy was just grateful right then that she knew of its location.
A long, black curtain hid the entrance to the service corridor. She shoved the curtain aside and yanked open the door. Darkness waited inside, but Ivy knew that narrow hallway would take her past the thick throng and allow her to exit near the escalators.
Then I’ll find Hugh. I’ll get him and Cameron and Shelly and we’ll all get out.
She ran forward, hating that dark, and she pulled out her phone. She had a flashlight app, too, and she swiped her phone over the screen, turning it on so that she could see—
A man in a tux. A man in a white Mardi Gras mask.
Her breath left her lungs in a startled whoosh. She stepped back.
Her light still hit his mask. 
“Hello…” His voice was deep, seeming to surround her.
She shook her head. In the middle of a fire—in the middle of mad panic—you didn’t just stop to tell someone “Hello”.
“You saw me,” he continued in that deep voice.
Ivy backed up a step. Oh, hell, oh, hell…
“And I saw you.” 
It’s the killer! He had been watching her when she’d been on the float, screaming to get that poor woman help.
She forced her body to relax. If he was about to attack her, he’d find that she wasn’t the prey he’d thought.  He was bigger than she was, stronger, but that didn’t mean he was a better fighter.
“I also saw your brother,” he told her. “Such a shame…”
Icy tendrils of fear wrapped around her heart. He knows about my brother? “What did you do?” 
He turned away from her and began walking back down the hallway.  Her light hit the back of his head. He had dark hair, hair that contrasted sharply with the white elastic of his mask’s straps.
“What did you do?” Ivy yelled. She raced after him. She grabbed his shoulder and spun him around.  When she did, he hit her, hard, slamming her against the wall. Her phone fell from her fingers and crashed into the floor.
His fingers locked around her throat. She felt the slide of gloved fingers tightening around her neck.
Oh, hell, no.
She drove her knee into his groin, hitting him as hard as she could.  He swore and his hold eased. That’s right. Then Ivy whacked him with her elbow, slamming it into his stomach. When he bowled over, she zipped around him.  She took a few frantic steps down that hallway—
And then she tripped. Ivy fell over something—something warm and soft.
Not something…someone.
“No,” Ivy whispered even as the masked man’s words rang in her head. “Such a shame…”
Her hands touched something sticky and wet and she shuddered.  Blood. She knew exactly what blood felt like in the dark. 
She was touching a man’s body. A man who was wearing a tux and who’d been attacked.
Laughter floated around her.  “You’re going to be far more fun that I realized.”
The hell she was. “This isn’t a game!”  She backed away from the body. She needed to get away and get help. Don’t be Hugh on the floor. Please, not Hugh. “The cops are here! They’re going to get you—”
“I know they’re here.” He didn’t sound worried. “I saw them and you, sweet Ivy.”
He knows my name.
“I can be good to you,” he said.
She was on her feet now. Her hands pressed to the wall. Did he brush by her? It was pitch black in there, but she thought she’d felt him.  He’d been heading toward the body.
So I need to move the other way. She needed to head back out the way she’d come.  
If she couldn’t see, then neither could he. Maybe he thought she was down there next to the body. She inched away.  She’d get out.  She’d go back the way she came and escape. Everything would be okay. 
I touched blood…that means he has a knife. Or some kind of weapon.
“I’m going to learn your secrets,” he told her. “Your desires.  I’m going to give you everything that you ever wanted.”
You’ll give me nothing. She didn’t say those words. Talking would give away her location. She wasn’t going to do that.  His voice told her that he wasn’t close to her. She just needed to keep going. She had to move silently.
“I can be good to you,” the killer said. “Or, Ivy, my dear…I can be very, very bad…”
All you can be is crazy. She crept down the corridor. Surely she was close to the ballroom again. She would get away, find the cops—find Bennett—and then this guy would be done.
Only…she stilled. He’d stopped talking, so she didn’t know where he was.  He could be right behind me now.
There was no time to waste. She ran for the ballroom. Forget being quiet—she raced forward.
And the lights flashed on. So bright and glaring after the darkness. She blinked, trying to adjust to that glare, and then she spun around, frantically searching behind her.
He wasn’t close to her. He was on the other side of that corridor, near the exit that led to the escalators.
He shoved open the door—
“No!” Ivy screamed.
But he was gone.
And he’d left her…left her with…
Her gaze fell to the floor of that corridor.
A white mask lay near the fallen man’s hand.
He left me with a dead man.
 
***
 
The convention center’s alarm had finally stopped shrieking.  The lights were back on and the people in the crowd weren’t crushing each other any longer. Bennett saw the men and women blearily staring at each other. They moved slowly now, as if trying to figure out what in the hell was happening.
I’m trying to figure out that one, too.
His men had fanned out into the crowd. There were injured people there—people who’d been trampled near the door. People who’d fallen and would need medical assistance.
Masks were on the floor.  Broken Mardi Gras necklaces littered the area.
“It must have been some prank, Detective,” one of his team members told him, a detective named Drew Trout. “The building supervisor said someone got into the control room and messed with all the switches there.”
And caused panic. 
Fear.
A man in a white mask?
He glanced back toward the ballroom.  Ivy should be clear by now.  The fear eating at him should’ve eased, but it hadn’t.
He needed to see her. 
More emergency personnel flooded into the area.  Security guards were on scene. And EMTs were already moving into the crowd. He knew that—at events like this one—emergency personnel were always close so that they could respond in an instant.
Like they’re doing right now.
He turned and headed back to the ballroom. Chairs were overturned in there, tables tipped onto their sides. Food had been stomped into the flooring.
The ballroom was nearly empty, though. 
No sign of Ivy. He headed over to the stage, then he went to that back door. A door that should have given Ivy an easy way out. He grabbed for the handle.
Locked.
His heart slammed into his chest.  He yanked harder on that handle.
Locked.
Maybe Ivy had locked the door when she fled. Maybe it had closed and sealed up behind her or—
Maybe she never got out that door because it was locked the whole damn time.
He spun around. “Ivy!” Her name came from him as a roar. “Ivy!”
 
***
 
He’s not dead, not yet.
She could see the faint rise and fall of the man’s chest—not just any man, but a guy she knew.
Councilman Laxton Crenshaw was on the floor of that corridor, bleeding out.  Ivy rushed back to his side, and she fell to her knees as she tried to inspect his wounds. He’d been stabbed—multiple times—and the blood was covering his white cummerbund. She put her hands on his chest, trying to stop the blood flow from the worst wound.
His hand flew out and locked around her wrist. “You—”
“He’s gone,” Ivy told him.  “Just stay calm, okay?” He was bleeding so much.  Gushing out. “It’s going to be all right.” Her words could be a total lie, but she didn’t care. Weren’t you supposed to reassure the victim in situations like this one? 
His fingers fell away.
She tried to staunch the blood flow, but the wounds were so deep.
“Help!” Ivy screamed. She was afraid to leave him—if she didn’t keep applying pressure, would he bleed out right there? “Help!” And if she didn’t go…was he just going to die anyway?
 
***
 
Ivy wasn’t in the ballroom. He didn’t see her in the back hall. Bennett didn’t see—
“Ivy!” Hugh DuLane bellowed, running around frantically near the escalators. “Ivy, where are you?”
Bennett’s gaze jerked toward the other man. Hugh was a lot of things—not all of them good—but the man had always been fiercely protective of Ivy.
“She’s not in the ballroom,” Bennett shouted back. “We need to check outside and see if—”
A black curtain parted a few feet away and he saw the door that had been hidden behind it, a door that had just been opened by…Ivy?
She stood there, wearing her gorgeous green dress, and he saw the blood on her. Blood on her stomach. On her hands. Even on her leg.
For an instant, the whole world seemed to stop for Bennett.
“Help,” Ivy said, her voice sounding hoarse.
The bastard found her. He hurt her.
Bennett was already bounding toward her.
“Help!” Ivy screamed.
Heads whipped toward her, but she was already running back through that doorway and racing into the corridor there. He rushed after her, yelling her name, but she didn’t stop.
Then he saw why.
Ivy fell to her knees beside the prone figure of Laxton Crenshaw.
The blood was his. It was his!
“Help me!” Ivy demanded. She was putting pressure on the councilman’s wounds.
Bennett dropped right beside her. Others were rushing into the corridor. “Get an ambulance!” Bennett bellowed when he saw Detective Trout following him. Then he helped Ivy.
Thank Christ…the blood isn’t hers.
But the killer had been there, and he’d left another victim in his wake. 
 
***
 
He didn’t usually like to attack men.  It wasn’t as much fun with them.  Their skin didn’t cut as easily, the blade didn’t slide right in for them.
The thrill wasn’t the same. The release was different, less fulfilling.
He liked his ladies. His dark, fragile…beautiful ladies. He’d learned to appreciate them.
The councilman had just run into him in that darkness.  The guy had been in his way, prey that he couldn’t tolerate. A few thrusts of his knife, and Laxton Crenshaw hadn’t been a problem, not any longer.
That just left me…and Ivy.
Such a wonderful surprise, to have her searching for him in the dark.
And she’d fought. He’d liked that.  He never wanted his victims to just submit. Where was the fun there? He couldn’t prove his dominance if they just waited for his knife.
I gave Ivy a choice. Because he always gave his ladies a choice. That was his rule. He could be good or he could be bad.
Ivy would determine her own fate.
So for now, he’d watch. He’d wait. And when the time was right…
Ivy, you will be mine. This time, he would get to keep the woman he wanted.
She would be his perfect prey.
Until death. 
 
***
 
The ambulance’s siren screeched in the night as it flew away from the scene. Ivy stood on the steps of the convention center, her gaze on that fleeing vehicle. Laxton had still been alive when he was loaded into the back of the ambulance. Would he survive until he reached the nearest hospital? She didn’t know.
“What in the hell…” Bennett murmured beside her, “happened in that corridor?”
She shivered. Her arms were bare, the only covering they had was blood. Laxton’s blood.  Her dress was sleeveless and made for a ballroom, not the night.  Wind blew against her, an icy touch that made her chill bumps all the worse.
“He was there,” Ivy said. Her voice sounded hollow to her own ears. She wasn’t supposed to sound that way. She wasn’t supposed to be so afraid. Her grandfather wouldn’t have been afraid.
He never would have let the killer get away. 
“I ran into the killer in that hallway.” Literally. “He’d…he’d already stabbed the councilman by then.”
His hands closed around her shoulders and Bennett turned her to face him. “Describe him. Every detail.”
“He still had on his mask and his tux. It was dark in there, and when he grabbed me, I dropped my phone so I couldn’t even use that light.” She’d have to go back for her phone. Later. When the area wasn’t a crime scene. 
“He…grabbed you?” There was a barely banked fury in his voice.
Ivy swallowed the lump in her throat. “He was wearing gloves,” she recalled. Probably those fancy white gloves that so many guys wore to the balls.  “I can remember what those gloves felt like when he wrapped his hands around my throat.”
“He is a fucking dead man.”
No, he wasn’t. He was a man who’d gotten away.  She struggled to recall more from that terrible scene and said,   “His hair was dark. I saw it, before my phone broke. So dark it was almost black.” Her chill was getting worse. 
I’m going to learn your secrets. Your desires.  I’m going to give you everything that you ever wanted.
“Ivy!”
Her head snapped up at the call and she saw her brother. Hugh was rushing toward her, pulling Shelly in his wake. Cameron was right at his side.  Cameron had lost his mask and she could read the worry on his face.
Bennett backed away.
“He should’ve had blood on him,” Ivy whispered. Her hand lifted and she rubbed her temple. “When he stabbed the councilman…he should have gotten blood on his tux.” She stared at Bennett. “Why didn’t anyone notice the blood?”
“Because it was damn chaos,” Bennett gritted out. “Ivy—”
Hugh pulled her into his arms before Bennett could finish. She could feel the tremble that shook her brother. “Ivy, I was scared as hell.” He squeezed her tighter. “I couldn’t find you. I couldn’t get to you.” His tremble turned into a hard shudder. “What would I have done without you?”  
“It’s all right,” she whispered. “I’m okay.”  Hugh always held his feelings so close to the vest, but when it came to her, she knew all bets were off.  After their father had died, Hugh had clung even tighter to her. Become even more protective. 
Cameron pushed Hugh back and started to give her a big hug—“Uh, Ivy.” Cameron stopped his hugging attempt. “Is that blood?” His voice dropped. “A whole lot of blood?” 
Bennett positioned himself between her and the others as he wrapped his arm around Ivy’s shoulders. “She’s coming with me. I’ll make sure she’s checked out and then I’ll get her statement.”
Her statement. Right. Only she didn’t have a whole lot to state.
I can be good to you. Or, Ivy, my dear…I can be very, very bad…
“She’s my sister,” Hugh snapped. “I can take care of her, I can—”
“Hugh.” Ivy’s voice was soft. She knew how to handle her brother. Always had.
He blinked at her. She could see the worry and fear in his gaze. “I couldn’t get to you,” he said again.
Her head inclined toward him. “I’m okay.” She kept her voice soft. “I-I saw the killer again.”
Cameron swore.
Shelly backed up a step.
“He stabbed the councilman,” Ivy said. She glanced down at her dress. “It’s his blood, not mine.”
Hugh started to pace. He did that when he was angry or afraid. Right then, she knew he was both. “The killer? Shit, when you told us about him in the limo, I didn’t think you’d actually find him! I didn’t think—”
“I think he found me. He knew my name, and he-he said things…” Things she didn’t want to say, not with the crowd around them. Not with the familiar figures of reporters close by.
Bennett’s hold tightened on Ivy’s shoulders. “She’s coming with me,” he said again, only his voice was harder now.  Almost daring someone to argue.
No one did.
Ivy just wanted to get out of there. She wanted to get the blood off. She wanted to forget the killer’s voice.
I can be good to you.
So much for being some hotshot PI. She was shaking, nearly breaking apart on the inside. 
“You sure you’re okay?” Cameron asked her.
Cameron. He was a good guy, a good friend. Once, he’d tried to get them to be more, but it hadn’t worked. Because I’d still been hung up on Bennett. Bennett had been her problem for a long time. It would have been nice if she could have wanted Cameron the way she wanted Bennett. Easier.
But life wasn’t always easy.
“I’m okay,” she promised him.  “Don’t worry about me. I’ll call you tomorrow.” 
Then she let Bennett lead her away from them.  As they walked through the crowd and Ivy heard the whispers around her, she couldn’t help but wonder…
Was the killer close?
Was he watching her even now?
Had he taken off his mask?  Blended in with everyone else?
Was he smiling as he followed her?
I can be good to you…
She hated having his voice in her head. 
 



 
Chapter Four
 
It was close to dawn by the time Bennett parked his car near Ivy’s house.  He sat there a moment, with his hands on the steering wheel as he tried to figure out what the hell he should say to her.
Her gown had been collected as evidence. She’d been given a t-shirt—one that was way too big—and a pair of jogging pants that a female officer happened to have in her locker at the police station.  Borrowed sneakers completed her outfit.
The damn thing was…Ivy was just as beautiful in those over-sized clothes as she’d been in that gorgeous gown.  To him, Ivy was always gorgeous. No other woman had ever quite compared to her.
It sucks knowing you made the biggest mistake of your life when you were a nineteen year old kid. How many times had he wanted to go back and change the past?  How many times had he thought of Ivy?
“Thanks for the lift home.” She reached for her door handle, and the movement finally jostled Bennett out of his stupor. He hurried out of the car and raced around to her side. His aunt had always instilled southern-boy manners in him…and lesson one had been…
Always, always open the door for a lady.
He yanked open Ivy’s door.  “I’m coming in the house.”
She rose, quirked a brow and said, “Are you now?”
Why was he always stumbling over his words when it came to Ivy? Coming off too pompous. And way too much like a jerk. He cleared his throat and tried again. “I want to make sure the house is safe. You said he knew your name. It’s not a big leap from knowing your name to finding out where you live.”
Her gaze turned to the house. “No,” she sounded sad now and he hated that. “It’s not.” 
He shadowed her steps as she headed toward her house. The place was huge, towering above them and seeming to stretch toward the sky. “You live here by yourself?”
And, yeah, there’d been an edge to his words.
She paused on the porch and glanced at him. “It’s really been one hell of a night.”
He figured that was an understatement.
“I’m tired, I’m pretty scared, and I can still feel the guy touching me.”
His hands fisted.
“So I’m going to save us both some time,” Ivy told him as she turned to fully face him. “I’m not going to play any games.”
He hated games.
“I live here alone.  I’m not involved with anyone. I’m not sleeping with anyone—”
“Cameron—”
She rolled her eyes. “I’m not sleeping with Cameron.”
“But you were.” 
Silence.
Jealousy burned in his gut.
“How do you know about that?”  Ivy’s voice was far too soft. 
“Because maybe I came back to town one day, desperate to see you.  And maybe—maybe I learned I’d come home too late. You were already in bed with him.”
She sucked in a sharp breath. “I slept with Cameron once. And I don’t have to apologize for that. We weren’t together. You were long gone. I was alone—with the wreck of my life that had been left behind.”
“Shit, Ivy, I’m sorry.” And he was. “You don’t have to tell me—”
“I didn’t want him, not the way I wanted you.”
His heart stopped.
“Cameron was my friend, and I didn’t want to screw that up. I needed my friends then. Needed them badly.  But I tried again, Bennett. Know that. I wanted to find someone else who’d make me feel the way you did—who’d make me feel even better.”
He’d deal with the jealousy. He’d deal. But he wouldn’t screw this up again.
“You know what really sucks?” Ivy whispered.
Not having you. That was what sucked for him.
“I couldn’t find anyone.”
He took a step back. Oh, hell…was she saying…did he still have a chance?  “Ivy…”
“Are you going to search my house or are you going to keep torturing me?”
He wanted to touch her. He wanted to take away every bit of pain she’d ever felt.  His life had changed—dramatically—in the last year. He’d gotten his priorities in order. He’d come back to Mobile because priority one was Ivy. He’d just needed a way to approach her.
I didn’t think a murder would be the path that brought us back together. “No torture,” he promised, his voice rough. 
She turned from him and reached for the door handle. Before she could unlock the door, he caught her hand. His body moved in, and he caged her between him and that door. 
“I never stay with a lover long,” he whispered, bending close to her ear. “Because the other women aren’t you.” That was his problem. One that tormented him. You weren’t supposed to find a perfect lover when you were barely a man, but he had. He’d found Ivy, and after her…
No one else had ever compared. No one could. Without her, he’d learned too late…he was lost. 
She didn’t move, but she did say, “I thought you’d come to me, once you were back in town.”
He had, the very day that he’d returned to Mobile. He’d come to this damn house. He’d stayed across the street. He’d stared up at her lighted windows. He’d seen her silhouette.
I was like some stalker. And he’d been afraid. Afraid to walk up to that door and knock. Afraid she’d send his ass away.
Then he’d seen her being pushed toward the back of a patrol car…
Causing trouble again? Those had been his words, and they’d nearly stuck in his throat. He’d wanted to say…Ivy, dear God, I missed you.
“If you really wanted me,” Ivy said. “You should have told me.”
“I’m not good for you. We both know that.”  He wanted to kiss the curve of her neck. Or maybe bite the shell of her ear. She’d always liked that, before. 
“I don’t remember asking you to stay away.”  Her voice was husky. “I never asked that. Not then, and not now.”
She was about to gut him. “It’s a dangerous path you’re taking. I walked away once. You expect me to do it again?”
Ivy turned then, her body brushing against his. “I don’t expect anything of you, Bennett. That’s the beauty of the situation these days.  I can go into a relationship with my eyes wide open. I can say no strings, and I can mean it.”
There’d always been strings between them. Strings that connected them, no matter how far away they were. 
Didn’t I come back, just for her? 
He could have gone to any other town.  He’d gotten better offers, much higher pay. But…
She was here.
“Now…why don’t you come inside?”
Every muscle in his body tensed.
“And do a thorough check of the place,” she continued quickly, “because—and don’t freak out—I don’t have an alarm set up, and I’d really feel better if we both went in together.”
No alarm?  Oh, the hell, no.
He backed up a step and waited for her to head inside.  The door creaked as she opened it.  When they entered the cavernous house, Ivy quickly flipped the light switch, flooding the foyer with illumination.
“I’ve been fixing the place up.” Ivy waved her hand to the walls as Bennett locked the door. “Fresh paint.  New flooring. Even a new banister on the stairs. It’s a slow process, but, one day, this place is going to be amazing again.”
“Amazing,” Bennett said, but his gaze was on Ivy.
She gave him a faint smile. “Team work, right?”  Her voice sharpened. “Let’s get this search done.” 
And they did. They went through the whole house, and what Bennett saw truly pissed him off. Too many places to hide. Too many ways to get inside. Too many unsecured windows. “You need an alarm. Now.”
“Right. It’s already on my to-do list,” she said as they paused in front of her bedroom. They were on the second floor. Half of that floor had been remodeled, half was shut down, empty.  “I didn’t expect a killer to be coming after me. I didn’t expect—” She broke off as her gaze slid from his. “I should shower. I-I think I may still have blood on me.”
Bennett crossed his arms over his chest. “I know you didn’t tell me everything at the station.”
She was looking down at her hands. There was no blood on them. She’d scrubbed them, again and again, while he watched her at the station. 
“Ivy.”
Her head lifted. “I told you all that I remembered about the guy’s description.”
That part he believed. “Did you tell me everything he said?” He knew his witnesses—and his victims. He could tell when they were holding back, and every instinct he possessed screamed that Ivy was keeping secrets.
She wet her lips.  “He was just trying to scare me.” She laughed then, a bitter sound that wasn’t at all what he’d associate with Ivy. “I’m a PI. I’m not supposed to be scared, I’m not—”
“Everyone gets scared sometimes.”
Her gaze held his. “Even you, Bennett?”
He nodded and for just an instant, his last case with the Bureau flashed before his eyes.  Pain. Blood. Hell.
No escape.
He’d stared at death and he’d seen…
Ivy.
“Bennett?”
“If you’re human, you get scared,” he told her flatly. “That’s normal. No matter who the hell you are.”
Her breath expelled in a fast rush. “I really need that shower.” A thread of desperation laced through her words. “I can feel the blood and…him.”
Bennett couldn’t wait to catch that bastard and throw him in a cell. “He’s not going to hurt you,” he said as he took a step closer to Ivy.
She gave a quick nod. “I’ll show you out. I—”
“I’ll wait until you’re done with that shower. Then you are going to tell me everything.” This time, there would be no secrets between them.  It was the secrets that had destroyed them before.
Bennett wasn’t about to repeat the mistakes from his past.
 
***
 
Ivy scrubbed her skin until it ached.  She scrubbed and scrubbed, but she could have sworn the blood was still on her.
And that I can still feel his touch.
But the water in the shower turned icy, and she knew she had to leave and face Bennett again.  She dressed quickly, tossing on some old sweats and a very faded college sweatshirt.  Her wet hair slid around her face, curling slightly, and she padded, barefoot, down her stairs.
Bennett was waiting in what her grandfather would have called the parlor.  A fancy word that had always made her smile when she was younger, even though she just thought of that place as a den now. 
Bennett turned when she approached, surprising her because Ivy had thought that she’d been moving pretty silently. His gaze swept from the top of her wet head down to her toes—toes that were currently painted with a bright blue polish. His lips curled, just a bit when he gazed at her toes. 
His smile made her remember the past—their past.  Did he know that she’d loved him back then? Probably not. She hadn’t told him. Sometimes she’d wondered…if he’d known how she felt, would that have changed anything?
The silence was stretching between them, and a heavy tension coiled in the air.  Ivy cleared her throat and hurried past him. She sat down on her overstuffed couch and tucked her legs under her. “The killer said that he saw me.  That I saw him, and he saw me.”
Bennett strode toward her. He didn’t sit, just stood there, towering over her. Making her feel too nervous and aware of him.
“You told me that part at the station,” he said.
Yes, she had. 
“You told me…” Bennett’s voice was a deep rumble. “That he knew your name. That he said he knew your brother. When you first found the councilman, you thought that was Hugh’s body.”
“Yes.”  When would the memory of that terror end?  But beneath the fear, anger simmered. That man—that bastard in the dark—he’d wanted her to think that Hugh was hurt or dead. He’d been playing with her, tormenting her.
And I think the torment is just beginning.
Her hands rose and she touched her throat.  “I don’t think he expected me to fight back.”  Had he thought she’d be too afraid? No, not happening. Her grandfather had taught her better than that. Never let fear control you. Use it, Ivy. Use it and let it make you stronger. His words whispered through her head. 
“He told me I would be fun,” she glanced at Bennett. As she said those words, his jaw hardened. “He told me,” Ivy continued, “that he could be ‘good’ to me.”
Bennett swore.
“Or that he could be ‘bad’.” Ivy paused a moment, considering that. “I’ll just assume the ‘bad’ is when he takes out his knife and starts carving into people.”
Bennett started pacing. “This isn’t a damn game, Ivy!”
“I know. I told him the same thing.”
He whirled to face her.
“I think I’m his next target.”
His eyes changed then. So did his face. All emotion just bled away. 
“He said…” Finish it. She just hadn’t been able to reveal all of this down at the station, not with all those eyes on her. Strangers. Staring, judging?  “He told me that he was going to give me…um, everything I wanted. That he’d learn my secrets. My d-desires.”
Bennett stalked toward her. Her head tipped back as she looked up at him.
“The hell he will.”  Then he bent over her. His hand curled around her chin, as his face came intimately close to her.  “This isn’t happening to you.”
Her breath seemed to burn her lungs.  “What aren’t you telling me?”
His green eyes glittered.
“Bennett…”
“He attacked two people within a twenty-four hour period, Ivy.  What does that tell you?”
“He’s dangerous.” Serious understatement. “I thought…with the woman…maybe it was a crime of passion.” A love that had ended in horror. “And the councilman, in the dark, in that tunnel, maybe—”
“This guy is very good at killing.  Too good. No one reported seeing a man leave either scene with blood on his clothes.” He released her chin, but didn’t move back. “That means the guy knows how to use his weapon. He understands exactly how to sink a knife into his victim’s skin so that the blood spatter doesn’t so much as touch him.”
She swallowed.  “You…you think he’s done this before.”
“Hell, yes, I do. Because a killer doesn’t show this much confidence on a new attack. A new hunter wouldn’t come to you, he wouldn’t make threats, and he wouldn’t target you that way.” He shook his head. “It’s all wrong.  If that woman had been his first kill, he would panic, thinking the police were involved.  He wouldn’t seek you out and tell you what he had planned next. That’s a cocky move. Deliberate.” He hesitated, then said, “Taunting.”
She stood and he moved back, just a bit.  His gaze was so intense. She couldn’t look away. “You’re telling me—what? That you think this guy is some kind of-of serial killer or something?”
“I don’t know what kind of killer he is, not yet. All I know is that he’s dangerous, and every single sign is pointing to him being focused on you.”
The last twenty-four hours of her life hadn’t been such winners. “I wanted to find him at that ball. I wanted to stop him.”
“We are going to stop him,” Bennett said. “Count on it.”
They were so close. Adrenaline still spiked her blood. She’d been afraid. She’d been furious. And now…
“This isn’t a case where you’re just trying to uncover some rich businessman’s secret affairs, Ivy. This isn’t about finding out who stole an antique watch or tracking down a runaway teenager through your PI office…”
Her chin notched up. “If you’re saying—”
“I’m saying, yes, I know you handle plenty of PI cases, but this is different. This is life and death, and I am not going to stand by while you get hurt.”
No standing by. She got that. Her hands rose and pressed to his chest. She felt him stiffen beneath her touch.
“Ivy…”
“I don’t want you to stand by.” She didn’t intend to just play the role of the victim, either. “We’re going to be partners.”
“The hell we are!”
“We are going to be partners,” she said again.  “Because if he is hunting me, then I want you at my side.” 
His gaze searched hers.  “You always think you can control everyone around you.”
No, she didn’t think that.
“Men jump to do your bidding, and you just take that shit for granted.”
“I don’t remember you ever jumping.” Quite the opposite. She remembered him leaving.
“Things aren’t going to keep working that way.  I’m not going to risk you.”
I’m not yours to risk. She didn’t say those words, not yet. But they still seemed to hang in the air between them.  He didn’t understand her. Maybe he never had.  Did he think she was just playing at the PI business? No, things were different now. Everything was different.
The fact that she was intimately involved in this murder just made her all the more determined to act—and to prove herself.
Chasing cheating husbands, my ass.
“Thanks for seeing me home, Detective,” she pulled away from him and marched back to the foyer. “I’m quite safe now. So you’ve done your due diligence.”
His steps were slower as he followed her. “I can stay, if you want.”
She looked back at him.  “You think he’s going to come for me again, this soon?”
“I didn’t think he’d drive his knife into the councilman’s chest, but he did.”
Her shoulders straightened. “I’ll be fine.” She kept a gun under her bed. And that night, she’d be making sure it was loaded. 
A furrow appeared between Bennett’s brows.
“Goodbye, Bennett,” she told him firmly. 
He didn’t move. “I want to stay.”
“Excuse me?”
“It’s…hell, it’s important, Ivy. I need to know you’re safe.”  His hands were clenched at his sides. “Until I get a better handle on this case, until I can figure out what the fuck is going on…I need this. I need to be close to you.”
He had no idea how much his words hurt.  Because those were words she’d wished to hear long ago.  Not the whole “what the fuck is going on” part but…
I need to be close to you.
“You can stay upstairs. There’s a guest room down the hallway that you can use.”  Her voice was grudging and she sighed. “Of course, you know my neighbors will see your car. Everyone will say we’re sleeping together.” Again. 
He stared at her. “I thought you never cared what people said.”
“I don’t.”  She turned and headed for the stairs. “Just thought you should know…”
He snagged her hand. “Are we going to talk about it?”
She looked at his hand. So much tanner than her own. So much bigger. Stronger.  “You mean the kiss?”  She gave a faint laugh. “It was so fast, I hardly think that—”
“Actually, I meant our past, but, yeah, if you want to talk about the kiss, let’s do it.”
Crap.  She’d walked straight into that one.
“Want to know why I kissed you?”
Get out of here. Right now. That warning was flashing in her head and she kept a faint smile on her face as she looked up at him. “I already know why.”
“You do?”
“Because you still want me.” 
His eyes narrowed.
“Want to know why I kissed you back?” Ivy asked him as she pulled away and then headed up the stairs.
“Why.” A demand, not a question.
She stilled on the fifth step. Her hand tightened around the banister. “Because I never stopped wanting you.” 
“Ivy…”
She kept going up the stairs. “Enjoy the guest room.” Because she might want him, she might need him, but she wasn’t crossing that line. Not yet.
Not when I’m already close to breaking apart on the inside. 
He didn’t understand just what her life had become. She wasn’t about playing things safe. Being the good DuLane, not anymore.
And she wasn’t ready to share her dark secrets with him, not yet. 
 
***
 
“I see you,” he whispered as he stared up at the house.  Ivy was in that house. Ivy and the detective.
Were they lovers? Screwing on the stairs? On the floor? In Ivy’s bed?
That wouldn’t do. He’d picked her.  She was his now, for as long as he wanted.
And he kept his prey until the last breath.
The detective would require some research, just as Ivy would.  He liked to study his prey. Learn their strengths and weaknesses.
The councilman—he’d been different. The fool got in my way. But it was for the best.  He couldn’t afford any loose ends. Too much was at stake.
He’d learned that Laxton hadn’t made it to the hospital alive, despite Ivy’s valiant efforts.
How would she react to that news? Would lovely Ivy blame herself? Would she cry?
He isn’t worth your tears. Save them all for me. 
He turned away from Ivy’s house. He wouldn’t be visiting her, not yet. There was more to learn first. More arrangements to make.
Soon enough, Ivy would have her turn. 
I’ll learn those secrets, and those desires. In the end, she would beg for him.
His prey always did. 
 



 
Chapter Five
 
Ivy didn’t usually hang out in morgues.  They were creepy, seriously creepy.  They smelled bad. They were cold. And they made her stomach knot.
“Are you okay?”
Ivy sucked in a quick breath and tried really hard not to gag. She so did not have this calm, in-command attitude down. Bennett ruled that kind of attitude. Damn him. 
“Ivy, you look like you’re about to faint,” the ME said.  He was an older guy, balding, with warm coffee skin and sympathetic brown eyes.
Beside him, Bennett grunted. He was not so sympathetic. “She shouldn’t even be here. She can wait in the hallway and—”
“Thanks for letting me come in, Dr. Battiste,” Ivy said quickly. “I appreciate it.”
Bennett had looked way less-than-thrilled when she’d trailed him to the morgue. His expression had darkened even more when it became obvious that she and Harvey Battiste knew each other. She’d actually known Harvey since she was about three, when she’d been sneaking off with Harvey and her grandfather on their fishing trips.
Harvey frowned at her, but he didn’t argue. Instead, he turned toward his exam table and motioned toward the body on display. “Our victim is twenty-five-year-old Evette Summers. Her fingerprints turned up in the system, so ID’ing her was easy.” He exhaled. “She was stabbed four times, and it appears when the blade was plunging into her, the killer…twisted the weapon, seeking maximum damage.”
Ivy’s nails bit into her palms.
“There weren’t defensive wounds on the victim.” Harvey rubbed his chin. “Based on the angle of entry, I doubt our victim could fight back after the first drive of that knife into her.”
“And she didn’t even realize the attack was coming,” Ivy said. 
Harvey blinked.
Ivy moved, positioning her body in front of Bennett’s as she remembered that terrible scene. “They were like this when I first saw them.” She pushed her back against Bennett. She took his left arm, wrapped it around her body, and then with his right… “A lover’s pose.  She probably thought she was totally safe, until the blade went into her the first time.” 
Bennett’s hold tightened on Ivy.
“Then it was too late,” she said sadly.  “All she had time to do was scream for help.” Help that Ivy hadn’t given to her.  
Harvey nodded.  “I have started an exam on Councilman Crenshaw.”
Ivy flinched and moved away from Bennett. She’d heard that the councilman hadn’t survived long enough to reach the hospital.
“He had defensive wounds.  And his stab wounds were centered close to his heart. A chest attack.”
“Shouldn’t there have been spatter from that kind of attack?” Bennett demanded.
Ivy stared down at the woman on that exam table.  She was only a year younger than Ivy. Their hair was the same. Their bone structure even similar…
“There should have been,” Harvey agreed, “but you said your perp had on a tux, right? Maybe when he was leaving, he just ditched his jacket.  The blood could have been on it, and nothing else he wore.”
“Maybe that jacket is still at the convention center,” Bennett mused. “I’ll get the crime scene team to search again. We can’t afford to miss something like that.”
No, they couldn’t.
Ivy inched closer to the exam table.
“Have there been more?” Bennett asked quietly.
Ivy’s gaze cut to him.
“Any other victims brought in like her?” Bennett pressed. “With stab wounds like hers? Knives are intimate weapons.  The weapons that killers use when they like to get up close and feel their victims die. A power rush.” 
Okay…He was creeping her out a bit.  Sounding a bit too much like he understood the killer.
Harvey rubbed his chin, seeming to think about it.  “I’ll have to pull my records, but I seem to recall a Jane Doe with similar wounds who was discovered down here, right about Mardi Gras…about two years ago.”
Two years.
“And there might have been one more.”  Harvey headed toward the exam table. He stared down at the woman—at Evette—but Ivy felt as if he weren’t actually seeing her. “A younger victim, about four years ago. Nineteen years old, twenty?  She was stabbed, too, but actually…she was killed in New Orleans. A colleague told me about her. Her story stuck with me because…” Now his attention shifted back to Bennett. “Because she was found during Mardi Gras, too. And I remember he said finding her killer was going to be damn near impossible because the Big Easy goes mad during the Mardi Gras party.”
Three potential victims. Four, counting the councilman. Ivy knew this was big. Scary big.
“I want to see all of those case files,” Bennett instructed. “Right away. Give me what you’ve got on the local victims, and I’d really appreciate you putting in a call to your friend in New Orleans, too.”
Harvey nodded. “Of course.”
I need to see those files, too. But she couldn’t very well say that, not with Bennett standing there and glowering.
“Thanks for your time,” she told the doctor even as she made a mental note to call him later. Harvey would give her the info she needed. After all, he was practically family.
Bennett took her elbow and rather hurriedly escorted her from the ME’s office.  As soon as they were in the hallway and that door closed behind them…
“What in the hell!” Bennett exclaimed. “You aren’t supposed to be here!”
She squinted up at him. “Where should I be?”
“Getting a security system installed!” He threw up his hands.
“Oh, yes, Hugh is supervising that for me. No worries.” She gave him a bright smile. “A little bird told me about your meeting with the ME, and I figured it was important for me to attend.”
“Important?” The word seemed strangled.
“Since we’re partners and all—”
“We are not partners!”
She sighed. “Fine. We’re two independent investigators who happen to be working the same case.”
Jaw locked, he gritted out, “I’m the homicide detective in charge and you are a witness and a potential victim. You aren’t investigating the case.”
“Um, I kind of…am, investigating, that is.”
His lips parted, but he didn’t speak. Maybe he couldn’t. Ivy would consider that a win for her.  “There’s no point fighting this,” Ivy told him bluntly. “I’ve got more connections in this town than you can count.  I’ll get the info that I need and we can either share things, or, well, I can get ahead of you.”
His eyes squeezed closed.  She felt as if he did that a lot. 
“Are we going back to the convention center now?” Ivy asked him. “Because I think we need to be there when the crime scene techs sweep again for that jacket. They won’t have a whole lot of time, you know. Another ball is scheduled to occur there tonight, and there’s no way the mayor will let that place stay a crime scene. Too much rides on Mardi Gras, and you know it.”
His eyes cracked open. “I’m going to the convention center.”
Uh…
“You are staying away from my case.  You’re a civilian.”
Why did he make that word sound like a curse?
“It’s too dangerous for you to get involved in this case.”  Then his hands closed around her shoulders. His voice softened. “Don’t you see that I’m just trying to protect you?”
And don’t you see that I’m trying to help the victim?
Their gazes held. 
“Same old Ivy,” he finally muttered. “You think your family’s money can buy your way just about any place, don’t you?”
His words hurt.  He didn’t know what she’d done—he didn’t know anything about her. “Same old Bennett,” she whispered back, aching for them both. “Seeing only what you want to see. And missing out on something great right in front of you.” She pulled away from him.  “Good luck with your investigation.” Then she headed down the hallway. 
She didn’t look back.
 
***
 
“I couldn’t help but overhear…”
Bennett glanced over his shoulder as the door to the ME’s office opened. Dr. Battiste lifted his brow. “Well, I overheard because I was listening.”
What the hell?
“I don’t like the way you were talking to Ivy.”
He was starting to think that everyone around him was insane.  “This case isn’t some walk in the park.” No, if his gut was right…then they might just be looking at a serial killer.
Not the fuck again. He’d barely escaped the last serial he’d faced, and he had the scars to prove it.  The bastard had nearly gutted him, and Bennett had watched as his partner died right in front of him.
And Ivy thinks I’ll let her partner with me on this case? Hell, no.  The last thing he ever wanted was her put at risk.
“Ivy knows how to handle the dark side of life,” Dr. Battiste said.
She did? Since when?  His head cocked as he studied the doctor. “You’re the little bird.”
“Can’t say I’ve been called that before…”
“You told Ivy that I was coming in today, didn’t you?”
Dr. Battiste shrugged. 
“Why would you do that?  She doesn’t need to be involved.”
“If he’s hunting her, then she needs to know everything about this case.” Dr. Battiste’s voice was flat.
He was missing something. Something big.
Dr. Battiste smiled at him. “Ivy and I meet for lunch on Saturdays.  Every Saturday. Since her grandfather passed, well, someone needed to fill that void for her.  I’m the one who taught that girl how to bait her first fishing hook, and I’m the one who watched her cry when she learned that the fish die once they’re reeled in…Ivy doesn’t like to kill things, you see.  She learned real quick how to catch and release…”
He hadn’t realized how close those two were. Actually, he hadn’t known they were close at all.
“You really think all she and her grandfather did was take fluff cases?”
He didn’t—
“I didn’t know you were that piss poor of a cop.”  Dr. Battiste walked past him. “My mistake. Why don’t you try doing a little research on the Sebastian Jones murder? Go see what you turn up, Detective Morgan.” 
Bennett watched him go, frowning now.
And wondering if he knew Ivy at all. 
 
***
 
“Why in the hell do you want to do this to yourself?”
Ivy glanced up at Hugh’s question. They were in her den, no, the parlor, and she’d just pulled up a search engine on her computer. Dr. Battiste had emailed her the names of the other potential victims, and she wanted to see what she could find on them. “This?” she asked carefully. 
He sighed and shook his head.  His hair was the same dark shade of her own, his eyes a deep brown.  He was the older twin, by fifteen minutes. Older…and stronger. At least at birth. He’d been six pounds. She’d been barely three. She’d stayed in intensive care for weeks.  Her mother had told her that the doctors hadn’t been sure she’d survive.
She had.
“Why do you keep trying to atone for what he did?”
Her shoulders stiffened. “I don’t know what you mean.” She closed her laptop, not wanting him to see her search. “Are the security installers done?”
“Yeah, you’re good to go.  They’re waiting to show you how the system works.” 
She stood and hurried around her desk.
Hugh didn’t move. “You think I don’t feel guilty, too?”
“This isn’t about our guilt.”
“Of course, it is. You’re trying to save the world because you think it can make up for what he did.  But you can’t save everyone, Ivy. And, after last night, I think we just need to focus on saving you.”
She put her hand on his arm. “I don’t need saving.” 
“Bullshit.”
“Hugh…”
“I know about the cases you’ve taken. Did you even get paid for them?”
No, not all but—
“You’ve been walking a dangerous line for years, and it’s got to stop.  If it doesn’t, you’re going to get hurt.”
Her breath heaved out. “I didn’t go looking for this case, all right? I saw that woman die.  I just wanted to help her.”
Hugh was so much taller than she was. “Who will help you, though, Ivy? If you’re caught alone in the dark again with that SOB, who will be there for you?” 
She didn’t have an answer for him. Bennett wasn’t going to be her partner, and for all of her other cases, well, she’d been working them on her own.
“The danger is too much. Hell, I don’t like this shit. Not one bit.”  His breath rushed out. “Maybe I should move in and stay for a while. Until the PD catches this guy. You don’t need to be alone—”
“I wasn’t alone after the attack at the convention center. Bennett was here.”
Hugh’s face hardened. “He’s no good for you, Ivy. How many times do I have to tell you that?”
“You can tell me a thousand times, but it won’t matter.” She didn’t pull her punches with Hugh. “Bennett and I aren’t done.” Even though he’d royally pissed her off at the ME’s office.  “You need to accept that.”
“So is he going to be here tonight, is he going to be here with you, every night, until that killer is behind bars?”
“I don’t know what he plans.” She stepped around him. “All I know is that I have to see some men about an alarm…”
 
***
 
Hugh watched his sister walk away. Ivy didn’t get it. She couldn’t fix the world, even though he knew that was exactly what she’d been trying to do for far too long. 
He’d always known that Ivy was the good twin.  The one who looked out at the world and hoped.
While he…
I know exactly what I am. And it’s not good.
If he found the jerk who’d terrorized his sister in that hallway last night, the guy wasn’t going to make it to the inside of a jail cell. No one hurt his family and gets away scot-free.
No one.
It was a lesson that he thought Bennett Morgan had learned years ago.
 
***
 
“You’re going back with him. Aren’t you?” 
Ivy glanced over at Cameron. He’d arrived at her house just as the security installers had left. And since then, he’d been pacing around like a caged tiger, the energy seeming to roll off him. 
“Cameron…”
“Bennett Morgan is no good for you.”
So she kept being told. Even though she didn’t remember asking what anyone else thought of Bennett.
Cameron moved to stand in front of her bay window. “I would have given you anything you wanted. You should have stayed with me.”
Oh, no. No, no, no. They couldn’t be back to this.  Ivy jumped to her feet and hurried toward him. Then…then she couldn’t touch him.  Fear held her back. I don’t want to hurt him. “Cameron, you know I love you.”
He looked back at her. His lips had twisted. “Like a friend.”
“No, more than that. Like family. You matter to me, so much.”
His gaze lowered.
“I’m not in love with you, Cameron, and you’re not in love with me.” She knew that with certainty. The guy had a new flavor of the week always waiting in the wings.  “I think we heard too many people tell us that we should be together when we were younger, but we weren’t right that way.  We didn’t fit.”
“Not the way you fit with Bennett.”
Bennett infuriated her. He drove her to the edge and…
Yes, when she was with him, she still felt like she fit.
The connection between her and Bennett had been so strong—from the very beginning—and maybe it had even scared her a little. Am I supposed to give so much of myself to him?
She had. Too late, she’d realized that she’d given Bennett everything.
“I don’t want to see you get hurt.” Now Cameron sounded grim. “But that’s going to happen, Ivy. You will be hurt.”
“Things are different.” 
“Yes, they are.”  He marched around her and picked up his coat. “I think I’ll get out of town for a bit. Maybe spend some time at the beach house.”
She hurried after him. “Cameron…” She’d been clear with him, for years, and for this to come back up now…
He looked back at her. “I think it’s time I put that particular dream to bed. I saw the way you looked at him.  And I saw the way he looked back at you. The past isn’t over.”
Then he was striding toward the door. She followed him out onto the porch and watched as he jumped into his SUV and drove away.  Ivy didn’t immediately go back inside.  She stood there, aching, so sad that she’d caused Cameron pain.
Things would have been easier, if she had been able to lose herself with him. But that hadn’t happened. And she’d known it wouldn’t be right to use him.
He deserved more.
So do I.
She could hear the sound of the parade, drifting in the air. It was Saturday night—more floats would be filling the streets, and the boom of drum beats echoed around her. That sound used to soothe her, but it didn’t anymore. She tensed, her heart raced faster.  Her arms wrapped around her stomach as she listened to those sounds.  The bands were marching. The crowd cheering.
Was the killer out there again?  Hiding in that crowd. Watching everyone?
A car turned down her street. She tensed for a moment, but then recognized the vehicle.  Ivy didn’t move from her positon as Bennett parked near the curb. He exited quickly, and hurried toward her.
He looked big. Strong. Dangerous. Typical Bennett.
The exact opposite of Cameron. In so many ways.
She’d been doing some digging on him since their last little meeting. Digging on him and the other potential victims.  Nothing she’d learned had been particularly reassuring.
In fact, it had been quite the opposite.
He stopped at the foot of her porch and stared up at her. “Your new alarm system won’t do you much good if you’re outside.”
“And staying locked away for the rest of my life won’t do me a whole lot of good either.”
His lips hitched into a half-smile. “Touché.”
She didn’t smile back.  “Is there a reason for this little visit?”
“Yeah, I wanted to check on you.”
She shook her head. “I don’t have to be watched twenty-four hours a day.” 
He put his foot on the bottom step. “Maybe you shouldn’t be too sure about that.”
She tried to read his expression. The light from her porch spilled onto him.  “What did you learn?”
“I talked with Evette’s family. They said she’d hooked up with a man she called Robert Adderly—they met about a week ago at a ball. Evette seemed to fall hard for the guy, and she told her mother he was perfect. Smart, handsome, rich.”
Ivy waited.
“Only the mother—and none of Evette’s friends—actually met Robert. And when I tried to do a search on the guy, I couldn’t find him. At least, not a guy matching that description. I did find one Robert Adderly living in Mobile, but he’s an eighty-eight year old gentlemen currently residing in a nursing facility.”
“So you think that her lover gave her a false name.”
“I think he fed her plenty of lies. I think he got close to her, he enjoyed her, used her, and when he was done…”
No defensive wounds.
“She never even had a chance to fight,” Bennett said.
Ivy rubbed her arms. “And the others that Dr. Battiste mentioned? Did they have mystery men in their lives, too?” She already knew this part, though.
“You tell me,” he invited.
Uh, oh…
“Because Fiona Hargrave—she was the woman found in Mobile about two years ago—her mother said that she talked with an investigator today. A woman who wanted to know about the men in Fiona’s life.”
Ivy shrugged. “Guilty.” 
He climbed another step. They were on eye level now. “You know that Fiona also had a lover, one that her family never met. A man who called himself William Walker.”
She nodded.
“The victim in New Orleans had a lover, too.  Her family didn’t meet him.”
There was no missing that pattern.
“No lover showed for any of the funerals,” Bennett added. “The guy just vanished when the women turned up dead.”
“Of course, he vanished,” she said, speaking softly, “he was done with them.” He’d already moved on to someone new…just like he did with me. Evette’s body had barely been cold, and he’d already been tormenting Ivy. Only… “He didn’t try to seduce me.”
“Good fucking thing,” Bennett muttered.
She shook her head. “No, you don’t understand.” And, yes, she had talked to the families. She’d called them and told them that she was a private investigator interested in solving cold cases. They’d been hesitant at first, but they’d answered her questions.
And they’d been grateful…glad someone was still looking for answers. Because they’d felt as if their daughters had been buried and forgotten by the rest of the world.
“These women were all infatuated with the men they knew.” That had been clear in the phone calls. “They told their families wonderful things about the man.” If it had been the same man. “But he didn’t try to charm me or trick me.  He came at me, showing me exactly what he was. Not pretending anything else.”
Why?
She hadn’t seen his face. She wouldn’t have known if he’d walked up to her and flirted. Hell, she still didn’t know what he looked like.
“Something is different with me,” Ivy said.  And that made her nervous.
“Maybe you’re just different.”  Bennett gazed at her. “You saw him kill. Maybe that makes you different. Maybe you saw him for what he is, and maybe the bastard likes that.”
A shiver swept over her. “Maybe.” 
It was good, being on eye level with him. Being so close to him. Their bodies were close, but not touching. The temptation to touch him was strong, but she didn’t move.
“I like that coat,” Bennett remarked.
Her lips parted and she glanced down. “Oh, sorry!” His coat. She’d put it on without really thinking about it before and she shouldered out of it.
“No.” He put his hand on her shoulder. “Keep it. I’ve got more.”
So did she.
He didn’t pull his hand back.
“You know killers.” Those weren’t the words she’d meant to say. Were they?
His hand lifted and he brushed back the hair that had fallen over her cheek. “Yes.” He seemed sad. “I do.”
“Y-you worked Violent Crimes.” She had a few federal connections—courtesy of her father—that she’d used to dig into his past. 
Bennett gave a low whistle. “You have been busy today. I should have known you weren’t just walking away to spend a lazy Saturday someplace.”
She never spent lazy Saturdays anywhere.  “How many killers did you take down?”
“Ivy…” Now a warning edge entered his voice.
She wasn’t backing off. “Tell me about your last case.” Because that was the one that mattered. The one that had changed everything for him. And, try as she might, that case had remained classified. 
She had uncovered only the barest of facts. Bennett and his partner had been working a case, tracking a suspected serial killer. The suspect had been killed. Bennett’s partner had been killed. And Bennett had spent a week in the hospital.
After he was released, he’d taken a month leave from the Bureau. Then, abruptly, he’d quit and headed back to Alabama. 
He’d almost died, and I didn’t even know it.
Strange…to think of how much his death would have hurt her, when they’d been apart for so long. 
“You don’t want to hear about that case.”
“Actually, I do. I want to hear everything about you.” 
He eased down a step. “I have some photos at the station that I want you to come and take a look at.  Pictures that were snapped by people at the ball. The press was filming the scene when everyone left, and it’s possible we have our perp on camera.”
Was that his way of saying he wasn’t about to tell her about that last case or why he’d suddenly left the FBI?  Did he think she was just going to drop it? No, she’d get her answers, sooner or later. She always did.  “Let’s go,” Ivy said.  It wasn’t as if she had any other thrilling plans for the night.  She could hear voices drifting to her—soon the parades would be in full force.
She didn’t want to be alone that night. Better to go with Bennett and see those photos.
Better to be with him.
She locked her house. Set the new alarm. Then they walked together over to the street. Bennett opened the passenger door. She slid inside, and his rich, masculine scent seemed to follow her. He shut the passenger door behind her and walked around the vehicle. Her gaze darted down her street, one of those historic streets lined with oaks that were at least a hundred years old.  Spanish moss hung from the oaks, drifting lightly in the breeze. The trees were gorgeous. She’d always loved them but…
But they sent dark shadows sweeping through the neighborhood. They provided so many hiding spaces.
Bennett closed his door.  He slid into the seat and cranked the engine.  Ivy eased out a low breath and straightened her shoulders.  For an instant there, she’d almost been sure that someone was hiding in the shadows. Watching. Waiting.
Maybe she was just letting her imagination get the better of her.
As the car headed down the street, she couldn’t help but glance back at the shadows.
Or maybe not.
 
***
 
Ivy had left…with that jerk detective. The man was proving to be an annoyance.  He’d kept tabs on the detective that day. He knew Bennett Morgan was messing with the dead.  He should leave the ladies to rest, and not go digging into their past.
Into my past.
He’d always been so careful with the kills.  One in New Orleans, one in Mobile. Always planning them right when Mardi Gras was in full swing. The cities were packed then—hotels overflowing. It was so easy to vanish in those crowds. So easy to kill.  And he’d learned that if he played things just right, the bodies weren’t even found for days, or weeks after those parades and parties ended.
So perfect. So brilliant.
But…
Ivy saw me. For the first time, someone had watched while he killed. And he’d liked that. Liked it so fucking much to have her eyes on him while he drove his knife into a victim.
And everything that he learned about Ivy, every new secret that was revealed, told him just how truly perfect she was for him.
She looked like his victims.  So beautiful. So breakable.
But…
But there’s more to her.  She’s important, I know it.
He stared up at her house. More of Ivy’s secrets were in that house.  He wanted in there. He wanted to be waiting for her when the cop brought her back.
But Ivy had installed a new security system. He’d watched that installation. Even come up and talked with the security team when they’d been taking a break outside.  He knew she’d gotten a good system, one that he might not be able to bypass.
His eyes narrowed.
But I want in.
And what he wanted, he got.
 



 
Chapter Six
 
There were dozens of videos. And easily several thousand pictures. Ivy stared at them until she was sure her eyes burned, but she didn’t see any sign of the killer. Or, if she did, she didn’t realize it.
He had on a mask. It was dark. Dammit, the only thing I know about him is that his hair is dark and he’s built like Bennett.
“No luck?” 
She looked up at Bennett’s voice. She was in his office, sitting at his desk, and he’d just appeared in the doorway.  His voice hadn’t been particularly hopeful, and she saw that his expression was grim.
“No, I’m sorry.” 
He nodded.  “It was a long shot. There are so many exits from that convention center, and the place was total chaos.”
“No bloody clothes were found?”
“Not by the crime team, and they went back again earlier, searching for it.” He crossed the room and came to her side, standing over her as he looked down at the computer. “It’s really the perfect place, if you think about it. All of those people, many of them already so drunk they can’t stand…and even if they aren’t drunk, then maybe they’ve had enough to be buzzing a bit.  They won’t remember what they saw. Throw in the masks and the darkness, and you have your total anonymity.  If you wanted to commit a crime, if you wanted to hurt someone…do it right there. No one will know.”
She shivered because his voice had turned so cold. “Is that what you think he’s been doing?  Killing in the crowds for what—the last few years?”
“It’s what makes sense.  A prime hunting ground.”
Okay, that was creepy. But she didn’t speak because she knew exactly what he was doing—profiling the killer. He’d probably done that before, when he’d been working Violent Crimes. She wanted to hear what else he had to say.
“His victims look alike,” Ivy said as she craned her head to look up at him. They look like me.
“And that’s why he’s probably thrilled right now.” His eyes glinted. “Fate just dropped you right in his hands. Another perfect victim.”
Now she jumped to her feet and their bodies brushed. “I’m not anyone’s victim.” The hell she was.
“Ivy,” he sighed out her name. “I’ve been doing research on you, too.”
Only fair. She’d dug into his past and—
“Why do you like danger so much?”
She flinched at that question.  “It’s not the danger. Maybe I just want to help someone else.” And that was exactly what she was doing—trying to help. Trying to save someone else’s life.
Her grandfather had trained her well, and she’d loved working at his PI business.  And it wasn’t just about the rush that came from the job. It was about the difference that she could make. The difference her grandfather had made.
Her father had tried to crash and burn that legacy, but she’d been determined to build it back up.  Ivy heaved out a hard breath. “Money and power can do a lot of things in this world.  They can sure hide plenty of sins.” 
“Like your father’s?”
“I know you hated him.” There was no use pretending for either of them. “He blackmailed his way to power.  He covered his past, made sure that the skeletons in his closet would stay dead, but I am not him.”
“I never said you were.”
“No, you just look at me sometimes, judging me, thinking I’m cut from the same cloth.” Why had she thought anything would change regarding that?  “Screw that, Bennett. Screw you.” She shoved by him and marched for the door.
She’d taken only a few steps when he caught her.  He grabbed her wrist and swung her back around to face him. The office was small and with their bodies intimately close—it sure felt one hell of a lot smaller.
“He got away with murder,” Bennett whispered. 
Yes, he had.  But only for a time.
“He was drinking that night, Ivy,” Bennett continued gruffly.  “He killed her.  And the cops and the media just let him walk.”
She thought of that fiery crash. Of the way the flames had shot in the sky. She’d gotten there right after the accident. She and Bennett had arrived together. She’d seen the aftermath.
And had borne the brunt of Bennett’s pain, even back then.
His aunt had been in that car. His aunt…she’d been the one that Senator DuLane hit with his BMW late one night after he’d had too many drinks at his bay house.  His car had slammed right into hers, and Bennett’s aunt…she’d never been able to escape the flames.
But the cops and the press, they’d told a different story. Slick roads.  Too much rain.  A tragic accident.
Not manslaughter.
No matter what Bennett and his mother had said, no one had believed them. Hell, there hadn’t even been a blood alcohol test taken from the senator that night, or…if there had been, it had vanished later.
Money and power.
That night had torn her and Bennett apart. He’d become so angry. So full of rage. And so determined to get justice.
He’d left town.  Joined the FBI.
And she’d…
Stayed. I tried to make things better. I tried to atone.  It just didn’t always work for me.
“I couldn’t stay here,” Bennett said. “Not after that. Not with the world treating him like he was some damn victim.” 
No.
“He tried to buy us off,” Bennett admitted.
She knew this, and it broke her heart all the more.
A muscle flexed in his jaw. “My mother took that money. She took his fifty thousand, and she didn’t look back.” 
Bennett’s mother had cleared out of town and never come back.  Bennett’s father had died when he was a child, just as Ivy’s mom had, and Bennett—
“Why did you come back?” Ivy asked. She truly hadn’t thought there was anything left for him in this town.
“Don’t you know?” His eyes glittered at her as his head began to lower.
Her heart beat faster. She wanted to think that he’d come back for her. That after all that time had passed, he’d still cared. He’d needed her.
But she wasn’t given to delusions. Not usually, anyway. 
“Why?” Ivy asked again, her voice soft.
He kissed her.  Not a hard, desperate kiss. Not an I’m-Starving-And-Must-Have-You kiss. But deep. Slow. Sensual.
Her eyes closed as she leaned in to him. Ivy’s mouth moved slowly against his. Her lips touched his, and her tongue slid to tease his.  She’d always loved his kiss. He’d savored her in the past—and he was savoring her now.
He hadn’t been the first boy she’d ever kissed, but he had been the first to teach her about passion and need.
And the first to break her heart.
I begged him to stay, for me.
Her hands rose and pressed to his chest.  She pushed against him and Bennett’s head slowly lifted.  His eyes were heavy-lidded, that green of his gaze so very deep.
“You know I want you,” Bennett said.
Wanting wasn’t enough but…
Maybe it can do, for now.
“You’ve been in my dreams,” Bennett told her, his voice gruff. “Too many nights. A man should never think about one woman the way I think about you.”   
“How do you think about me, exactly?” Because that would be good to know. Her own voice had come out husky.
“Every damn way I can.  I think about the things I want to do with you. To you.” His voice deepened even more as he confessed, “The way I feel about you…it isn’t safe, Ivy. It isn’t good. You should be telling me to get my hands off you.”
“But I want your hands on me.” All over her.  “I’m not the one who ran away.”
“Ivy…”
She rose onto her toes. She’d pushed him away a moment before but now she was the one locking her arms around his neck and pulling him back down to her. She’d stopped him because the kiss, while certainly good, had been wrong.
Too slow. Too careful. Too controlled.
When they touched, they were supposed to ignite. The passion was supposed to take over. It wasn’t supposed to be lukewarm. Good.
That’s the way it was with others.
With Bennett, it was supposed to be insane.
“Let go,” she whispered against his mouth, and then she kissed him again—with every bit of need and desire that she had bottled up inside of her.
She let go.
And…so did he.
This kiss was different. This kiss was hot. It was wild. It made lust burn through every cell of her body. His hands were on her hips now, and he jerked her up against him. That wasn’t enough. That wasn’t close enough—he must have felt the same way because Bennett lifted her up. He pinned her against the nearest wall and he crushed her there, caging Ivy with his body.
His mouth didn’t let hers go. His tongue, his lips—they were whipping up the frenzy of her need. Her nipples were tight and aching and she couldn’t get enough of him.
Her nails sank into his shoulders. Her legs wrapped around his hips. The guy was sexy strong—he held her easily right there and—
Something was ringing.
It was her.
Bennett’s head lifted. He blinked and frowned down at her.
“M-my phone,” Ivy whispered.  Someone had the worst timing in the entire world. Her legs slipped off his hips and her feet hit the floor, and it was a good thing he still had a grip on her waist because her knees felt a little jiggly.  She fumbled and yanked her phone out of her back pocket. Unknown caller. She glanced at Bennett, but then put the phone to her ear. “Hello?”  It was far too late for some telemarketer, and the kick in her gut warned her this wasn’t going to be good.
“Why are you with him?” The voice was low, rasping.  Was it the same voice that she’d heard the night before, in that dark corridor? She couldn’t tell for certain. Maybe.
Her gaze was on Bennett.  “Who is this?”
“I’m the man in the mask…the only man you should see…”
Her hand shook just a little as she held that phone. She pulled the phone from her ear and swiped her fingers over the screen, activing the speaker option so that Bennett could hear the call. She mouthed “It’s him” to Bennett. 
Ivy cleared her throat. “The man in the mask? I don’t—”
“You saw me. Did you enjoy it? Knowing that she was dying, right then.  With the crowd all around, but they were oblivious, so oblivious…we knew. You and I. Just us.”
Oh, jeez, he was making it sound as if they’d been involved in the killing together. “I tried to stop you!”
He laughed. That laughter chilled her. 
“Why did you kill the councilman?” Ivy asked. She wanted him to keep talking and to confess anything—everything—he could while Bennett was listening. Then, going by instinct, she said, “He wasn’t a pretty young brunette, not your type at all.”
“No,” the caller agreed. “You’re my type.”
Her chill got worse.
“He was in the way. He saw me.  Shined his damn light right on me. What was I supposed to do? Let him just walk away?”
“He didn’t know you were a killer,” Ivy argued. “You were two men in the dark.”
“I had my knife out. He saw it. He knew me.” 
Bennett mouthed, “Keep him talking.” 
“The cops found out about your other victims. The ones here and in New Orleans. They’re going to find you.”
Silence.
So much for getting the guy to keep talking.
“Hello?” Ivy pushed. “Are you—”
“You’re letting him hear the call, aren’t you, Ivy?” He sighed, sounding disappointed. “You aren’t going to trap me. That isn’t the way this works.”  Voices rose in the background. She could hear laughter. Music?  “But I will be trapping you. We’ll be meeting again. Very, very soon.”
He hung up.
“A party,” Ivy muttered. “Another ball?”
Bennett didn’t answer, he just spun and rushed for the door. “We’re going to try and trace that call.”
Could he do that? She hoped so but the knot in her stomach told her things weren’t going to be so easy. This guy—if he’d been killing for years, he wasn’t going to just go down with a slip-up like a traceable call. He’d probably used a burner phone or he’d stolen someone else’s phone or—hell, he could have done just about anything.
No, it wasn’t going to be that easy.
The guy was playing a game.  He’d called so she’d know. So she’d be afraid.
I will be trapping you.
And, dammit, she was scared. 
 
***
 
He slipped the phone into his pocket and smiled.  Another night, another ball. And there were so many beautiful brunettes at that ball. Their dresses were lovely, glinting in the light. Whispering against their legs as the women walked.
High heels. Sexy scents.
Such tempting prey.
Not as tempting as she is.
He smiled and then pushed back through the crowd. This ball wasn’t held at the convention center. No, tonight he’d chosen to attend the ball held in one of the historic mansions in downtown Mobile. A mansion with a spiral staircase and too many glittering chandeliers.
He saw the dark-haired man to his right. He bumped into the guy, mumbling his apologies even as he slipped the phone back into the guy’s pocket. It had certainly been easy enough to take that phone minutes before.
In a crush like this, pockets were meant to be picked.
“Sorry, there, buddy,” he muttered as he straightened up. “I think I’ve had a few too many drinks tonight.”
The man smiled at him, flashing a dimple in his left cheek. “That’s okay. Just be careful.” His smile dimmed. “You don’t want to go driving home that way.”
Gravely, he shook his head. “A taxi is in my future.”
The guy’s dark brown eyes warmed. “Good man.” He clapped a hand on his shoulder. “I’m Hugh. Hugh DuLane.”
Tell me something I don’t already know…
“Hell of a party, isn’t it?” Hugh asked. 
Yes, it was. 
 
***
 
“My brother?”  Ivy’s lips had parted in shock. “That’s not possible. That wasn’t Hugh!”
The tech glanced over at Bennett, saying nothing. But then, the guy didn’t need to say a word. The information on the computer screen was pretty undeniable. Thanks to the pull at the police department, they’d been able to get the phone company to hook them right up with the information they’d needed.
The caller had attempted to block his number, using the old *67 trick, but they’d still been able to trace him.
The phone belonged to Hugh DuLane.
Hugh, who just happened to be Bennett’s size. Hugh, who just happened to have dark hair. Hugh…who just happened to have a sister who looked exactly like the other victims.
Fucking Hugh. 
“No way,” Ivy said flatly. “He would never do this! And, hell, don’t you think I’d recognize my own brother’s voice?”
“He was at the ball last night,” Bennett reminded her.
“Yes, with me!”  Her cheeks flushed and she yanked the phone from his hands. He knew that she was calling her brother even before she—
Worry slid across her face.  She kept the phone near her ear, but it was obvious that Hugh wasn’t answering her. “Something is wrong,” Ivy said. She dropped the phone. “Hugh always takes my calls.”
“Where is he?”
She began to pace. “He was going to another ball tonight. His girlfriend—Shelly is in the Maidens of Folly. They were having her party at the Melton House tonight.”
Then he’d be getting his ass down to the Melton House. He knew exactly where that old mansion was—the place was often rented for wedding and parties, and he had no doubt that a big crowd would be there tonight.
“He could be in danger,” Ivy said.  She dialed again on the phone. “Maybe I can get Shelly…” She paused a moment, then Bennett saw her face light up. “Shelly! Shelly, it’s Ivy. I need to speak with Hugh, right now.” She paused and Bennett could tell by her expression that the news Shelly had just given her wasn’t good. “When?  No, no, please try to find him. Then call me. I’m on my way there.” She glanced at Bennett. “Shelly said that he disappeared about ten minutes ago. She lost him in the crush.”
Hell.
“He’s not doing this,” Ivy said definitely.  “That bastard…last night, he mentioned Hugh to me. He said it was a shame…”
A shame?
“What if he’s hurting my brother, in order to get to me?” 
Or what if your brother is as screwed up as your father? And we just didn’t notice it before?
Because that accident that had taken Bennett’s aunt…it had happened right during Mardi Gras. Right during the madness.
Coincidence?
And, Hugh…he’d been in the back seat of his father’s car. He’d seen that nightmare go down, and he’d watched his father get away with murder. 
“Let’s go,” Bennett said. 
But Ivy was ahead of him. She was already running for the door. He knew how things worked with Ivy and Hugh. No one ever came between them. He’d tried. And he’d gotten shut down real fast.  Ivy would do anything for her brother.
But could she see the darkness inside of him?
 



 
Chapter Seven
 
“Stop sir,” a big, burly bouncer ordered as he stepped into Bennett’s path. His bald head gleamed under the light and a diamond winked from his right ear lobe. “Tails are required for this event.” He glanced toward Ivy and shook his head. “And ma’am, you know those jeans won’t get you inside.”
Bennett lifted his badge. “How about this? Will this get us inside?” 
The bouncer stepped back and smiled. “You should’ve mentioned you had the VIP pass,” he murmured.
Bennett just nodded as he took Ivy’s hand and hurried past the security check-in.  Music drifted in the air, spilling out from the open doors and windows at Melton House. The mansion was on a secluded fifteen acres, and the long wrap-around porch on the second floor was filled with men and women. Some wearing masks. Some without.
He was really getting sick of the masks.
“Bennett…”  Ivy stopped. 
He looked back at her, only Ivy was staring up at the balcony. He followed her gaze and saw the man in the white mask and black tux. A man who seemed to be staring straight down at her.
“The men don’t wear masks at this event,” she said quickly. “It’s a party for the women’s Mardi Gras organization. They’re the ones in masks, and Shelly’s group picked out green masks, I saw them at her place last week.”
Sonofabitch.
The man up there—he bowed to Ivy. 
“That’s him,” she whispered. “Oh, my God—”
“Stop!” Bennett bellowed.
The man didn’t stop. He turned on his heel and started pushing through the crowd on the balcony. “Dammit!” Bennett kept his hold on Ivy and started running toward the entrance to Melton House. That jerk had been waiting out there. He’d wanted Ivy to see him. 
He lured her here. He lured us both here. Bennett tightened his hold on Ivy. He wasn’t going to let her out of his sight.
When they burst inside the house, Bennett’s gaze swept the packed scene. Ivy had been right—none of the men in the lower area of the house were wearing masks. 
What is his plan? Bennett wondered as he looked around.  What does he want? He looked up, and then Bennett raced toward the spiral staircase.
“Ivy!”
Hugh stood in the middle of that staircase. He had on a black tux, with tails, and his dark hair was pushed away from his face.  He smiled at Ivy. “What are you doing here?” Hugh asked her.  “You—”
Bennett’s left hand slammed into the guy and he shoved Hugh against the railing.
“Bennett, no!” Ivy ordered as she tore free from him. “Stop it! My brother isn’t the one you’re after!”
She seemed so very certain, but then, Ivy didn’t trust anyone else the way she trusted Hugh. She’d do anything for Hugh. Lie. Fight.
Leave me. Yes, he’d known that, even years ago.
“What’s your problem, Detective?” Hugh demanded.
It had gotten very, very quiet on that staircase.  Bennett glanced around and saw that they had nearly everyone’s attention in the immediate area. 
“Where is your phone?”  Each word was a growl from Bennett.
Hugh just blinked. “Uh, in my pocket?”
Bennett let him go. “Give it to me. Now.”
Hugh pulled out his phone. “You’re a crazy SOB, you know that?”
“You had this phone all night? You never let it out of your sight?”
Hugh looked around. His cheeks reddened. “You interrogating me, now?”
Ivy pushed against Bennett. “The man we’re after is getting away!”
Was he? Bennett wasn’t so sure…
 
***
 
“Hugh?” Shelly Estes rubbed her arms as she walked across the balcony on the west side of Melton House.  It was dark back there, with only a few couples hiding in the shadows. Kissing. Sharing their secrets in the night.
The balcony on the east side had been a totally different story—the crush out there had been unbelievable. Probably because the band was playing closer to that balcony. It had been the place to see and be seen.
Maybe Hugh doesn’t want to be seen, though. Maybe he is out here.
She put her hands on her hips. When she found Hugh, the jerk was going to get it. He didn’t get to cut out in the middle of the ball, not when it was her night. Sure, she understood that he was worried about his sister, but that didn’t mean the guy got to pull a vanishing act on her and—
“You’re looking for Hugh DuLane?” A dark, deep voice queried from her right.
Shelly spun around. A tall, handsome man stood just a few feet away.  He smiled at her, showing off perfectly straight, white teeth.  “Or is there…” he murmured. “Another Hugh gone missing tonight?”
“Ah, no, I am looking for Hugh DuLane.” She took a step toward him. “Have you seen him?”
“I have.” His smile stretched a bit. “Want me to take you to him?”
Relief rushed through her. “Yes.” Then she’d give Hugh a serious piece of her mind. Jerk.
He held up his hand to her. White gloves covered his fingers.  She put her fingers in his.  They headed back into the house. 
He glanced over at her as the bright lights fell on them both and appreciation lit his gaze.  A brilliant, blue gaze.
Shelly hesitated. “Have we met before?” Because he seemed familiar. Maybe… “Didn’t I see you at the ball last night?”
His smile seemed to tighten. “Did you?”
She lifted her hand and her fingers brushed against her mask.  She pulled it up so that he could see her face. 
“I don’t think I’d forget a lady as lovely as you.”
That was nice. Hugh should say nice things like that to her.
The man’s gaze seemed to linger on her hair as he said, “No, I wouldn’t be able to forget a woman with hair like yours. So dark and beautiful.”
She laughed at that. “Well, actually, I was a redhead last night. But I like to change things up.”  She’d wanted to look extra special for the ball, so a change had seemed like a good idea.
“Do you now…” He put his hand at the small of her back. Because her dress had a deep, plunging back, his gloved hand slid against her skin. A tingle of awareness pulsed through her. This is why Hugh shouldn’t abandon me at a ball. There are plenty of other handsome men who can appreciate me.
Her smile stretched a little more. “How do you know Hugh?”
“I actually met him through his sister.” He steered her toward a closed door.  He opened the door, but kept his other hand on her back. “Are you well acquainted with Ivy?”
She nodded. “Why, yes, I—”
He shoved her inside and shut the door behind him. 
She stumbled and nearly fell as her high heels wobbled. “Wh-what are you doing?”
He turned the lock on the door. She realized they were in some kind of storage room. And they were alone. 
He reached inside of his coat and pulled out a white mask. Staring at her, he put that mask over his face.
“This isn’t funny,” Shelly snapped. She tried to surge around him. “I’m going back to the party.”
He grabbed her, held her tight and—something sharp pressed under her chin.  “You aren’t going anywhere,” he told her.
Her breath heaved out.
“I wasn’t going to kill you…you weren’t my plan.”  The tip of a knife slid up her chin and began to trail over her lips. “But then you said you saw me last night. I had my mask on, love. You weren’t supposed to remember me.”
She…she… “Your eyes,” she whispered. “I remembered them.” Because she’d been at the whiskey bar with Hugh and Cameron. Cameron had been talking with that man. He’d looked over at them, and she’d been caught by his eyes. Such bright, blue eyes.
Unforgettable eyes.
Eyes that she suddenly wished she’d never seen.
Shelly wanted to scream, but that blade was right at her lips. She had a horrible flash of him cutting her mouth. Of him using that knife on her…
She stopped moving.
“Are you going to be good to me, Shelly?” he asked her.
She managed a nod.
“Good. Then don’t make a sound…” He moved the knife away from her lips.  Her breath heaved out. Her heartbeat was drumming in her ears. Maybe if she didn’t fight him, he’d just let her go.  Maybe…maybe he was just going to scare her.
“I won’t tell anyone,” Shelly whispered as tears stung her eyes.  “I promise.”
He smiled at her. “I know you won’t.”
She tried to smile back at him.
He drove the knife into her chest. “Because the dead can’t talk.” 
She stared up at his mask. Up at his unforgettable eyes. His eyes were the last thing she saw.
 
***
 
“This is bullshit!” Hugh snarled. “Get out of my face, Detective Morgan!”
Bennett just leaned closer. “You told me you had this phone with you all night. Then explain to me,” he ordered, “about the phone call that Ivy got less than thirty minutes ago.  A call from the killer…from the guy I heard confess to stabbing the councilman.”
Hugh’s face went slack with shock. “Wait…what?”
“If you had the phone, then you made the call.”
“No, I didn’t!” Hugh denied. His gaze swung to Ivy. “Hell, I swear it! You know I’d never do anything to hurt you!”
No, just the rest of the world.
“It wasn’t Hugh.”  And Ivy shoved around them both as she hurried up the stairs. “And you two are wasting time. He’s up there!”
Bennett glared at Hugh even as he carefully put that phone in his coat pocket. He’d run the phone for prints and see what they turned up, and in the meantime, he’d keep Hugh in sight. 
Hugh tried to push past him, hurrying after Ivy.
Bennett grabbed him and barked, “You do anything to hurt Ivy, and you are a dead man.” Ivy might trust her brother, but Bennett recognized the guy for exactly what he was. 
Trouble.
He locked his hand in Hugh’s collar and pushed the guy up ahead of him. Ivy was at the top of the stairs now, and she glanced back, glaring at them both. 
She didn’t see her brother for what he was—she had her blinders on with him. Always had.  But Bennett wasn’t blind. 
“I-I need to find Shelly,” Hugh mumbled. “I was going upstairs to get some air when I saw you come in.”
Bennett’s eyes narrowed at those words. So Hugh wanted him to believe that he hadn’t been on the balcony.
“Shelly was upstairs when I saw her last,” Hugh said, hurrying his steps as they neared the landing. “When we find her, she can clear everything up for me.”
Bennett wasn’t seeing Shelly, though. He also wasn’t seeing anyone else that could have been the killer. Just Hugh. The other men they passed didn’t match the guy’s description. A few moments later, Bennett followed Ivy out onto the balcony.  There were only couples out there. One man with red hair was embracing a blonde. A balding guy was slow dancing with his partner.  A fellow in Navy dress blues held hands with his date.
Where is the bastard in the mask?
“He’s not here,” Ivy said.  She hurried past him and ran back into the hallway.  “We should look—”
Hugh reached out and grabbed her arm. “If the killer is here, then I want to find Shelly, now.”  A new urgency had entered his tone.
Ivy searched his gaze, then she nodded. She pulled out her phone and dialed quickly.  “She answered me before. I’ll get her again.” 
Hugh nodded, appearing relieved.
But…
“No answer,” Ivy said as she began to walk. She kept the phone at her ear, no doubt listening to it ring, as she said, “there’s another balcony around back, let’s search it.”
Bennett yanked Hugh after her. Bennett assessed every man they passed. He paused at the top of the stairs, his gaze trekking down below, looking for that taunting bastard. The men at this party weren’t wearing masks, though. The bastard had probably just taken it off once he’d left the balcony, and then he’d blended right in with the crowd.
The thick crowd truly did make for a perfect hunting ground.
He turned away from the stairs, ready to check that other balcony. Hugh was at his side, Bennett made sure of that with his grip on the guy. They took a few quick steps forward—
Hugh froze. “That’s her tone.”
Ivy kept walking. She still had the phone at her ear.
“That’s Shelly’s ring tone!” Hugh yelled.
Ivy whirled back around.
Hugh jerked free of Bennett’s hold. He put his head next to the door on the right. “I can hear it.” He glanced back at Ivy. “You know she loves Katie Perry.” He grabbed for the door knob and twisted, but the door didn’t open. “Shelly!” Hugh called. He knocked his fist on the door. “Shelly, open up! I need you to talk with the jerk Morgan! Tell him that I’ve been with you.”
Ivy put her phone down. Her worried gaze met Bennett’s.
“Shelly?”  Hugh knocked on the door again. “Come on, baby. Open the door. This isn’t funny.” He laughed, the sound rough and awkward. “I’m sorry that I didn’t come back upstairs right away. It’s just…I needed a break.  The crowd was pressing in on me. I felt like everyone was staring. Watching. You know the way gossip follows my family.”
There was no response from within that room.  Bennett put his hand on Hugh’s shoulder and pushed him back. Bennett tried the knob—definitely locked.
“Maybe it’s not her,” Ivy said as she approached them. The phone on the other side of that door had stopped ringing. “I’m sure Katie Perry songs are real popular ring tones.”
Bennett glanced down at the phone cradled in Ivy’s hands. “Call her again.”
She swallowed and her fingers slid across the screen. He saw the screen note of Dialing Shelly…and Shelly’s smiling face appeared on Ivy’s screen.
Then the call connected.
And Katie Perry began to sing from behind the door. 
“She could have dropped her phone,” Hugh said quickly as he gave a hard nod. “I bet that’s what happened. She dropped her phone in there. She’s probably somewhere else, hell, maybe she’s even looking for her phone…”
Bennett wasn’t so sure of that, and, judging by the worry on Ivy’s face, she wasn’t, either. They both knew the killer was there—and he could already have a new victim.
“Get back,” Bennett ordered.
“Why?” Hugh blustered. “What are you—”
Growling, Bennett pushed the guy back once more. Then he kicked in that door. If he was wrong, he’d pay for a new door. If he was right—
He saw the blood.
Shit, but he hadn’t wanted to be right.
Shelly was on the floor, blood covering her gown, and a green mask was just inches from her fingers. Her mask?
Her lashes were closed, her body so still. He hurried to her, and Bennett put his fingers on her throat.
No pulse, but she was still warm.  So warm because…he just killed her. “We need to lock this place down. No one else leaves.” He surged to his feet.
“Shelly!”  Hugh tried to rush past Bennett.
Bennett grabbed the guy. “No, dammit! This is a crime scene, stay back!”
But Hugh fought his hold. Twisting, and punching and when Hugh’s fist slammed into his jaw, Bennett swore, but didn’t let the other guy go. “You can’t help her now. She’s gone man, I’m sorry.” 
“No.” Hugh’s denial was sharp. “No, she’s not!” He kept fighting, but Bennett pulled Hugh out of the room. “Shelly! Shelly, baby—no!” Pain and fear laced his voice. “Please, no,” he whispered.
Bennett glanced at Ivy. Her hand was over her mouth and tears trekked down her cheeks. “We have to get security to close this scene,” Bennett said softly. “No one can leave, not until my men talk to everyone here.” Because the killer was there—if the bastard hadn’t already slipped away. “We close this place down, now.”
Ivy nodded. 
“Shelly?” Hugh’s voice was lost. “Why…Shelly?”
 
***
 
“Have a good night, gentlemen,” he murmured as he cleared the security gate.  He gave the security staff a friendly wave as he waited for the valet to bring his car around.  He didn’t want to appear nervous, after all.  Why would he want to do that?
He smiled at them. “Sure were some pretty women here tonight.”
Shelly had been a pleasant surprise. Would they find her soon? He certainly hoped so.  What fun that discovery would be. 
The man to his right—a big, balding fellow who was built rather like a tank—gave him a broad smile. “Plenty of pretty women,” the guy agreed. A diamond winked from his ear lobe.
And, because it tempted him so much, he just had to tell the man, “There was one brunette there…” He whistled. “She was to die for.”
The valet appeared, driving up in the Porsche.
Such a beautiful ride.  One that commanded attention. Just like he commanded attention.
The smile was still on his lips as he climbed into the driver’s seat. He handed off his tip to the valet.
And he heard the crackle of a radio to the right. He glanced over, idly curious. The bald guard with the earring pulled the radio away from the clip on his hip. 
“This is Morris,” he said.
“We’re under lockdown…a detective is saying that no one should—”
Ah, that would be his cue to leave. “Have a good night.”  He closed his door, pushed his foot down on the gas pedal and got the hell out of there before Morris’s boss could finish giving him instructions. Instructions that he was sure originated from Detective Bennett Morgan.
You found her.
Much faster than he’d thought.  Yes, it was definitely time to leave this particular party. And he was getting away clean. The way he always did. 
 



 
Chapter Eight
 
Ivy hunched her shoulders when the body was brought out of Melton House.  She was getting really tired of seeing dead bodies.
Only that wasn’t just any dead body…
I’ve known Shelly for years.  They’d shared secrets. Laughter. Tears. Shelly had always been trailing after Hugh, and her brother had finally gotten his shit together and seen the beautiful woman who wanted him.
Now she was gone.
Ivy shivered in the night air.
Dozens of cops were at the scene. Police tape blocked the driveway—so did armed guards. No one was getting out of that ball without talking to the cops.  They were getting names and addresses. They were questioning everyone for details about that night.
And her brother…he was one of the ones being grilled the most.
Hugh was currently in the back of a patrol car. The door was open, and another detective—Drew Trout—was leaning in close, talking to him. Grilling him.
It’s not Hugh.
Bennett should understand that. He needed to get his colleague to understand that the killer had tried to set up Hugh. That he’d used Hugh’s phone.
That he’d killed Hugh’s lover.
Her gaze slid back to the body bag.
I’m so sorry, Shelly.
“No, no, I’m telling you…” A man’s voice rose, drawing her attention to the left. “I shut the place down as soon as I got the radio message from my boss.”
Her body turned toward that voice. She saw Bennett with his arms crossed, sizing up one of the security guards at the event—the guy they’d passed when they’d first arrived. Big, tough, with a gleaming bald head and good taste in diamonds. 
“No one got out of here after I got that message,” the guy said flatly. “My boys and I secured the scene. No one got past us then.”
She inched closer to them. 
“Did anyone leave right before that?” Bennett asked.
The fellow sputtered and said, “Yeah, folks been coming and going all night. I didn’t know to stop them!”
Bennett’s hands fell to his side. “Morris, I need to know if a man left. A man about my size with dark hair. I think he would have been traveling alone.”
Morris’s gaze slid away from his.  The guy seemed to be staring over near the valet line. A line that wasn’t moving very much at all. 
“He said,” Morris licked his lips, “he said the brunette…that she was ‘to die for’…”
Ivy swallowed as nausea rose within her.
“Who said that?” Bennett asked immediately.
“The guy—the guy who drove off in the Porsche.  Real sweet ride.”  Morris ran a hand over the top of his head. “He was your height. Had his tux coat tucked under his arm.”
Because he was hiding some blood that might have gotten on it?
“I need a full description of him.” Bennett’s voice was grim.
“I-I didn’t know to stop him. Not then. He was friendly. Not in any kind of rush. I mean, if he’d just killed that lady…” Now the bouncer’s gaze slid toward the ME’s van. His jaw locked. “Shouldn’t he have been running?”
Not him. He’s too cool. Too controlled.
“Describe him,” Bennett said.
“White guy, dark hair, blue eyes.  Shit—I don’t know.  His hair was pushed back.  I just—I really noticed the car, okay? It was a sweet ride. Damn fine. I was looking more at it than I was at him.”
Bennett motioned to a nearby officer who hurried over. Then Bennett focused on the witness again. “Did you get the tag number?”
“Uh…”
No, he hadn’t. Ivy could already tell that from the man’s tone of voice.
Bennett turned to the uniform. “There’s a traffic camera at the light two blocks away. Get access to that camera, now. If the Porsche is on there, we can get the license plate.”  He pointed at Morris. “And you’re going to describe the vehicle to us. Every detail. We’ll get an APB out on the car.  I want every Porsche fitting that description pulled over right the fuck now.  The guy wants to drive a fancy ride? His mistake. It will just make tracking him easier.”
Maybe…Ivy shifted a bit nervously from foot to foot as she considered the matter.
But the killer had stolen Hugh’s phone to call her.
So maybe he’d just stolen that car from someone, too.  Just in case…in case a situation like this occurred. If his car was spotted, he wouldn’t want it to be traced back to him.
“It was dark blue,” Morris said quickly. “A new car, one of those fancy 911 models.”
Oh, hell. Ivy cleared her throat. She had to speak up now.  “I know someone with a car like that.” 
Bennett’s gaze was immediately on her.
“Cameron Wilde,” she said softly. “He got that 911 just a few months ago.” He’d been so proud of that car, driving it everywhere.  Then he’d gotten a scratch on it when the car had been parked at a wine bar.  After that, he’d started keeping his ride locked up in his garage, and taking his “baby” out only for special occasions.
“Was Cameron attending the party tonight?” Bennett asked her.
“I don’t think so. When I talked to him last…” A talk that hadn’t gone so well. “He said he was heading over to his beach house. He has a place in Fort Morgan.” That would be about an hour drive away. “If his plans changed, he didn’t tell me.” And he wouldn’t. Because he’d been pissed when he left her. 
“I’m putting out an APB for that car,” Bennett said, his voice hard. “And I want you…” His gaze cut back to Morris once more. “I want you going downtown.”
Morris lifted his hands. “Aw, man, no, I—”
“You’re working with a sketch artist. You saw the guy. You—and any of your men who were close by. I want every single detail that you can give me. This man has killed three people in the last two days. He’s not getting away with his crimes.”
Because if they didn’t catch him, Ivy knew he’d just be killing someone else again soon.
“And I want a patrol car sent to Cameron Wilde’s house, right now,” Bennett gritted out as the officer near him nodded briskly.  “Bring him in to the station. I’ll be having a nice chat with him, too.”
“Bennett—” Ivy began.
He whirled toward her. He took two steps and his hands caught her shoulders. “It could have been you in that body bag.”
She shook her head.
“He called you. He lured you here. He’s baiting us.  Playing a game that I won’t let him win.”  His breath sawed out as his eyes glittered down at her. “I won’t let you be his victim.  I can’t.” His hold tightened on her. “I need you too much.”
That was good, right? He needed her. He—
“So I’m sorry, Ivy, but this has to be done. You matter too much. I can’t risk you.” He dropped his hands and stepped back.
Oh, no. She got a very bad feeling in the pit of her stomach. “Bennett?” Just what was he doing?
Bennett sighed. “Officer Jansen, please place Ivy DuLane in protective custody.”
“What?”  Had she just misheard? Because she was already freaking out over Shelly, so maybe—
“You’re going to have a guard, twenty-four seven, until this bastard is caught.” Bennett’s hands clenched at his sides. “You’re not going in a body bag, understand? I won’t let that happen. I’ve seen first-hand what sick freaks like him do to their prey. How they get off on the pain. That’s not happening to you. It can’t.” His voice sounded ragged as he whirled away from her.
Seriously—that was it? “Bennett?” Chill bumps rose on her arms.  
“Um, Ms. DuLane?” A female officer was at her side. Must be Officer Jansen. She hadn’t even realized the woman was there until Bennett had said the lady’s name. “You’ll need to come with me now.”
Bennett had already paced several feet away. He was on his phone, barking orders. Probably demanding that APB and putting out a search for Cameron. 
“Can he do that?” Ivy asked. “Can he just put me in protective custody?” 
“Uh, ma’am, it’s for your safety.”
The ME’s van was pulling away. Shelly didn’t have any chance of safety.  She shouldn’t have died. If the killer was truly playing a game…then why won’t he just come after me? Why was he bringing her friends and her brother into this nightmare? 
“Life can change so fast,” Ivy murmured. “Two days ago, my biggest worry was whether or not I’d get enough new clients this year for my business.”
Now…
Now she had to worry about staying alive. Worry about protecting those close to her.
If he wants me, then he needs to focus on me. And leave them the hell alone.
“Ma’am,” Officer Jansen’s voice hardened. “You need to come with me now.”
Ivy nodded. Yes, she did. And she also needed to figure out what the hell she could do next. 
 
***
 
Police Chief Berney Quarrel stalked into Bennett’s office and shut the door behind him with a soft click. “Tell me…please tell me that I didn’t see Senator DuLane’s son in my interrogation room.”
Bennett put down his phone. “You saw him.”
The chief winced. “You really thinking that man is our killer? That he brutally stabbed his own girlfriend and then just hung around at that party, waiting for her body to be found?”
I think Hugh DuLane has plenty of secrets.
“You think that man is harassing his own sister? Trying to kill her?”
“No, shit, I don’t.”  Because Bennett thought the man they were after had driven away in a Porsche.  “I saw Hugh when he realized Shelly Estes was dead.” The guy had been destroyed. And Bennett didn’t think that reaction had been faked. “He’s just one of the killer’s pawns. Hell, the guy is in interrogation because I think he saw the bastard. I think the guy walked right up to Hugh and took his phone, and DuLane didn’t even realize what was happening.”
The chief grunted. “Well, that makes things easier. At least I won’t have to deal with the nightmare of arresting a DuLane.”
Even with the scandals that had been attached to their family, Bennett knew the name still carried power. Power and too much wealth. 
“Would it matter?” Bennett asked him grimly. “Say Hugh was our killer. Would his last name stop you from arresting the guy?”  Because the senator hadn’t been arrested when he’d committed murder. Back then, the cops had just let him walk.
The chief’s face hardened. “You must not know me well, son.  Because you shouldn’t have to ask that question.” His coal black eyes narrowed. “Money and power don’t mean shit to me if you’re guilty.”
Good.  Bennett nodded. “My apologies, sir.”
The chief grunted. “You think I don’t know about what went down here before? I heard all about your aunt.”
That wasn’t what Bennett had expected to hear right then.
“That shit won’t go down under my command. Count on it.” 
Bennett’s respect for the man notched up even more.
“Now tell me about Cameron Wilde,” the chief said gruffly.
He wished that he had more to say. “You know Cameron Wilde is missing.”
The chief lowered into Bennett’s desk chair.
“Wilde and the Porsche.” The traffic camera had caught that vehicle fleeing, and they’d gotten the tag number, a tag number that showed the owner of the vehicle was one Cameron Wilde.
His hair isn’t dark.  It’s blond. But, otherwise… “There weren’t any signs of foul play at his house in Mobile. Ivy told me the guy had a second home over at the Fort Morgan beach area.  I had officers from the Fort Morgan police department check the place out, but they said it looked deserted.” Not a good sign. “They’re going to head back at first light and check again.”  Though they sure hadn’t sounded very hopeful when they’d talked to him.
“How are those sketches going?” Chief Quarrel asked him.
“Fucking worthless.”  He shook his head. “We had three witnesses who saw the guy—Morris Hatch, the head of the security at the gate, a guy named Todd Wiles, and Peter Blask, the valet. All three men saw the driver of that Porsche. And when they were paired up with sketch artists, all damn three of them described a different man. The pictures are useless to me.”
The chief sighed. “You know how faulty eye witness descriptions can be—especially in situations like this one.” 
Yeah, he damn well knew how unreliable such testimony could be. He’d had his share of issues with misleading descriptions during his time with the FBI. But he’d hoped they’d gotten lucky. He’d needed to see who he was hunting. 
“I’ve got the APB out for Wilde,” Bennett said. “Uniforms are searching his property and his business. We should be able to find him.”
The chief just looked back at him.
And Bennett knew the chief was thinking the same thing he was. We should be able to find him…provided that Cameron Wilde was still alive.
He wasn’t so sure about that. Maybe the killer had stabbed Cameron and dumped his body, then taken his ride.   
“You’re the hotshot from the FBI,” the chief groused. “I know you worked with serials. Is that what we’ve got here? A serial?”
Bennett’s hand rose and pressed to his side. Beneath his shirt, he could just feel the ridge of his scar.  So many scars marked him.  “Usually, serials have certain victim types that they enjoy.”
“Like pretty young brunettes…”
“Just like that.” 
The chief’s fingers tapped on Bennett’s desk.  “Give me a profile.”
Bennett’s brows rose. “I’m not a profiler, not some psychiatrist—”
“Aw, cut the bullshit. You were Violent Crimes. I know you’re the one who tracked down the Greenville Trapper.”
Bennett didn’t let his expression alter. Greenville Trapper. That was the name the media had come up with for the killer who had terrorized the Greenville, South Carolina area. A man who’d hunted his prey—and had trapped that prey. The Trapper had seen himself as some sort of big gamesman, and he’d only gone after big prey. Men in their prime. Men who were physically fit. Men who could survive his game for longer periods of time.
Because after he’d trapped his prey, the sick freak had enjoyed torturing them…for weeks. 
“I tracked him,” Bennett said grimly.  The marks beneath his clothes—the scars he would always carry—seemed to burn. 
“So I think you know a pretty good bit about profiling killers.” The chief motioned to him. “Profile this one. Go—”
Bennett’s door flew open. Ivy stood there, chest heaving, her dark eyes blazing at him. “Three hours,” she snapped.
What was she doing there? She was—
“I’ve been back in holding for three hours.” She stalked toward him and jabbed her finger into his chest. “Like a common criminal! I’m all for protective custody. I mean, hell, do what you need to do, but you can’t just lock me up and forget about me!”
As if he could forget about her.
“You need to use me,” Ivy said flatly. “The killer is calling me. He’s hurting my friends—use me.”
The fuck he would. 
“Ah, Ms. DuLane,” the chief murmured as he rose. “I was wondering when you’d be making an appearance.”
Ivy glanced over at him.  “As exciting as I find your jail, Chief. I think my time can be better spent elsewhere.”
“Actually,” the chief drawled. “I think you might be here just in time. Detective Morgan was just about to tell me what sort of profile he had for the killer.”
“He was?” Ivy asked quickly.
“Uh, chief, she’s a civilian. She—”
“Do you have any idea how many cold cases the woman has solved in the last year?” The chief marched toward Bennett. “I tried to draft her for my force, but she likes playing it independent. Just like her grandfather.”
And he suddenly wondered if—like Dr. Battiste—the chief had enjoyed fishing with Ivy’s grandfather back in the day.
“He would have been proud of you,” the chief murmured to Ivy. 
“I don’t know about that,” she whispered, her voice so low that Bennett barely heard her words. But then Ivy straightened her shoulders. “Give us the profile, Bennett, and then let’s see what we can do to trap him.”
Trap him.
For an instant, Bennett remembered pain. Screams. Death.
“Bennett?” Ivy frowned at him. “Are you okay?”
No, he hadn’t been okay in a very long time.
When he’d been far too close to death, when his partner had been dead around him, the Greenville Trapper—a guy with the non-threatening name of Paul Friend—had tried to make Bennett beg. He’d tried to break him.
Bennett had screamed with his agony, but he hadn’t broken.
Because he’d been thinking…
Of her.
“He’s obsessed,” Bennett said flatly. “A woman…a woman he can’t let go. A woman he wants to own.” 
Ivy stared up at him.
“Dark hair, mid-twenties…beautiful.”
You won’t touch her.
“He’s been killing a while. So confident. The first time he killed…it was her.” His obsession. “And he got high from the pleasure of taking her life. Of having the ultimate control. He liked that feeling. He liked having her…so he did it again and again…but he was smart. He picked two different towns. He killed when the crowds were at their full height. When the cops were so busy that they didn’t notice a woman missing. He did that, not too often, maybe once a year or once every two years, controlling himself as much as possible. Choosing his victims and hunting.”
Ivy licked her lower lip. “But he’s had more than one victim this year.”
Yes, he had. “Because something changed in his equation. You changed things.”
“Th-that’s why he called me. Why he’s targeting my friends. Because I saw him kill Evette.”
Yes. “Maybe he liked that you saw. Maybe it pissed him off. I don’t know yet—but you were a trigger for him. You broke his control. He’s acting on impulse now, with no cooling off period between his kills, and that makes him even more dangerous.”
The chief rubbed his chin. “Because that means we don’t know what he’ll do next?”
Bennett nodded. “We need to contact the FBI. They’ll send a team down here. He’s been crossing state lines, killing for years. He’s a serial they need to chase.”
Ivy grabbed his arm. “You were FBI! You can catch him. Bennett, come on, we can do this.”
“You’re out of your league, Ivy.”  She didn’t understand. “What will you do if he gets you alone again? If you can’t get free?  When he drives his knife into you…what will you do?”
Die.
He couldn’t let that happen.
“If he’s focused on me, if I set him off, then we can use that,” she said desperately. “Bennett, we can—”
“He’ll kill you! He’ll stab you, carve you up until nothing is left!” His fury and fear erupted. “Then what the fuck am I supposed to do?”
She sucked in a sharp breath and pulled her hand away from him.
Silence.
“Yeah…” The chief murmured. “I’ll let you two talk this out a bit more. I think I’ll head in there and see what her brother has to say…”
Ivy didn’t speak, not until the chief closed the door behind him. 
Then…
“What the fuck,” Ivy asked softly, “am I supposed to do if he targets someone else that I care about?”
He flexed his fingers. He wanted to touch her. Wanted to hold her tight. 
“If he calls me again, if he contacts me…we bait the trap,” Ivy said as her dark gaze held his. “Stop looking at this from a personal angle. If you didn’t know me, if you’d never slept with me…wouldn’t you already be using me to catch him?”
His hand lifted and slid under her chin. “I do know you. I did sleep with you.” Too long ago. He needed her now. “And I will be lost if he hurts you.”
“Bennett?” She stared at him in confusion, as if she didn’t know him.
When she was the only one he’d ever let close. “How do you think I survived before? When that freak had me chained up in that cabin? When he took his time slicing the skin from my chest even as my partner’s dead body was just a few feet away?”
She backed up a step. “I didn’t…I didn’t know!”
She’d asked for the gritty details before. Be careful what you wish for. “That’s what you’re asking for, baby. You’re asking to become a serial killer’s toy. You’re asking me to stand back and let that shit happen to you.”  He gave a grim shake of his head. “No, it won’t happen.  It can’t happen.” 
“Bennett…”
“That’s my worst fear,” he rasped. “For you to be hurt like that. For you to be trapped, to need me…”
“Protective custody,” she said softly. “Now I understand.” She threw her arms around him.
He bent, hugging her, holding her as tightly as he could.
He thought of the way Hugh had reacted when he’d seen Shelly’s body. The guy had been destroyed.
If Ivy had been on that floor…
“It can’t happen,” he said flatly. “It won’t.”  Because he truly would go mad. She didn’t get it—Ivy thought he’d left town and never given her another thought.
But she’d been on his mind. Every day.  The one thing that had been his.
A knock sounded at his door. Hell, probably the chief, trying to get him moving.
He pulled away from Ivy, just a bit, and glanced at the door. Sure enough, the chief poked his head inside.
“Chief, I—” Bennett began.
“Call it a night,” the chief ordered. “Go take Ms. DuLane home. You both need to catch a few hours’ sleep. Then you can come back here. We’ll meet at 0700.”
Take her home? The hell, no. “But she’s in custody—”
“I didn’t say it had to be her home, now did I?”  The chief turned away. “Priorities are important in this world, Bennett. Make sure yours are in place—and that they are the right ones.”
Ivy is my priority. Priority One. Maybe it was time he proved that to her.
“Come on.” He grabbed his keys and looped his fingers with hers.  They hurried into the hallway and turned toward the bullpen. 
But Ivy stopped and glanced back toward interrogation. “My brother?” 
And then Hugh appeared.  Standing in the hallway, with his shoulders hunched, her brother seemed like a completely different man to Bennett. 
Ivy pulled from Bennett and hurried to Hugh’s side. She wrapped her arms around him and held on tight. “I’m so sorry,” Ivy said.
Hugh didn’t hug her back. He stood there, stiff and seemingly lost, in her embrace. 
Ivy eased back. “Hugh?”
He blinked and looked at her. Bennett didn’t even know if the guy was really seeing her or not.  When he’d interrogated Hugh, he’d thought the other man might be in shock.  “It’s my fault, isn’t it?” Hugh asked.
Bennett tensed.
“Payback. Fucking karma. Because I kept my damn mouth shut before, I’m being punished now.”  Hugh’s gaze cut to Bennett. “He was my father, man.  I…he said we’d lose everything.”
Bennett could barely breathe as he realized just what Hugh was talking about. Another time. Another murder.
“I tried to get her out of the fire.”
They weren’t talking about Shelly, not even close. But Shelly’s death had pushed Hugh over some sort of edge.
“That’s why I have the burns.” Hugh looked down at his palms, and, sure enough, there were old scars there. “I tried to get to her, but she wasn’t moving inside her car. He told me she was already dead.”
Bennett felt his cheeks ice.
“He pulled me back. He was on his phone, calling for help.  The flames were rising.” Hugh closed his eyes. “Then I saw her move. Your aunt was still alive.”
No, shit, no. I can’t hear this now!
His aunt had been so close to him. His mother had usually been too busy with her lovers to give him much thought. But his aunt…she’d been everything.
“The car exploded before I could get back to her.  I’m so sorry.”  Hugh raked his hands over his face. “It’s payback! I let her die, and now Shelly…Shelly is gone!  I didn’t get to help her, either! I didn’t get to do a damn thing!”
Ivy hugged him again. “Hugh, this isn’t about you. It’s not your fault.”
He squeezed her, wrapping his arms tightly around her. “No? Then whose fault is it, Ivy?  Who the hell do I blame?” Over Ivy’s shoulder, Hugh met Bennett’s stare.
“You blame the killer,” Bennett told him. “When we catch him, when we lock that perp behind bars…you blame him.”
“I’m sorry,” Hugh told him. “For so much…dammit, man, I’m sorry.”
Bennett inclined his head toward Hugh.
“Don’t you wish you could change the past?  Past…” Hugh’s head sagged forward as he pressed closer to Ivy. “Present and future.”  Then he whispered something to Ivy. 
Bennett didn’t know what the guy had said, but Ivy jerked away from him. “No!” 
Hugh smiled, a sad sight.
“No, don’t ever say that! You’re nothing like him! You never were!”  She shook her brother, hard, and her voice rang out as she said, “You matter. You have always mattered, and I don’t care what crap he told you. Our father was one grade A bastard.” Then, softer, she said, “You know you matter to me.”
Hugh’s fingers slid under her chin. “Wait until Bennett tells you what I did. See if you still feel the same way.”
All the secrets are coming out.
Hugh exhaled and focused on the uniformed cop who waited a few feet behind him. “I get my own guard, Ivy.  Good deal, right? Don’t worry. I’m sure he’ll make certain I don’t do anything too crazy.” He turned and headed toward the cop.
“I’ll be pissed if you do!” Ivy threatened. “I know you’re hurting, Hugh, and I’m so sorry.”
He glanced back at her. “I loved her, Ives.” 
Ives. It had been so long since Bennett had heard that nickname. 
“I didn’t even realize it,” Hugh said as he shuffled away. “Not until I saw her on that floor.” 
“Hugh…” There was so much sorrow in Ivy’s voice. “Please, promise me…” Her words trailed away.
But Hugh had stopped.
“Promise me you won’t do anything to hurt yourself,” Ivy said, “Not like…not like our father. Promise me.”
Bennett hurt for them both.
Hugh slowly glanced at her.
“I’ll come with you,” Ivy said quickly. “I’ll stay with you tonight. I’ll—”
“No, not tonight.”  Hugh’s voice was firm, his eyes grief-stricken. “Tonight, I want to think of her.”  His jaw hardened. “And I give you my promise, Ives.  I won’t be like him.”
Him. Their father…the all-powerful senator…a man who’d killed himself one hot southern night. 
Ivy nodded. “I’ll…I’ll come to you tomorrow?”
Hugh nodded.  Then the cop led him away.  
Bennett put his hand on her shoulder.
She stiffened. “Let me guess. My brother is getting protective custody, too, right?” 
“Yes.”
“Good. I want him safe.” She glanced back. “In case you didn’t realize it, our father spent most of his time making Hugh think he was worthless.” Her lips twisted. “Is it really such a surprise that when he was eighteen, Hugh caved to my dad’s pressure? That he lied at the scene of that terrible accident?”
It hadn’t been an accident.
The senator had truly gotten away with murder.  But not forever…eventually, the guilt had set in, and then, one night, he’d put a gun in his mouth.
When Bennett had heard the news, he knew that he should have felt relief. His aunt had gotten justice. But he hadn’t felt relief. He’d just felt sadness. And he’d wanted to see Ivy.
But when I got down here, she wasn’t alone. She was with Cameron.
Now Cameron was missing. 
 
***
 
Ivy hadn’t returned home.
He sat in her bedroom, waiting. He’d been waiting for the last few hours.
But she hadn’t come back home.
Her brother was a fool. The idiot had saved her security system’s passcode on his phone.  It had been merely a matter of a little finger swiping, and he’d had perfect access to Ivy’s house.
He’d explored all the nooks and crannies.
He’d touched the silk of her underwear. He’d spread out in her bed. He’d imagined all of the wonderful things that he would do with the sensual Ivy.
Now, so much made sense to him. She’d been the piece of the puzzle that he hadn’t realized was missing. A puzzle piece that had been deliberately kept from him.
She was everything now.
Every single fucking thing.
She’d be home again. Sooner or later, and when she was…
She’s mine. He had so many wonderful plans for her.
 



 
Chapter Nine
 
She hadn’t been to Bennett’s place before.  Ivy stood just inside the doorway, far too conscious of him as he closed and locked the front door. There was a quick beep as he reset the alarm.
He flipped on the lights and illumination flooded the area.  Bennett’s home was in the midtown area of Mobile, nestled at the end of an oak-lined street.  Most of the houses in midtown were historic, and his home was no exception. The gleaming hardwood was strong and sturdy beneath her feet, and she knew the ceilings were easily thirteen feet high. The place was sparsely furnished, but the home was absolutely beautiful. Obviously, someone had spent a lot of time and dedication restoring the home.
She headed toward the fireplace. Her fingers trailed over the mantel. “Did you do the restoration yourself?”
“Yes.”
Something they had in common.  She’d been doing all of the painstaking work in her house, too.
“When you’re not hunting criminals…” She looked back at him. “Maybe you can drop by my house and give me a hand.” She thought her words might lighten the heavy tension that seemed to hang in the air between them.
But Bennett didn’t smile.  She didn’t blame him. She didn’t exactly feel like smiling either.  Her eyes burned from the tears she’d already shed for Shelly.
I keep picturing her body—all of that blood. And that wasn’t how she wanted to remember Shelly. She wanted to remember her friend beautiful. Happy. 
“It’s okay to cry,” Bennett said softly.
Ivy swept the back of her hand over her cheek. “I’ve cried plenty.  I don’t want to do that anymore.” Because she was afraid if she started again, the tears wouldn’t stop.  Grief wasn’t what she wanted.
No, what she wanted, what she needed, was an escape. Something to numb the pain.
Bennett.
Her gaze met his. Held his.  Could he read the need in her stare? Could he understand how much she’d changed?  Everything had altered for her when she’d seen Shelly’s body. Playing it safe, going slowly with him this time around—why? Ivy didn’t know how much time they had.  A killer was stalking her. She might not have tomorrow. She might have nothing but this moment.
And with the danger growing, Ivy didn’t want regrets.
I want Bennett.
He seemed to understand because his green gaze darkened as he stared at her. Then, slowly, so slowly, he stalked toward her. “You have a choice to make.”
Ivy waited.
“You can sleep in the guest room down the hall. You can rest and know that you’re safe. Totally protected.”
Her breath came a little faster. “That’s option one.” She nodded. “And option two?” I don’t want option one. With option one, she’d be alone. She’d see Shelly in her mind. She’d hurt.
“Option two…you can let me have you.”
Her whole body got warm.
“And you can have me.” He stopped in front of her, but Bennett didn’t touch her. Even though she wanted him to, so badly. “I know you said things were going too fast before, when we were at your place.”
Oh, jeez…had that just been…last night? It had been, and, with the brutal events of the day, all of her priorities had shifted. She wanted to reach out and grab tight to her dreams. To reach for the thing she wanted most—
And I will. Why be afraid? Life was short and hard and so very unfair. People had to grab their happiness when they could, and hold on tight with both hands.
“But I don’t think it’s too fast,” Bennett said. “I think it’s just the opposite. I think things are too slow because I’ve wanted you back in my bed for years but I was too damn big of a fool to tell you.”
Hope bloomed within her. Maybe it wasn’t too late. Maybe—
“You need to know all of me, before you make the choice. Because there won’t be any going back.” Then, staring at her, he took off his coat. Tossed it aside. He still wore his gun holster, but, carefully, he removed it. Then he reached around her and put the gun on the mantel.
He still didn’t touch her.
She needed his hands on her.
He exhaled slowly, then Bennett lifted up his t-shirt.  He hesitated, only briefly, then tossed the shirt to the floor. “I’m not the man you knew before.”
Scars sliced over his chest and stomach. So many scars. Deep, long. Twisting.  All over his front torso and—
Bennett turned to show her his back.
And on his back.
Tears stung her eyes.
“The Greenville Trapper kept me for two days before I was able to kill the bastard.”
She stepped toward him. His back was still to her, so he didn’t see her hand trembling as she reached toward him.
“By then, he’d more than left his mark on me, physically and mentally.”
Her fingers touched the deep scar on his right shoulder. It looked as if someone had just taken a knife and cut out a chunk of his skin.  “Bennett…”
“I don’t want your pity.” His voice was sharp.
She shook her head.
“He made me into a monster, Ivy.”
Her lips pressed to the scars. First one, then another. Another. “You’re not a monster.”
He stiffened. “I am.” His voice was so stark. “And if anything happened to you, the whole world would truly see just how screwed up I am.”
Tears were sliding down her cheeks. He’d endured so much.  The pain—it made her sick. Made her furious. Made her want to kill.
I could have lost him. He went through this hell…and I had no idea. She pressed another kiss to his skin. His arms were clean, no scars there. 
“Ivy…” He turned toward her and her gaze shot up to meet his. When he saw the tears on her cheeks, his expression hardened. “No, dammit, no, don’t—”
“Shut up,” she said as the tears just came harder. “You should have called me! I needed to know.” She grabbed him and held tight. “I needed to know!”
Silence. 
And…
“I wasn’t in any shape to call anyone, baby.  I was drugged up for days.  More dead than alive.”
He was gutting her. 
“But, later, the nurses told me…I kept saying one name, again and again.”
It almost hurt for her to breathe.
“Your name, Ivy. Yours.  You’re the thing that got me through, Ivy. The reason I survived that hell. I couldn’t die because I knew I needed to come back to you.” 
“Bennett?”
“You’re the reason I came back to Mobile. The reason I walked away from the Bureau. You were the thing that mattered to me, and I just had to figure out how the hell to get back in your life. I had to try and figure out a way to make up for the past. I was a stupid kid back then. Hurting too much. Feeling too much pain. And I pushed away the one person I should have been pulling close.”
He wasn’t pulling her close. He was just—
Still wiping away her tears.
“I came back because I wanted to be with you, but when I got here…I didn’t know how to approach you. Didn’t know what the fuck to do. I thought you were with Cameron. You two always seemed to be together—”
“Not like that.” Just the one time. The mistake that still dodged her. 
His chin lifted. He caught her hands and pulled them from his shoulders. Then he just—held her wrists. Between them.  “I changed.  I realized just how much when I got back here. Dammit, baby, I would go to your house and stand outside, watching the lights in your windows. Watching you.”
He—
“That shit isn’t normal. I knew then just how far I’d fallen. I wanted you too much. I needed you too much. You were my lifeline, and I was too dangerous because I couldn’t stand the thought of anyone else being close to you.” His jaw hardened. “When I saw you go out with Cameron, I wanted to beat the hell out of that guy. That isn’t normal. It’s not safe.”
He took a step back.
She wanted to follow him. She didn’t. She…
“What makes you think I’m safe?” Ivy asked. “You think you’re the only one with inner demons?”
“You haven’t killed a man, Ivy. I have. With my bare hands.”
She flinched. “Your own life was on the line! Stop this! Stop it!” And she did follow him. Her body brushed against his. “Stop saying you’re some kind of terrible person! You survived hell! Yes, you’re different. How could you not be?  But do you think I don’t…do you honestly think I don’t want you anymore?”
The answer was plain to see on his face.
“Oh, Bennett…I never stopped wanting you.” I never will. “So tell me about that option two because that’s the option I want to take.”
She saw the change sweep over his face—the desperate need, the desire that wasn’t checked any longer.  His control shattered and he reached for her.
His hands were rough. So were hers. He kissed her with a wild, fierce lust that she craved.  She couldn’t get close enough to him. Her hands slid over his back, over the scars that he shouldn’t have ever been forced to carry. She touched every inch of his body that she could. She needed him to understand that she still wanted him—every single bit of him.
His hands curled around her waist and he lifted her up, holding her so easily. Her legs wrapped around his hips and she felt the long, hard length of his arousal pressing against her.  She arched against him, hating that her clothes were in the way. She needed them gone. Needed his jeans gone.
Flesh to flesh.
Sex to sex.
He started walking, still holding her, and a thrill shot through her. His strength had always been a turn-on for her. But then, nearly everything about him turned her on.
She began to kiss her way over his hard jaw, over the rough stubble there, then down his neck.
He growled. “Ivy…”
“Still like that, huh?” And she nipped his neck, lightly, then licked the mark. “Good to know.”  Her heart was drumming in her chest, her whole body going molten.
They were in his darkened bedroom now. With his elbow, he hit the light switch, flooding the room with illumination. A few more steps and he lowered her onto the bed.
She sat up quickly and, with her eyes on his, she yanked off her shirt. 
She saw his green gaze darken.  Ivy smiled. Then she unhooked her bra and tossed it toward him.  Bennett caught her bra and fisted his fingers around it. “You are so damn perfect.”
No, she wasn’t. She was far, far from perfect.
She kicked away her shoes. Then Ivy lifted up her hips and pushed out of her jeans and her underwear. The last of her clothes hit the floor with a soft rustle of sound. She stretched out on the bed, completely naked and not even the slightest bit hesitant.
Not now.
Not with him.
She could feel Bennett’s gaze sliding over her.  Ivy swallowed, then licked her lips, wishing she could taste him. She heard the hiss of his zipper and a moment later, his jeans were the ones hitting the floor. The bed dipped beneath his weight as he closed the distance between them.
She held her breath a moment, waiting, eager, desperate to feel his touch.
But his fingers didn’t trail over her skin.  His thighs didn’t push between hers.  Instead, his mouth pressed to her shoulder. The gentlest of caresses.
“So soft,” he whispered. Then he kissed her shoulder again. Her hands slid out and grabbed the covers, fisting it when she felt his lips press to her collarbone. “I fucking missed you, Ivy.”
Her eyes squeezed shut. And I missed you.
Bennett’s legs pushed between hers. She could feel the hot, hard length of his arousal against her.  And his mouth—it was on her breast. His lips closed around her nipple and he sucked her in deep.
Her breath left her in a quick gasp and her hold tightened on those covers. He was licking her breast, laving her nipple with his tongue, and her hips twisted wildly against the bed as arousal flooded through her. 
His hand slid down her stomach. Her eyes opened when his fingers—long, strong, slightly rough—slid between her legs. 
“I want to feel you, all of you,” Bennett growled.
Have at it.
He slid one finger into her. Then another.  Her head tipped back as she gasped out his name.  He was going so slowly. Working in and out, thrusting with his fingers even as his thumb flexed over the center of her need. 
Her desire was building—strengthening with every second that passed.  He was savoring her, but she wanted his wildness. She wanted him.
Maybe it was time to shatter his control. Maybe it was time to let their desire take over.
She let go of the covers. She grabbed him. “Bennett.”
His head lifted.  His eyes gleamed.
She pushed against his shoulders, and he rolled, lying back against the mattress. She climbed on top of him, straddling his hips. “It’s been too long.” 
“Yes…”
She pushed her sex over him. She was wet and ready and she wanted him inside. 
She bent her head and licked his nipple. Bennett hissed out a breath. Good, so good…
But they could do better.  His hands reached for her, but she grabbed them and pushed them back against the bed. “No, I get to touch now.”
And she was touching all of him.  Licking his flat nipples. Kissing the scars that sliced down his stomach. Moving on down, down to the heavy length of his arousal. Her fingers curled over him. Her mouth pressed to him—
“Ivy.” It was a guttural demand.
She ignored it. She savored. She took. She—
Was on her back. He was over her. 
“Don’t. Move.”  Such a fierce, hot demand.
One she ignored. Because when he leaned to the side, reaching for the nightstand drawer, she ran her hands over his chest and she felt the quick, hard flex of his muscles.
“Ivy.” A warning edge entered his voice.
She ignored the warning and pressed a kiss to his skin.
He pulled away from her.
“No!” Ivy cried. He’d better not be stopping.
But then she saw that he was just ripping open the foil packet he’d grabbed, and when he had the protection in place, he reached for her again. He caught her hands and pinned them above her head. “You have trouble following orders,” Bennett said, his voice a sensual rasp.
Guilty. 
“Let’s see if you can follow this order.” He kept her wrists imprisoned with one hand while his other moved down her body. Stroked her sex. Then Bennett positioned his cock at the entrance of her body. “I want you to come for me, Ivy.”
She planned to ignite for the guy. She planned—
He thrust into her. Deep and hard and he stretched every inch of her sex. Her breath left her in a quick rush as her whole body stiffened.
“So damn tight.” He kissed her.  “Perfect,” Bennett whispered against her lips.
Then he withdrew. He thrust again. Harder.  Rougher. The time for savoring was gone, and she was desperately arching up against him, moving even faster now that her body had adjusted to his. He still had her hands imprisoned, and she tried to yank them down, wanting to touch him.
“I like you this way,” he told her. “So beautiful. So mine.” He angled his hips so that he pushed down against her core. Her climax was close. She could feel it surging up within her. Closer. Closer.
He thrust. Withdrew. Thrust.
The headboard rammed into the wall. Her legs locked around his hips as she drove up to meet him.
Then her release exploded within her.  The pleasure rocked through her body, filling every cell, taking her breath and making her heart race even faster.  She tried to say his name, but speech was a little too much for her. She just arched toward him and rode out that climax. 
“You feel…incredible…” He slid out, then thrust back in. “Squeezing…so good…”
Then his hold tightened even more on her wrists. He stiffened against her, then shuddered. Ivy stared up at him, captivated by the pleasure she could see filling his face and blazing in his gaze. He kept thrusting with his release, driving in her again and again, and the slick moves of his body just made her release keep spiraling.
“Ivy.”
He kissed her. 
She pretty much came apart for him.
In the aftermath, Bennett let her hands go. He brought her wrists to his mouth. Kissed one. Then the other. Did he feel the fast sputter of her pulse beneath his lips?
He slid from her body, and a protest broke from her lips.
“I’ll be right back.”
He’d better be. She closed her eyes.
She heard the pad of his footsteps but Ivy didn’t bother looking to see what he was doing. Her whole body felt limp, languid, pretty damn awesome.  She snuggled deeper into the covers and—
Did she hear the sound of running water? 
Ivy cracked open one eye.  Bennett was back. He bent, slid his arms under her and lifted her up against his chest.
“This is going to stun you,” Ivy told him a bit drowsily. “But I can actually walk.”
“You just feel so good against me.” He carried her toward the bathroom. “I’ve missed you.”
He had a huge, claw-footed tub in the middle of the bathroom. He lowered her into that tub and the warm water was absolute bliss. He stepped in behind her, and they sank down together. The water kept pumping from the brass faucet, filling up the space around them.
Bennett pulled her back against his chest. His hands curled around her stomach and he pressed a kiss to her shoulder. 
“I missed you,” Bennett said again.  She heard the echo of pain in his voice.
“Don’t worry,” Ivy told him. “I’m not going anywhere.” And this time, neither are you. They were together now, and nothing would tear them apart again.
 
***
 
Cameron Wilde jogged down the beach. He loved the beach at dawn. When the first streaks of the sun’s light began to inch across the sky, they always looked so red…like blood. His sneakered feet pounded across the sand, but he made sure to stay out of the waves that reached so greedily toward him.  His breath sawed in and out even as his heartbeat pounded steadily. 
The sand flew up in his wake. His hands were fisted as he ran and—
Someone was at his beach house. Not just any person, either. A cop car.  He saw it from a good mile away.  His pace quickened as he hurried forward.  A cop shouldn’t be visiting his beach house. That was his sanctuary. No one should be there.
But now he could see two uniformed men. One was on his balcony. One was walking down the beach toward him.
“Mr. Wilde!” The cop approaching him yelled.
Cameron waved and kept running. When he was within five feet of that cop, he stopped, his breath heaving. “What’s going on?” 
“Got orders to check on you, sir.” The cop surveyed him, more than a bit suspiciously. “I’m Officer Fred Wayne.  The authorities over in Mobile have been trying to reach you.”
His gut clenched. Cameron lowered his head, put his hands on his knees, and sucked in a deep breath. “Why? What’s happening?” The authorities…
Instantly, Ivy’s face flashed through his mind.
Oh, hell, no—
“We came by last night, looking for you, sir, but you weren’t here.”
No, he hadn’t been. 
“Want to tell us where you were?”
Fucking some girl I met on the beach. A brunette who looked enough like Ivy to get me through the night. But now, he wasn’t going to tell the guy that bit. “I was out at one of the bars.” True enough.  He’d just left the bar after a while.
Fred took another step toward him. “Where is your Porsche, Mr. Wilde?” 
Cameron kept his hands on his knees, but he tilted his head back so he could gaze at the cop. “The last time I checked, the Porsche was locked in my garage.” He straightened slowly, rolling his shoulders. “I don’t bring it here. The sand would just mess up the paint.” 
The cop frowned.
“I drove the SUV over. It’s parked under the cabin, I’m sure you saw it.”  And the cop was making him nervous. “What’s happening?” Cameron demanded again.
“We’re going to need you to come with us, sir.” Officer Fred glanced over his shoulder. The guy’s partner had left the balcony and was walking toward them.  Fred cleared his throat and said, “It appears that your Porsche may have been stolen.”
“What?”  Could he have worse luck?
“It was spotted at the scene of a murder.”
Cameron took an aggressive step toward that cop. “Who was murdered?” Not Ivy, not—
Fred put his hand on his holster. “Sir, I need you to calm down.”
Cameron growled. “I’m wearing a pair of jogging shorts and tennis shoes. I obviously have no weapons, so you’re not in any danger from me.”  He put his hands up, though, so the guys wouldn’t get all trigger happy. “Tell me what the hell is going on here.”
Fred nervously licked his lips. “You need to go in to the Mobile police station.”
Cameron’s back teeth ground together.
“A…a Shelly Estes was killed last night, and the perp who killed her, he drove off in your car,” Fred told him.
Shelly?  Cameron shook his head. “No, that’s not possible.”
“I said too much.”  Fred backed up a step. “You need to get dressed. They want you in Mobile.”
“Shelly?” Cameron whispered. Oh, shit, but Hugh must be a mess.  He followed the cop, his steps wooden, his mind whirling.
The killer had used his car?  His Porsche? What the hell?  It was almost as if… “Is the bastard trying to set me up?”  Because cops had come hunting for him, and that shit couldn’t be good.
Fred glanced back at him. “You’ll probably want your lawyer to meet you in Mobile.”
Sonofabitch. “I don’t want a lawyer. I want to see my friends.” Because Hugh and Ivy would need him.
He would be there for them, no matter what. 
 



 
Chapter Ten
 
The sunlight poured through the blinds, falling onto the bed. Onto Ivy.
Bennett stared at her, enjoying the way the light caught her hair, bringing out faint red highlights in the dark mane that he had never noticed before. 
She was lying face down on the bed, with the sheets pooled around her waist. He stood by the edge of the mattress, and his fingers itched to touch her. 
The chief had called him a few minutes ago. The ME wanted to see him—and he was scheduled to meet with the mayor, too. There was no way to keep the murders out of the public eye—hell, by hitting the councilman and a high profile society queen like Shelly Estes, the killer had practically guaranteed himself a front page spread in the paper.
A press conference was scheduled for that afternoon. 
And, on top of all that, Cameron Wilde had been found—and the guy was due in for an interrogation very soon.
I have to go.
But he just wanted to stay right there, where he knew Ivy was safe.  His fingers trailed down her back. “Ivy.” He kept his voice soft.
She stretched beneath his touch.
“Ivy…” A little louder now.
Her head turned. Her eyes fluttered open. Her dark gaze focused on him, and she smiled.
When was the last time that someone had looked at him that way?  Like he was something good, something…special?
Ivy had always looked at him that way, though. Even when they were teens. When she should have never noticed a guy like him…she’d turned to him and given him that same slow smile.
“I was dreaming about you,” Ivy said.
And I’ve spent most of my life dreaming about you.
She pushed up a bit in the bed. “You were—”
“I have to go back to the station.” 
Ivy pushed back her hair. She twisted in the bed and brought the sheet up to cover her breasts. A real crying shame. 
Bennett cleared his throat.  “Cameron Wilde has been found. He’s okay,” he said quickly when he saw the worry flicker in her gaze. “Seems he was at the beach house, just like you said. He’s coming in so I can ask him some questions about the case.”
“I’m coming, too,” Ivy said immediately.
Yes, he’d thought that would be her response.  But he shook his head. “No dice. The chief gave specific instructions that you were not to show up.” He rubbed a hand over his jaw, feeling the scrape of his stubble. “Everyone knows that you’re close with Cameron. The chief said you had to stay away for his interrogation.”
“But—”
“And the press are going to be at the station. Chief Quarrel said it was already a feeding frenzy, and the mayor has given orders for us to lock down civilian access as much as possible.”
Her head tilted as she stared up at him. “I thought that I was under protective custody.”
Her lips were so red. So plump. He leaned down and kissed her. “You are,” he said softly. “That’s why Detective Drew Trout is outside.  He’ll be your shadow for today.”
Her gaze searched his. “Dumping me isn’t cool.”
Keeping you safe is.
“You know…I’ll just contact Dr. Battiste on my own and find out what he tells you.”
Battiste needed to watch his step.  If the mayor found out he was sharing details of the investigation, the guy would find himself in some serious hot water. 
“Keep close to your guard,” Bennett ordered her. “If anything happens to scare you—shit, if you just feel nervous, then call me right away.” And he’d be at her side instantly.
Screw the press conference.
Screw everything…but her.
Her lips lifted into a faint half-smile.  “I’m nervous.”
He stilled.
“But that’s not how it works. You have a job to do. So do I.  Go.” She pushed against his shoulders. “And come back to me when you can.”
He didn’t leave, not yet. “Where are you planning to go?” Because he could already see the wheels spinning in her head.
“To see my brother. He’ll need me.”  Her shoulders rolled back. “Then I’ll go pay my respects to Shelly’s family.” Her gaze fell to the covers. “She was my friend, and she deserved so much better than this.” Her breath whispered out. “So did Evette…so did those other women. The councilman.  No one deserved this slaughter.”
And that was exactly what it had been.
His hand lifted and trailed over her cheek. “I’ll be back at your side before you know it.”  She was right—he did have a job to do. Hunting that psycho out there. And Ivy might want to hunt right at his side, but he’d tried working with a partner before…and that man—trained at the FBI Academy—had fallen to a killer’s blade.  Bennett had been trapped with his friend’s dead body.  The blood had leaked toward him.
That won’t ever happen with Ivy. He would never risk her that way.
So, no, she wasn’t going with him.  He was keeping the guard on her. He was keeping her alive. And he would find the bastard hunting in Mobile.
Bennett headed into the den. He grabbed his holster and checked his gun. A quick glance over his shoulder showed him that Ivy had followed him. She stood at the edge of the hallway, with the sheet wrapped around her body.
For an instant, he just stopped.  Lost, in her. “Sometimes, I would forget,” he heard himself say, “just how beautiful you really were.”
Her gaze held his. “I hated what happened. I went to the police, I told them that they needed to investigate my father more after that accident. I begged Hugh to talk, but he said…he said he never saw my father take a drop to drink that night. But when my dad hugged me at the scene, I could smell the booze on him.” She shook her head. “I am so sorry for what happened to your aunt. To you.”
He shook his head. “I never blamed you.”
“Didn’t you, Bennett?”  She pulled the sheet up a bit. “Isn’t that why you left?”
He glanced down at the gun in his hand. He put it in the holster. “I left because I was ashamed.  My mother…she took your father’s money.  She took it. She sold her sister’s life for fifty thousand dollars.”
He heard her sharply indrawn breath.  “I didn’t know—”
“It wasn’t just that…” His breath heaved out. “I went after your father.”
“What?”
“I broke into his house.” This was a shame he’d carried for too long. Because he’d broken down and given in to his rage. “You weren’t there. I had this idea, this crazy idea, that I could make him confess.  So I went in through the back door. I found the bastard there and he was in his study. Drinking. Drinking again…when she was barely cold in the ground.” His chin lifted. “I lost it. I attacked him.”
She took a step toward him.
She should be backing away.
“Hugh was there. He pulled me off your father. Told me to get the hell away. To stay away—from his father. From you. He said I was the dangerous one.”  He could still see that scene. His first punch had busted the senator’s nose.  The man hadn’t even tried to fight back. He’d just taken the blows.  “I think Hugh was right.”
Ivy shook her head.
“I’m the one who attacked.  I’m the one who fought.  I’m the one who could have gone to jail.” His laughter was bitter. “One phone call. That was all it would have taken. Your father came to see me the next day, you see. He made me a deal…get the hell out of town.  Or go to jail.”
“No!”
“Oh, yeah, he did. But that trip out of town—it came complete with a college education. A ticket to start over, just like the ticket he had given my mother.”  His breath rushed out as shame burned through him. “And dammit, I took that ticket.”
She touched his arm. “You were young, Bennett. You—”
“Didn’t want to go to jail? Didn’t want to throw my life away? No, I didn’t. I gave in to his threats. I took his money—just like my mother did—and I left behind the only thing I really cared about.” 
Her hand squeezed his arm. “I’m here now.”
She was. 
“We can’t change the past,” Ivy told him starkly. “I wish to God that we could, but it’s over.  The most we can do is go forward. Try to make things better.”
“Like you did with the Sebastian Jones murder?”  He threw that out to see her reaction.
Her expression shut down. “I guess I should have expected you to go dig in my life. Only fair, since I was doing the same thing to yours.” Her smile turned bittersweet. “Let me guess…was Dr. Battiste the one who told you about that case?”
Bennett nodded. 
“I figured he might do something like that,” she murmured. Then she softly sighed and said, “When he learned about the accident that my father caused, my grandfather had a stroke. He was in the hospital for months.”
And I was gone. I’d left Ivy.
“My grandfather’s recovery was slow. He had to learn how to speak again. How to walk. Every moment tore out my heart, and I just wanted to help him.”  She glanced down at her hands. “So I didn’t go away to college. I transferred to a school here. I stayed close to him. I visited him as often as I could, and I tried to give him a reason to fight.”
He waited.
“Cold cases.”  She nodded. “That’s what we started with.  The cases that the cops weren’t trying to solve.  I would go in to his room each day. Tell my grandfather about them. Read the files.  He had…friends…who were happy to pass those files along to me.”
“Friends like the chief?” Bennett murmured. “And Dr. Battiste?”
“He wasn’t the chief back then.”  She turned away. “But yes, like them.” The sheet trailed behind her. “My grandfather’s body was weak, but his mind was sharp.  He hated the way things had become with my family. Once, his investigations business had thrived. It had the best reputation in the southeast.” She glanced back at him. “He didn’t know that my father had used the employees there to dig up dirt on his competitors so he could win political races. He didn’t know that the business he’d built with his blood and his sweat had become a blackmail tool for my dad. We all learned that, too late.”
Her father was a real prize.
“As I sat in the hospital room with my grandfather, we made plans to change the business…to get it back to the way it used to be.  And we decided we’d just start with two employees.”  The sheet rustled as she walked. “It was just me and him. And our cold cases.  With cold cases, sometimes you just need a fresh pair of eyes.”
And he was betting her eyes had been plenty fresh.
“As my grandfather and I poured over the notes, we started to find small clues. Details that others had overlooked.  Our first big break came with the Sebastian Jones murder.”
Thanks to the tip-off from Dr. Battiste, Bennett had pulled up the original case file for Sebastian Jones. Sebastian had been a sixteen-year-old boy—a boy whose body had been found slumped near a dumpster on the outskirts of the city. Drug paraphernalia had been found on the boy, and he’d been shot in the heart.  From all accounts, it had looked like a drug deal gone wrong—with the kid’s shooter just vanishing into the night.
Bennett had wanted to dig deeper into the case, but he hadn’t been given the time.  He waited for Ivy to tell him the rest of the story.
“Sebastian was a straight A student,” Ivy said. “His mother told me that he was determined to get a scholarship. He wanted to be a doctor. He wanted to save lives. To change the world. She was adamant that he would never be involved with drugs, and the ME’s report—”
Ah, that would be her friend Dr. Battiste…
“It showed no drugs in his system. It did show gunshot residue on his hands, consistent with him fighting his attacker, trying to wrestle the guy away.” Sadness softened her voice. “In the official report, the cops noted that Sebastian’s mother had just sent him out to the grocery store.  That he had one hundred dollars and that he was supposed to buy a few things on her list.” Her voice softened. “We realized he was robbed for that money, and his body was just dropped in that spot—because it was an area well-used by drug dealers. When Sebastian was discovered there, the authorities thought just what the killer wanted…”
“That Sebastian was a drug dealer.”
She turned toward him. “So the cops were focusing their efforts on the gangs and the drug trade and they didn’t look close to home…”  Her smile was bitter. “Home isn’t always the safest place, you know. Sometimes, that’s where the real monsters live.”
He knew just how true that was.
“I went back to Sebastian’s home. I interviewed his mother. His step-father. I talked to the neighbors. My grandfather was starting to get better, but it was slow. All so slow…he told me not to go alone, but I had to investigate. For him. For Sebastian.” Her breath expelled in a rush. “For me. I had to prove that I wasn’t going to be like my father. I wasn’t going to take an easy way out. I just—I wasn’t.”
Her hand lifted and she brushed back her hair. “You can’t really see the scar now. And it seems almost stupid to show it…considering what you went through.”
Scar? She didn’t have a scar. He’d touched every inch of her smooth skin.
“Sebastian’s step-father kept acting odd. So jittery. His eyes were bloodshot. His answers too fast. No, he hadn’t seen Sebastian when he left. Yes, he thought the boy had been trouble—‘always acting so high and mighty when he was no better than me’. That’s what he said but…I thought Sebastian was better, way better than the image that guy was presenting to me. So I followed the step-father, acting on a hunch…and he was the one doing drugs. The one getting high before he’d go home.  And I realized…he was the one who took that hundred dollars from his own step-son, and he left Sebastian to die with the garbage.”
He crossed to her. She’d pulled the hair away from the nape of her neck, and now he could see the faint, white line that sliced from just behind her ear around to the back of her head.
What the hell?
“The step-father didn’t like being followed, so he turned the tables and he started following me. He tracked me to the PI office.” Her eyelids lowered. “I didn’t realize he had the knife on him.  He’d sliced me before I even knew what was happening.”
His hand rose to her neck. His fingers traced that scar.
“I hit him, drove at him as hard as I could.  He fell back but jumped up and was coming at me again, yelling that he wasn’t going to prison because Sebastian had died. He screamed that if Sebastian had just given him the money, the boy wouldn’t have died. Sebastian’s mistake was that he fought back.” Her lashes lifted as her gaze held his. “I fought back, too. I grabbed the lamp from my grandfather’s desk, and I threw it at him.  Even as it shattered, the office door was flying open. Hugh and Cameron rushed in. They’d heard the guy’s confession.  He went to jail. Sebastian got his justice.”  
Yes, he had.
“And I got a new job. One that was scary and hard and so worth every single moment and every drop of sweat and fear.  It’s a job I intend to keep working, no matter what.” 
And I thought she wasn’t strong enough to handle the dark? I am such a fucking fool.
He bent, and his lips brushed against her scar.  He kissed it softly, the same way she’d kissed the marks on his body. “Something you should know,” he said.  She was naked, sexy as all hell, stronger than steel and… “I love you, Ivy. Sometimes, I think I always have. And I know I always will.”
“Bennett?”
He forced himself to step back.  “If I get a break in this case, I will be calling you, partner.” 
Her eyes widened.
“Now if I don’t get the hell out of here…” His gaze dipped down her sheet-covered body. He swallowed. “I’ll be getting you in bed. And as much as I want that—want you—the chief and the mayor are waiting.”
He’d said that he loved her. She was pretty much staring at him in shock now. Had she really not known how he felt?  Did she truly believe he’d left her before without a second glance? Leaving her had gutted him. For months, he’d walked around like half a person—because he’d left his heart with her.   
He never wanted her to doubt how he felt—not ever again. He’d have to show her—every day for the rest of their lives—just how much she truly meant to him.
“I will be calling you,” he said again. Then he turned for the door. He’d only taken a few steps when Ivy said—
“Don’t you want to know how I feel?”
He glanced back. “I’m scared to know,” he said starkly. And that was the truth. He’d screwed things up between them.  But if she would just give him time, he could build her trust back. Maybe even get her to care for him again.
“Oh, Bennett…you should never be afraid, not with me.”  Her smile was tender. “I loved you since I was eighteen.  It’s not the same love now, but I have a feeling that it’s going to be even better than before.”
Stay with her. He wanted to, so badly. He wanted to stay and hold her and never let go.
But a killer was out there. One who threatened Ivy. One who had to be stopped. 
“Partners, huh?” Ivy smiled and his heart stopped at that beautiful sight. “I really like that.”
So did he.
She headed back down the hallway. He didn’t move, not until she was gone, then, his steps wooden, he exited the house.
She loves me. She still loves me.
He was such a lucky bastard.
“Morning, Bennett!” Detective Drew Trout called out. The guy hurried up the sidewalk, giving him a quick nod.
Bennett stepped directly into the man’s path.  He and the chief had decided that Drew would be the best person to keep watch over Ivy while Bennett was gone.  The young detective was smart, tough, and he should be able to handle any threat that came up.
But…Bennett’s voice was curt as he said, “You stay with her, every moment. You keep your eyes on her. If anything happens that makes you even a little bit nervous, you call me, right away, got it?”
Drew’s Adam’s apple bobbed. “Yes, sir. You know, this isn’t my first time working a case.”
Yeah, he knew, and that was why Bennett had picked the fellow.  He didn’t trust any of the uniforms with a case of this magnitude. I don’t really trust anyone with Ivy. Bennett’s eyes narrowed. “She is the priority in this case, got it? You don’t jeopardize her for any reason.” Because if you do, I will kick your ass.
“Sir.” Drew nodded quickly.
Good. They’d better be clear. Bennett hurried to his car. He climbed inside, cranked the engine, but didn’t leave. His gaze slid to his house once more.
She said…she loves me.
His fingers drummed against the wheel. 
He hated the case right then.  He hated anything that was keeping him away from Ivy. 
 



 
Chapter Eleven
 
“I’m telling you,” Cameron Wilde said as he paced in the interrogation room at the Mobile police station. “I don’t know where the Porsche is.” His hands fisted as he snarled, “It’s supposed to have one of those fancy security systems! You know, the kind where you can just ping some shit and the car is instantly located in the case of theft.” He stopped pacing and shot Bennett a furious glare. “I paid too much damn money for the car to just be gone!”
Bennett lifted a brow. “You were told by the Fort Morgan officers that the car was linked to a murder.”
Cameron paled. “Yes. Shelly. Poor, sweet Shelly…”  He marched to the little table in the middle of the room and pulled out the chair across from Bennett. Cameron sat down, his body falling a bit heavily. “I tried to call Hugh on my way here, but he didn’t answer. Shit, I hope he doesn’t wind up like his old man.  Is the guy on suicide watch?”
Bennett didn’t let his expression alter. “Ivy was going to be with him.”  He’d had the same fears about Hugh, especially after last night. 
“So messed up.” Cameron’s head sagged forward. “None of this was supposed to happen.”
That was an odd turn of phrase. A bit wary now, Bennett studied the other man. “Just what was supposed to happen?”
Cameron’s shoulders stiffened. Very slowly, he glanced up. “Hugh was supposed to marry Shelly.”
Bennett reached for the manila file on his left. He wanted to see Cameron’s reaction to the photo. “I guess when Shelly changed her hair color, she was too much of a temptation for the killer.”
“She…changed her hair color?”
He flipped open the file and pushed a crime scene photo toward Cameron.
The guy’s eyelids barely twitched. “She’s a brunette now.”
She was also covered in blood. She was your friend. And you’re just staring at her with almost clinical curiosity.
“Stabbed, like the others?” Cameron asked.
“Others?” Bennett cocked his head to the side.
Cameron flushed. “Look, stop it.  Stop trying to jerk me around. You think I haven’t been following this case? The minute Ivy was involved, I got involved, too.”
Had he?
“Others…others,” Cameron snapped. “The councilman, that woman at the parade—Evette something or other.”
“Evette Summers” Bennett supplied, still watching the other man carefully.
“Right. Evette Summers.” Cameron cleared his throat. “How damn tragic.”
Bennett’s instincts were on full alert. He’d never liked Cameron, mostly because the guy had always been sniffing around Ivy. 
“It’s actually even more tragic than we first assumed.”  Bennett pulled the photo away. He noticed that Cameron’s gaze followed the image until it was placed back in the folder.  “There are more victims.”
“More?”
“Quite a few more,” he said casually. “Here…and in New Orleans.”
Cameron leaned forward. “Are you serious?”
“Dead serious.”
“Just how long has this madman been killing? And why hasn’t he been stopped?” Cameron jumped to his feet. “Shelly is gone, murdered…and this animal is still out on the streets?” 
“For the moment.” He looked up at Cameron. The guy had taken up a dominant position, towering over him.  Why would he feel the need to claim dominance? Bennett had learned a whole lot regarding body language when he’d been hunting with the Violent Crimes division at the FBI.
“You can be assured,” Bennett continued slowly as he rose and faced off against Cameron, “that I will not rest until this perp is apprehended.”
“This perp.” There was the faintest emphasis on that last word. “Good. Good. I hope you catch him and you kill him.” Cameron whirled on his heel and marched for the door.
I never said we were done. “Killing him isn’t my goal. Arresting him is.” 
Cameron’s hand was almost touching the door, but he stopped and looked back at Bennett. “They look like Ivy,” he rasped. “I see it, and I know you see it, too. That Evette—her picture was splashed in the paper. I thought she was Ivy at first. And now Shelly is killed—killed when her hair goes dark like Ivy’s…” He yanked a hand over his face. “The killer—the perp—is going to come for Ivy.  While you’re in here, showing me pictures of—Shelly was my friend!” He suddenly exploded. “She shouldn’t have died!” He gulped in a deep gasp of air. “But Ivy…Ivy could be next.”
Bennett stalked toward him. “Just how do you feel about Ivy DuLane?”
Cameron laughed, but the sound was bitter. “How do you think I feel?  I’ve been in love with her my whole damn life.  Hung up on a girl who could never see past you, not even when you left her. When you took her father’s money and roared out of town and didn’t so much as glance back to see that you’d wrecked her.” 
Ivy wasn’t wrecked. She was strong. Determined.  Smart.
“I stayed by her. I stayed by Hugh.  Their father only lasted a year before the guilt ate him up and he put that gun in his mouth.”  His eyes glittered. “You think that shit was easy?  She mourned without you. All that time—without you.”
“You know I came back then,” Bennett bit out the words. He had come back, so desperate for her. But when he’d gotten to the DuLane home, Cameron had met him at the door. “You’re the one who told me—”
“That Ivy had moved on.” A mocking smile curled Cameron’s lips. “Because I thought that she really might. I thought she’d finally give me my chance.  But it didn’t work.  She could never see past you. Even though you’re the worst thing that could ever happen to her.”
The sonofabitch had lied to him. “You never told Ivy I was there, did you?”
Cameron glared at him.
Bennett wanted to drive his fist into Cameron’s jaw. 
“I would have been good to her,” Cameron said, voice rough. “I thought that night we were together, she’d see…”
Bennett’s hands had fisted.
“But the next morning, she would barely look at me.”  Cameron’s jaw jutted up. “Is that what you want to hear? That I was desperate for her and she couldn’t stand the sight of me…because I wasn’t you?”
“I love her,” Bennett said flatly.
Rage flashed in Cameron’s gold stare. “Why does she love you back? Why you?” Then Cameron shook his head in disgust.  “You should have done us all a favor and just let the Greenville Trapper kill your ass.”
Now Bennett fully understood. Cameron hated him. Good to know. I hate his skinny ass, too.
“I’m done here, Detective.  You have more questions for me, then you talk to my lawyer. Right now, my friends need me. The friends I never abandoned.”  He threw another look of disgust at Bennett and then stomped from the room.
Bennett picked up the manila file and headed back into the bullpen. He saw that Cameron had stopped and was talking animatedly with the chief. Probably making threats.  Against me, no doubt.
Then Cameron stormed toward the exit doors.
Bennett approached the chief.
The chief whistled. “Someone sure is pissed off.”
Bennett gazed after the guy. “I don’t trust that guy.”
“Is it personal, though, Detective?  Or professional?”
“Personally, I want to beat the hell out of him, sir.” Bennett’s fingers tightened around the file. “And professionally…something is wrong.  During that whole interview, his affect was off.”
The chief cleared his throat. “Uh, yeah, he just found out that his friend was murdered. That the killer stole his car and fled the murder scene.  The man could be in shock.”
Could be… “I want to dig deeper into his life.”  A hell of a lot deeper.
The chief raised a brow. “And this has nothing to do with the fact that the papers have been linking him and Ivy DuLane for years?”
Was he jealous of the guy?  Hell, yes, he was jealous of any man who’d gotten too close to Ivy.  They’d slept together. And that made him see damn blazing red. But…
But it wasn’t just personal.  “I want to dig deeper,” Bennett said flatly. Because something was off. Just wrong. 
The chief slapped his hand down on Bennett’s shoulder. “Then go get a big shovel.  Do whatever the hell you need to do.” He brought his head in close to Bennett. “Just find out what’s happening in my city.”
He would. And he knew where he wanted to start. “Let’s put a tail on Cameron Wilde…”
 
***
 
“Hugh?” Ivy called as she opened the door to her brother’s condo.  She always kept a key, for emergencies and those too frequent times when her brother went out for a jog and accidentally locked himself out.  He lived just a few blocks from her place, so she’d spent plenty of days running over to help him. 
Today wasn’t one of those lost key days.
Today…
“Miss?” Detective Trout reached for her wrist.  The light glinted off his blond hair. “Why don’t you let me go in first?”
Hugh hadn’t answered when she’d knocked on the door. Or when she’d called him, again and again. So she’d let herself in. And she could tell by the worry on the cop’s face that he didn’t think they were going to find a good scene inside that condo.
Everyone knows my father killed himself.  That was his legacy.
It wouldn’t be Hugh’s. “My brother is okay,” she said fiercely.
“Let me go in first.” Now the cop’s voice was firm.
Ivy stepped back.  Her heart was pounding too fast.  Her hands were shaking and they just wouldn’t stop.  The cop drew his gun and slowly entered the condo.
Hugh, don’t do this. Don’t do this, please!
“Hugh DuLane!” Detective Trout yelled. “I’m with the Mobile PD. Your sister is here—”
There was a groan. A pain-filled sound that tore at Ivy’s chest. She leapt forward, trying to push around the cop.
He pushed her back. “Hugh DuLane!” The detective’s voice was a yell.
Ivy got a good look at the inside of the condo. The place was trashed. Glass shattered. Couch cushions overturned. The TV had been thrown against a wall.
Her hand rose, covering her mouth.
“Leave….” A low snarl.
Her gaze jerked to the left. Hugh was there, standing. Staggering, really. He lifted a hand and put it to the wall for support. “Just…leave.”
No, she wasn’t leaving him. Dodging the cop, Ivy ran to her brother’s side. “Hugh…” She could smell the alcohol wafting off him. “What did you do to yourself?”
His bleary eyes blinked at her. “I only left her for a few minutes, Ives. Just a few minutes…”
She wrapped her hands around him and held on tight.
“Just like with dad…I only left him for a few minutes…and then I heard the boom…”
 
***
 
“We’ve got a team on Cameron Wilde,” Chief Quarrel said as he strode into Bennett’s office. “Just like you asked. Hell, I figured it couldn’t be a bad thing.  The guy should even thank us. I mean, the killer stole his car. Could mean he’s next on the victim list.”
“Our killer was just supposed to like women with dark hair,” Bennett said as he tried to reason out this damn case.  “If he’s a true serial…hunting to quench some desire that he feels…or a rage that’s directed at a woman who physically looks that way…then why the hell is the councilman dead?  Shouldn’t the killer have hesitated a bit? I mean, if he only goes after women, then he seriously changed up his pattern.”
“Not if it was just a crime of opportunity,” the chief argued. “That’s what he pretty much told you when he called Ivy, right? That the councilman got in his way…”
And I can’t help but wonder…has anyone else ever gotten in the killer’s way?  Bennett’s fingers flew over the keyboard. And finally—finally—he got access to the records that he needed. His gaze scanned over the notes from the first officer on scene.
“Uh, Detective Morgan?”
“He was the one who found the body,” Bennett said as he quickly scanned the material on the screen.
“Excuse me?” The chief advanced and the floor creaked beneath his feet.
Bennett didn’t spare him a glance. “According to this report, when Senator DuLane committed suicide, two other people were in the house—his son Hugh and Hugh’s best friend, Cameron Wilde.”
He put a gun in his mouth. Cameron had said those words so coldly. 
“The way he talked when I had him in interrogation, I suspected that Cameron had found the body, and he did.” It was right there in the report.  Hugh had gone out for a swim.  And Cameron had been the one inside the house. He’d been the one to rush into the Senator’s bedroom and find him sprawled on the ground.
“The senator’s case?”  Now the chief was leaning over him to stare at the screen, too. “Why are you digging that back up now? Is it because of what Hugh said last night?”
“Not Hugh.” He was outside. “Cameron Wilde.” He clicked the mouse and opened photos taken from the scene of the senator’s death. “Look, he had blood on his clothes…” He saw the clothes right there.  Pictures of them. They’d been bagged and tagged for evidence.  His eyes narrowed as he read about that analysis.
“Well, yes, of course there was blood on him.” The chief sounded aggrieved now. “He tried to revive the guy at first. That’s what he told the officers. You think I don’t remember this case? It’s not every day a man like DuLane eats his gun.”
Did he eat it?
“Although why the hell Cameron tried to revive him is beyond me,” Chief Quarrel said gruffly. “The senator was missing half of his damn head.”
That picture was there, too. Horrifying. Gory.  A picture of the senator…with the gun still cradled in his hand.
Only…Is that right?  If he’d fired the gun, wouldn’t it have fallen from his fingers when the bullet slammed into his head? At impact, he should have lost control of his hand, not continued gripping the weapon, even in death. 
At the very least, when the senator fell to the floor, the gun should have flown from his hand. Not still been held so conveniently there.
Bennett tapped on the keyboard again and went right back to reading the report about Cameron’s blood stained clothes and—“Gunshot residue.” 
“Dammit, man, focus on this case!” The chief snarled, his patience obviously gone. “We don’t need to waste time in the past just because some—”
Bennett whirled his chair toward him. “Ivy said that sometimes cold cases just need a fresh pair of eyes.”
“That sounds like her,” the chief muttered.
Bennett pulled up the picture of the senator’s body. “The gun shouldn’t still be in his hand.” The odds of that—too low. “And why was gunshot residue on Cameron’s shirt?”
“He…he might have just brushed against the weapon. Or against the senator’s hand or—”
“Or maybe he fired the weapon.”
The chief stepped back. “You’re saying Cameron Wilde killed the senator?”
Bennett surged to his feet. “It was the way he acted in interrogation. All wrong.  Just…too cold. He didn’t even flinch when he saw the picture of Shelly’s body.”
“Having a strong stomach doesn’t make a man a killer!”
No, but having gunshot residue on his clothes…being in the same house with the senator…being—
“Everyone knew the senator was spiraling out of control.” Chief Quarrel’s voice was even rougher now. “His suicide was no surprise. I would think you, of all people, would have been glad that justice was served.”
It hadn’t been justice. Not even close.  “Everyone thought he killed himself…so no one looked deep enough into the case.”
Not even Ivy? Or her grandfather?  But maybe…maybe her father’s death had hurt her too much. His life and his death. So she had worked other cases, but never his. 
“You got the number for the officers who are trailing Wilde?” Bennett demanded.  The guy had been gone about thirty minutes—and Bennett needed to know just where the fellow was at that moment.
“Officers Brady and Givens.” The chief immediately rattled off Brady’s number.  Bennett yanked out his phone and called the officer. The line rang once, twice.
“Officer Brady.”
“You still have eyes on Wilde?” 
“Yes, sir…he’s just…he went back to his house.  He’s gone inside and pulled the blinds shut. His car is out front.”
“If he leaves, if he moves at all, you call me right away, got it?”
Because he didn’t trust Wilde. And it wasn’t just about Ivy and the past they shared. It was something deeper. Darker.
 
***
 
“When I heard that shot, I jumped out of the pool and ran inside as fast as I could,” Hugh said, his voice halting. “I was dripping water everywhere and I thought about how much Dad would hate that. You know how he always wanted the house to look perfect. The perfect house to hide our screwed up family.”
She squeezed him harder.
“Cameron was in Dad’s room.  When I ran in, he was standing over Dad.  Staring at him. I didn’t even understand what the hell had happened, not until Cameron looked up and told me…he said it was all over now.  Dad had killed himself.”
He shuddered against her. 
“That’s what one of the cops told me last night,” Hugh whispered. “Same stupid words. That Shelly was gone. That it was all over for her. All over. What the hell does that even mean?” 
She looked up at him. “How much have you had to drink?”
“Not enough. I can still see Shelly. I see her everywhere.”
She glanced around the wrecked house. “Is that why you’ve been breaking everything?” 
“Ives…I’m scared. I don’t think I can do this without her.”
“Hugh.” She snapped out his name, saying it hard and fast.
His bleary stare met hers.
“You can do this. You will do this, do you understand me?  You aren’t going out like our father. You are going to get through this. Because I’m going to be with you.  We always stick together, don’t we? No matter what?”
Hugh nodded. 
“We’re going to find the man who hurt Shelly. We’re going to stop him.”
His shoulders straightened a bit.
“You have to get yourself together, though, Hugh. You have to get some sleep. Eat.  Stop drinking.”  Don’t take our father’s path.
“It hurts…”
“I know. And it’s probably going to hurt a lot more before it gets better.” She wouldn’t lie to him. The funeral would be hell. “But doesn’t Shelly deserve justice?  Don’t you want to give her that?”
“Yes.”
Damn straight. “Good. Then let’s get you to bed and—”
“I…wrecked the bed.” 
She frowned at him, then went to investigate. She peeked in the room and sure enough—“Why?” She turned around and Hugh was behind her. The detective had waited in the den.
“Because the sheets smelled of her.  Because I could still feel her there.” 
Ivy nodded. “Okay, then we’re going back to my place.” Because she wasn’t leaving her brother alone. “You’ll stay in my guest room. And we’ll get through this—together.”   She offered her hand to him.
He stared at her fingers. Slowly, his hand rose and curled around hers. “Is this what it felt like for you?”
“What do you mean?”
“When Bennett left you?  Is this what it was like? You hated the whole damn world and pain was ripping your guts out?”
She’d hurt, so much, but it wasn’t the same. Bennett had still been alive. Just not with her. Shelly… “Everything is going to be all right.” But those words felt like such a lie.
And his bitter smiled called her on that lie. “I told him to leave you.  To never look back.  I saw what he did to Dad.  Saw the way he attacked him…he was dangerous, Ivy. I thought he’d hurt you.”
“Let’s go, Hugh.”
“But I’m the one who hurt you…I forced him to leave, threatened him with jail. I did that to you. Not just Dad, me.”  His fingers squeezed hers. “I’m so sorry.” 
So was she. For so many things.  Bennett never mentioned that Hugh threatened him. Just my father.
Why had he kept that part secret?
Hugh didn’t speak again as they left his condo. Their guard watched them, the detective’s face grim.  At least the guy hadn’t needed to use his gun. Her brother was safe.
She’d make sure he stayed that way.
 
***
 
Bennett’s phone rang just as he was heading out to his car. He yanked the phone to his ear. “Bennett.”
“Detective Morgan? He’s…he’s gone sir.”
“Officer Brady?”
“I got worried because his place was so quiet. I went to the door, knocked—”
So much for keeping a low profile.
“The house is empty. The back door was unlocked, so I-I searched the place before calling you.”
Sonofabitch.
“He’s gone.” The cop sounded miserable.  “He must have left on foot.”
“Start searching the area. Maybe he just went out for a damn jog or something.” The cops from Fort Morgan had said they’d found Cameron jogging on the beach. “Look for him. Find him. Call in extra units.” Because he was afraid it wasn’t going to be something as simple as a run.
He was afraid…afraid that Cameron’s obsession with Ivy might have grown too much over the years. Grown so much that he started seeking out women with long, dark hair, just like hers. Women who were close to Ivy’s age.
Women he’d killed.
Because Ivy had rejected him?
“Find him,” Bennett ordered flatly. “Find. Him.” 
 



 
Chapter Twelve
 
Ivy turned off the alarm at her house.  She cast a nervous smile toward Detective Trout. She felt so bad having the guy trail her. He was a detective, for goodness sake. He probably wanted to be out, hitting the streets, looking for clues. Not playing guard duty. “Why don’t you relax in the den, Detective?” she offered. “I’m going to get my brother settled in upstairs.”
“You need some help?” the detective asked.
“No, but thank you.”  She steered Hugh toward the stairs. “Feel free to grab a bite from the kitchen. Or if you want to run out and get something…I mean, I’m safe here. And I’m not alone.”
“She’s got me,” Hugh mumbled.
But the detective shook his head. “My orders were to stay close.”  But his gaze slid toward the kitchen. “Though I could go for a sandwich.”
“Help yourself.” She flashed him a nervous smile, then turned back to her brother.  He was wavering on his feet. They climbed the stairs together, then she turned to the right, heading for the guest room.
Her brother pretty much fell into the bed. He put his hand over his eyes. “I hope I dream about her,” he muttered. “Then maybe…maybe I can pretend she’s still with me.”
She pulled the covers over him. 
“Love you, Ives…”
“And I love you.”  She shut the blinds, darkening the room.  She slipped back into the hallway and shut the door behind her.  Ivy dug her phone out of her pocket. She should call Bennett and tell him that she’d gone back home.  Maybe he could update her on the case.  Tell her what was happening.
She put the phone to her ear.
 
***
 
Ivy was back. She’d finally returned home.
Only…
She wasn’t alone.  He’d heard the voices. The footsteps.
Her brother. A cop.
Too many eyes. Too many distractions.
Did she think they’d keep her safe? They weren’t going to stop him. No one was going to stop him. Ivy was his key. No, his mirror. She saw beneath his mask.
He’d do anything for her.
Now he knew why she mattered so much. It was all clear to him.
He stood in her pantry, waiting.  He’d been in that house for so long, just waiting for her to come back. A knife was gripped in his left hand, and he had his mask on. 
Waiting…
Hugh had been so stupid to keep the security code for Ivy’s house on his phone. Such a dumb mistake. But then, Hugh wasn’t the brightest fellow. So blind. So easily misled.
He’d known she would be back to her home, sooner or later.
Footsteps padded closer to him.  He’d left the pantry door cracked open, just a bit, and he saw the cop approaching. He backed up a bit, heading into the darkness of that pantry. The shadows.
Come and get me…
The pantry door opened.
A blond man stood there. Had to be the one Ivy had called “detective”.  Behind his mask, the killer smiled.  The cop wasn’t even looking at him. He was staring at the bread on the nearby shelf. The guy strolled inside as if he owned the place.
You don’t.
The cop reached for the bread.
The killer gripped the weapon in his hand—and he stabbed the bastard with his knife.
The cop opened his mouth to scream. Can’t have that. Before that sound could escape, the killer clamped his left hand over the guy’s lips. He stabbed the cop again and again.
He stabbed him until the man’s body stopped twitching.
Until the detective just slid to the floor.
 
***
 
“Bennett? Hi…um, I’m home,” Ivy said when he answered her call. She paused near her bedroom door.
“Ivy.”
She liked the way he said her name. Liked the need and the—
“Is the detective still with you?” Bennett demanded.
She smiled. “He’s downstairs. Don’t worry. I’m totally safe.” She strolled into her room. Gazed down at the street below. It was broad daylight, and the moss hanging from the oak tree at the end of her drive swayed lightly in the breeze.  “Hugh is with me, too. Though he’s currently sleeping like—” The dead. She cleared her throat. “He’s sleeping.” She paced back toward the bedroom door. “Bennett, did you learn anything new? Did you—”
Her doorbell rang.
Ivy paused. She’d just looked out the window. There had been no cars in front of her house. She hadn’t seen anyone walking in the street.
“What’s wrong?” Bennett asked her.
“Nothing. Someone’s just at the door.”
She hurried from her room, keeping the phone pressed to her ear as she headed down the stairs. “Hugh just got to sleep. I don’t want anyone to wake him up.” She rushed past the kitchen. From the corner of her eye, she saw the detective, standing just inside her pantry. “I have to get the door,” Ivy told Bennett. “Give me just a second…”
She peeked through her curtains, trying to get a glimpse of her porch. She couldn’t see anyone though and—
The doorbell rang again.
“Get Detective Trout to check outside.” Bennett’s voice sounded angry. “Don’t open the door.”
She took a step away from the window. “Okay. Just settle down, all right? You’re making me nervous.” She cleared her throat.  And I’m already plenty nervous enough. He didn’t have to help the situation any. 
“Ivy!” The doorbell rang again, right after that loud cry, and she jumped. “It’s Cameron!”
Her breath expelled in a quick rush. “It’s okay, Bennett,” she told him quickly. “I know who’s at the door.”
The floor creaked behind her. She didn’t look back. Detective Trout must be heading her way.
“Cameron’s at the door,” Ivy said to Bennett, “I’ll call you right back—”
“No!” Now his voice sounded desperate.
Ivy had just started to reach for the doorknob with her left hand. Her fingers stilled.
“Don’t let him in.  Don’t open the door.  I think he’s a killer, Ivy.”
What?
The floor squeaked behind her once more.
“I think he killed—”
The door shook beneath what had to be Cameron’s pounding fists. “Ivy!” He bellowed. “Let me in!”
She spun around, thinking the detective must have been behind her—she’d heard his footsteps, right? Or at least, the creak of the floor beneath him.
But…no one was there. 
“Who do you think he killed?” Ivy asked Bennett. Then she laughed because this was crazy. Cameron was her friend, not a killer.  “Not Shelly. And he…he doesn’t even have the right hair color, Bennett. I told you, that night at the Order of Pharaohs ball, the man in the mask had dark hair. Cameron has blond hair.” 
The door had stopped shaking beneath Cameron’s fists.
“Ivy, get Detective Trout,” Bennett said grimly.
That was what she was trying to do!  She hurried to the kitchen. The pantry door was still slightly ajar. “Who do you think Cameron killed?” Ivy demanded again.
“Your father.”
She almost dropped the phone. That was just…just crazy. No way had Cameron killed her father. Her father had committed suicide. Her fingers—quivering just a bit—reached for the pantry door. She opened it.
It was dark inside.
Ivy flipped the light switch.
And saw the body on the floor.
“Ivy, Ivy talk to me…”
She rushed inside and nearly slipped in the blood. So much blood. “Bennett…” She put her hand to the detective’s throat. “He’s dead, Bennett. Detective Trout is dead.”
“Cameron is in the house!”
“No.” Her voice had dropped to a whisper. “He’s at the front door. Detective Trout is dead inside.  The killer is inside.” A killer that wasn’t Cameron.
Then, up above her, she heard a creak.  Ivy’s head tipped back as she stared at the ceiling.  Her guest room was directly above the pantry.  Hugh was up there. Asleep.
Helpless.
And I don’t think he is alone.
“Hurry, Bennett. Hurry.”  She shot out of the pantry. “Because I can’t let him kill my brother!”
“Ivy, Ivy, baby, no, whatever—”
“I love you,” she whispered. Then Ivy shoved the phone into her back pocket because she couldn’t keep the phone in her grasp when she was fighting that jerk upstairs. She spun around in her kitchen, looking for a weapon.
She had a block of knives on her counter, and she grabbed the butcher knife.
Then she ran for the stairs. 
 
***
 
“Ivy? Ivy!” Bennett yelled.
But there was no answer.
Shit, shit, shit! He floored the gas even as he put in a frantic call to the PD. He gave the dispatcher Ivy’s address and told her, “An officer is down and the suspected perp is in the house.” In the house—Dear God, with Ivy. “Get units there, now!”
But he would get there before they arrived. He was just a few miles away.
Just a few…
But Ivy had never seemed farther from him.
I love you. Her last words whispered through his mind, driving him right to the edge of sanity. If he got there and Ivy was hurt…if she was lying dead in a pool of blood, like Shelly…
No, baby, no.
He raced right through a red light, honking his horn to alert the other drivers. Fear was an acid, burning in his gut. Ivy—she was all he could think about. Ivy was the only thing that mattered.
Ivy.  He prayed that he wouldn’t get to her…too late.
 
***
 
Ivy wasn’t letting him in.
Cameron backed away from her front door. He was lucky the neighbors hadn’t already called the cops on him.  But he’d been forced to yell and pound at Ivy’s door so she’d know it was him out there.  He hadn’t brought his phone with him when he’d ditched those cops who’d been on his trail. He’d needed her to know it was him on her porch.  Needed her to understand that she was safe.
After their little chat at the station, it had been abundantly clear that Bennett suspected him. The guy’s green gaze had glittered with fury as he stared at Cameron.  So who knew what shit the detective had told Ivy?  He had to reassure her.
Only Ivy still hadn’t answered the door.
Because she believed Bennett’s lies or…
He jumped off her porch and stared up at the house.  Ivy’s room was to the left.  And the guest room was to the right. The blinds were drawn in the guest room. 
He looked back over his shoulder.  A sedan was at the end of the street. It looked like an unmarked police car to him. But…if it was…if Ivy was in the house with a cop…
She would have answered the door.
Ivy was his friend. There was only one reason she wouldn’t let him in.
Because she’s in trouble.
Dammit, Ivy needed him.
He ran around to the back of the house.  Her back door was made partially of glass. The front door was too hard to break through, but the back—I’ll bust my way inside.
Because he was getting to Ivy.   
 
***
 
Ivy rushed off the stairs. She flew toward the guest room.
And she nearly ran into the man who was waiting for her. A tall man, with broad shoulders. A man wearing a white Mardi Gras mask that totally covered his face. The mask covered everything, except his bright blue eyes.
She looked into those eyes…and saw evil staring back at her.
She jumped away from him and lifted her knife. “Who the hell are you?”
His eyes gleamed. “The man in the mask…”
He was just a few feet away from Hugh’s door. And there was…there was a bloody knife in his hand. 
Her lips trembled. “What did you do?”
“I made sure we could be alone.” He made no move toward her. Just held his knife.
She held hers.
“Mirror, mirror…pretty broken mirror…” he whispered.
She inched down the hallway. “Hugh?”  His name emerged as a broken cry. She tried again. Louder. “Hugh?”
The man in the mask laughed. “He can’t answer…”
Her fingers tightened around her butcher knife.
“Such a shame…”
He’d said that before. In that dark corridor at the Order of Pharaohs ball. 
Inside, Ivy was breaking apart. Breath by breath. Her heart was splintering. But she tried her best not to show any fear. She suspected he’d like her fear too much. “The police are coming.”
His bright blue gaze darted to her knife. “Think you’ll kill me before they get here?”
Yes.   Because if he’d stabbed her brother, if he’d taken Hugh from her, I will kill him.
“I’m not the one you should fear, sweet Ivy. It was never my plan.”
Glass shattered. The sharp sound came from downstairs and Ivy jerked. Her gaze flew toward the stairs.
And the man in the mask lunged toward her.
“No!” Ivy lifted her knife and she drove it into his stomach. There was a sickening, wet sound as that blade cut deep and his blue eyes widened.
“Ivy…” Anger and pain twisted in his voice.
Her knife was still in his stomach.
And his knife was at her throat. She remembered another time. Another knife. Sebastian Jones’s step-father had wanted to cut her throat, too.
But she’d held him off.
Then Hugh and Cameron had arrived…
“Ivy!” 
Relief nearly made her dizzy. That was Cameron’s voice. Cameron pounded up the stairs. Her alarm was shrieking, and she knew that he must have broken in through her back door. That shattering she’d heard had been the door’s glass panel breaking.
“If you move,” the man in the mask told her, “I will cut you ear to ear.”
She had her knife buried to the hilt in him but he was still standing there, like some terrible movie monster, far too strong.
“Ivy…” Cameron sounded so close. So desperate.
Her gaze slid toward him. He was right at the landing, and his gaze glittered wildly.
“The police are coming,” she managed to say, choking back her fear. “He’s not going to get away.”
Cameron shook his head. “No. He won’t. I promise you that.”
Cameron was wearing jogging shorts and a t-shirt. His body was covered in a light film of sweat, as if he’d run to her house.
“I know a secret,” the man in the mask said to Ivy, his voice nearly gloating. “Want to hear it?”
Then he leaned in real close to her.
Her fingers were slick around the handle of her butcher knife, slick with his blood and her sweat.
The masked man’s lips feathered over her ear. “You’re not safe…”
That wasn’t a secret. He had a damn knife at her throat. Ivy tensed, knowing what she had to do. She’d need to move fast.  She’d have to hit him again, take him down.
Or I’ll die…
“He’s the one who wants you,” the masked man rasped. “He’s the one who started it all…”
What?
“Your friend…Cameron…”
Once more, her gaze cut to Cameron. He was advancing, slowly and…Cameron had a knife in his hand. She could just see it—hidden behind his leg. Another one of her kitchen knives.
“He did it all…” The masked man told her.  “And you never knew.”
Ivy yanked back on the handle of her knife. There was a wet slosh as the blade slid out of her attacker.
His knife sliced over her neck and—
Cameron roared. He attacked. Cameron grabbed the masked man and yanked him away from Ivy. Then he drove his knife right at the killer’s chest.
Only the masked man seemed far too ready for his attack.  He dodged that blade and launched himself at Cameron. Their bodies twisted—Cameron and that masked man—and they fell back, tumbling down the stairs again and again with a sickening crunch of bones.
And then they stopped, a heap at the bottom of the stairs.  Ivy stared down at them, horrified.
The masked man began to move.
So did Cameron. Cameron drove his fist at the other guy.
She looked at the bloody knife in her hand, and Ivy crept down the stairs.
 



 
Chapter Thirteen
 
Bennett slammed on the brakes and jumped out of his car.  The car door hung open as he raced toward Ivy’s house.  He grabbed for that front doorknob, but it was locked. “Ivy!” The door was hard, sturdy, reinforced…and there was going to be no breaking it in easily.
But the back door isn’t like this one. He remembered seeing it before—and thinking that Ivy needed more security back there. 
He ran to the back door and saw the broken glass littering the ground. The door was open, swaying a bit in the breeze. He rushed inside. “Ivy!” He had to find her.
Then he heard the grunts, the thud of fists hitting flesh. 
Bennett burst out of the kitchen. Two men were fighting at the foot of the stairs. Cameron Wilde and a man with dark hair, a man bleeding and snarling.
A white Mardi Gras mask lay just a few feet from the struggling men.
Ivy was there, inching down the stairs. Her gaze was totally locked on the two men. The knife in her hand dripped blood and she began to lift it. Up, up—
He had his gun out and he aimed it at the two men. “Freeze the fuck now!”
They froze.  Cameron jerked away from the man and his desperate gaze found Bennett. “Shoot him, now! He came to kill Ivy!”
The alarm blared all around them.  Bennett caught sight of a white Mardi Gras mask on the floor—part of the mask had broken away. “I said freeze,” Bennett roared. “Both of you!”
Ivy was on the steps, far too close to those damn men.  His gaze flew over them—Cameron had blood dripping from his busted lip. The other man—he was just as Ivy had described the first night. Tall, broad-shouldered, dark-haired.  His blue eyes glittered and a smirk twisted his lips.
Both men appeared unarmed.
Appeared.
Both men were also between him and Ivy, and that shit just wasn’t going to fly.
“The place is going to be swarming with cops in moments.” Bennett motioned to the dark-haired man. “You’re not getting away.”
The man laughed.
“Shoot him!” Cameron yelled.  “He killed Shelly, he killed—”
“My brother,” Ivy said, her voice breaking.
Oh, fuck.  Bennett didn’t even know how Ivy was holding things together if Hugh was dead.
“Hugh?” Cameron shook his head. “Not Hugh. He’s…he’s my best friend.” And he sounded confused.
The dark-haired man laughed. “And that’s how your fucking house of cards goes down…down, down, down…”
Bennett knew Cameron was going to attack. He saw the man’s eyes blaze with hate and rage and—
Cameron lunged for the killer.  Only the killer was moving, too.  But not going toward Cameron. The man turned and grabbed for Ivy.
She slashed out with the knife, and it cut across the killer’s forearm. The man yelled and he reached for her again.  She sliced out with a butcher knife once more.
Cameron drove his fist into the man’s back. “She was never for you! Leave her the hell alone!”
The dark-haired man rammed his elbow into Cameron’s face.  Bones crunched and Cameron fell back, howling in pain.
Bennett was already racing forward.  He jumped over Cameron, intent on his target. Before that bastard could grab for Ivy again, Bennett had his gun pressed to the back of the man’s head.  “I told you to freeze before. Move again, so much as an inch, and I will pull the trigger.”
Cameron was behind him, still moaning and groaning, but from the sound of things, getting to his feet.
Ivy stood just two steps above the killer. The knife was clenched in her fist.  Her eyes burned with her fear and horror.
He killed Hugh.
The man in front of Bennett…laughed. 
Bennett’s finger started to squeeze that trigger.
“This is almost like the way your father went out,” the man murmured to Ivy. “Isn’t it? Except the gun is at the back of my head, not being forced into my mouth by Cameron.”
Ivy’s face bleached of its last remaining bit of color.  She lifted the knife, as if she’d stab the man again.
“Don’t, Ivy,” Bennett said because…shit, hadn’t he suspected the same thing? That Cameron had killed Ivy’s father? But how—how did the man in front of him know that? 
That’s how your fucking house of cards goes down, down, down…
“He’s lying!” Cameron yelled from behind Bennett. Bennett didn’t look at him. He was afraid that if he took his eyes off the dark-haired man, the guy would go for Ivy once more.  “You know…Ivy you know I always protect you!”
But…
Did he?
The man before Bennett lifted his hands. “I’ll tell you everything, Detective.  All our secrets.”
Our secrets?
“All our lies…”
Our…
The man laughed again. “All our kills…and dear cousin Cameron planned so many of them—”
“No!” Cameron shouted and then—then Bennett felt a white-hot pain in his back.  Fast and deep, cutting through flesh and muscle, sinking into him. It was a familiar pain. One that the Greenville Trapper had made sure he’d never forget.
That bastard Cameron just stabbed a knife into my back.
“Bennett!” Ivy screamed.  She tried to shove past the dark-haired killer and grab for Bennett, but the man’s hands flew out and locked around Ivy.  He caught her around the waist even as his other hand flew out and twisted her wrist, squeezing it so that she was forced to drop her knife. The butcher knife clattered down the stairs as Ivy struggled against him. She dropped her body, yanking down hard in an attempt to force her freedom.
And when she dropped, Bennett fired his gun.  The bullet flew right toward the dark-haired SOB. It sank into his chest. The guy’s mouth opened in shock, then he slumped down on Ivy.
Bennett wanted to whirl and fire at Cameron. The traitorous jerk was behind him. He’d yanked the knife out of Bennett’s back and he was—
Cameron put the blade to Bennett’s throat. “Drop the gun, now.”
Bennett didn’t drop his weapon. If he did that, then Cameron would slice open his jugular. And while Bennett bled out, Cameron would attack Ivy.
Not happening.
Ivy shoved the other man off her.  He fell in a heap, sagging against the stair railing. His eyes were closed. Blood covered his chest.  Bennett thought he’d hit the guy’s heart, but he couldn’t be sure. 
“Drop the gun,” Cameron said.
The fool had made a mistake. He’d stopped to give orders. He should have just tried to cut Bennett’s throat when he had the chance.  Cameron thought that Bennett valued his own life—more than anything else. That the threat of death would work to control him.
So wrong.
Ivy mattered more to him than his own life.
In the distance, he could hear the shriek of police sirens.  They wouldn’t get there in time, though, not in time to stop him.
Bennett smiled at Ivy. He knew he’d have to move fast.  And he knew that Cameron might cut him too deep. It was a risk he had to take.
Another psycho with a knife…story of my life.
But he wasn’t scared of this psycho.  He was just pissed.
Ivy was crouched on the stairs. She shook her head as she gazed up at him. “Bennett…”
I love you.
Then—in a lightning fast move—Bennett twisted his wrist, aiming the gun behind him, and he fired back as fast as he could, pulling the trigger on his weapon.  He could feel the burn of the bullet slide past his own side as it flew back and sank deep into Cameron’s stomach.
Cameron grunted at the impact, and then his knife sliced across Bennett’s throat as he stumbled back. But Bennett was already moving, too, spinning around fast so the blade barely nicked the surface of his skin.  Bennett brought his gun up. He aimed it right between Cameron’s eyes.
Cameron dropped the knife.  He staggered, falling down to the bottom of the stairs as he grabbed his stomach.  “You…you shot me!”
Hell, yes, he had. 
Cameron curled up even more. His face was chalk white and his eyes burned with hate.
“Ivy!” Bennett desperately called her name. He needed to touch her. To hold her. But he wasn’t taking his aim off Cameron. He had the feeling that sick jerk was just waiting for a weak moment so he could attack again.
But then she was there. Wrapping her arms around his stomach. Holding tight. Warm. Soft. Alive.
“No!” Cameron yelled. “No, she doesn’t go back to you!” He straightened up, but kept one hand over his bleeding gut. “Not after all I did…”
“All of those women,” Bennett said because he’d figured it out. “They were her, weren’t they?  Only it wasn’t just one killer hunting…” Now it made sense to him. Two different cities…two different killers. One in New Orleans. One in Mobile. 
And the victims…the women…all with dark hair like Ivy.
“Cameron?” Ivy’s voice shook with shock.
Cameron’s face hardened. “You’re the one who looked so good in blood. Remember that day at your…your grandfather’s old PI office? That guy with the knife had cut you…you bled and bled…so beautiful.” 
Bennett felt Ivy tremble beside him. 
The sirens were louder. The other cops would be there soon. The nightmare would be over.
With more bodies left to bury.
“I killed for you,” Cameron said as he gazed up at Ivy.  “You hated your father.  He was always in your way. Always controlling you. I told him that I would take care of you, that he could step back, and you know what he said? To me?”
Bennett wanted to pull the trigger more than he wanted his next breath.
I’m the cop. I’m supposed to hold back.
But…
That bastard had hurt Ivy.
“Your drunken ass of a father told me I wasn’t good enough for you. That I couldn’t have you.” Cameron’s stare cut to Bennett. He smiled. “I was better than him. I hadn’t left you. I never would.  So I just…I eliminated the problem between us.”
“You shot my father,” Ivy whispered.
“I put him out of his misery!”  Brutal words.
“And all those women?” Bennett asked him, sickened. “Did you put them out of their misery, too?” He had a feeling there were so many dead bodies out there, courtesy of Cameron. 
Cameron’s face hardened. “I killed the first one when Ivy told me our night together had been a ‘mistake’, that it wouldn’t happen again. Because we were such good friends.”
“You sonofabitch.” Ivy took a step toward Cameron. “I didn’t love you. I never loved you. I loved Bennett! It was always him!”
“No!” Cameron shook his head. Hard. “He didn’t love you! He screwed with your head. It was me, it was—” He lunged toward her.
Bennett shoved Ivy to the side and he fired his weapon. 
Cameron’s body fell back.
“It wasn’t you,” Bennett said flatly.  “Not even close, asshole.”
Ivy glanced back at him.  He could feel the blood pooling down his back, and his knees were getting weak. He threw out a hand, holding onto the banister, even as he kept his gun pointed at Cameron. The guy was still breathing, so that meant Cameron was a threat.
One I need to end.
“Go unlock the front door, Ivy,” Bennett said. I want her away from Cameron. “The other cops will be pulling up any moment.” This will all be over.
“How badly are you hurt?” Ivy asked him.
“Not enough to kill me.”  He’d make that a promise. “Get the door, baby, please…” Because he didn’t want her to see what would happen next. He’d rather Ivy not remember him this way.
She hurried off the stairs, skirted around Cameron, then rushed toward the foyer.
Bennett glanced down at the man slumped on the stairs.  The dark-haired fellow who’d called Cameron his cousin.
The man who was glaring at him.
Yeah, I knew you weren’t done yet, either.
“You didn’t just kill the dark-haired women, did you?” Bennett asked him. “You killed anyone you wanted. That’s why the councilman was murdered.  Cameron liked the women who looked like Ivy, but you just liked killing.”
The sick freak smiled at Bennett.  “Sounds like…” He heaved out a rough breath. “You know me.”
“I do,” Bennett said sadly. He knew the man’s type exactly. A killer, through and through. A man who now thought he had nothing to lose.
I guess I missed his heart. Maybe because a screwed-up killer like him doesn’t have one.
The guy lunged up at Bennett.
He fired. Damn near point blank.
The bastard didn’t get up again. 
Bennett kept his hold on the banister as he slowly made his way down to the bottom of the stairs.  Then he leaned over Cameron, ignoring the pain that radiated from his back and ignoring the blood that dripped off him. He wouldn’t have long. Ivy would be back at any moment.
He put the gun to Cameron’s head.  “She was never for you,” he said again.
Cameron’s eyes opened.  He squinted, staring up at Bennett.
“You think you’ll play the crazy card. You think you’ll convince a jury that you were manipulated by whoever that dumb fuck was up there on the stairs.” Cameron’s cousin? Maybe. Bennett didn’t care who the guy had been. He knew exactly how this game played out. “You think you’ll get sent to some psych ward for a few months, maybe even a few years, but then you’ll get out again.”
Cameron’s lips began to curl.
Bennett pushed the gun down a bit harder. “You won’t. I’m not going to let you ever get near her again.” 
Blood covered Cameron’s once perfectly white teeth. “You’re the cop. True blue…you can’t kill me like this.”
Couldn’t he? Without a hesitation. “You don’t know me. For Ivy, I would do anything.”
That smile of Cameron’s dimmed.
“You won’t hurt her again.”
He heard the screech of brakes outside. The cops, back-up, finally at the scene. If he wanted to take out Cameron, this was the moment.
“Bennett…”
He stiffened at that voice. Not Ivy’s voice. A man’s voice, pain-filled. 
He kept the gun on Cameron, but Bennett turned his head. There, at the top of the stairs, watching him with wide eyes—her eyes—was Hugh. A very bloody but still alive Hugh. 
“You’re better…than he is,” Hugh said.
Bennett wondered just what all Hugh had heard. “I can’t let him come after her.” And he knew, he knew from his time at Violent Crimes that obsessions like Cameron’s wouldn’t just end with some therapy. The man was too fixated on her.  Too lost in Ivy.
It had to end.
He could do it. Right then.
“Don’t.” And now, that was Ivy’s voice.  His head whipped toward her. She’d rushed back inside, ahead of the cops. She stood just a few feet away. Her eyes were on him. Tears filled her beautiful gaze. “He’s done, Bennett. It’s over.”
Then she ran to him. She took the gun from him and Bennett—he wrapped his arms around her.  He held her tight. Just felt her against him—warm and safe and alive.
The cops rushed in.  The chief was with them, and the guy swore when he got a look at the scene. Yeah, Bennett was sure the place looked like a real blood bath.
It felt like one.
Bennett tightened his hold on Ivy. “Cameron Wilde…he’s a killer. Wounded, but not dead.” Unfortunately. Not yet. “And the man…on the stairs…that’s his accomplice. He’s dead.”  He had to be. Bennett had made sure of that one.
“Get some ambulances in here, now,” Chief Quarrel ordered as he hurried forward.  A whistle slipped from him. “Damn, boy, just what the hell happened here?”
Death.
Two cops in uniform bent over Cameron. “Jesus,” one muttered. “Are you sure he’s still alive?”
“Yes,” Bennett rasped, “be—”
Careful.
Cameron’s hand flew up from beneath his body.  A knife was gripped in his fist. Small, bloody.  He drove that knife into the cop’s side and lurched up.
Boom.
That bullet blasted into Cameron’s head. 
Silence.
Then Cameron crumpled and the cops swarmed.
Ivy still had the gun aimed, but her head turned, and her gaze met Bennett’s.  There was no regret in her dark stare. No shock. No horror.
Her breath slipped out on a little sigh.  “He won’t come back again.”
No.  Neither of them would.
“Sometimes,” Ivy said. “The killers don’t stop…they keep coming…”
Until death.
He buried his face in the curve of her neck.  He inhaled her scent. He felt her. Ivy…
Safe. Alive.
The best miracle of his life.
 



 
Epilogue
 
There weren’t a lot of people at the cemetery. The news crews had already came and left. They’d gotten their thirty second video to show on TV that night. 
Ivy stood away from the graves. Two graves, side by side.  Her gaze lingered on those graves as she thought about the tragedy that had been caused by the men beneath that dirt.
Cameron Wilde and a man who had actually turned out to be Cameron’s cousin, Julian Abbott.  Julian had been a New Orleans native. From what Bennett had learned, Julian had been in trouble with the law for years, but his wealthy family had smoothed over much of that drama.
And Cameron…
I never saw the truth. How could she have been so blind?
“Ivy.” 
Her eyes closed and she shivered. Bennett said her name like no other. Softly, sensually, and, most importantly, with love.
His hands closed around her shoulders.  “The cops in New Orleans finished searching Julian’s estate there. They found a diary that he’d been keeping. He and Cameron—shit, baby, there were more victims. Victims dating back—”
“Back to the day I made my ‘mistake’ with Cameron,” she said, pain twisting through her.
Bennett turned her in his arms. “You didn’t do a damn thing.” A muscle flexed in his jaw. “Cameron did it. He’s the one who started it all—Julian wrote that Cameron made the first kill. They were drinking in New Orleans. Cameron was at one of the parades over in the Big Easy with his cousin. They saw a woman who was perfect. Cameron slept with her, then he found a Mardi Gras mask at Julian’s place. He found that mask, put it on…”
And she’d died.
“After that…” Bennett exhaled. “Julian wrote that it became a game for them. All about power and the thrill. Sometimes, they’d hunt in Mobile. Sometimes in New Orleans.  But Cameron tried to set up rules, and Julian didn’t like to follow orders. Hell, from what I can tell, he just liked to kill. So he chose different targets. He…hell, Ivy, he fits the pattern of a psychopath.  The only person Julian seemed to care about was Cameron, only Cameron never told him why they were only supposed to kill brunettes. He never told him about you, not until the end.”
She shivered. “He…Julian lost control, didn’t he?”
“I think he felt like Cameron had been holding back on him. Keeping a secret—keeping you secret—only there weren’t supposed to be any secrets between them.”
Such a twisted pair. “When I saw Julian kill Evette—”
“Cameron set that up.  He told Julian when to kill that woman. Told him your float number, told him what side you’d be on. The fucking bastard wanted you to see it happen, but I don’t think he realized just what chain of events that would set in motion.”
A chain of events that led to murder.
“He didn’t know you’d jump off that float to save her.  Cameron didn’t know that Julian would get a good look at you, that he’d start stalking you because he’d realized how much you meant to his cousin…and to their game.”  Bennett’s gaze slipped to the graves. The funeral home had put one spray of flowers on each grave. No other flowers were at the scene.  “But their game is over, and they can’t hurt anyone now.”
No, they couldn’t.
“I didn’t want that on you.” His forehead sagged forward and pressed to hers. “I didn’t want you killing Cameron. You should have let me do it.”
She’d known he planned that.  She’d also known… “Bennett, I carry my own darkness.” She put her hand on his chest. “Cameron stabbed you. He wanted you dead.” She’d shot that bullet not just for herself, but for Bennett. For Hugh. “You’re not the only one who knows how to protect the people you love.”
His hand covered hers. “I do love you. I never stopped.”
Neither had she.
His head lifted. He stared down at her with a tender gaze.  He’d been patched up, she’d been patched up, and her brother—Hugh was slowly healing.  Julian had tried to kill him. He’d stabbed her brother five times, but Hugh had survived.
We’re all survivors.
They’d survived the madness.  They’d beat the monsters.
This time.
“You have to admit,” Ivy murmured, “I’m not the worst partner in the world, am I?” She had rather saved the day. At least, she thought so.
Bennett’s gaze dropped to her lips. “Not the worst. The damn best…the only one I ever want.”
She smiled at him. “Good answer.”
Bennett pressed a soft kiss to her lips. “I want to do everything right with you this time.”  He tucked her hand under his elbow and they walked away from that cemetery. From the monsters that would never hurt anyone again. “Every damn thing. I want you to know what you mean to me.”
Ivy just shook her head. They didn’t speak again until they were out of that cemetery. Until they were away from the ghosts. 
The sun streamed down on them.  Bright and warm. 
She tilted her head back, just enjoying the moment. Happy to be alive.
“You don’t have to prove anything to me,” Ivy finally said.  “All you have to do…just keep loving me, Bennett. Love me.”
Always.
And she would love him.
Through the good times. The bad. Through whatever hell came their way.
No more fear. No more secrets.
Partners.
 
THE END
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Prologue
 
Taylor picked up her portable phone for the tenth time in ten minutes. She hit redial, heard the call connect and start ringing, then clicked the off button and returned the phone to her lap. Once she made this call, there was no going back. Being right wouldn’t make her the golden girl. If she were wrong…well, she didn’t want to think about what could happen. Losing her job would be the least of her worries.
Damned if she did. Damned if she didn’t.
She set the phone on the pool table and went down the stairs of her small two-story cabin. In the kitchen, she opened the door to the refrigerator and pulled out a Diet Coke. She laughed to herself. Like more caffeine would give her the courage to make the call. She should try a shot of whiskey. That always worked in the movies.
She snapped open the tab and stood staring out of her kitchen window. It had been dark for hours—the moon gone and the inky blackness outside her window impenetrable—but in an hour the skies would lighten. She would have to make a decision by then.
She turned away from the window and heard a loud crack. The lights went out. She jumped a mile, then giggled nervously, a hand to her chest to stop the sudden pounding. Silly girl, she thought. The lights go out all the time. There was a Nashville Electric Service crew on the corner when you drove in earlier; they must have messed up the line, and a power surge caused the lights to blow. It happens every time NES works on the lines. Now stop it. You’re a grown woman. You’re not afraid of the dark.
She reached into her junk drawer and groped for a flashlight. Thumbing the switch, she cursed softly when the light didn’t shine. Batteries, where were the batteries?
She froze when she heard the noise and immediately went on alert, all of her senses going into overdrive. She strained her ears, trying to hear it again. Yes, there it was. A soft scrape off the back porch. She took a deep breath and sidled out of the kitchen, keeping close to the wall, moving lightly toward the back door. She brought her hand to her side and found nothing. Damn it. She’d left her gun upstairs. 
The tinkling of breaking glass brought her up short. The French doors leading into the backyard had been breached. It was too late to head upstairs and get the gun. She would have to walk right through the living room to get to the stairs. Whoever had just broken through her back door was not going to let her stroll on by. She started edging back toward the kitchen, holding her breath, as if that would help her not make any noise.
She didn’t see the fist, only felt it crack against her jaw. Her eyes swelled with tears and before she could react, the fist connected again. She spun and hit the wall face first. The impact knocked her breath out. Her lips cut on the edge of her teeth; she tasted blood. The intruder grabbed her as she started to slide down the wall. Yanked her to her feet and put his hands around her throat, squeezing hard.
Now she knew exactly where her attacker was, and she fought back with everything she had. She struggled against him, quickly realizing she was in trouble. He was stronger than her, bigger than her. And he was there to kill.
She went limp, lolled bonelessly against him, surprising him with the sudden weight. He released one arm in response, and she took that moment to whirl around and shove with all her might. It created some space between them, enabling her to slip out of his grasp. She turned quickly but crashed into the slate end table. He was all over her. They struggled their way into the living room. She began to plan. Kicked away again.
Her attacker lunged after her. She used the sturdy side table to brace herself and whipped out her left arm in a perfect jab, aiming lower than where she suspected his chin would be. She connected perfectly and heard him grunt in pain. Spitting blood out of her mouth in satisfaction, she followed the punch with a kick to his in the stomach, heard the whoosh of his breath as it left his body. He fell hard against the wall. She spun away and leapt to the stairs. He jumped up to pursue her, but she was quicker. She pounded up the stairs as fast as she could, rounding the corner into the hall just as her attacker reached the landing. The gun was in its holster, on the bookshelf next to the pool table, right where she had left it when she’d gone downstairs for the soda. She was getting careless. She should never have taken it off her hip. With everything that was happening, she shouldn’t have taken for granted that she was safe in her own home.
Her hand closed around the handle of the gun. She pulled the Glock from its holster, whipped around to face the door as the man came tearing through it. She didn’t stop to think about the repercussions, simply reacted. Her hand rose by instinct, and she put a bullet right between his eyes. His momentum carried him forward a few paces. He was only five feet from her, eyes gone blank in death when he dropped with a thud.
She heard her own ragged breathing. She tasted blood and raised a bruised hand to her jaw, feeling her lips and her teeth gingerly. Son of a bitch had caught her right in the jaw and loosened two molars. The adrenaline rush left her. She collapsed on the floor next to the lifeless body. She might have even slept for a moment.
The throbbing in her jaw brought her back. Morning was beginning to break, enough to see the horrible mess in front of her. The cat was sitting on the pool table, watching her curiously.
Rising, she took in the scene. The man was collapsed on her game room floor, slowly leaking blood on her Berber carpet. She peered at the stain.
“That’s going to be a bitch to get out.”
She shook her head to clear the cobwebs. What an inane thing to say. Shock, she must be going into shock. How long had they fought? Had it been only five minutes? Half an hour? She felt like she had struggled against him for days; her body was tired and sore. Never mind the blood caked around her mouth. She put her hand up to her face. Make that her nose, too.
She eyed the man again. He was facedown and angled slightly to one side. She slipped her toes under his right arm and flipped him over with her foot. The shot was true; she could see a clean entry wound in his forehead. Reaching down out of habit, she felt for his carotid pulse, but there was nothing. He was definitely dead.
“Oh, David,” she said. “You absolute idiot. Look what you’ve made me do.”
Now the shit was absolutely going to hit the fan. It was time to make the call.
 



 
 
 
 
The First Day
 



 
One
 
Three months later
Nashville, Tennessee
 
Bodies, everywhere bodies, a field of graves, limbs and torsos and heads, all left above ground. The feeling of dirt in her mouth, grimy and thick; the whispers from the dead, long arms reaching for her as she passed through the carnage. Ghostly voices, soft and sibilant. “Help us. Why won’t you help us?”
Taylor jerked awake, sweating, eyes wild and blind in the darkness. The sheets twisted around her body in a claustrophobic shroud, and she struggled to get them untangled. Eyes squeezed shut, she willed her breathing back to normal, trying to relax, to let the grisly images go. When she opened her eyes, the room was still dark but no longer menacing. Her screams had faded away into the silence. The cat jumped off the bed with a disgruntled meow in response to her thrashing.
She lay her head back on the pillow, swallowed hard, still unable to get a full breath.
Every damn night. She was starting to wonder if she’d ever sleep well again.
She wiped a hand across her face and looked at the clock. 6:10 a.m. The alarm was set for seven, but she wasn’t going to get any more rest. She might as well get up and get ready for work. Go in a little early, see what horrors had captured the city overnight.
She rolled off the bed, trying hard to forget the dream. Showered, dressed, dragged on jeans and a black cashmere T-shirt under a black motorcycle jacket, stepped into her favorite boots. Put her creds in her pocket and her gun on her hip. Pulled her wet hair off her face and into a ponytail.
Time to face another day.
She was in her car when the call came. “Morning, Fitz. What’s up?”
“Morning, LT. We have us a body at the Parthenon.”
“I’ll be right there.”
 
 
It might have become a perfect late autumn morning. The sky was busy, turning from white to blue as dawn rudely forced its way into day. Birds were returning from their mysterious nocturnal errands, greeting and chattering about the night’s affairs. The air was clear and heavy, still muggy from the overnight heat but holding a hint of coolness, like an ice cube dropped into a steaming mug of coffee. The sky would soon shift to sapphire the way only autumn skies do, as clear and heavy as the precious stone itself.
The beauty of the morning was lost on Lieutenant Taylor Jackson, Criminal Investigation Division, Nashville Metro Police. She snapped her long body under the yellow crime scene tape and looked around for a moment. Sensed the looks from the officers around her. Straightened her shoulders and marched toward them.
Metro officers had been traipsing around the crime scene control area like it was a cocktail party, drinking coffee and chatting each other up like they’d been apart for weeks, not hours. The grass was already littered with cups, cigarette butts, crumpled notebook paper, and at least one copy of the morning’s Sports section from The
Tennessean. Taylor cursed silently; they knew better than this. One of these yahoos was going to inadvertently contaminate a crime scene one of these days, sending her team off on a wild goose chase. Guess whose ass would be in the proverbial sling then?
She stooped to grab the sports page, surreptitiously glanced at the headline regaling the Tennessee Titans’s latest win, then crumpled it into a firm ball in her hands. 
Taylor didn’t know what information about the murder had leaked out over the air, but the curiosity factor had obviously kicked into high gear. An officer she recognized from another sector was cruising by to check things out, not wanting to miss out on all the fun. Media vans lined the street. Joggers pretended not to notice anything was happening as they nearly tripped trying to see what all the fuss was about. Exactly what she needed on no sleep: everyone willing to help, to get in and screw up her crime scene. 
Striding toward the melee, she tried to tell herself that it wasn’t their fault she’d been up all night. At least she’d had a shower and downed two Diet Cokes, or she would have arrested them all.
She reached the command post and pasted on a smile. “Mornin’, kids. How many of you have dragged this crap through my crime scene?” She tossed the balled up paper at the closest officer.
She tried to keep her tone light, as if she were amused by their shenanigans, but she didn’t fool anyone, and the levity drifted from the gathering. The brass was on the scene, so all the fun had come to a screeching halt. Uniforms who didn’t belong started to drift away, one or two giving Taylor a sideways glance. She ignored them like she ignored most things these days.
As a patrol officer, she’d kept her head down, worked her cases, and developed a reputation for being a straight shooter. Her dedication and clean work had been rewarded with promotion after promotion, until she was in plainclothes at twenty-eight. She’d caught a nasty first case in homicide—the kidnapping and murder of a young girl. She’d nailed the bastard who’d done it; Richard Curtis was on death row now. The case made the national news and sent her career into overdrive. She quickly became known for being a hard-hitting investigator and moved up the ranks from detective to lead to sergeant, until she’d been given the plum job she had now—homicide lieutenant.
If her promotion to lieutenant at the tender age of thirty-four had rankled some of the more traditional officers on the force, the death of David Martin—one of their own—had made it ten times worse. There were always going to be cops who tried to make her life difficult; it was part of being a chick on the force, part of having a reputation. Taylor was tough, smart, and liked to do things her own way to get the job done. The majority of the men she worked with had great respect for her abilities. There were always going to be detractors, cops who whispered behind her back, but in Taylor’s mind, success trumped rumor every time.
Then Martin had decided to ruin her life and nearly derailed her career in the process. She was still clawing her way back.
Taylor’s second in command, Detective Pete Fitzgerald, lumbered toward her, the ever-present unlit cigarette hanging out of his mouth. He’d quit a couple of years before after a minor heart attack, but kept one around to light in case of an emergency. Fitz had an impressive paunch; his belly reached Taylor before the rest of his body.
“Hey, LT. Sorry I had to drag you away from your beauty sleep.” He looked her over, concern dawning in his eyes. “I was just kidding. What’s up with you? You look like shit warmed over.”
Taylor waved a hand in dismissal. “Didn’t sleep. Aren’t we supposed to have some sort of eclipse this morning? I think it’s got me all out of whack.”
Fitz took the hint and backed down. “Yeah, we are.” He looked up quickly, shielding his eyes with his hand. “See, it’s already started.”
He was right. The moon was moving quickly across the sun, the crime scene darkening by the minute. “Eerie,” she said.
He looked back at her, blinking hard. “No kidding. Remind me not to stare into the sun again.”
“Will do. Celestial phenomenon aside, what do we have here?”
“Okay darlin’, here we go. We have a couple of lovebirds who decided to take an early morning stroll—found themselves a deceased Caucasian female on the Parthenon’s steps. She’s sitting up there pretty as you please, just leaning against the gate in front of the Parthenon doors like she sat down for a rest. Naked as a jaybird too, and very, very dead.”
Taylor turned her gaze to the Parthenon. One of her favorites sites in Nashville, smack dab in the middle of Centennial Park, the full-sized replica was a huge draw for tourists and classicists alike. The statue of Athena inside was awe-inspiring, too. She couldn’t count how many school field trips she’d been on here over the years. Leaving a body on the steps was one hell of a statement. 
“Where are the witnesses?”
“Got the lovebirds separated, but the woman’s having fits, we haven’t been able to get a full statement. The scene’s taped off; traffic on West End has been blocked off, and we’ve closed all roads into and around Centennial Park. ME and her team have been here about fifteen minutes. Oh, and our killer was here at some point too.” He grinned at her lopsidedly. “He dumped her sometime overnight, only the duckies and geese in the lake saw him. This is gonna be a bitch to canvass. Do you think we can admit ‘AFLAC’ as a statement in court?”
Taylor gave him a quick look and a perfunctory laugh, more amused at imagining Fitz waddling about like the duck from the insurance ads than at his irreverent attitude. She knew better, but it did seem like he was having a good time. Taylor understood that sometimes, inappropriate attempts at humor were the only way a cop could make it through the day, so she chastised him gently. “You’ve got a sick sense of humor, Fitz.” She sighed, turning off all personal thoughts, becoming a cop again. All business, all the time. That’s what they needed to see from her.
“We’ll probably have to go public and ask who was here last night and when, but I’m not holding my breath that we’ll get anything helpful, so let’s put it off for now.”
He nodded in agreement.  “Do you want to put up the chopper? Probably useless; whoever dumped her is long gone.”
“I think you’re right.” She jerked her head toward the Parthenon steps. “What’s he trying to tell us?”
Fitz looked toward the doors of the Parthenon where the medical examiner was crouched over the naked body. His voice dropped and he suddenly became serious. “I don’t know, but this is going to get ugly, Taylor. I got a bad feeling.”
Taylor held a hand up to cut him off. “C’mon man, they’re all ugly. It’s too early to start spinning. Let’s just get through the morning. Keep the frickin’ media out of here—put ‘em down in the duck shit if you have to. You can let them know which roads are closed so they can get the word out to their traffic helicopters, but that’s it. Make sure the uniforms keep everyone off the tape. I don’t want another soul in here until I have a chance to be fully briefed by all involved. Has the Park Police captain shown up yet?”
Fitz shook his head. “Nah. They’ve called him, but I haven’t seen him yet.”
“Well, find him too. Make sure they know which end is up. Let’s get the perimeter of this park searched, grid by grid, see if we find something. Get K-9 out here, let them do an article search. Since the roads are already shut off, tell them to expand the perimeter one thousand outside the borders of the park. I want to see them crawling around like ants at a picnic. I see any of them hanging in McDonald’s before this is done, I’m kicking some butt.”
Fitz gave her a mock salute. “I’m on it. When Sam determined she was dumped, I went ahead and called K-9, and pulled all the officers coming off duty. We may have an overtime situation, but I figured with your, um, finesse…” He snorted out the last word, and Taylor eyed him coolly.
“I’ll handle it.” She pushed her hair back from her face and re-established her hurried ponytail. “Get them ready for all hell to break loose. I’m gonna go talk to Sam. ”
“Glad to serve, love. Now go see Sam, and let the rest of us grunts do our jobs. If you decide you want the whirly-bird, give me a thumbs-up.” He blew her a kiss and marched toward the command post, snapping his fingers at the officers to get their attention.
Turning toward the building, she caught a stare from one of the older patrols. His gaze was hostile, lip curled in a sneer. She gave him her most brilliant smile, making his scowl deepen. She broke off the look, shaking her head. She didn’t have time to worry about politics right now.



 
Two
 
Taylor approached Sam cautiously, making sure she followed the ME’s path to the body. They wouldn’t be able to blame any loss of evidence on her. Pulling on her latex gloves, she tapped Sam lightly on the shoulder. Sam looked up. Anticipating Taylor’s first question, she shook her head.
“There’s no obvious cause of death—no stab wounds, no gunshot wounds. I’ll get a better idea when I get her open. Evidence of rape. There’s some bruising and tearing, a little bit of blood. He got her pretty good. There’s some dirt on her, too. Wind probably blew some stuff around last night.”
She rocked back on her heels and saw Taylor’s face for the first time. “Girl, you look like crap. When’s the last time you slept?”
“Been a while.” The sleepless nights were catching up with her. She was almost thankful when a new case popped like this; the past slid away briefly when she could focus her attention elsewhere.
Sam gave her one last appraising glance. “Hmmph.”
Dr. Samantha Owens had shoulder-length brown hair she always wore back in a ponytail, feminine wisps she couldn’t control framing her face. She often joked that she’d rather look like a girl than a ghoul when she met someone new so the first impression wasn’t one of horror. Taylor was always amused to see people scatter like rats when they found out the beautiful and composed woman was a professional pathologist. Most run-of-the-mill people didn’t want to hang out with a woman who cut up dead bodies for a living.
Unlike many of the women she and Taylor had grown up with, Sam didn’t join the Junior League, have beautiful babies and lunch at Bread & Company. Instead, she spent her time perched over the Nashville’s endless supply of dead bodies, a position she was in much too often. She was also Taylor’s best friend and was allowed liberties where others weren’t.
“I’ve been telling you, you need to get some help.”
“Hush up, Sam, I don’t want to hear it. Tell me about our girl.” Taylor let the knot in her stomach and the ache in her temples take complete hold. She had warmed up in the early morning heat, but looking at the dead girl was giving her the chills. “Fitz said she was dumped?”
Sam traced an invisible line around the body with her finger. “Definitely. She wasn’t killed here. See the livor pattern? The bottom of her legs, thighs and calves, her butt, the inside of her arms, and her back. The blood pooled in those areas. But she’s sitting up, right? The lividity wouldn’t present this way unless she had been chillin’ out on her back for a while. She was definitely dead for a few hours before she was dumped.”
Taylor looked closely at the purplish red blotches. In contrast, the front of the girl’s body looked as pale and grimy as a dead jellyfish.
“No blood, either. Maybe he’s a vampire.” Sam leered briefly at Taylor, made fangs out of her fingers, hissed. Her morbid sense of humor always popped up at the most inappropriate times.
“You’re insane.”
“I know. No, he did her someplace else, then dumped her here.” She looked around and said quietly, “Seriously, this feels very staged. She was put here for a reason, posed, everything. He wanted her found right away. The question is, why?”
Taylor didn’t comment, but tucked Sam’s remark into the back of her mind to be brought out and chewed on later. She knew it was worth thinking about; Sam had sound instincts. She turned back toward the command center. Seeing Fitz, she peeled the glove off her right hand, put two fingers in her mouth and whistled sharply. He turned, and she shook her head. The helicopter wasn’t going to be needed.
Taylor looked back at the girl’s face. So young. Another, so young. “Give me something to work with. Do you have a time of death?”
Sam thought for a moment. “Looking at her temp, she died sometime before midnight. Let’s say ten to twelve hours ago, give or take. Rigor’s still in, though she’s starting to break up.” 
“Gives him time to kill her and get her here. Okay. Semen?”
“Oh, yeah. It’s all over the place. This guy really doesn’t care about trying to be subtle. Not terribly bright. It shouldn’t be too hard to match him up if he’s in CODIS. He’s certainly not holding anything back.” She laughed at her pun, and Taylor couldn’t help a brief smile.
“How about under her nails? Did she fight back?”
Sam lifted the dead girl’s right hand. “I looked pretty closely, but I didn’t see anything resembling skin or blood. I’ll have them bag her hands and do scrapings back at the shop, but it doesn’t look like she got hold of anything. We didn’t find any ID with the body, so we’ll print her and send them over to see if you can find a match. They’ll be clear enough to run through AFIS.”
Taylor was hardly listening. She stared at the girl’s face. So young, she thought again. Man, there was going to be major fallout when they held this press conference. The statement started percolating in her head. At six o’clock this morning, the body of a Caucasian female was discovered on the steps of the Parthenon…
She looked back to Sam. “So no idea what killed her, huh?”
Sam relaxed, sitting back on her haunches. She stripped off her gloves and watched Taylor leaning in on the body.
“Hell if I know. Nothing’s really jumping out at me. Give me a break, T, you know the drill.”
“You’ll get me all the pics yesterday, right? And do the post right now. I mean,” she attempted a more conciliatory tone, “will you do the post right now?”
“I’ll bump her to the top of the guest list. There’s something else…Do you smell anything?”
“Just your perfume. Is it new?”
“See, that’s the weird thing. I’m not wearing any. I think the smell is coming from the body. And I’ll tell ya, Taylor, this would be my first sweet smelling corpse, ya know?”
Taylor had noticed the scent. She inhaled sharply through her nose. Yes, there were all the usual stinks that came with a dead body: the unmistakable smell of decay, the stink of fear, the tang of stale urine and excrement. But overlying all these olfactory wonders was a tangy sweetness. She thought hard for a moment, searching for the memory the smell triggered. The scent was somehow familiar, almost like…that was it!
“Sam, you know what this smells like? The spa across the way, Essential Therapy. Remember, I gave you a gift certificate for a massage there for your birthday? They have all those lotions and soaps and essential oil candles…”
“Wait a minute. You’re right. She smells like incense.” She stared at the body. “What if…Okay, give me a second here.” Sam reached into her kit and extracted a small pair of tweezers. She bent over and started picking through the dirt on the body.
“What are you doing?” Taylor watched Sam put a few pieces of leaves and sticks into a small white paper bag. Somewhat disgusted, she watched Sam shove her nose into the bag and breathe in deeply. “Ugh, Sam.”
“No, here.” Sam’s eyes lit up and Taylor was tempted to back away. But Sam grabbed her hand and shoved the bag toward her face. “Really, smell.”
Taylor wrinkled her nose, swallowing hard. It was one thing seeing the body and smelling her from a few feet away, but sticking her nose into the detritus that came from the body itself was a little gross. Grimacing, she took the bag and inhaled. The scent was smoky and floral, not at all unpleasant.
Sam’s eyes were shining in excitement. “This isn’t dirt, Taylor. These are herbs. She has herbs scattered all over her body. Now what the hell is that all about?”
Taylor shook her head slowly, trying to absorb the new discovery. “I don’t know. Can you isolate which herb it is?”
“Yeah, I can let a botanist buddy of mine at UT take a look. He’s totally into all this stuff. I don’t think it’s just one herb, though. The leaves are all different sizes and shapes. Oh man, this is too cool.”
“Sam, you’re awful.” Taylor couldn’t stop herself from smiling. “You like this job too much.”
“That’s why I’m good at it. Tim’s our lead ‘gator today. I’m going to get him set up here to bag all this stuff, and I’ll have a runner take it up to UT ASAP. You know, it would be a lot simpler if that idiot mayor would help us get our own lab capable of handling this kind of stuff. Hell, it’d be nice if we could even do tox screens in-house.”
Sam continued grumbling under her breath and stood up, signaling the end of the conversation. She waved to her team, calling them over. The body was ready to be moved.
“Wait, Sam. Did Crime Scene pick up anything else? Clothes, jewelry?”
“Not yet, but you’re in their way. She’s got enough of this crap on her that it’s gonna take them a while to collect it all. Why don’t you go back and try to find out who this girl is for me, okay? Y’all need to catch this guy, ‘cause once the press gets a hold of this, they’re gonna freak the whole city. It’s not everyday I have to come to the middle of Centennial Park to collect a body, much less for a staged crime scene. Look at the vultures hovering already.”
She swept her hand toward the media trucks. Their level of activity had picked up, excitement palpable in the air. Techs were setting up lights and running around on the street by the duck pond with cameras and portable microphones in tow. The news vans were lined up around the corner. Taylor watched Fitz and the patrol officers struggle to keep the reporters from rushing the tape to gather their precious scoops. Nothing like murder in the morning to start a feeding frenzy.
“Seriously, Taylor, you know how they are. They’ll find some way to spin this into a grand conspiracy and warn all the parents to keep their girls at home until you catch whoever did this.” She started grumbling. “It should be frickin’ illegal for the chief to have given them their own radios. Now every newsie in Nashville hovers over my shoulder while I scope a body.”
Taylor lowered her eyelids for a second and gave her best friend a half smile. “Well, honey, if it makes you feel any better, all the talking heads and their cameramen are squishing through goose poo trying to get their stories. Guess Lake Watauga has its purposes, after all. Call me as soon as you have anything.”
Sam laughed. “Yeah, yeah. Split. You’re making me nervous.”
 



 
Three
 
Taylor made a last slow circuit around the crime scene. The techs were carefully moving about, photographing the site from every possible angle. She half noticed them brushing fine black powder in the areas surrounding where the body had been found, looking for latent fingerprints.
Why the Parthenon? Why would the killer dump a body in the middle of West End? You couldn’t look in any direction without seeing students jogging from the gates of Vanderbilt, trendy yuppies coasting through the gourmet restaurants and bars, hippy granolas Birkenstocking their way to the natural food and clothing stores. It was a risky venture, even in the overnight hours.
She made a few notes, thinking about Sam’s comments. Staged. Huh. The scene wasn’t terribly gruesome compared to many she’d seen, but it did have a more organized feel to it—after all, he had made himself very vulnerable coming out in the open with a dead girl slung over his shoulder, spending the time to arrange her and scatter herbs on her naked body. He’d spent at least a few minutes setting things up. A huge chance to take that no one would be around. Even teenagers who were supposed to be in bed were out cruising through the park all night.
Taylor headed in the direction of her car and passed Sam’s lead investigator, Tim Davis, as he started up the stairs.
“Later, ‘gator,” she called out.
Tim gave her a dirty look. “That joke is really getting old.”
She gave him her sweetest smile. “Tell that to Sam. She’s the one that christened you guys ‘gators. Besides,” her voice dropped two octaves, “‘Death Investigator’ just sounds so, well, depressing.”
“Death is depressing, Taylor.” He smiled and turned away.
Taylor felt a brief qualm of conscience. Tim was one of the best ‘gators the medical examiner’s office had and was deadly serious about his work.
She stopped walking and turned around to look at the Parthenon again. She stood quietly, staring at the huge structure. What the hell was this guy up to? A sacrifice to the goddess Athena, who guarded the murky interior of the building? She laughed, startling a goose ten feet away. It waddled off, honking in annoyance. Yeah, take that theory into the squad room. The boys would love it. She shook the image of the goddess out of her mind.
It was time to get to work. Taylor picked her way through malodorous fowl dung scattered all over the ground back to the phalanx of police cars. She needed to talk to the young couple who’d found the body before they were brought in to give their formal statements. She walked out into the control center and found Bob Miller, the first officer on the scene. He was short and stout with a bristling black mustache and impossibly white teeth.
“Officer Miller. Where do you have them?”
He flashed her a brilliant smile. “Hey, LT. He’s in my car, and she’s over with Wills.” Keith Wills was Miller’s partner and was becoming a specialist in handling witnesses of the female persuasion. “She’s still crying, but she’s calming down. Name’s Catey Thompson, he’s Devon Post. They got engaged last night, messed around until nearly dawn, then went out for a rrrromanteek sunrise stroll.” His dreadful Italian accent got a quick laugh and a head shake out of Taylor.
“Had they been drinking?”
Officer Miller returned to his normal Southern twang. “Yeah, champagne. But they knocked off the heavy celebrating a few hours ago. They were pretty straight when they set out, and now…well, they’re scared sober, if they weren’t already.”
“Thanks, Miller. Will you stick around and make sure the scene stays sealed up tight for me? Fitz already has a grid search going on, and I don’t want anyone messing it up.” She clapped him on the shoulder. “Sorry, pal, it’s gonna be a long day.”
He smiled and strode away. Taylor approached Officer Wills, who was holding Catey’s hand and offering her a box of tissues.
“Hello, Officer Wills. Miss Thompson? I’m Lieutenant Jackson from the Homicide Division. I’m the lead detective investigating this murder. I’d appreciate it if you could give me your account of what happened this morning.”
Catey could have been pretty, but Taylor was having a hard time seeing it at the moment. Long brown hair escaped the clip that held it back, and her brown eyes were bloodshot. Her perfectly petite nose was cherry red, and her face was swollen and blotchy from crying. She looked up, took a deep breath and spoke in a soft, hesitant voice.
“We were walking through the park, waiting for the sunrise. We walked right up to her. I was actually annoyed that we weren’t alone. She was sitting on the top step, leaning back against the gate. I thought she was watching us. Her eyes were open and at first I didn’t realize…”Her voice began to waver. “I thought maybe she was there to watch the sun come up too. But she was naked and just sort of sat there, and I realized she was dead.” She began to cry again. “I started screaming, and Devon pulled me away. He took my cell phone, and I heard him calling for help, then I threw up. It was horrible. Is she really dead?” The girl was preparing to get hysterical again.
Taylor ignored the question. “Miss Thompson, this is very important. I know it’s difficult to revisit the memory, but if you could try for me, hold yourself together for a little longer?”
Officer Wills pushed the entire box of tissues into the girl’s hands, and Taylor continued. “Think very carefully. Did you see anyone else around? Maybe someone walking in the park at the same time? Did you hear a car?”
She snuffled into a new tissue. “No. I’m sure we were the only people here. It was so nice, so peaceful. My God, what happened to her? Are we safe? What if he saw us? Oh my God, oh my God, ohmyGod…” She began bawling in earnest, and Taylor patted her on the shoulder.
“I’m sure you’re perfectly safe, Miss Thompson, so don’t worry. I seriously doubt whoever killed her was hanging around. Thank you for your help. Officer Wills is going to take you downtown to make a formal statement, and then you and your fiancé will be free to go. If you remember anything, anything at all, even if you think it doesn’t matter, I want you to call me. Okay?” She handed her a card with her office and pager numbers on it. “You can call me day or night.”
Catey sniffed, trying to regain some semblance of control, dragged the tissue under her eyes, spreading raccoon rings of mascara. “Thank you, Lieutenant Jackson. Can I see Devon now?”
“We’ll get you two together downtown, all right? Thank you for your help.”
Catey nodded. Taylor stepped aside with Officer Wills.
“Do their stories match?”
“Yeah, to a tee. They’re really shook up. Do you want to talk to him, or can I move ‘em now?"
Taylor felt the headache deepen. She rubbed her forehead. “Go ahead, get them out of here. Better if the cameras don’t get a shot of their faces. Thanks, Wills. You did a good job here this morning. Can you leave a copy of your report on my desk as soon as you get it done? And gather up everyone else’s too?”
“Sure thing, LT. I’ll bring them up ASAP.”
Looking around, she corralled Fitz and told him to get back to the squad as soon as he could get away. The boys from the ME’s team had bagged the body and were rolling the stretcher toward their plain white van. Though most people wouldn’t give a medical examiner’s vehicle a second glance, the van’s circumspect attempt at discretion didn’t fool the media, who followed every movement with their cameras, even running after the van as it pulled away. With some good B-roll filler on tape, they turned for another source. Taylor was fifty feet away, walking with her head down, ostensibly looking to avoid the muck left behind by the ducks and geese. The yells started.
“Lieutenant!” screamed Channel 5.
The NBC affiliate chimed in. “Who is the victim? What was cause of death?”
Their onslaught beat in time with the throbbing in Taylor’s head. It wasn’t unusual for her to make statements at a crime scene; normally she was fine with the cameras. Taylor had striking good looks that she worked to her advantage when necessary. Huge gray eyes, the right slightly darker than the left, shifted between clear smoke and stormy steel, depending on her mood. Lips just a touch too full encased orthodontically enhanced straight white teeth, and a slightly crooked nose gave her countenance a vaguely asymmetrical aspect. She was nearly six feet, blonde and rangy, with a deep voice, husky and cracked.
This particular morning though, with dark colored smudges under her eyes, a hasty ponytail, and a nasty headache, she looked slightly less than ethereal.
“No comment, guys. I’m sure we’ll have something to say later on.”
“C’mon, Taylor. You need to let us know so we can make the noon report.” A flaxen-haired beauty from Channel 2, her rectangular tortoise glasses sliding down her well-done nose job, stuck a mic in her face. “Just give us something,” she pleaded.
Lee Mayfield of The Tennessean gave Taylor an inquiring smile. Taylor shook her head; she’d be damned if she gave the paper’s crime reporter a damn thing. Besides, the woman would spin it her own way and distort the facts anyway. Let her do it on her own.
“You have to give us something to go on, Lieutenant,” the latest talking head from Channel 17 admonished.
Taylor whipped around, her limited patience worn through. Spotlights glowed in her eyes, blinding her for a moment. Blinking back into focus, she said, “I said we’ll have something for you later. Now quit lurking around my crime scenes. You’re making my teams’ work difficult.”
Taylor turned her back on them, hurried across the small parking lot in front of Lake Watauga, jumped into her unmarked squad car. Wow, she’d let them get to her. Not very professional. It seemed every little thing got to her these days. Oh well, it would give them something fun to work on for their precious stories. “Lead Investigator Loses Temper.”
“Jerks,” she said vehemently, rubbing her temples. She watched the press milling around their trucks, each trying to find a spin on her blatant and sarcastic remarks.
One by one, she saw the cameras start to point at the sky. A banner day for Nashville’s reporters. A murder and an eclipse, all tied up in one tidy little package for them. The noon broadcasts were really going to be chock full of fun.
She pulled to the east entrance of the park, noticing the Park Police weren’t letting anyone in, on foot or by car. At least they were making themselves useful.
She stopped at a light and briefly closed her eyes. The body of the dead girl was stark against her eyelids. Taylor couldn’t help but think of the terror she must have felt as her life was stripped away and wasn’t surprised to feel the anger come. It had been like that lately.
Over the years, she’d learned how to detach herself from crime scenes. She had to; it kept her sane. After a time, she’d grown relatively numb to the atrocities she saw. Lately, though, her armor was showing cracks.
Giving the Parthenon one last glance, she realized the vibe surrounding the scene was making her uncomfortable. Like she’d missed the message the killer was trying to send.
She turned left onto West End Avenue and registered the slow burn that had started. “I’m gonna catch you, you son of a bitch. You just wait. I’m coming.”
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The sky darkened. The moon moved before the sun, blotting out the sunlight in momentary increments until the world became a shadowy place, darkness scarring the light.
He gazed at the miracle, oblivious to the scene in front of him and the frenzy he had created
He murmured at the sky, “…And the sun became black as sackcloth of hair, and the moon became as blood.”
Then it began to pass, and the man felt his heart stir once more.
No one noticed him.
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Taylor followed the streets back to headquarters, swinging down Church Street to Hooters, turning left on Second, circling the courthouse, and finally finding a space on Third by the back door of the Criminal Justice Center. She frowned at the attempt to modernize the architecture of the building. Someone had gotten the idea that they could take a squat, brown brick square and fancy it up with a courtyard full of benches and a rounded portico over the main doors. A nice idea, but the bevy of criminals scurrying in and out of the doors of the CJC ruined the effect.
Adding to the atmosphere was the close smell of river water, which made Taylor wrinkle her nose in disgust. The water level of the Cumberland was low, and the fecund reek only added to the depression of the area.
Taylor went up the flight of concrete stairs leading to the side door entrance, stepping carefully around the overflowing bucket of cigarette butts in the corner of the landing. Swiping her card to gain access, she pulled open the door and made the short walk to the Homicide office. Her team was already assembling, putting together the necessities to start the murder investigation.
“Are y’all up to speed?” There were nods all around.
“Okay. I’m gonna check in with Price.”
Taylor hadn’t missed a stride as she crossed the room. Though the door was uncharacteristically closed, she walked into the captain’s office without knocking.
Captain Mitchell Price was a small, generally happy man in his early fifties, smoothly bald, with an impressive mustache he took great care to groom. As the head of the Criminal Investigative Divisions, he oversaw Homicide, Vice and all the other investigative departments. Price was on his phone when Taylor barged in, but quickly placed his finger over his mouth and hit the speaker on his phone. He motioned to the door and ran his hand over his shiny scalp, pushing away a few stray strands of faded red hair. Taylor closed the door behind her and took a seat across from his desk. He hit the speaker button, rolling his eyes.
“Damn it, Price. When are you going to have some answers for me?” Mayor Meredith Robbins was yelling loud enough that even with the door closed, Taylor knew the rest of the squad could hear her strident voice. “When are your people going to get their asses in gear? A girl shows up dead in the middle of Centennial Park, which is going to be closed for God knows how long while your little boys and girls wander around, and we’ve got the Arts and Crafts fair this weekend. There are trucks full of crap ready to get in there and unload. And I’m the one who has to smooth out all the granola-filled feathers. It’s too late to cancel this thing now. There’s going to be hell to pay if you can’t get the park open immediately. And all you can tell me is ‘you’re working on it?’ I want some answers, and I want them now!”
Taylor mouthed the word bitch to Price, then turned away smiling. Meredith Robbins was a thorn in the department’s side. The woman was a self-serving, nasty politician whose only concern was making herself look good, the citizens of Nashville be damned. How she got elected in the first place was still a mystery to Taylor.
Turning back to Price, she twirled her finger around and raised an eyebrow. He smiled and nodded, interrupting the tirade.
“Um, Meredith, we’re working things as fast as we can. I’m sure we’ll have some answers for you very soon. And the sooner we can get off this call, the sooner I can get the details from Lieutenant Jackson.”
“Fine. Get back to me the moment you have some new information. And get the damn park opened back up. If the vendors start canceling because of this, I will hold you personally responsible.”
Price sighed loudly for effect and said, “If anything, Mayor, I’d assume the curiosity factor is going to draw people to the park, not drive them away.” The comment hit its mark, and she backed down a bit.
“No more excuses. Get the park open. And tell that lieutenant of yours to be nicer to the media.” She hung up the phone with a bang, and Price slowly clicked off the speaker. He looked at the phone with distaste, and then raised a hairy red eyebrow at Taylor.
“Well, that was fun. She is such a pain in the ass. Ignore her, I’ll deal with it. But tell me you have something for me.” 
Taylor took in a deep breath. “Sam thinks the scene was staged, and I have to agree. Sam’s going to get the girl’s prints over here ASAP. As soon as they show up, we’ll start looking for a match. That’s my number one priority. I want to give this girl a name. We need to find out where she’s from.”
“What other thoughts did our intrepid ME have?”
“There was plenty of semen for a sample, so I’m going to ask Sam to send it over to Private Match instead of TBI. I want to see if we can get a quick hit in CODIS.”
“You don’t think it’s this yahoo’s first rodeo?”
“I don’t. The whole thing felt off to me.”
Price sat back in his chair. “How off?”
“I wouldn’t be surprised to see more. The scene was staged.”
“Great. Just what we need.”
“Are you cool with me sending the DNA to Simon Loughley at Private Match? The tox screen will go to him automatically anyway. This way, he can handle the whole case.”
Partly through Meredith Robbins’ actions over the past three years in office, the MNPD still didn’t have their own forensics lab. She had suggested that if the department wanted their own lab, they could cut employees to get the necessary budget requirements, and Metro had no intention of cutting their officers. So they were beholden to other official labs for results. They hated sending high-profile DNA to the FBI labs for comparison, because even with a push there could be a wait of a year or so. The TBI, Tennessee Bureau of Investigation, was the next best bet, but they too could drag out the final results over several months. Their only choice for fast-track cases was private labs. It wasn’t standard operating procedure, but there were times and cases which necessitated a quick turnaround. Private Match had done work for them in the past. Taylor trusted them and trusted Sam’s abilities to finagle the work quickly. Plus, Simon Loughley had been a friend for many years. He could be counted on to do the work right.
Price played with one end of his mustache. “No, I think we’ll be able to handle it. If this is going to be as high profile as you think, we can’t afford any bureaucratic funding roadblocks. You heard the Mayor. I’ll pin it on her if I can’t make it happen. Surefire way to get it through. This may be a great opportunity to hit her again with the new forensic lab proposal…”
“Good idea. I’ll let you handle that,” Taylor said sarcastically. “Getting back to reality…Our witnesses aren’t going to be much help. They didn’t see another soul. We’re hoping that will change when they get a chance to calm down.” She gestured toward the ceiling. A huge, dark brown watermark in the corner caught her eye, distracting her for a moment. Her voice trailed off, then she addressed him again.
“Price, there’s something else. There were some sweet smelling herbs scattered on the body. Sam’s sending samples to a buddy to get a quick ID, but this changes the complexion of this case. They have to be part of the staging, because I doubt some drunk wandered by and threw a posy on her.”
“Herbs? What kind of herbs? What the hell is that about?”
“I have no idea, but we’ll have to keep a tight rein on that little tidbit. It could be a signature, and we really don’t want it getting out.”
“This place is leaking like a sieve, Taylor. You keep that deep, okay? Nobody hears about it outside of your detectives.” He leaned back in his chair. “So how do you want to run this? You’ve got a few open cases on your plate right now, but this should take priority.”
“Yeah, we have several that are on the burner, and two very active. I can offload them on Fitz, let him run them, and if this pops, we can pull him back in. He can manage things out of here for me, if anything happens. Plus, I think it would be good to bring Marcus Wade in to back me up on this. He needs the experience.”
“Works for me. Which cases do you want to give Fitz?”
“The Lischey Avenue murder from last week. The one the paper picked up and ran with? Little Man Graft murdered Lashon Hall, Terrence Norton saw the whole thing, but he’s not talking. That one.”
Price groaned and Taylor grinned. Anytime the news got involved in their cases, something was bound to go wrong. 
“Mayfield didn’t do us any favors, did she?”
“No.
“Little Man and Terrence Norton are getting to be frequent flyers with Metro.” He shook his head, frowning. “Think you can nail them for this one? I’m getting tired of their antics.”
Taylor barked a laugh. “It’s not me, Price. I made a solid case two months ago on an assault charge against Terrence, and the jury acquitted him in forty-five minutes. Blame it on his peers, not me. Anyway, I haven’t been able to shake anyone loose on Lischey Avenue. There is a fourteen-year-old kid who witnessed the murder, but his mom has him in hiding and won’t let him make a statement. I begged and pleaded, but she said no way. I don’t blame her; these guys are absolutely ruthless. He’ll get himself killed if he talks.”
“So what do you want to do?”
“I want Fitz to work his magic on Terrence. See if he can scare anything out of him. Lashon was supposedly his best friend, so maybe Fitz can appeal to the kid’s conscience. If not, we don’t have enough to charge Little Man with this murder, but he is on probation. If Terrence will give it up, we can get him on a weapons charge at the very least. And then charge Terrence as an accessory. Like I said, it’s a mess.”
“Let Fitz go to town. He’ll nail one of them on something, and the rest will topple like dominoes.”
“That’s what I’m hoping. I was gonna pull him in on this anyway.”  She got quiet for a minute. “There is one that I wanted to handle myself, but I can turn it over if you want. Suicide last week, seventeen-year-old boy. There’s something way hinky about this one. Rescue gets the call that a kid committed suicide. They respond and find the boy shot in the bathroom, but he’d been dead for a few hours. The father made the 911 call. When the officers arrived, he told them he and the boy were sitting side by side on the bed in the father’s bedroom, having an argument. He claims the boy reached over him to the bedside table, pulled the father’s .44 out of the drawer, stood up, walked three feet to the bathroom door, put the gun to his right temple and pulled the trigger. Sort of an I’ll show you gesture.
“When I got on scene, the father had hidden the gun in a basket across the hall from his room. His kid’s lying there in a mess of blood and brains, and he asked me if he could step out for a bite to eat. I almost shot him myself. I think the father shot the kid, set the whole scene up.”
“Anything to back up your theory?”
“Instinct. Plus the wound didn’t have any contact burns, but it was such a mess that we’re waiting for the autopsy to come back to get the trajectory. The father has a record of domestic assault, the mother disappeared three months ago. I can’t shake the feeling that he’s lying to us. I’d like to find the mother. May be more than one murder there.”
“Are you comfortable handing it over to Fitz?”
“Yeah, he can handle it fine. I just want the bastard nailed.” She stood, swiping her hands down her thighs to smooth out the invisible wrinkles in her jeans. “I’ll pull the files and brief Fitz. He’s already familiar with both of these cases.” She started for the door, but Price held up a hand.
“Hey, sit back down for a minute. Julia Page called from the DA’s office. The Special Investigative Grand Jury has scheduled your testimony on the remaining charges of the Martin case. You’re on call to appear sometime Wednesday or Thursday, depending on how things are progressing. Julia is pleased with the state of things so far. She wanted me to let you know.”
Taylor was astounded that Price could call it “The Martin Case” with such nonchalance. Four CID detectives, three in Vice and one in Homicide, had been complicit in one of the largest and most professionally run methamphetamine labs the state of Tennessee had ever seen, and in the death of a twelve-year-old girl. Not to mention Taylor’s own involvement in the case. She had uncovered the scheme. And ended it with a finality that was unmatched.
Testifying in front of the special grand jury was no big deal, especially now she’d been cleared. She’d be asked detailed questions and she’d give detailed answers. It was David Martin who would haunt Taylor for the rest of her life. Detective David Martin. He wouldn’t be arrested, indicted, or even charged with running the scheme. Because he was dead, and Taylor had killed him. But that had been self-defense. The grand jury said so.
She smiled at Price. “Thanks for the heads up.”
“Taylor, I think—”
“Price, I’m fine. Really. I’m all set to testify against Martin’s partners. I have everything laid out. As for the rest of it,” she sighed. “I’m doing my best to put it all behind me. The shrinks cleared me. Internal Affairs cleared me. The DA’s office and the GJ cleared me. It is past, gone, forgotten.” That’s it, girl, she thought to herself. Keep up a brave front. He doesn’t need to know about the whispers from the other officers, the panic attacks, that you can’t sleep without horrific nightmares.
Price stared at her for a split second longer and she wondered if he knew everything she’d been thinking without her saying a word. But the moment passed and he nodded.
“Then go find me a name for our Parthenon girl.”
 



 
Six
 
Taylor closed the door quietly behind her. She took two steps and tripped over a ream of paper. She fell into her desk, banging her leg on the corner of a half-opened drawer. She bit back a curse, rubbed at the bruise. Surveyed her kingdom.
The Homicide squad was crammed cheek to jowl into a crappy forty-by-forty-foot bullpen. The close quarters meant no privacy and constant distractions. At least there were fewer bodies to deal with. Six months earlier, the decentralization of Violent Crimes had created several distinct homicide units. Each city sector now housed a grouping of general detectives who handled everything from fistfights in bars to aggravated assaults to murders in the projects. In Nashville, Homicide covered the full gamut of physical crimes. 
Taylor’s group was unique. She ran an elite squad of homicide detectives. Nicknamed “The Murder Squad,” they were the most successful shift in the CID. What made Taylor’s team different from Nashville’s other homicide detectives was the element of mystery in their jobs. If a violent crime occurred which resulted in a death, and there was no suspect, they caught the case. If the trail went cold after twenty-four hours, it was theirs. If another shift didn’t want to deal with a case, it fell into their laps.
Taylor was damn proud of her team of detectives. They had an incredibly high close rate, nearly eighty-six percent, which had its good and bad points. It got them good press and made the Department look good, which meant perks all around like interesting cases, less scrutiny, and more freedom for outside work.
But success was always tempered with a desire to see failure. There were the detectives who dumped their loads simply because they wanted to see her fail. She hadn’t made a lot of friends when she’d killed David Martin, even though he was as dirty as they come. There were grudges aplenty among the detectives who’d worked with him. In some minds, if she’d just come forward with what she suspected, Detective Martin could have been charged and tried with his partners instead of killed. No one wanted to see a cop dead, even if he was a bad guy.
Which would have been fine by her, if Martin hadn’t tried to kill her first.
She was on shaky footing. Her once carefree demeanor had changed. Her actions were tempered with caution. Her words more measured and thought out. She was on edge all the time, though she thought she was doing a pretty good job of hanging in there.
The news she would testify again this week was actually welcome. She just wanted to get it over with so she could put it all behind her. Though she knew as soon as the grand jury handed down the indictments, the plea bargaining would start, then the trials. It wasn’t going to end, not really, for a very long time. And there was nothing she could do to temper the memory of David Martin dead on her billiards room floor.
None of it mattered. She had a job to do, and she was going to do it.
She sat on the edge of her desk and called her team together. “Hey guys, let’s get started.” Her detectives faced her expectantly. Marcus Wade, her wet-behind-the-ears rookie. Lincoln Ross, her seasoned computer expert. Fitz, her veteran, made up the fourth on her team. Between the four of them, she was pretty certain they could crack any case that came their way.
Fitz wandered into the squad room, whistling.
“Ahh, Mr. Fitz. Thank you for joining our little party.”
“Don’t mention it. I strive to achieve perfect timing.”
“And so you have. What’s happening at Centennial?”
“There’s nothing turning up on the grid search. So far, there aren’t any witnesses. Even ADIDAS claims to have been asleep on his personal bus bench, like a good little boy.”
ADIDAS, so named for his labeled gym bag from the sporting goods company, was a well-known fixture around the park and one of Nashville’s many homeless citizens, but not a threat to anyone but the pigeons. “Was he sober?” Taylor smiled to herself. Fat chance of that.
“Naw, he was reeking like a distillery. He must have lit it up last night. Didn’t even hear the sirens this morning.”
“Too much to ask to have a witness, I guess. Okay, boys. Here’s what’s going to happen. Price and I decided Fitz is going to take over some of my cases so I can focus on our murder this morning. Is that cool with you, Fitz? I’m going to keep you in the loop on everything that happens, and if we need to pull you back in full-time, we’ll do it. I’m hoping we can wrap this up quickly, but if not…”
“Fine by me. You gonna let the kid here run with you?” He pointed at Marcus Wade, who sat up straighter in his chair. This was the highest profile case he’d ever been tapped to work.
“Yep, that’s the plan. If you would be so kind as to wrap up the park and file your report, I’d appreciate it. Then you can start messing around with my stuff.”
“Sure thing.” He gave her a smile, and Taylor thanked whatever being had sent Fitz her way. Any other detective would have gotten snotty or hurt by the request to stand down, but Fitz knew enough about the politics not to worry. They had known each other for years, and Taylor knew he would never suspect her of cutting him out of a case to take the glory for herself. He had told her from the beginning that her move to lieutenant would cut back some of his responsibilities and allow him the space to prepare for a graceful retirement from the force in a few years. Taylor gave him a smile of gratitude.
She turned to Marcus. The kid was handsome, with long brown hair and puppy dog brown eyes. He made a good impression to the outside. Taylor knew under his happy-go-lucky exterior, he was smart, and despite his lack of experience, she was happy to have him. Eagerness was sometimes a better quality in a detective than years of experience.
“Marcus, you work with the Metro spokesman, Dan Franklin. He needs to be briefed so he can give a statement. I want to be in complete control of all the info before we talk to anyone. So no leaks about anything, okay? Hopefully we’ll have an ID on this girl and can inform her next of kin, maybe even a cause of death, and we can release it in the statement. The Mayor’s pressing for something official ASAP.” Taylor snorted through her nose. “She’s pretty fired up. The big arts and crafts festival starts Friday, and she’s pushing to get the scene cleared and the park open.”
“Got it.”
“And Marcus? I know you and Lee Mayfield have been seeing each other. No preferential treatment, and no pillow talk. Okay?”
Marcus turned three shades past eggplant and looked at his desk. It wasn’t a huge secret that he had been dating the crime reporter for The Tennessean.
“Umm, actually, I broke it off. She’s not very cool. I’ll talk to Franklin.”
“Oh. I’m sorry. Okay, maybe I’m not. Forget about her. You’re right, she isn’t cool at all.”
She felt badly that Marcus had been forced to air that tidbit in front of everyone, but such was life. Lee Mayfield was a bitch, and Taylor was happy Marcus had gotten her out of his system. She would sink her claws into any man she thought would give her some scoop.
She focused on Lincoln. He was wearing a beautiful blue suit, white shirt, and purple tie today.
“Linc, I want AFIS set and ready. Number one priority is putting a name on this girl.”
AFIS, the Automated Fingerprint Identification System, would run the dead girl’s fingerprints through the local fingerprint database. If there wasn’t a match, the prints would go into the huge national AFIS database. “If we get a hit on her prints, I want you to track down where she’s from so we can go check it out. Go through the whole drill. I want you to run everything through the computers. Go up to the Intelligence Unit, log into the ViCAP database. Upload our details, and check for any similar MO’s.” ViCAP, the Violent Criminal Apprehension Program database maintained by the FBI, would look for any similar crimes that matched the description of their murder. “Look for killings without rapes, unsolved violent rapes. And we have something unique to run through VICAP. Check for herbs found at murder scenes.”
Eyebrows rose all around.
“Sam noticed a sweet smell coming off the body. She bagged a whole bunch of leaves and stems, though we don’t know what kind of herbs they are yet. We need to keep this real quiet until we know what’s going on. Marcus, keep Franklin out of the loop too. It may end up being nothing.”
“Or everything,” Lincoln chimed in.
“Or everything. So no leaks. No one outside this office knows about this but Sam. Keep it that way. There’s also DNA to plug in. I want you to search through the sexual offender’s database too, see if someone’s done anything similar in any of the nearby jurisdictions. Check on the guys convicted of sexual crimes before, only on a smaller scale.  Peeping Toms, our friendly flashers. Remember we had a rash of those last year in Bellevue? Pull any of the files that look good. Also, monitor the Missing Persons listings. If he’s snatched anyone else, we need to be ahead of the game. Any calls with young girls missing, I want to hear immediately. Drag me out of whatever I’m doing.”
“Gotcha, boss. I already started running the Missing Persons list to see if anyone matching her description has popped up. So far, nothing, but I’ll keep looking.”
Lincoln’s deep, velvety smooth voice made Taylor take a deep breath and blow it out slowly. She gave him an appraising glance. He had the most beautiful skin she had ever seen, a shade somewhere between caramel and mocha latté. His straight nose led to sensually full lips. He was sensitive about the gap between his front two teeth. Taylor thought it only added to his charm.
“Lincoln, are you wearing another new suit? You’re going to go broke here soon.” Taylor loved to tease him about his obsession with clothes. He was always dressed impeccably, favoring Italian suits and couture ties. He bought his shoes from New York, beautifully worked leather that seemed to mold to his feet. He was single and spent all his money on his wardrobe.
“Well, I may have had a purchase arrive yesterday. Gotta keep looking sharp for the ladies.” He gave her a huge smile, and Taylor smiled back fondly. She privately thought he looked like Lenny Kravitz sans nose rings and could easily understand his appeal to women of all ages and races. Maybe in another life…
“So if you’re done raggin’ on me…I’ve got ViCAP running already, but I’ll go plug the herb thing in. I’ve also pulled our open case files that have a sexual component, in case one looks remotely like this. I just want to see if this guy may have been working before. When Sam has a DNA sample, I’ll get together with the TBI and take a run through CODIS, see if there are any matches to the semen."
All of the acronyms the Feds came up with amounted to alphabet soup as far as Taylor was concerned. It seemed every day the FBI or the law enforcement community came out with a new acronym for the tools they used. A new database, neoteric scientific tests, flowchart and task forces, none were immune to the alphabet game. The standard joke was that the acronyms were formed before the official names so the higher-ups could make sure the nicknames ‘worked.’ They got so busy digging through the bowl trying to see what they could put together they often fell in and drowned.
Taylor smiled at her crew in appreciation, and told them to scatter. “Rock and roll. Keep checking in with me. Fitz, let me run those files by you real quick.” She turned to her desk, then swung back. “Gentlemen? Let’s find this guy. Now.”
 



 
Seven
 
Taylor took the long way when she headed out to Sam’s office. Blowing by the  exit that would lead her to the morgue, she turned north and felt herself relaxing as she drove up the interstate, letting the wind from the open window blow her hair around. Thirty minutes of head-clearing drive time wouldn’t change anything. The girl would still be dead. And Sam would probably applaud her taking a few minutes to herself.
She settled into the fast lane and started passing cars, pushing eighty. Cruising mindlessly, she jumped when her cell phone chirped. She let out a deep sigh, moved over three lanes and pulled onto the shoulder.
“Yeah, Jackson.”
“Hey, LT, it’s Marcus. We got a hit on the prints.”
“That was quick. Who’s our girl?”
“Shelby Kincaid. She’s a student at Vanderbilt. She doesn’t have a record, but we got lucky. She was printed for a job she applied for at a daycare center on West End.” 
“Damn it,” Taylor said with heart. “A student at Vandy, and no one reported her missing?”
“Nope. At least there’s nothing official. Want me to call Vandy?”
She thought for a minute. “Tell you what. Let me get over to Sam’s and see what she’s found from the autopsy. We’re going to want to tread lightly. Vandy won’t cooperate with us without some paper. Go ahead and get a subpoena started for her records. Besides, I don’t want to start a panic if we can help it. This is going to be the lead story on the news. It was sensational enough that she was found at the Parthenon. When the media finds out she was a Vandy coed, they’re going to go nuts.” She ran a hand through her hair, unconsciously combing out the wind-blown tangles. Catching a knot, she looked in the mirror in aggravation and struggled to put it into a ponytail while holding the cell phone. She lost the whole mess, hair and phone alike. She grabbed the phone from between her legs and brushed her hair out of her eyes impatiently.
“I assume there was contact information with her print card?”
“Yep.” She could hear him shuffling papers in the background before the roar of an eighteen-wheeler passing much too closely drowned him out.
“…Kentucky. Want me to…”
“Wait, wait, say that again. Couldn’t hear you over the traffic.”
“Where are you?”
“I’m pulled over to the side of Interstate 24. Where’s she from again?”
“Bowling Green, Kentucky. The contacts are Edward and Sally Kincaid. I assume they’re her parents. We need to get them notified.”
Taylor rubbed the back of her neck. “Go ahead and call Reverend Spenser. I always like to have him around when I have to do a notification. He can get in touch with the Bowling Green police, see if their chaplain’s available to do the notification. Ask him to arrange to have them driven down here, too.”
“Will do. They’re going to want to talk to you, I’m sure.”
“Yes, but I don’t want to talk with them until Sam has more definitive results. I’d like to be able to give them her cause of death, if we have one. Damn, this really sucks. Get the family notified, then we’ll go ahead with Vandy. Be delicate, Marcus. This is going to be beyond difficult for them.”
“Yeah, I imagine it will ruin their lives. I’ll talk to the chaplain and get it all arranged.”
“Thanks, man. I’ll be back after I see Sam.”
“Um, Taylor, before you go?”
“What?”
“Your dad called.”
Her father. Her chest tightened. Oh man, talk about something she didn’t need.
“Did he say what he wanted?”
“No, just that he needs to speak with you. He said it was important.”
“Yeah, it always is,” she muttered.
“What?”
“Nothing. Go on and get in touch with Shelby Kincaid’s parents. I’ll talk to you later.”
She hung up, pushing thoughts of her father away and getting her mind back on the case. There was nothing worse than having to tell parents they’d outlived their child. She was more than a little relieved Marcus was going to handle the notification. 
She pulled back out on the interstate and took the first exit leading her back into the city. She tried not to think and, instead, enjoy the few moments of freedom she had left. A pointless endeavor. She gave up and gunned the car.
The late afternoon traffic was terrible, and it took her twenty minutes to plow her way through to Gass Boulevard. The State of Tennessee Center for Forensic Medicine was run by a private group contracted with the city. Their brand-new, twenty-thousand square foot building looked more like the local offices of a corporate giant than a morgue.
She pulled into the parking lot, more than a little jealous of Sam and her new realm. It sure beat Homicide’s crappy little office. Then again, they didn’t have dead bodies next to the break room.
She was buzzed through the door into the spacious lobby. She was facing the family viewing room, where family members of the deceased could identify their loved one’s mortal remains on closed-circuit TV.
She was thankful the new system had been put into place. It was easier for the family not to go through up-close-and-personal body identification, or deal with photographs of their dearly departed. They had a quiet, nicely furnished room, professional support, and some distance from their family member. It was a good system.
One of the grief counselors would eventually be back there with Shelby’s parents, ready to bolster and guide the family through their worst nightmares. Taylor felt chill bumps on her arms. She was glad she didn’t have to come back and deal with them tonight.
Despite the constant flow of people who entered and exited the building throughout the day and night, there was never a magazine out of place, nor a small piece of trash sitting on a side table. Taylor secretly thought members of the cleaning crew lurked in the hallways, ready to sneak into the foyer unseen to straighten and sanitize at a moment’s notice.
She waved to the receptionist, Kris, and entered the door leading to the autopsy suite. The odor hit her like a sour washrag that had been left in the shower too long. In contrast to the sweet, clean smell of the open foyer, the difference in atmosphere always surprised her. No amount of disinfectant could cover the lingering scent of death. The reek settled in her sinuses. Taylor tried to concentrate on other things as she walked in. She knew that within a few minutes the odor would dull, becoming sufferable.
Stopping briefly in the biovestibule, she changed into a pair of disposable scrubs and went inside.
The main autopsy suite held four fully functioning workstations, two on the wall facing Taylor, and two on the opposite wall. Sam was at the far table, the natural sunlight from the huge skylight above streaking her hair with rosy highlights.
“Sam.”
Sam turned toward Taylor with a look that said, Go away, I’m trying to work.
“Sorry, Sammy, I need to talk. We’ve got an ID. Her name’s Shelby Kincaid. Went to Vanderbilt. We’re notifying her parents right now, so I wanna see what you have.”
Sam actually looked at her this time, blinked, finally realized who was there, and said, “Oh, hey. Gear up. Vanderbilt, huh?” There was almost no inflection in her voice. She was lost in her work.
Taylor pulled on the remaining protective gear and gloves gracefully, the motions borne of too many repetitions. She donned her eye shield and joined Sam at the table. Lying on a tan plastic washable coating covering an icy, stainless steel slab were the remains of Shelby Kincaid. She didn’t look like a sleeping child anymore. The huge Y-cut, actually shaped like a deformed U, cut from her sternum to her pubis, exposing her internal organs, which Sam was in the process of weighing. She set the mud-colored liver in the scale, dictating the weight into the microphone clipped to the front of her smock. She handed it to her assistant who wandered off to busy himself with something. He knew Taylor and was more than a little afraid of her. Sam watched him go, chuckled and turned back, all business.
“Ventricular fibrillation. And something’s hinky with her liver.” She didn’t elaborate.
“Okay. Wanna expound on that? I don’t know if ‘hinky’ will stand up in court.”
Sam’s forehead wrinkled. “That’s the problem. I can’t tell you what the thing is. I sent off the tox screen, so we should get that back quick enough. But they can’t look for anything but the obvious, and the way her organs look…my gut tells me we need to look deeper. I sent a runner with all kinds of samples to Simon’s lab: blood, urine, tissue, the works. I asked them to look a little deeper than the normal drug and alcohol screen. I’m hoping they can isolate something off the standard panel.”
“Like what?”
She waggled her head casually, and shrugged, like a child with an important secret. “Oh, I’m thinking poison.”
“No way. Poison? Cyanide?”
“Not cyanide, I didn’t get an almond smell when I opened the body. I don’t know what we’re looking for, but I definitely think this poor thing may have ingested something, and it didn’t sit right with her system.”
“Ingested something like what?”
Sam gave Taylor a sweet smile. “Honey, that’s what we’re going to find out. Back to business. As I mentioned before, she was raped repeatedly. Lots of bruising and tearing, lots of semen. We’re going to have to wait for the labs on that, too.”
Taylor’s shoulders knotted up. “How long’s it gonna take?”
“Well, it won’t be overnight. I’ll try to talk Simon into dropping all his other fascinating cases and handle the toxicology right away, but I can’t promise anything. As far as the semen is concerned, I can send it up to TBI with a push and have them do the rapid DNA, or I can throw it to Simon and ask him to handle it. Though we haven’t talked in a couple of days.” She busied herself with a scalpel.
Taylor waited for a more detailed explanation, but seeing none forthcoming, decided not to voice an opinion on the rocky relationship’s latest turn. “I already ran it by Price. It won’t be a problem. Go ahead and give it all to Simon. If you don’t want to call in one of your own, tell him it’s a favor for me, and I’ll owe him one.”
“Got it. The rest is basics. Height, one hundred seventy-six centimeter, weight, forty-seven kilograms. Blond hair, blue eyes. Maybe a little anorexic. No distinguishing characteristics, no tattoos, nothing out of the ordinary. Doesn’t look like she’s had any surgeries except a tonsillectomy.” She looked up, gave a wan smile. “Sorry, Charlie. Right now we’ve got a run-of-the-mill dead girl. Little Shelby didn’t put up much of a fight, nothing under her nails, no defensive wounds. That’s about as exciting as it gets.”
Taylor sighed. She knew the drill. Nothing else could done here until they had the lab results back. “Can I give her parents a cause of death?”
Sam thought quietly for a moment. The parents would want every detail, and there weren’t a lot to give them. She shrugged. “Tell them we’re doing more tests and hope to have an answer for them quickly.”
“Great, that helps a lot. All right, keep me in the loop on anything you find. And I mean anything. I don’t care how obscure it is.  I can deal with Simon if you don’t want to do it yourself.” It was a dig for information, but Sam saw right through it.
“Yeah, I may do that.”
Taylor knew discretion was the better part of valor when it cam to Sam and Simon. “Ooookaaay then. Play nice with Simon. I think he likes you.” She grinned and walked out of the room.
Taylor pulled out on Elliston Pike and started back downtown. As the skyline came into view, she was overcome by exhaustion. She had planned to go back to the office, maybe take the warrant over to Vandy, but it was late, their offices would be closed until the morning. She decided to hit a drive-through and go home. There was nothing she could do tonight anyway. She grabbed her cell phone, called Marcus and told him she was heading home, for he and Lincoln to do the same.
She stopped at the Taco Bell near her house. Eating her dinner in the car, she finished before she hit her driveway. She stumbled into the house, set her holster on the coffee table, gave the cat a rub on the head, fell onto the couch and crashed immediately.
 
She was in the field of graves again. A large statue shadowed the land, covering waves of ripe wheat in sheaves, and the path forward was littered with body parts, arms and legs bent in imitations of crosses, bones shaped into grave markers. The sky was red with angry storms, and the wind whipped her hair around her face. Flowers pushed dead from the earth, black and rotted, their scent overwhelming. She walked toward the statue, the grave markers waving in synchronous motion, reaching out to touch her, strange dead hands and legs and arms draping against her body, grabbing her legs, holding her back, pulling her to the earth…
 
Taylor woke with a cry, sweating, her breath coming in jagged gasps. She wiped the tears from her face. She groaned when she looked at the clock on the mantle, which read 4:15 a.m. The nightly ritual was fulfilled. She wouldn’t be able to go back to sleep. She hit the shower and headed into work.
 



 
 
 
 
The Second Day
 



 
Eight
 
He watched the body drift away slowly, bumping into driftwood as the current caught it and dragged it toward the shore. He felt a brief pang of sorrow. The woman had been beautiful, perfection in dimension and proportion. Until the end.
Still, she was a worthy sacrifice. She had brought him much joy, much pleasure. It was her own fault she was dead. Dead and gone. No longer.
 



 
Nine
 
Marcus and Lincoln were futzing in the captain’s office when Taylor walked in. When Price went out and things were slow or on hold, the squad had a habit of congregating in there to watch TV.
Lincoln vacated Price’s chair for Taylor to sit in. She did so gratefully. It was the one chair in the squad that was remotely comfortable.
“Where’s Price?”
“Ran down to talk to the chief.” Marcus rolled his eyes. “Old wind bag wanted to have another press conference so he can look like he’s actually being a cop.”
Taylor laughed. Their chief of police was about as popular as the Mayor.
“Did you find Shelby’s parents?”
“Yeah. Reverend Spenser talked to the Bowling Green police chaplain. They did the notification, and BG’s chaplain is driving them down this morning. They’re pretty upset. Her Dad’s a Baptist minister, the chaplain knew Shelby, too.”
“Great. Lincoln, any luck on any of the databases?”
“Nothin’ yet. Hit a dead end after her prints popped. Sam have anything new?”
“Outside of the possible poisoning? No. She sent everything over to Simon. It’ll be a day or so before we know what the poison might be.”
“If only we could identify the poison, I could plug it into ViCAP, maybe broaden the scope a little.” Lincoln’s eyes were shining. He loved playing with the technical stuff.
“Once we have it identified, you can put it in the system, but not before. We need to keep it quiet, like the herbs. Especially with her parents.” She looked pointedly at Marcus, a silent warning to keep his own counsel outside of the squad room.
Price’s phone rang, and Taylor picked it up. “Homicide…Okay, thanks.” She cradled the phone. “Marcus, Shelby’s parents are here. Wanna go out and get them?”
He stood, brushing invisible lint from his pants. Taylor could see the air of discomfort that washed over him; facing grieving family members wasn’t his favorite thing to do. “Damn, they’re early. I’ll meet you in the interview room.” He squared his shoulders and walked out. Taylor gave Lincoln a small smile.
“Do we have any coffee or anything we can offer them?”
“I’ll go make some.”
“Thank you. If the chaplains are out there, see if they want some, too. I’d best go save Marcus. Bring the coffee when it’s ready.”
He smiled in acknowledgement and left the office. Taylor pulled her hair out of its ponytail, unsuccessfully attempting to smooth it down. Impatiently re-holstering the unruly mess, she squared her own shoulders and marched the short distance to the interview room in the hall. Marcus already had Mr. and Mrs. Kincaid inside. A box of tissues had miraculously appeared at Mrs. Kincaid’s elbow.
The Kincaids were small, unassuming people, easily in their late fifties. Mrs. Kincaid’s eyes were rimmed in red, but there were no tears threatening to overflow. Mr. Kincaid had a vacant look on his face but seemed to be holding up. Marcus introduced Taylor. She pulled up a chair.
“Mr. and Mrs. Kincaid, thank you so much for coming down. I am so sorry for your loss.” Her cliché was worn but sincere. Mrs. Kincaid nodded and sniffed. Shelby’s father took control of the meeting.
“Where is our daughter, Lieutenant? We want to see her.”
“Could we get you anything to drink? Coffee, water…”
Mr. Kincaid cut her off sharply. “No. Where is our daughter?”
Taylor looked at Marcus, signaling him to tell Lincoln to forget the coffee. He stuck his head out the door, gestured to Lincoln, then stepped back in and shut the door behind him, lounging quietly against it.
Taylor took a deep breath. She had a feeling this wasn’t going to go well. “She’s still at the Medical Examiner’s office, sir. We had to do an autopsy to see…”
Mrs. Kincaid lost it. “You cut our baby open? How could you do that?” She started crying. Her husband put a hand on her arm. She immediately quieted.
“I’m sorry ma’am, but her death was ruled a homicide by the medical examiner at the scene. We’re required by law to conduct an autopsy.” Taylor hated having to give that pat line to a child’s parents, but there was no way to cushion the blow. “There was no identification found with the body, so in order to obtain an identification we had to follow protocol. That’s how we found out who she was. I’m so sorry,” she repeated.
Mrs. Kincaid reached for a tissue and buried her face in it, dignified sobs leaking out. Again her husband squeezed her arm. Taylor didn’t think it was meant in a kindly way. She got the impression he was uncomfortable with open displays of emotion, which seemed interesting for a man of the cloth.
“Lieutenant, Detective Wade said Shelby was murdered. Who did it? I want to know who killed our baby.”
“We don’t know yet, sir, but we’re doing our very best to find the killer and arrest him. We have some evidence that will be helpful…”
“DNA?”
The advent of TV cop shows made every layman an expert in criminal investigations.
Taylor nodded. “Yes, sir, we do have some DNA evidence.”
“Was she raped?” The light went out of his eyes and he rubbed his chin.
Taylor didn’t want to go into detail. “We believe that may be the case, sir, but we won’t have any answers until the laboratory results come back.”
“How was she murdered, Lieutenant?” Mrs. Kincaid had finished crying, and Taylor could see the steel creep back into her eyes. Taylor didn’t answer immediately. The woman’s voice softened. “It’s only fair that we should know. Was she shot? Strangled?”
“No, ma’am. There were no obvious signs to tell us how she died. The medical examiner is doing a number of tests to see what killed your daughter. We won’t know anything until the toxicology reports come back.”
Mr. Kincaid jumped in again, cutting his wife off. “You don’t know what killed her? Then how do you know she was murdered?”
Taylor decided honesty was the best policy. “Shelby was found at the Parthenon, sir, with no clothes on and signs that she was raped. The scene felt staged. Until the tests are back, I’m afraid that’s as much as I know at this point. You’ll be the first to hear when we find something conclusive. Can you tell us a little bit about your daughter?”
Mr. Kincaid gave her a dirty look. “There’s nothing to know. Shelby was a good girl. She didn’t drink. She didn’t do drugs. She worked hard for her grades. She was on scholarship. What exactly are you asking?”
In spite of his escalating tone, Taylor gave him a reassuring smile. “Sir, I meant nothing by the remark. The better I know your daughter, the quicker I can find her killer. Do you know if she was seeing anyone, had a boyfriend at school?”
“She didn’t have time for a boyfriend,” Mr. Kincaid jumped in quickly.
His wife looked at Taylor and said softly, “She would have told me. We are—were—very close.” She swallowed hard, forcing herself to stay in control. “When can we see our daughter, Lieutenant? When can we take her home?”
Shelby’s parents weren’t going to be much help. She got the feeling that even if Shelby did have a boyfriend, Mr. Kincaid wouldn’t know about it. Though she may have confided in her mother…Taylor made a mental note to follow up with her privately.
“I’ll have an officer take you to the Medical Examiner’s office. They won’t be able to release the b— Shelby until there is a definitive cause of death, but there are things that need to be taken care of. Marcus? Could you arrange to have Mr. and Mrs. Kincaid taken over to the ME’s office?” He nodded and left the room silently.
Taylor pulled a card out of her wallet. “I’ll probably need to speak with you again, at a more appropriate time, of course. In the meantime, if you think of anything that may be helpful, please call me.” She started to hand the card to Mrs. Kincaid, but Mr. Kincaid reached out and grabbed it.
“Thank you for your help, Lieutenant. We’d like to see our daughter now.”
“Of course, sir.”
Marcus stuck his head in and nodded. “I have an officer ready who will take you out there.”
Taylor stood and put out a hand. Mr. Kincaid looked past it, but Mrs. Kincaid reached out, barely touching her fingers to Taylor’s. They were shaking.
“Thank you, Lieutenant.” She followed her husband out.
Taylor sat back at the table, cradling her head in her hands. Marcus came back in and sat across from her.
“So, what do you think?”
“Well, I think Mrs. Kincaid knows more than she’s saying. Maybe we should take a run at her without her husband.”
“I agree,” Taylor said. “He shot the boyfriend issue down pretty quick. Maybe Shelby confided in her mother and left Daddy out of the loop. Let’s give them a few days. Maybe Mrs. Kincaid will get in touch with us.”
“So what now?”
“What now? Let’s take the subpoena on over to Vandy and see what we can dig up about Shelby.”
 



 
Ten
 
Marcus was quiet on the drive to the campus, and Taylor let him stew in his thoughts until they reached the parking lot.
“What’s on your mind, Marcus?” There was no answer. “Helloo, earth to Marcus.” He jumped.
“Oh, I’m sorry, Taylor. Lost in my own little world.”
“And what’s happening in that little world?”
“I don’t know. I’m getting a weird vibe.”
“That narrows it down. Care to explain?”
He sighed and looked out the window. “I don’t really know. When we talked to Shelby’s parents, they seemed rather emphatic that she was all work and no play. Seems to me a preacher’s kid away from home for the first time may have gotten herself into a little bit of trouble here or there.”
“You’re probably right. Let’s go see if she’s really been their sweet little girl.”
The campus was lit with the colors of fall, fallen leaves strewn across the quads. The campus seemed serene, tranquil, untouched by the tragedy. Boys played football and coeds watched them in admiration, students rode their bikes down the street, calling to one another. It was so bucolic, it almost made her nervous. Picture postcard perfect—the calm before the storm. Clearly news hadn’t spread about the murder. She didn’t know if she’d rather them panic, or be unaffected.
They got out of the car and walked to Kirkland Hall, the college’s administration building. Sitting on a stone bench in front of the edifice was a man in his early forties. He had a thick mustache, matching light blond hair, and a shiny badge pinned to the front of his pristine tan uniform. Taylor groaned aloud. The man smiled and gave them a little wave. He didn’t get up, just sat with his legs spread wide in front of him, a small manila folder sitting quietly next to him.
Taylor tried for politeness. “Chief Graber. How are you this fine morning?”
“Not well, not well at all. I assume you’re here because one of my students is dead, and you’ve come to give your condolences. To apologize that no one from Metro bothered to contact me when you discovered the Parthenon girl was a Vandy student. To ask for any and all cooperation my police force can give to your investigation. That about sum it up?”
Taylor didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. Graber wasn’t going to make this easy. She softened her tone.
“Chief…Charles. You know that the past twenty-four hours have been a madhouse. We’ve only known that Shelby Kincaid was a Vandy student since—” 
“Since you ID’d her body. For God’s sake Taylor, did you think I wasn’t going to find out?” Graber jumped up and started to pace the portico. He had a strange gait. One leg seemed to snap in front of him as he walked. Taylor saw Marcus staring and decided it was the perfect moment to introduce him.
“Marcus Wade, I’d like you to meet Charles Graber, Chief of the Vanderbilt Campus Police. And a royal pain in my ass.”
“I guess you two already know each other?” Marcus attempt at levity fell flat when
Graber snarled at him.
“Since ninth grade. She dated my little brother at Father Ryan.”
Taylor went crimson under Marcus’ grin. “Charles, please. Now isn’t the time. We need to focus on Shelby Kincaid. We have a court order for her records. I figured the school’s administration wasn’t going to be terribly cooperative, so we’ve preempted them.”
Graber picked up the manila folder. “And I figured you’d be thorough enough not to show up empty handed. Here, I’ll trade you.” He handed her the folder. Taylor nodded sharply at Marcus, who fumbled the legal documents out of his inside coat pocket. He handed them to Graber, who didn’t even glance at the paperwork.
“I can save you some time, Taylor. I know my way around this campus better than you do. I’m happy to help.”
Taylor caught the note in his voice, and couldn’t help but feel for the man. His campus police were much more than glorified security guards. They had all the powers of a metro police force, with a smaller area to govern. But he had no jurisdiction over this particular crime. Taylor knew he didn’t want the glory. He was genuinely sorry that one of the school’s students had been murdered. But it was her case, and she wanted to run it her way. And she owed him nothing but civility.
“Tell you what. If we run into trouble, I’ll give you a call, have you smooth the road. Sound okay?”
“Hell, Taylor, when have you ever had any trouble smoothin’ the road? You’ve got a gun, you can shoot your way clear. You do it enough. I’ll be in my office if you need anything.”
Taylor bit her lip, forced herself not to respond. He gave her half a smile, turned his back and walked away. The hitch in his walk was more pronounced from behind.
Marcus looked at Taylor. “Another friend of David Martin?”
She shook her head. “Yeah.”
“Douche.”
She wanted to smile, but opened the folder in front of her and read quickly, pleased her voice didn’t waver.
“Okay, Marcus, she was in Carmichael Towers East. Roommate’s name is Vicki Chen. Let’s go have a chat with her.”
They set off across the quad, leaves crackling beneath their feet. Shaking off Graber’s comments, Taylor looked around at the young and carefree as they simply existed. They had nothing more serious to worry about than the next test. No dead bodies lined up in rows at the morgue, no bugs crawling through eye sockets, no sense of their own mortality. Maybe they didn’t watch the news, or if they had heard that one of their own was cooling rapidly in a coffin-sized refrigerator, they simply didn’t care.
Taylor sensed the anxiety creeping up her spine. There was nothing she could do to keep any of them safe. She couldn’t stop the rapes, the murders, the abuse. The thematic judgments began rolling through her brain. I can’t help. I can’t stop them; when one goes down another meaner and uglier one pops up in its place.
Why am I doing this anymore? Why, why, why do I even want to be a cop anymore?
She was starting to hyperventilate. Marcus was looking at her strangely. She felt light headed, but refused to make an ass out of herself in front of her youngest detective. She bent down, looking to anyone who cared as if she were tying her shoe.
“Too bad cowboy boots don’t have laces,” she murmured. She sucked in a couple of breaths, felt her heart slow. Looked up at Marcus, gave him a half-hearted smile. He smiled back quizzically, but didn’t ask if she was okay. She wasn’t, but she’d never admit it to him. She wouldn’t admit it to anyone.
 



 
Eleven
 
Shelby Kincaid, by all accounts, was the good girl her parents insisted she was.
Her roommate, Vicki Chen, met them in the dorm room they’d shared. Chen was pretty, with long, dark hair; small, rectangular glasses; jeans tucked into a pair of brown Uggs, the tops of which were turned down to show the interior fleece. She looked like every other student on the Vanderbilt campus. 
And she was devastated by her friend’s loss.
“I just don’t understand how this could happen. She was happy, she was working hard, we had tickets for R.E.M., for God’s sakes. You know how quickly that show sold out? She had no reason to wander off.”
Taylor had asked Marcus to talk so he could get more interview experience. With a nod from her, he kept pushing.
“Wander off?”
Chen waved a hand in the air. “She must have, to cross paths with a killer. This is Vanderbilt. It’s Nashville. It’s safe here. That’s why all of our parents want us to go to this school, because it’s so safe.”
Taylor wanted to tell her it wasn’t true, there were no safe schools, safe places, death could strike anywhere, anyone. But she bit her tongue.
“Tell me more about Shelby’s personality, Vicki. What was she like?” Marcus asked.
“Shy. Quiet. She spent most of her time in the library. She was an engineering student, a damn good one. Straight A’s every semester, carrying a 4.0 GPA. She had to keep the scholarship, her parents can’t afford to send her here.”
“What is tuition now?” Taylor asked.
“We’re at thirty-one thousand, and that’s only tuition, doesn’t include books and meals and housing. It’s gotten very expensive to attend Vandy, and the scholarship kids depend on the help. Shelby had a full academic ride, and she wouldn’t do anything to jeopardize it.”
“So she’s a good student,” Marcus said. “What else?”
Chen played with the tips of her hair. “Shelby was popular with her teachers, and she seemed happy most of the time. Content. She was pretty homesick though, she called home several times a day. No car, so she couldn’t head back there on weekends like some of the local students do.”
“How’d she get around?”
“The kindness of strangers. Oh, my God, I didn’t mean that. I meant friends. I’m sorry, she just kept to herself so much, didn’t let people in. Even me. She wasn’t super close to anyone here.”
“What was she doing in the days leading up to her disappearance?”
“Nothing. The girl led a pretty dull life. She stayed on campus for the Fall Break, but most of us do, it’s party time for four days straight. For Shelby, it was extra time to study. She had exams coming up, and preparing was her main focus for the weekend.”
Marcus took a note. “And when was the last time you saw her?”
“Friday night. I talked her into coming to dinner at Willy’s Diner. You know the place, right? It’s easy to walk to, cheap, pretty popular. I practically dragged her kicking and screaming, she didn’t want to waste the cash. But she’d been working so hard, I knew it would be good for her to get out. We hit Willy’s at 6:45 p.m. Around eight, I noticed Shelby hadn’t come back to the table after a bathroom break. I didn’t think much about it, we’d already paid, were just hanging out at that point. I actually laughed it off, figured she’d gone back to the room.” She bowed her head. “I am such a jerk. If I’d paid more attention, maybe she’d still be alive.”
Marcus soothed her. “You can’t think like that, Vicki. It sounds to me you were doing all you could to look out for your roommate.”
A few tears trickled down her face. “Yeah, well, it wasn’t enough, was it? I got back at 11:30 or so. Shelby wasn’t here, so I assumed she’d gone back to the library. In the morning, no Shelby, and her bed was untouched. Around lunchtime, I went to the library to check on her, wondering if she’d fallen asleep in the carrels. She wasn’t there. I called Metro, but they told me she’d have to be missing for at least twenty-four hours before they could get involved. I didn’t want to call her parents, I was afraid I’d freak them out. She could have been anywhere, you know? By the time Metro would talk to me about filing a report, you’d already found her.”
“What about a boyfriend?” Taylor asked. “Was she seeing anyone?”
She could see the hesitation on Chen’s face, though she answered quickly. Too quickly.
“Are you kidding? Shelby wouldn’t have any time for a boyfriend. I’ve never seen her in the company of any of the men on campus.”
The answer was so pat, so confident, so final, Taylor didn’t buy it. Especially when Chen started to cry in earnest, almost as if she wanted to distract them.
“You’re sure about this? Is it possible she was seeing someone and simply hadn’t told you?”
Chen shook her head, wiping the tears from her face with a red bandana. “No. No way.”
Taylor gave Marcus the whirly-bird finger. Time to wrap it up.
He stood, handed the girl a card. “Thank you for your time, Miss Chen. Please call us immediately if you remember anything relevant.”
Taylor and Marcus left the sobbing Chen and wandered back into the quad. Taylor spotted two boys smoking, walked over to bum a cigarette. Marcus watched her with concern and she gave him a wink. The only time she smoked anymore was when she was really stressed out, but she tried to give him a carefree attitude as cover. Quitting was awful. She felt bad enough about her occasional slips without disapproving glances from her teammates.
She walked back to him, knew he’d seen her slide the spare behind her ear. Appreciated the lack of comment.
“Anything stand out from Chen’s interview?” she asked.
“She was evasive about the possible boyfriend. We need to pursue that angle if at all possible. I think Shelby was seeing someone and didn’t want people to know. Her dad, especially.”
She rewarded him with a big smile. “Excellent. Exactly right. So who was Shelby seeing when she was supposed to be studying at the library? And why was it so important to keep the relationship secret?”
Before he could comment, her phone rang.
“Jackson.”
“It’s Fitz.”
“Thanks for that. I do have caller ID on this thing. What’s up?”
“We’re opening the park back up. Crime Scene got exactly squat, no trace, no worthwhile prints, no ID or clothes. She may well have flown there and landed on those steps.”
Taylor laughed. “That’s about the best logic I’ve heard today. What’s Sam up to?”
“She wrapped things up about an hour ago. She said she’s sending over the autopsy report. Everything’s square with Loughley too.”
“Hmm. Did you call him?”
“Nope, she did it all by her pretty little self. Why?”
“Nothing, just curious. We’re not getting too much over here either, other than the distinct impression Shelby Kincaid has a secret lover. We’re on our way. You need anything while I’m out?”
“If you get by Jack’s BBQ, you could grab me some pulled pork, buns and a Bud,” he said hopefully.
“Mmm, sounds good. Skipping the beer, though. Sorry.” She clicked off her phone and snapped it back onto her waistband.
“Okay, Marcus, let’s grab some food and go back to the office.”
Taylor took a last drag on her cigarette and flicked it away into the bushes. Saw a figure over Marcus’s shoulder. Chief Graber was standing by Carmichael Towers. He wasn’t smiling. Taylor turned her back and they started walking back to their car.
Taylor’s cell phone rang again as she touched the handle to the driver’s side door. “Yes?”
“Hey T, it’s Fitz again. You’re gonna have to skip that Q. How about meeting me at the sidewalk behind the River Stages.”
Taylor rolled her neck to the left with a loud pop. “What’s so interesting behind the stage, Fitz?”
“How’s about another dead girl?”
Her heart sank.
“Oh, no. We’re on our way. Give us five minutes.” She clicked off, looked over at Marcus, who was lounging with his arms across the top of the car, watching the coeds.
“Get in, slugger. We’ve got us another body.”
 



 
Twelve
 
Taylor and Marcus drove back downtown in silence. Riverside Park was only a few blocks from police headquarters. The body had conveniently washed up in their backyard. They parked and walked toward the popular summer concert venue. Fitz waved cheerily at them.
“Come on down and meet our next contestant.” He led them down to the river.
Taylor shook her head and smoothed a stray hair behind her ear. As they neared the water, she saw the tarp over a lump on the riverbank. Marcus stayed a few feet behind her.
“Okay, Fitz, what do you have?”
He pointed unnecessarily at the lump. “Well, there we have another dead girl. Boat passin’ by saw something in the weeds, came by for a closer look. She was facedown, they used a grappling hook to turn her over, called 911.”
“Who got here first?”
“Who else? Officer Wills. Happened to be on Second Avenue when the call came, he was here within a minute.”
“Good, good. At least we know he didn’t screw anything up.”
Marcus was shifting from the ball of one foot to another like a small child who needed to go to the bathroom. Taylor caught the movement.
“Okay, Marcus?”
“Yes, ma’am. Though two girls in two days is a little creepy for me.”
“Yes, it is. But that’s what you get when you work homicide. Let’s go take a look, shall we?”
They made their way to the water’s edge. Taylor leaned in and pulled the tarp back from the body, grimacing at the smell. She hated floaters.
A young woman’s ruined face stared back at her. “Damn,” she said softly. She pulled the tarp the rest of the way back, careful not to disturb anything lying beneath it. The girl was naked, bloated with the build up of gases that had brought her to the surface. There were five distinct stab wounds on her torso. At least it would be a little simpler to determine what killed this one.
She started to replace the tarp when she heard Sam a few yards away.
“Go ahead and leave it off, Taylor. I need to take a look.” She tripped on some unidentifiable piece of trash and cursed under her breath as she fell into Marcus. He grabbed on for dear life to the first available appendage. It happened to be her left breast. She barked a laugh and gave him a smile that only deepened his blush.
“God, Sam, I’m so sorry.”
“That’s okay, cookie. Nice catch.” She winked and he recovered nicely, giving her a charming smile back.
“Hey, T. You’re keeping me a little busy, ya know?”
“Yep.” Taylor stepped back from the body to give Sam room to set up. She did so quickly, knelt next to the girl’s body, poking and prodding.
“Stabbed a few times, huh? She hasn’t been in the water too terribly long, maybe a week.” She picked up one of the girl’s white, puffy, wrinkled hands. “Washer woman’s hands. There’s probably enough skin left for prints. We’ll see. She’s not too old either, I’m guessing between eighteen and twenty-two.” She reached around and rolled the girl onto her left side, picking at the detritus stuck to the girl’s limp body. She scraped some of the dirt into a bag and stuck the bag into the pocket of her jacket. “Hmmm. Nothing on her back.” She rolled her into her previous position carefully and stood up. “Was anything found with her?”
Officer Wills tripped down the bank to join the party. “No, ma’am. We’ve been searching up and down the bank, and there’s nothing out of place.”
“Okay. Let’s have one of the ‘gators take a look around. Hey, Taylor?”
“Yup?”
“I’m going to get her back to the office, see if I can get anything to ID her with. And I’m going to post her now, instead of waiting until the morning. Come with?”
“Guess I should. Marcus, head back to the office and tell Lincoln to start another round of database searches. Since she’s been dead a while, there may be a Missing Persons report on her. If we get any prints, I’ll bring them over.”
Marcus nodded and headed away purposefully. Taylor shot Sam a knowing look. Poor kid just didn’t like dead bodies. He’d have to get over it if he had a chance to survive on her team.
“Fitz, do me a favor, stick around in case they come up with anything.”
“Righto. I’ll ring if anything shows up.”
“Thank you, sir. Sam? Let’s do this.”
Forty minutes later, Sam had the body zipped into a bag and loaded into the back of the unmarked ME van. A small crowd had formed at the top of the hill, and Officer Wills was roping the area off to keep out the curiosity seekers. Taylor followed Sam up the hill, got into her car and moved out, lost in thought.
Her cell phone rang. She was going to have to turn the thing off, she’d never get anything done if she spent all her time answering calls. She stifled the thought out when she saw the caller ID. Sam’s personal number. She clicked on the Talk button.
“I’m right behind you. What’s up?”
“I didn’t want to announce it in front of everyone. I scraped some of the muck off her back. Smelled it when I got into the car. There was no unique scent, but the composition looks similar to the herbs we picked off of Shelby.”
Taylor’s heart skipped once, then started again in a rush. “You’re telling me this is the same guy?”
“I definitely don’t want to go there yet, I need to have this analyzed and do the post. But two girls in two days, with similar presentations? Taylor, this isn’t good.”
“No kidding. I’ll see you in a minute.” She hung up the phone and looked at the car passing her on the left. A harried mom with three kids in the back, all laughing and making faces at her as they blew past. They had no idea what waited for them when they got older.
Taylor felt the sadness well up inside her and tears prick her eyes. She shook it off and concentrated on an image of the dead girls.
 



 
Thirteen
 
Taylor patiently watched Sam gently slice and dice their floater. Once they had retrieved some messy but useable prints and sent them to Lincoln, she’d decided to stay out of the way. Sam was working fast, looking for any similarities inside the two dead girls while she went through the remaining steps of her post.
Taylor’s phone rang again, and she decided to take a breather and answer it outside. It was Lincoln.
“Hey, Taylor, how’s it going over there?” The scratch of a match and a quick breath out gave her away. “Smoking again?”
“Let me worry about my own lungs. What’s up?”
“I’ve got an ID on the floater.”
“Whoa, you are good. I didn’t know if the prints were going to be usable at all. So who is she?”
“Her name is Jordan Blake. But I don’t think you’re going to want to hear the rest.”
Taylor sank down on the steps, pulling hard on the cigarette, as if a lungful of carbon monoxide would lessen the blow from whatever bad news Lincoln was about to spring. “Shoot.”
“I played a hunch, started with our local AFIS database. It kicked back several possible matches. I eyeballed them to see if we were close. One was.”
“Oh, God no, don’t tell me.”
“She’s a junior at Vanderbilt, Taylor. We have a serious problem on our hands.”
Taylor began to pace the sidewalk in front of Sam’s building, her mind churning. Two girls dead, both murdered, both from the biggest local college campus? This was going to bring everyone out of the woodwork.
“Lincoln, get your butt into Price’s office. Let him know what you’ve got. Has anyone filed a missing persons report on her?”
“I haven’t found one yet. When Sam gives me a solid timeline, I’ll be able to get more specific, but I’ve gone through the past month’s reports and haven’t found any matches, which is totally bizarre. I mean, a Vandy student not being reported missing for this long, by anyone? Something’s not jivin’ here, LT.”
“None of this is jivin’, Lincoln. Go on and tell Price what’s up, let him decide how to proceed. Sam should be done with the post soon, so I’ll come in the minute I have the preliminaries. And Lincoln? Don’t tell anyone about this. Fitz and Marcus are fine, but no one else. Price is going to call the shots from here, okay? We’re going to have media crawling all over us, and we don’t want to make a misstep.”
“You think it the same guy?”
“I don’t know. Until Sam finishes running post and we run all the evidence, there’s no way to know. But the posing, the staging, the sexual assault—we may be dealing with more than a simple predator.”
“A serial,” he said, and he heard the teeniest bit of excitement in his voice.
“Possibly. And that, my friend, is top secret information. I’ll be there shortly. Be good.”
“You, too. There’s a big storm headed our way, too. We’re supposed to have bad weather for the next few days. Be careful.”
Taylor clicked off the phone, tossed the cigarette under the wheel of a relatively new Mustang convertible. Lincoln wasn’t kidding. The sky was darkening, and she could smell the storm; the dry tang of rain getting stronger by the minute. She looked to the west, saw the first lightning strike. Maybe the storm would improve her mood; she always loved a good rain.
Knowing she could put it off no longer, she headed back in to give Sam the bad news.
 



 
Fourteen
 
Sam was stripping off her gloves and shields when Taylor walked back in. Her heart reached out to her friend. Taylor was exhausted, that much was readily apparent. Her hair was spilling down from her ponytail, her shoulders were slumped and there was no bounce in her step. Her eyes were so gray Sam thought rain could pour out of them at any moment, and the smudges underneath were getting worse. She looked like she had a cold starting on top of it all; she’d been sniffing for most of the afternoon. Sam went to her and surprised her with a quick hug. Taylor hugged her back, quick and hard.
“You look like crap, Taylor. You need to get some sleep and some sinus medicine.”
“Thanks, Mom.” She gave her a half-hearted smile. “I don’t have good news.”
“Neither do I. You want to go first?”
“You go on ahead.”
“Well, this one’s cause of death was definitely from the stab wounds. There were two deep ones, got right into her heart. She died pretty quickly. The other wounds are perimortem, and different. They’re vicious, ragged wounds with notches, two more in her chest and one right in the gut. Just missed her liver. From the clean stabs, it looks like he used a regular knife with a serrated blade, the flesh on one side of the wound is torn.”
“And the others?”
“Same knife, I think, but he turned it after it went in. Spun it around. A little extra to make it hurt worse. There’s no way to know for certain which were first, but there was a lot of bleeding. She was alive for the torture, unfortunately.”
Taylor blew out a breath. “You’re saying ‘he’ a lot.”
“She was raped, repeatedly, over a length of time. There was enough tissue left to show healed tears on both her vagina and anus. There were also fresh tears. Couldn’t get any semen, it was washed away by the river, but she was being roughed up for a while before she died. And…”
“And?”
“She may have been poisoned as well. She looks a lot like Shelby on the inside. Her liver has the same characteristics. I took all the samples and had them run over to Simon. I asked him to drop everything and analyze them.”
“Sam, this isn’t good. Same guy, same point of origin? I’m praying we don’t have a serial on our hands.”
“You had news to share, too. What was it?”
“Lincoln got an ID. Her name is Jordan Blake. She’s a junior at Vanderbilt.”
Sam was quiet for a moment, then whispered under her breath, “Damn.”
“Yeah, damn is right. Do you have any idea when she was killed?”
“She hadn’t been in the river for more than a week. Four or five days would be my guess. He could have tossed her in anywhere south along the Cumberland, and it took her this long to float upstream, or she was weighted and broke free. My bet is the latter. He threw her away like a piece of trash, Taylor. There wasn’t any of the reverence or—” She paused, bit her lip. “I don’t want to say gentleness of the previous kill. But Shelby’s death didn’t seem as careless. This one—Jordan—she pissed him off.”
“What about the herbs?”
“Like I said, I can’t be sure whether they were herbs, though the stuff I scraped off looked similar to what we got off Shelby. The thing is, if the composition is the same, he was with the body after she washed up on shore. Further proof he weighted her, then let her come to the surface to be found.”
“Or…wherever he had her, he unweighted her, scattered the herbs on her back and let her float in.”
Sam thought about that for a minute. “Okay, that works for me too. If he had spread them after she was on the bank, they wouldn’t have been wet, and these were definitely mucky. But recent, the water would wash them away quickly. He was right there, Taylor.”
Sam watched Taylor fiddle nervously with a ring on her right ring finger. It was a thin silver band, very plain. She’d picked it up in Hawaii on a brief vacation, and hadn’t bothered to take it off since. It held some symbolic meaning to her. One night, when they’d been very drunk, she told her it was a circle of life and a circle of death. Sam was aghast when Taylor said she didn’t want to take it off, that it was a constant reminder of her failings. Sam had to resist the impulse to reach over and wrench the ring right off Taylor’s finger and throw it in the trash. Taylor Jackson had no failings that Sam could see, other than caring too damn much about her job.
“Taylor, there’s one other thing.”
“More? What?”
“She was pregnant. About six weeks along.”
Taylor could do nothing but stare. The thoughts were flying, bouncing off each other like bumper cars. None were coming together.
Sam continued. “It’s possible some of the tearing and damage I found could have been inflicted that long ago. It’s possible that whoever killed her was the father of the child.”
“You’re reaching there, Sam.”
“I know. But it could be. You can’t rule it out. If he was the father, it’s possible he didn’t know about the child.”
“Or he did, and that’s why she ended up in the river, viciously stabbed. Ah, hell Sam, this is just too much. Can you run the DNA you collected from Shelby against the fetus?”
“I can, yes, but it isn’t going to happen as fast as you’d like. Simon’s already dumped a couple of high profile private cases he’s working on; he’s not going to want to jump through this hoop again immediately. Besides, I’m only bringing it to your attention. It’s possible we have two different killers, despite the similarities.”
Taylor stood for a long moment, staring at her best friend. Tapped a finger along her leg. “I understand, but I want it done. Please ask Simon to drop everything and work on this, okay?”
“All right. I’ll ask. I may go over and help him run some samples, speed things up.”
“That would be incredible, Sam. Thank you. I’m heading back downtown. We need to get a game plan together, find this girl’s family and give them the news before we release any information. You’ll get to me the second you hear from Simon?”
“I will. Hey, I heard about the grand jury. Are you okay? Do you need anything? I know revisiting all of it won’t be easy.”
Sam was possibly the only person on earth who Taylor had been completely honest with about that night. Oh, she’d told the truth, she’d just left out the parts that made her look weak and stupid for falling for Martin’s rap. She’d never forgive herself for hesitating. If she’d only gone straight to Price the moment she found out, none of this would have happened.
She hugged her best friend, long and hard. “Thank you for caring. I’m fine, I promise. It’s only a recitation of the facts, and I want to see his partners go down.”
“It wasn’t your fault, Taylor. Not one ounce of it. Don’t you ever forget it.”
Taylor smiled sadly. “If you tell me that often enough, one day, I might start to believe you. I gotta run.”
“Do me a favor? Stop by the drug store and grab some Advil Cold & Sinus. We can’t have you getting sick on us.”
“Yeah, yeah, yeah,” she said, waving goodbye.
 



 
Fifteen
 
He stood in the shadows, watching, felt the breeze kick up, smelled the fire coming from the sky. It was time. He said the words quietly, hands raised.
“‘And after these things, I saw four Angels standing on the four corners of the Earth, holding the four winds of the earth, that the wind should not blow on the earth, nor on the sea, nor on any tree.’”
His voice rose, the ecstasy of the moment driving him. “But I am the fifth angel. And I call upon my brothers to unleash the winds of wrath upon us. Blow away the sins of our people, take those undeserving of my love. Ruin the nonbelievers, allow my vision to caress those worthy of my divinity.”
In answer, the wind blew harder, and he knew he was blessed.
 



 
Sixteen
 
The rain was coming down hard by the time Taylor rolled into headquarters. She was fervently hoping the captain had a plan.
The squad room was unnaturally quiet, so Taylor wandered out into the hall, looking for he people. Lincoln was walking toward her with a pot of coffee, gesturing to the conference room. She followed him in to find Price, Fitz, and Dan Franklin sitting around the table. Marcus had pulled out a white board; a thick black line drawn down the middle separated it into two columns. She’d have to hold off telling them about the possible herbs Sam had collected from Jordan Blake’s body. She didn’t want Dan Franklin to have the information until they were ready to use it.
One of her quick-thinking detectives had scrounged up a picture of Jordan Blake. She hung on one side, and a picture of Shelby Kincaid was taped to the other side. It was the first real look she’d gotten at Jordan. There was absolutely no comparison to the ruined body they’d found in the river.
While Shelby was pretty in an unassuming way, more cute than beautiful, Jordan Blake was stunning. Take-your-breath-away, movie-star, attention-getting gorgeous. How in the world a girl like that could have disappeared unnoticed was a real mystery.
Fitz shot her a smile and Price nodded a hello.
“You guys have been busy.”
“Hi, Taylor. Grab a chair. We’re going through our next steps and putting together all the info we’ve got so far. We’re short on Jordan, obviously. You and Marcus are going to Vandy when we finish and dig everything up on her you can find.”
Price was smooth and in control, just the opposite of how Taylor was feeling inside. “In the meantime, Lincoln is looking for the girl’s family. There was none listed on her print card, so he’s called over to Vandy to get her personal information.”
“If they give you crap, let me know. They can get prickly about releasing student information without a court order.”
“I went the back route,” Lincoln said.
On cue, the phone on the table rang. Lincoln checked the caller ID, then picked it up. “Lincoln Ross.”
He hadn’t answered with the standard “Homicide.” That must be the people from Vandy. Taylor was glad to see things were being handled so delicately. He jotted down a few notes and thanked the person on the other end of the line warmly. Taylor raised a brow at him. Wondered who he had called in the favor from.
Lincoln had the decency to blush. “Old friend,” he muttered.
“So what’s the deal?” Price obviously wasn’t in the mood to play “tease the detective” at the moment.
“Jordan is from Houston. I’m going to go call the chaplain, see if he can start working his magic to get her parents notified.” He headed back into the warren to make the call.
Price continued on. “Taylor, what did Sam have to say?”
“Her sense is we may have the same killer. On the surface, it looks like two totally different suspects. Jordan had been raped over a period of time and stabbed five times, two that caught her in the heart and killed her pretty quickly. But Sam saw the same liver necrosis as Shelby, the indicator of possible poisoning. She’s sent everything to Simon Loughley with an emergency push. One little snag. Jordan was six weeks pregnant. We could have a set of coincidental deaths here, two different men entirely.”
“Or we could have one man who’s ridding himself of dead weight.” Price stroked his mustache. “I don’t want any talk outside this room about serial killers, series killers or mass murderers on the loose with a hard on for Vandy coeds. Dan, we need a press conference. We’ll need a very succinct and brief statement for the late news. I’m talking bare bones here. And I want Taylor to be there with you to take a few questions.”
Both Franklin and Taylor opened their mouths to protest. Price held up his hands. “We’ve had quite enough controversy in this shop, and enough media attention to last a lifetime. Putting Taylor on camera will show we’re back to normal. She is in charge of investigating these homicides, and I want a female face on the case. It will make the coeds listen. And it will help after yesterday morning’s little snafu.”
Taylor closed her mouth and narrowed her eyes at Price. He simply smiled.   
“Now, Taylor, get a subpoena for Jordan Blake’s records, and do it fast. I want you and Marcus to go back to Vandy and check things out. Be a little discreet. This is eventually going to get out, and I don’t want it to look like we’ve stepped on anyone’s toes. Fitz, I’m pulling you back in full time. You head over to Private Match and sit on Loughley until he comes up with the results.”
Fitz shrugged. “It’s not going to happen tonight, Price. It takes time to run all those little tests.”
“I don’t care how long it takes. Just go over and help him out. Y’all are dismissed. Dan, stay behind, we’ll work on the statement. You can call Taylor later with the time she needs to show up.”
They stood, and Fitz said, “Taylor, can I have a second?”
“Sure. I need to check on Lincoln anyway.” They left the room, Price barking instructions to Dan Franklin in the background.
Lincoln was hanging up the phone when they walked in. “Here’s something interesting for you. The chaplain called his counterpart in Houston, who knows Jordan’s family. They ran out to the house—apparently the parents don’t live far from their HQ. Jordan’s parents have been in Europe for the past month. They’ve got another month planned, and their maid didn’t know how to reach them. She said the dad calls into his office every once in a while, so we called over there to have him call as soon as he gets a message. The maid gave them the number of a sister that lives in Washington, DC. They’re trying to get in touch with her, see if she can reach the parents.” He shook his head. “Some family. No one seems to talk to anyone else.”
“Very sad. Keep after them, Lincoln. If we’re having a press conference tonight, I’d like to be able to use Jordan’s name. Fitz, let’s go in Price’s office.”
They went in and Fitz closed the door. She saw the look of concern and steeled herself.
“You okay, sweetheart?”
“Of course I am.”
“Hey, little girl, this is me you’re talking to. Marcus told me about your panic attack over at Vandy.”
She felt her chest tighten. “Great, now he’s tattling on me?”
“No, no, no, he didn’t know what happened, exactly, only said he thought you were feeling sick. Lucky for you, you do look like you’re coming down with a cold. That’s what I told him. I’m the one who put it together.”
“Why does everyone think I have a cold?” she laughed. “I feel fine.”
“You don’t look like you feel fine. You look stressed and strung out and ill. What’s up? Are you worried about the grand jury?”
“Fitz, honey, I love you to death, but I’m fine. I just got a little hot and stopped to catch my breath. Maybe I am catching something. So stop worrying about me. We’ve got two very dead girls and a city that’s going to go into panic mode when they hear the connection. More important things, you know? Sam may have gotten some herbs off Jordan Blake’s body. Tell Price and Lincoln for me, okay?”
Fitz nodded but still looked doubtful. He knew about the dreams. He knew about the panic attacks. He knew she’d been riding the edge. He had tried to talk her into taking some time off after the shooting. She’d bullied her way back and hadn’t stopped. She was finally starting to show some cracks.
“You got me worried, little girl.”
“Fitz, I’m fine, I swear. I haven’t been sleeping, that’s all. We solve this case, I get my testimony over with, and I’ll take a few days off. Promise. But right now I have to scoop up the puppy and go over to Vandy. Okay?”
He leaned over and put a hand on her shoulder. Squeezed, then got up and left without saying another word.
Taylor took a deep breath. Shit. If Marcus was noticing she wasn’t one hundred percent right, the others were too. She needed to get herself in check, and fast.
David Martin just wouldn’t let her go, the bastard.
 



 
Seventeen
 
Taylor and Marcus took the familiar route to Vandy’s administrative offices. Chief Graber was nowhere in sight. Taylor didn’t complain. They caught a plump, grandmotherly woman holding a clear plastic umbrella just as she was locking the doors to leave.
“Excuse me. I’m Lieutenant Jackson and this is Detective Wade—”
“Detective Wade. I remember seeing you yesterday. I’m Gladys Thorton.” She gave Marcus a sweet, inviting smile. He coughed and looked at the ground. “You were here about poor little Shelby Kincaid. I saw you talking to Chief Graber right after he came and got the Kincaid girl’s records. I heard more about it on the news. Poor little lamb.”
“Yes, ma’am, it is a shame. We need a favor, though. Would you mind letting us in and looking up another record for us? I promise it won’t take long.”
“Well, I’ve got my book club in an hour. Have you ever read Middlesex? I just couldn’t seem to get through it. I’m embarrassed really, I’m sure they’re all going to think I’m some sort of dummy, but it just didn’t capture my interest. These big books…”
Taylor smiled at Marcus and let the woman prattle, watching her unlock the doors. She led them into the office. Maybe they’d gotten lucky and she’d be too distracted to question their motive in pulling another record. News of Jordan Blake’s death wasn’t out yet; they needed to be delicate.
“Whose record did you say you wanted?”
Marcus finally spoke. “Uh, we didn’t. But we need Jordan Blake’s file.”
Gladys stopped. “Jordan Blake,” she said disapprovingly. “And you do have a court order for the records?”
Marcus waved the blue-backed paper in front of her.
“You’re supposed to go give that to the counsel’s office first, but since Chief Graber took responsibility for the last one, I’m sure he’ll do the same for this. He knows you’re here?”
Taylor shifted uncomfortably and told a tiny white lie. “Um, no, ma’am. I wasn’t able to reach him before we got here. He may have gone home for the day.”
Gladys clucked, “That poor man. His leg pains him something awful. You just leave the court order with me, and I’ll make sure it’s all taken care of. Jordan Blake. My, oh my. Did she kill the Kincaid girl?”
Taylor froze. “Why would you say that, ma’am?”
Gladys bumbled around the office like a bee in search of honey, smiling over her shoulder at Marcus all the while. “Oh, the Blake girl, she’s a bad apple, if you ask me.”
Bingo, Taylor thought. Gossip was as good as anything right now. Taylor leaned in confidentially to give the woman more comfort to spill the beans. “She is? Can you tell me why, Gladys?”
“Well.” She directed her scandal laden voice at Marcus. “Jordan’s been trouble since day one. Always getting herself in scrapes. Drunk driving, wild parties, missing classes. She’s on academic probation again this semester. If I were the Dean, I would have kicked her out long ago.”
“Why hasn’t he?”
“Why, because she’s a Blake, dear. Jordan is Gregory Blake’s daughter.”
Marcus looked blank, but Taylor suddenly understood. She mentally kicked herself for not putting it together sooner. The Blake family was one of the largest benefactors to Vanderbilt. Gregory Blake was an incredibly successful oilman from Texas who had attended Vanderbilt for undergrad and law. He’d made a lot of money and wanted to give it back. He’d done his best to get his name on Vandy’s new library, but the honor had gone to Alexander Heard and his wife, Jean. Heard was the ex-chancellor of the University and had much more clout than the oilman from Texas.
But it made sense now. Out of the country, no contact with their wild child, just throwing money at the situation rather than dealing with it. It was going to take some tightrope walking to keep this from becoming a huge mess.
Taylor grabbed Marcus’s hand to keep him from talking any further. Gladys had led them into the records room by this time and was rifling through the cabinet marked B – 2006. Graduates scheduled to receive their wings in 2006. Girls and boys ready to take on the world, unknowing and untried. Innocent. Taylor felt the old familiar worthlessness creeping up, but shut it away firmly.
Gladys was still talking. “So did that girl get into trouble again? I can see her getting involved with the wrong crowd, one that could hurt the Kincaid girl. I swear, one of these times she’s going to get herself in some real trouble. Such a shame too, because she’s a smart girl. If she just applied herself…here’s the file.” She looked at her watch. “Oh my, I really do have to lock up and get to my book club. The rain makes the traffic so awful. Why don’t you just take it with you? You can bring it back in the morning. Leave the subpoena on my desk. I’ll deal with it tomorrow, too.”
As she spoke, she ushered them out the door, locking it behind them. “See you in the morning.” She gave Marcus another smile and hurried off, humming quietly to herself.
Marcus was still speechless. Taylor started laughing, then found she couldn’t stop. The fit of hysteria was catching, and they ended up sitting on the steps of the building, trying to catch their breath. The rain had calmed to a heavy mist, and the overhang of the ornate edifice gave them enough shelter. Taking advantage of the dry spot, Taylor groped in her pocket and came up with a wrinkled pack of Camel Lights. She offered one to Marcus, who accepted sheepishly. “You’re a bad influence.”
“If the whole squad hadn’t decided to quit smoking at once, it would be a lot easier to cheat.”
They lit up, sat companionably for a few moments, smoking, not speaking, lost in their own theories about Jordan Blake. Without warning Taylor burst out laughing again. She stood and started to the car, giggling as Marcus walked slowly after her, impervious to the rain.
“All right, puppy. Let’s go talk to some of Jordan’s classmates. Let me grab my phone, I left it in the car.”
Dan Franklin had left message on her cell while they were in with Gladys. The press conference was in an hour.
All the humor fled. Just what she wanted—to face the cameras again.
 



 
Eighteen
 
Captain Price was getting ready to walk out the door when his phone rang. He hesitated; it was late, and he was caught between the desire to just clear the hell out and the knowledge that he had to take the call. He let out a huge sigh and walked back to his desk.
“Price.”
“Hey, man. How goes it in the land of make-believe?”
“Garrett Woods. How the hell are ya? It’s been a while. You in town?”
“Don’t I wish? No, I’m sitting here underground at Quantico, as usual. I think I’m becoming a vampire. The light hurts my eyes when I get outside.”
“Sorry to hear that. You still running the BSU up there?”
“Behavioral Science, Investigative Support. They can’t decide what they want to call us. Yeah, I’m still running it. Isn’t all it’s cracked up to be these days. Too many crazies and too little time. Speaking of which, I hear you guys are having a little fun down there yourselves.”
Price caught the note in his friend’s voice. Uh-oh. He really liked the man, but he didn’t relish the thought of the FBI trailing around his cases. He’d had many good experiences with them, but he’d also found when profilers get on the case, things could go a little astray.
“Fun times, always,” he said cautiously. “It’s been a while, Garrett. To what do I owe the pleasure?”
“Can’t a friend call and say hi?”
“Not when that friend is with the FBI and I’ve got a popping case.”
Garrett started to laugh. “Okay, okay. I’d like to ask a favor.”
“Shoot.”
“Word on the street is you may have a serial on your hands.”
“We have two dead girls in a short time span, both of whom attended the same college, but we have nothing tying them together outside of proximity. It’s probably too early to start bantering around the boogeyman theory, you know?”
“Yeah, I do. This isn’t an entirely official inquiry. But you know the drill. If you do, I’ll have to pull a field profiler in who has too damn many things going on with his own stuff to be a huge help, yada, yada, yada. I was thinking perhaps we could approach things a little differently.”
Price sat back in his chair. This was going to be interesting. He’d known Garrett for years, and trusted him. His instincts caught a little note of desperation in his voice, which intrigued him. Garrett wasn’t a man who flustered easily.
“Go on.”
“I have an agent there in Nashville who’s not working right now. He’s been on a temporary sabbatical. I was wondering if you’d be willing to let him come in and consult, on my dime.”
“Why do I get the feeling there’s more to this?”
He heard Garrett heave a sigh. “Can’t put anything past you, huh. It is a special situation. His name is Dr. John Baldwin. He’s one of our best and brightest. He got himself in a little trouble here a few months ago, and it kinda screwed him up. He headed home to Nashville to sort out his head, so to speak.”
“What kind of trouble, Garrett?” Price’s tone was obvious.
“Nothing illegal or improper. He was involved in a shooting. Three of his teammates were shot and killed, and he’s been putting the blame on himself. Big time. I’m not sure I’ll even get him to come back to the FBI. But I want him back, Price. He’s a damn good cop. One of the freakiest profilers I’ve ever had. He’s got this sixth sense that’s busted open a ton of cases when no one else had a clue. Really intuitive, on the ball…”
“So why’s he so torn up? He knows the risks.”
“It’s a long story, but not a new one. He feels he got them killed. One was a junior agent on his first case. He hasn’t been unable to shake it the guilt. I’m hoping a taste of the real world will bring him back to life, so to speak.”
“Why don’t you just pull him back in on one of your cases?”
“Because he refuses to leave Nashville. He claims he’s planning to quit the FBI for good. He may refuse to talk with you, I don’t know. But I need to try, Mitch. I don’t want to lose him, in any sense of the word.”
“Do you really think he’s going to be any good for us if he’s not any good for you?”
“Point taken. I think if he feels useful but isn’t in charge, it may shake something loose. Maybe we can even convince him it’s his civic duty to help out in his hometown. I’d consider this a personal favor, man. Nobody up here knows I’m doing this, so I may get my own ass in a sling.”
“I suppose you already know about my LT and her shooting?”
Garrett chuckled. “Jackson? Yeah, I heard about it. Sounds like she got jammed up good. I did hear she was back on the job. She doing okay?”
“Far as I can tell. Shrinks cleared her, department cleared her, and she’s back and rolling. She’s a damn good cop, too. I’d hate to lose her, either.”
Garrett was quiet while Price thought it over.
“You think Baldwin will do it?”
“I haven’t talked to him about it. I wanted to clear it with you first. If you give the word, I’ll call him right now and run it by him. He may tell me to go to hell. He’s already done that a few times. But I have some new information pertaining to his case. It might help pull him back in.”
“Loose cannons aren’t always the best people to have around a delicate situation, Garrett. I’d need your personal assurance that you’ll keep up with him, make sure he’s not going yahoo on me.”
“You have my word. I wouldn’t even think about asking for this if I thought it would backfire. He’ll either say yes or no. If he says no, well…”
“All right, man, if he’ll talk to me, I’ll talk to him. Though if I get any indications he’s not working out, I’ll be the first to cut the strings.”
Woods heaved out a sighed of relief. “I owe you big time. I’ll have him call you tonight to set it up. Just a consulting role. If there’s a problem, you let me know.”
“Will do, Garrett. You owe me more than a beer this time.”
After a few pleasantries and promises to keep in close touch, Price hung up the phone. He didn’t want to mention the call to Taylor just yet. He thought he’d see if the man got in touch first, then deal with the fallout. He shut off his office light and went home.
 



 
Nineteen
 
Dr. John Baldwin sat on the easy chair in his living room. The room was devoid of light except the flickering of the television, tuned to the local CBS affiliate, but muted. On the table next to the chair was a half empty pint glass of Guinness and a Smith and Wesson .38 Special snub nose revolver.
Baldwin stared at the television, eyes unfocused. He was very drunk. Drunk enough to play the game. He was ready. With any luck, he’d have a little accident and there would be no more guilt.
Baldwin had been a handsome man once. He stood 6’4”, had jet-black hair graying slightly at the temples, lively green eyes that could look into the very soul. But now he looked ten years older than his thirty-seven years. He had a week-old beard shot through with dense silver the color of moonlight that barely filled in the gaunt lines of his face. His eyes were shrouded with guilt.
He had been forced out of his job at the FBI six months earlier. Not by his bosses. By his own conscience. Six months to relive the shame, the embarrassment, the knowledge that he had caused three deaths. Six months of replaying the case. Reliving his actions. He had been the head of the Investigative Support Unit, thriving in the shadowy world of psychological profiling. Was the darling of the BSU. He had the book smarts, of course: PhDs and a law degree, and the years of field experience. He was a good cop. Used to be a good cop.
Then Arlen had rocked his world.
Harold Arlen, an inconspicuous mechanic in Great Falls, Virginia, had killed his career and his soul. Baldwin had seen so much, but Arlen went to new heights of hideousness. Once a week for six weeks, like clockwork, a young girl had been found in the woods near Great Falls, Virginia.
Every law enforcement officer, every neighbor, every member of the media, everyone thought Arlen was responsible. But they had no proof. Not a single hair, a minuscule fiber, a shred of mitochondria. Nothing.
Baldwin knew in his soul that Arlen was guilty. It was the way he acted in his interviews, playing, laughing. How he only truly came alive when they showed him the crime scene photos. It was all there. But there was no evidence.
Their last-ditch attempt to pin the murders on Arlen proved fatal. The evidence they’d been searching for finally appeared, stuffed into the back of an underwear drawer. Arlen had come home and found them rooting through his house, and had gone wild, whipped out a gun and started shooting. All the agents were caught by surprise. Baldwin’s bullets were the only ones that found their mark. He’d killed Arlen, but Arlen had gotten enough shots off before he was hit to kill the other three agents.
The guilt Baldwin felt was overwhelming. He’d lost three good men for no reason other than his own desperation to solve an unsolvable case. Arlen was dead, the case was solved. Then another little girl turned up dead. They’d found hairs on her body, and a DNA comparison didn’t link them to Arlen.
There was an inquiry. Baldwin could see the judgment in the eyes of the agents around him. Getting scum off the street was one thing, and Arlen had been scum: a purveyor and seller of child pornography. Losing, no, sacrificing three good men, though, in the guise of taking down a killer? No one accused him directly, but he felt the eyes on the back of his neck. He sat with the ghosts of his friends every night. It was too much, and he left.
By the time he’d arrived at his boyhood home in Tennessee, he was already too far gone to save. A life sentence for murder would have been easier than a death sentence of freedom. He’d had no contact with his old life for six months, except the occasional phone call from his old boss, which never went well. He’d wallowed in guilt, drank to excess, popped every pill he could find. Anything that would make him numb.
He soon realized that there was only one way out. He didn’t have the balls to get it over with himself. He didn’t quite have the nerve to meet his maker straight out. So for the past few weeks, every night, he sat in his chair, playing the game according to his own set of rules.
Baldwin pulled himself back to consciousness. He’d given himself permission to relive the fateful mea culpa, just like he did every night he was sober enough to think, to flog himself for his stupidity. He’d asked forgiveness of his dead friends once more. He wanted to put an end to his overwhelming guilt, to serve his time in hell. He figured it couldn’t be much worse that what he dealt with every minute of every day. That’s where the game came in.
He forced the thoughts away. Took a last gulp of his beer. Palmed the small gun, his throw-down weapon from the old days when he was a decent cop. It was ready to go, like a roommate begging to leave on the ultimate road trip.
He lifted the revolver to eye level. Read the words Made in the USA engraved on the side. It gave him a sense of pride—wouldn’t do to play with anything foreign, despite the supposed origins of the game. He leaned back in the chair and gave the cylinder a spin. One spin, one try. If it didn’t happen, he’d put the gun away until the next night. The ratcheting noise comforted him, and as it stopped he took a deep breath. Put eight pounds of pressure on the trigger pull and pointed it at his temple.
The staccato tones of Wagner’s “Flight of the Valkyries” filled the silent room, startling the gun from his hand. Baldwin grabbed for it and got a grip on it, then groaned and set the weapon in his lap. His fucking cell phone was ringing. Loudly. Insistently. He choked back a laugh. He’d forgotten to turn it off.
Ignore it! He raised the weapon again. Just do it. You won’t be able to sleep if you don’t play the game. But a thought niggled in the back of his mind. Who the hell would be calling? No one had called in weeks. They’d tried at first. “Take a leave of absence, Baldwin. We’ll be in touch.” And after the first month, they had been. But the calls inviting him back hadn’t been returned. When the case ultimately resolved, they’d sent him a letter giving him a year’s leave, left him alone to battle his demons.
Shaking his head, the curiosity got the better of him. He had all night to kill himself. Hell, he had the rest of his life to do it. He picked up the phone.
“What?” he barked.
“It’s Garrett.”
Baldwin sighed and gently set the gun back on the side table. Maybe it wasn’t his night to die after all.
 



 
Twenty
 
Baldwin didn’t know exactly how to respond to the man on the other end of the phone. He opted for the truth.
“I’m kinda in the middle of something, Garrett.”
“Baldwin, I wouldn’t bother you if it wasn’t important. I’m sorry it’s been so long. After our last conversation, I thought you’d rather not hear from me.”
Baldwin listened with half an ear to the platitudes from his former boss. His thoughts kept drifting to the gun next to him. Hopefully, this was a last-ditch mercy call and he could get back to the game. His attention gradually drifted back to the phone when he heard the word killing.
“Huh? What was that again?”
“The Nashville police are working two murders. Coeds from Vanderbilt. There are some bizarre aspects to the deaths. I think they may have a serial on their hands. I just talked to the Captain down there. He’s an old friend of mine. Your name came up. Do you feel up to doing a little consulting? Or are you still messing around with your gun?”
Baldwin gave a little laugh. How nice to be so predictable.
“’Fraid I’m a little tied up at the moment, Garrett. With my stellar reputation and all, why the hell would they want me? Let me guess: you didn’t tell him the whole story?”
“Like I said, Mitchell Price is a friend. He knows what went down. He’s a big believer in second chances. So am I. I’m not asking you back to the Bureau. I’m asking you to talk to a friend of mine. Maybe give him a little advice. Maybe sign on for a while to see if they can get this guy who’s hunting young women in your backyard. That’s all.”
“Why don’t you send one of your boys?”
“Because this is right up your alley. You’re already on site. You’re familiar with the territory. And despite what you still seem to consider your little fuck-up, you’re still one of the best in the business. C’mon, Baldwin. Humor me. Get out of the house for a while. Maybe do some interacting with the rest of the world. It might pull you out of the funk. You have been in a funk, right, Baldwin?”
Therapy. Yeah, he was falling for that.
“I don’t think this is such a good idea, boss.”
“Well, I do. They need another brain, Baldwin, and I don’t have any to spare. Since you’re probably not real up to date with the program, we’re losing guys right and left. Big bucks on the mashed potato circuit, everybody wants to be a consultant on cable TV. We’re low on resources, and all the remaining personnel are in Minnesota, working a skinner case. Guess you haven’t heard about that either. Never mind. Will you do it? It’s only a conversation.”
“I didn’t ask for any favors, Garrett.”
“This isn’t one for you, Baldwin. It’s a favor to me. Just call Price, go in and see him. You can make the decision from there.”
“Hold on,” Baldwin said as he pulled the phone away from his ear and reached for the TV remote. He turned up the opening of the local 10:00 evening news. A pretty blonde anchor in tortoise glasses, with a long nose and the requisite overbite that reminded men of what a mouth like that could do, spoke quietly, with the intonation of doom only a TV person could muster. Two female students from Vanderbilt University had been found brutally raped and murdered, their bodies left at two of Nashville’s very public sites.
“The press has it.”
“Hard to keep it away from them.”
He stared up at the ceiling, willing the report to go away. He heard a woman’s voice fending off detailed questions nicely. Quelling the panic, Baldwin thought to himself. Shaking his head, he turned the TV up to listen.
“…Shelby Kincaid, of Bowling Green, Kentucky. She was a sophomore at Vanderbilt, and was reported missing several days ago by her roommate.” She cut off a question, “No, we’re not releasing the name of the roommate, John. Get real.” There was a ripple of laughter throughout the room. “The second victim is Jordan Blake, of Houston, Texas. She was a junior at Vanderbilt. Yes, she is the daughter of Gregory Blake. We don’t have any indication this crime is in any way related to her father’s business.” There was a flurry of sound, voices, papers, phones. The woman ignored it and pressed on.
“We want to pass a message to all students in town. Don’t go out alone. Stay with friends if possible. Keep your doors and windows locked at all times. Go to class in groups. Don’t put yourselves in any compromising situations, especially with alcohol and drugs. We’re doing our best to find the suspect. Thank you.” The shouting started again, but she turned and walked out of the room. A man the TV screen named as Dan Franklin approached the podium. Baldwin wasn’t paying attention anymore.
Man, she was pretty. He thought he knew her from somewhere, though she looked a little older and worn a little thin. They’d picked the right woman as their PR spokesman. Spokeswoman. She obviously knew everyone there, had kept them under control.
As he came back from his thoughts, the female anchor threw it to her co-anchor. The story was over. Then it hit him. Taylor Jackson. That’s who she was—they went to Father Ryan together. He’d always thought she was hot as hell, but she was more into the scene than he had ever been. He’d never pursued the matter, and he’d bet a million dollars she’d never remember who he was. Besides, she was a couple of years younger, and he hadn’t been on the A-list on the private school circuit.
Baldwin switched stations and watched as another distraught female anchor gave the details of the rape and murder of the two girls. He was able to get a little more information before they cut away to the footage of the press conference. The rest of the story was a simple reprise. There was no new information coming out tonight.
He knew the cops had much more detail, but there was only so much the public could handle, much less understand. Without realizing he was doing so, Baldwin mentally began forming a profile of the murderer, murmuring to himself.
“Guy’s white, around 30, complete sociopath. He’s killing in a private place, probably has some menial night job that gives him free movement during the day. Lives with someone who can support him, had a crappy childhood, domineering mother, distant father, yada, yada, yada. Killing girls with similar characteristics of someone close to him, probably has a record, these aren’t his first crimes. Has kept souvenirs, keeping clippings from the paper and watching the media coverage. Doesn’t date, very organized, stalking the girls. Wants the police to see what he’s done, so he’s dumping in a public place. Lives in the area, has means of transport…” He trailed off. Typical profile of a serial killer.
It was getting redundant, and the profilers were getting a little sloppy, often throwing the same categories at all the killers. Granted, killers weren’t terribly original, but the complacency that came with dealing with these men was beginning to show. There were “former” profilers all over the cable news networks anytime a series of killings started, and even when there was only one violent crime to go on. They needed to be a little more careful. The word was out that they hadn’t been completely accurate in a few cases. He’d heard a former cop bluster his way through a television interview a few weeks before say, “Profilers don’t put cuffs on the criminals.” That could start some trouble.
Baldwin came back from his thoughts to hear Garrett yelling at him. “Sorry. What?”
“God, man, where’d you go?”
“Just watching a little TV.”
“I have something else I need you to know. It’s about Arlen.”
Baldwin tensed. “I don’t want to talk about him, Garrett. All bets are off if you bring him up again.”
“But Baldwin, there’s news—”
“That’s my deal, Garrett. No Arlen, and I’ll think about talking to your friend. Are we clear?”
“You’re not exactly in a position to make demands on me, Baldwin. Just let me tell you what’s happening.”
“No.”
Garrett was silent for a moment. “Fine, have it your way. Will you call Price?”
Baldwin gave a last longing look at the gun. “Yeah.”
He clicked off the phone and gently set it down on the table beside him. Went into the kitchen, fetched a Guinness. Poured it into an ice-cold mug from the freezer. He’d always preferred it cold, rather than the correct British lukewarm.
The gun wasn’t calling as loudly now. He’d felt a small adrenaline rush at the news reports. Maybe it wouldn’t be such a bad idea to talk to the captain. He could pull out at any time and come back to his miserable little existence. Maybe fate was dealing him a new hand. He guzzled half the beer, called Price at home and set an appointment for 8:00 a.m. in the morning.
He sat back in the chair, took a smaller sip of the beer, picked up an empty notepad from the coffee table. Began writing out the thoughts in his head. Time to trade the mind of one madman for another.
 



 
Twenty-One
 
Taylor was wide awake. She had gone home after the press conference and hit the bed completely exhausted, thinking a good night’s sleep would help her think clearly in the morning. Instead, she kept reviewing the facts of the case. The white board from the squad room shone brightly in her mind’s eye. The faces of the dead girls ran over and over through her head.
After an hour of tossing and turning, she finally accepted sleep wasn’t going to come anytime soon. She got out of the bed and made her way to her pool table, flipped on the TV as she walked by for noise.
Racked the balls. Took the break. Smoothly cracked the balls into their respective pockets. She felt the tension go out of her shoulders as she finally started to relax a bit. The rain was still coming down. The local weather station had broken into the late night feed to give radar warnings for the severe thunderstorms moving through the area. Tomorrow was supposed to be even worse.
Taylor kept a small refrigerator in the back corner of the room. She made her way there and grabbed a bottle of ice cold Miller Lite. She sipped and mused, expertly sinking ball after ball, re-racking, breaking, playing eight ball against herself.
With a delicate meow, her cat jumped up on the table and began batting at the balls. Taylor couldn’t help but laugh. The kitten adopted from the local shelter and named Jade for her green eyes was at the very least Taylor’s best confidante. She had adopted her on a whim. She’d gone into the animal shelter to serve a warrant, saw the scruffy kitten sneeze and fell in love. She was surprised to realize that she never felt alone when the cat was around.
She racked the balls again, shifting her thoughts to the weird aspects of the case at hand. She hadn’t given the drug angle too much thought. These were college kids, who did stupid things like drink and do drugs to excess. Was it possible straight-laced Shelby had decided to lighten up a little bit and fell in with the wrong crowd? According to Gladys, Jordan was a habitual user, but none from her crowd knew Shelby. The limited connections bothered her. The beer and fatigue were dragging her mind into Park.
Getting more in depth with Shelby’s background had been hard; there was little new information to be gained. Calls around campus had given them a few answers, but left more questions in Taylor’s mind.
She was sure the girl was seeing someone. They hadn’t found any kind of birth control in her things; the campus clinic had no record of her being a patient with them, other than a bout with bronchitis earlier in the semester. No one else had been able to confirm or deny her out of class activities—apparently even the students in Shelby’s program didn’t know her well. Her advisor had lauded her with praise. Taylor sensed it was heartfelt, not just laurels for the dead. Her parents obviously cared for her. She was a hardworking scholarship student who seemingly kept her nose clean. So why would someone want to rape her, leave her body at the Parthenon and cover her with herbs?
The herbs told Taylor that whoever had killed Shelby loved her. Even though her body had been abused, she had been given some kind of tender send-off, a show of reverence.
She racked up the balls again.
Jordan Blake was a different story. Her file made much of the tale self-evident. Jordan was out of control. She’d been on academic probation since she arrived freshman year. She’d been booted out of her sorority pledge class, was in and out of the health clinic for three pregnancy scares. Nobody they talked to could give them any definitive ideas on where she had been in the days before her death. It seemed Jordan Blake was friends with everyone and no one.
Irrefutable fact—the girl was pregnant when she was killed. She’d been stabbed and thrown in the river. Even if the detritus on her body was comprised of the same herbs they’d recovered from Shelby, this wasn’t a crime of love. It was a crime of hate. Or passion.
Sam’s comment about the killer being the baby’s father rolled through her head.
Good girl, bad girl. Angel, devil. How could the same man have so much love for one and so much hatred for the other?
Taylor put up her cue and perched on the edge of the table. There was a thought niggling in the back of her mind, but she was too tired to gain access to it. She gave up for now, hoping it would rear its head in the morning. Maybe she could sleep her way to an answer.
Tossing the empty beer bottle away, she made her way back to her bed, hoping she was foggy enough to escape the nightmares about dead girls begging for her help to find them justice.
She wasn’t.
 
 
Bullets were flying in the darkened sky. She heard them whizzing by her head, felt the heat as they ripped through her hair. She saw him go down. She was screaming, clawing at him, trying to get away from the hand that reached up and grabbed her by the throat. She fell beside him. He was dead. She could see the entrance wound, glistening silver in the moonlight. Her hands were slick with blood: it covered all of her, drowning her in its viscous blanket, dragging her down into the weeds as they curled and spread over her body. There was no hope. There was no pain. She gave up her struggle and lay serenely next to the empty soul beside her, waiting for the strangling vines to drag her into the earth to decompose along with him. She heard a voice, turned to hear better. Jordan Blake’s empty eyes stared back at her. She jumped, and tried to roll away, but the vines held her tight. Only her head could move, and she turned away, not wanting to see. When she opened them again, Shelby lay beside her, wearing a crown of thorns, hands reaching for Taylor’s face, silently mouthing, “Please…”
 
 
Taylor rolled out of bed, heart kettle-drumming in her chest. Her Glock was in her hand, she was panting in fear.
She tried to control her breathing. Put the gun back under the pillow.
The dreams were getting out of control. She had lost her edge completely; the ghosts of her failures were dragging her down, haunting her every moment.
A thought—indistinct, clouded with fatigue. She needed to find a way to help the girls, but it was too late. They were all dead.
She lay back down, head against the pillow, eyes wide, too tired to even cry anymore.
 



 
 
 
 
The Third Day
 



 
Twenty-Two
 
Taylor was knee deep in the squad’s squalor and on her third Diet Coke. She’d come in before five, unable to stay alone anymore. At least there was activity at all hours at the CJC.
She was skimming the ViCAP files Lincoln had pulled when she noticed a very tall man walking toward Price’s door. She didn’t recognize him as department material, figured he was a political, maybe from the mayor’s office. Dismissed him with a distracted nod. She’d learned long ago when to keep her head down.
Half an hour later, she was combing the autopsy reports when Price opened his door and said, “Taylor, could you come here for a minute?”
Taylor grabbed her piles of information, assuming he wanted to see where she stood, though she didn’t have anything new. She realized she hadn’t noticed that good-looking guy leave, and sort of laughed at herself. Oh, well. There were plenty of good-looking men out there.
She was surprised to see the man sitting in front of the Captain’s desk, went on guard immediately. What the hell was this? Was he a lawyer? A new Internal Affairs transfer?
The man didn’t make a move to greet her. He was staring at the floor with his shoulders slumped. His salt-and-pepper hair was standing on end, as if he had been running a comb soaked in egg whites through it to stiffen it into a modified mohawk. He reached up with his right hand and scrubbed his hair, leaving it even more disheveled. That explains that, she thought.
“Price?” She turned to her boss, the question lying heavily between them.
“Dr. John Baldwin, meet Lieutenant Taylor Jackson.” He nodded toward the man, who gave her a brief, surprised glance and a grim smile. Taylor caught a glimpse of green eyes surrounded by impressively deep set smudges, as if he hadn’t slept in a week.
“Nice to meet you, Dr. John Baldwin. No offense, but who exactly are you?”
A deep baritone startled her. “A washed up drunk who has no business being here.” He stood, nodding at them both. “Thank you, Captain. I do appreciate the offer, but I think your case is in capable hands.” He inclined slightly at the waist, and Taylor was taken aback yet again. Baldwin was at least six feet four, but so thin his clothes drooped from his shoulders as if on broken hangers. She’d seen vestiges of what would have been a very good-looking man with a little TLC when he walked through the door. Up close, he looked like he’d been on a weeklong bender. She made his age as late forties.
“Whoa, Baldwin, sit back down.” Price had come around from behind his desk and was ushering the man back into his seat. Baldwin didn’t resist, but sat heavily, expelling a long sigh. He resumed his mournful glare at the linoleum.
“Taylor, Baldwin is with the FBI’s Behavioral Science Unit. He…”
“Was,” said the skeleton in the chair. “Was with the BSU. Get the details straight, Captain.”
Price took a long look at Baldwin, then continued. “Dr. Baldwin worked with the BSU for many years, and has taken a leave of absence to pursue a few personal matters. I would like to see him act as a journeyman to your case, Taylor, in a consulting role. He has…”
“Had,” came the flat voice.
“Has immeasurable experience in sexual murders. I believe he can be of help.”
Taylor was swinging her head between the two men, confused. This Dr. Baldwin certainly didn’t want to be here. What was Price up to, assigning her a babysitting job from some politico from the FBI? She opened her mouth to protest, but the Captain interrupted.
“Dr. Baldwin, would you mind stepping out for a moment? I’d like to speak to Lieutenant Jackson privately. And don’t leave. Please.”
Baldwin sighed noisily. “I need caffeine. Soda machine in the hall? I’ll help myself.” Without waiting for an answer, he saw himself out of the office, shutting the door quietly behind him. He was quite sure Captain Price was going to fill Taylor in on all his dirty little secrets. Good. The details should seal the deal. She wouldn’t want him on the case, and he could go back to his dank chair in the darkened living room and get on with, well, whatever.
He didn’t know why he’d even bothered. Price’s eyes weren’t exactly accusing, more appraising, almost compassionate, but he felt them bore into him. That’s how they would all be. Humoring him, but watching closely to see he didn’t botch anything. Screw it, he thought. He’d rather have the judgment.
But his feet didn’t follow his brain. He didn’t leave. He got his soda, and for reasons he would never be able to understand, he went back into the squad room, sat at the nearest desk, and waited for Judgment Day.
 



 
Twenty-Three
 
Taylor sat in the newly vacant chair, fidgeting with her hair. “Price, what the hell was that?”
“That, my dear, was one of the most talented profilers the FBI has ever seen. The man’s a legend, or was. Double doctorates in Psychology and Criminology, a law degree, the best close rate in the business. There are rumors that he’s psychic, if you like to believe that crap. But our good doctor has fallen on some hard times.”
“That’s an understatement. He looks like he’s been out trolling Dickerson Road.”
Price raised his eyebrows and sighed. “Yeah, well, as far as I know, he has been.”
“Then what in the world is he doing here? He doesn’t look like he could read a full file without landing face first in it.”
“He had a bad experience a few months ago. Pulled himself out of the field, then out of the Bureau altogether. He’s been hermiting down here in Nashville for months. His boss was giving him some space, but thinks it’s time for him get his feet wet again.”
Taylor was already shaking her head. “Not on my case. I don’t need some middle-aged drunkard trailing around with us, getting in the way or stopping off for a drink while we do the work.”
Price steepled his hands in front of him, elbows on the desk. “I understand your reservations, I do. But this is a special favor for an old friend. Baldwin’s a good cop, and despite his current appearance, I can assure you he won’t be a hindrance.”
“You can assure me, huh? I’m not sure this is such a great idea, boss. Why doesn’t he just go on back to Quantico and bury himself there?”
“He won’t. They’ve been begging him for a while. He’s done nothing but shut them out. Garrett Woods—my friend, his boss—thinks it’s imperative he gets back on the horse, and he thinks doing it here as a consultant would be the best way to get him out of his funk.”
“Funk? I’d be more inclined to label it clinical depression.”
“You may be right. Working can only do him good. We’re throwing him a lifeline here, Taylor. Don’t think he doesn’t know it. He may be a wreck, but he still has a bit of pride left. Give him the files and let him look them over. Encourage his ideas. I don’t want you babysitting. We can throw him the life preserver, but if he won’t hold on, it’s not our fault. Got it?”
She huffed out a sigh in silent protest. “Got it.” She grew quiet for a moment. “This doesn’t have anything to do with the Martin case, does it? Oversight until the rest of them are on trial?”
Price looked at her in surprise. “No. Why would you think that?”
“I just didn’t want there to be any confusion. In the squad, I mean.”
Price gave her a gentle smile. “I understand. No, we can’t have it look like you’re being undermined in any way. Don’t worry about it. I’ll make sure everyone knows that this is a deal for me. No one will think he’s being brought on to watch your back.”
She waved the comments away, embarrassed to have even brought it up. One day, she’d stop thinking everyone, even those who’d been her biggest supporters, like Price, was holding the shooting against her.
“I was just asking. Forget I mentioned it.”
“Taylor, I know things aren’t easy for you right now. Just be secure in the knowledge you did the right thing. I wouldn’t have you on my team if I didn’t think you had.”
Taylor blushed. It was amazing how Price could read her mind.
“Back to Baldwin—what is the problem that’s driven him into this state?” she asked.
Price looked around the tiny office, trying to make a decision. Finally, he said, “Look, Taylor, I think that’s going to be his story to tell you. He may or he may not, so I wouldn’t push it.”
“What about the boys? What am I supposed to tell them about this?”
“That we are honored to have one of the FBI’s best on our side.”
“Oh, come on, Price. You really want me to pretend in front of them? They’ll pick it up quick enough that the guy’s on the edge; they’re cops, they’ve seen it before.”
“Yeah, well, give them some credit. They’ve got softer hearts than you.”
She forced out a smile. “Gee, thanks. Nicest compliment I’ll get all week. Cold, heartless bitch, that’s me.”
“I can’t imagine anything further from the truth.”
“All right, I’ll give this a shot. But I’m not promising anything.”
“Good girl. I appreciate it.”
“Sexist.” She grinned at her boss, then left the office, wondering what had driven John Baldwin to her doorstep.
And what, exactly, he had been told about her.



 
Twenty-Four
 
Retrieving a Diet Coke, she came back into the squad room to find the man in question sitting on the edge of her desk, his own soda in hand, looking slightly more awake than fifteen minutes prior. The rest of the detectives were giving him a wide berth, neither threatening nor welcoming. They looked at her with ill-concealed curiosity on their faces.
“Okay, pals, Fingerprints-R-Us is on the case.” Her attempt at levity made Baldwin cringe, but she ignored it. He’d have to get used to it; they rolled hard on her team.
“This is Dr. John Baldwin, late of the BSU in grand ole’ Quantico. He’ll be joining us as a consultant to work the murders of Shelby Kincaid and Jordan Blake. Let’s make him some room, get him briefed, and let him look over the files. Cool with you, Doctor?”
He shot her a look she couldn’t quite define, but didn’t take it as kindly. He took a deep breath and half smiled. “Please, everyone calls me Baldwin.”
“Baldwin, then. Let’s get you acquainted with the rest of the team. Lincoln Ross, our resident computer geek. AFIS, ViCAP, CODIS, any database you want, he’s your man.” Lincoln nodded graciously.
“Pete Fitzgerald, forensics. He only answers to Fitz, isn’t that right?”
“You got it. Welcome aboard.” He stuck out a hand, smiled genially, but Taylor could see him coolly appraising their newest member. 
“Marcus Wade, our rookie. He’s only been with the team for a few months, he’s still getting his feet wet.”
Marcus smiled hugely. He was a good-looking kid, innocence and sensuality rolled into one. He could probably get information out of people no one else could. Charm and good looks could be disarming.
“I’m wet behind the ears, too. It’s nice to meet you.”
Baldwin felt odd being the center of attention. It had been a long time since so many people were staring at him as if he held the Rosetta stone in his hands. “It’s good to meet you all. I promise not to be in the way.”
Marcus suddenly lit up like a streetlamp at dusk. “Wait a sec. Are you the Dr. John Baldwin? The atypical sexual sadism guru? You worked the case in Virginia last year, the child killer who kidnapped and murdered six little girls, right?”
Taylor noticed Baldwin’s briefly pained look. Her curiosity piqued; whatever happened to drive him away from Quantico must have been pretty bad. The profilers up there were tough as nails, they saw horrors she could only imagine. What had happened to this man? Was it something to do with the case Marcus had mentioned?
Baldwin tried a smile. “Yeah, I did. Pretty brutal stuff. It’s good to meet you.”
“Maybe we could talk about the case over lunch. I’ll buy.”
Taylor took pity on Baldwin. Marcus may have hated dead bodies, but he was fascinated with sexually motivated killings. Given half the chance, he would forget everything he needed to do and sequester Baldwin in an interview room to talk shop the rest of the day. She jumped in before Marcus could secure his date and start his interrogation.
“One thing at a time, puppy. Let’s give Dr. Baldwin a little space to get started. Baldwin, tell me what you’ll need to do your initial assessment.”
Baldwin squared his shoulders. He didn’t want to be here. Lieutenant Jackson was humoring him, but he had a headache, and he really wanted a beer. Meeting her oddly-colored eyes, somewhere deep inside a spark of pride stirred. It may goeth before his fall, but he didn’t want to embarrass himself in front of her, or the rest of her team.
“I’d like to start with the crime scene photos and the files you’ve compiled on each girl. I need the autopsy reports, and I’d like to speak to your ME a little later on. I assume you’ve run the databases. I’d like the results of those as well. If I could, I’d like a quiet place where I can look over the files.”
Taylor looked surprised but quickly covered it with a cough. If he was going to make an effort, she could try as well.
Taylor gave the necessary directions. Baldwin was escorted to the conference room across the hall from the squad room. Taylor started to follow him in, and he stopped her.
“I know you have questions about me, but I promise you, I’m going to stick close to home, read these over, give you an opinion, and be out of your hair. That should satisfy everyone involved, don’t you think?”
Taylor saw nothing but pain in his green eyes, and something told her to keep trying. “How about this, Dr. Baldwin? You go over those files. See if you come up with anything interesting. Then we’ll talk about your imminent dismissal. Okay?” She turned and shut the door behind her before he had a chance to respond.
“Great,” he said to the blue wall. “Just fucking great. Fine, I’ll look. I’ll give them some suggestions, they can go track them down, and I’m out of here.” He sat angrily at the table. He realized it was the first emotion he’d felt in months, but he pushed it to the back of his mind.
 



 
Twenty-Five
 
Baldwin ran his fingers through his hair, making the too long strands spike like porcupine quills. He’d read the files on the dead girls twice, and didn’t remember a word. He stood and wandered around the conference room, looking idly for something to play with. He found only a handful of paperclips and a tape dispenser. They’d cleaned out the cell of the condemned. Back at the table, he half smiled to the wall, picked up a clip and started prying the wire apart. When he finished, he picked up another, then another, until a ramshackle chain link fence formed itself on the table in front of him.
Who was he trying to kid? He didn’t have any business being here. Garrett and Price knew that, and they were pushing him to come back to the land of the living, something he wasn’t sure if he was willing to do. Yet here he was, files spread before him, two beautiful girls dead, and he had only the simplest curiosity about how they’d gotten there. In his old life, he would have already taken each word of each file apart, would have a sense of whom they were dealing with. He’d be formulating plans on how to stop him from striking again. Now, well…
He struck the table with his fist, scattering the barricade of paper clips all over the table. He impatiently brushed them aside, watching them scatter in random patterns on the floor. He stared, trying to find some clue in the metal blueprint, but saw nothing. An appropriate reaction for one whose mind was a jumbled blank.
He was out of practice.
With a sigh, he pulled the file of Jordan Blake toward him, and started again.
 
 
The door to the conference room opened, light spilling in from the hall. It was the woman, Jackson, the light haloing around her head. She looked like an avenging angel.
“Mr., ah, Dr. Baldwin? Fitz and I are getting something to eat. Would you like to join us? Samantha Owens, our ME, may come with the results of the tox screens on our two murdered girls. You said you’d like to meet her.”
Baldwin glanced out the window, surprised to realize it was dark out. He’d been cloistered in this room all day with no break. Checking his watch, he saw it was past seven. In response, his stomach growled. He looked at Taylor sheepishly.
“Sorry, time got away from me. Are you sure it’s cool if I join you?”
Taylor smiled. “Everyone has to eat. Besides, you look like you could use a square meal. We’re going to Mulligan’s Pub down on Second. Come on. A walk will do you good.”
Baldwin considered for a moment. Why not? He had nothing better to do, and no place better to be.
“All right. If you’re sure.” He followed her out the door, then stopped and went back into his new office, grabbing the files and shoving them in his tattered leather backpack, shaking his head as he did. The case had its claws in him, and he didn’t want to let it go so quickly. Nor did he want to leave his notes behind.
Taylor watched him closely. He was disheveled, his hair standing on end, unshaven, clothes wrinkled. He almost looked dangerous, and much more engaged than he had earlier. She was surprised to feel a moment of longing in her stomach. There was something about him that intrigued her. She’d spent all afternoon wondering what he was up to.
Stop that, she snapped to her mind. You have enough problems of your own without taking on his, too.
 



 
Twenty-Six
 
A traditional Irish green and gold sign framed the wooden doorway over Mulligan’s Pub, holding the promise of the real deal. Quartered windowpanes gave an inviting, homey look. Upon entering the warm, smoky foyer, there was dining to the left and a cozy bar situated straight ahead. A moth-eaten Ibex, stuffed and smiling benevolently, presided over the deep walnut bar with a benign billy goat grin.
Celtic music played quietly. The weekends featured excellent live Irish music, boasted a loyal clientele braying drunkenly for their favorites and always finding succor in the generosity of the band. A plaque on the bar wall claimed the pub’s distinction as the first bar in the state of Tennessee to pour a pint of Guinness draught.
Taylor and Baldwin arrived first. After putting their name in for a table, they hit the bar for a beer. Taylor wondered for a moment if it was smart to let him drink, then decided she wasn’t his mother. She didn’t know how approach the situation, anyway. They’d walked to the restaurant in silence. She was at an unaccustomed loss for words, and the uneasy silence had enveloped them in a fog. They ordered, then she excused herself to go to the ladies’ room to regroup.
She washed her hands and looked long and hard in the mirror. She wasn’t happy with the face staring back at her. Her hair had come down from its ponytail. She quickly wrestled it back into place. She had dark circles under her eyes. Her face was pale. She looked like hell, but she felt worse. Maybe she was coming down with something. Maybe she just needed some sleep. She splashed some water on her face, dried off with a scratchy towel and forced a smile at the wraith in the mirror. A little better.
Back at the bar, Baldwin had an empty pint glass in front of him, was started in on another.
She sat next to him. “Um, listen, Dr. Baldwin, take it easy, okay? We need to get our ducks in a row. This is a business dinner, and I need you clearheaded.”
Baldwin squinted at her, drained the second pint, turned to the bartender and asked for a double Glenfiddich. Drink in hand, he turned toward her as if about to say something, then bit it off and looked away. He didn’t taste the Scotch.
“Baldwin,” she said, softly. “What’s up?”
“Nothing. The lighting in here is nice. I haven’t been here in years.”
Taylor looked around and had to agree. The gas lanterns glowing softly over the brick and walnut were soothing, much more comfortable than the harsh lights they’d worked under all day. She imagined him sitting alone in the dark in an anonymous room and realized he probably hadn’t been socializing very much. But she wasn’t his keeper, and she didn’t want to start anything.
The hostess signaled the table was ready. “Are you coming?” she asked.
“I’ll just…get the tab.”
Taylor sighed and turned away, leaving her errant charge behind with his Scotch. Fitz came in the door, flirted happily with the hostess while they assembled around the table. As Taylor and Fitz sat down, the door opened and Sam breezed through.
Taylor saw her friend come in and gave a jerk of her head toward Baldwin, who still stood at the bar. Sam gazed sharply toward him, spotted Baldwin leaning against the wooden counter and made a beeline for him.
“Hi, Sam Owens. I’m the ME.” She stuck out her hand. Taylor could have sworn she saw Sam’s eyelashes bat. She glowered at her. Sam returned the look with an innocent smile.
“Do you care to join us, or are you going to drown your sorrows at the bar while we watch and make bets on when you’ll fall down?”
Baldwin’s eyes went wide in shock, and he barked out a laugh of surprise.
Taylor stifled a giggle. Baldwin certainly wasn’t aware of Sam’s inability to use the smallest measure of tact.
“Sure, what the hell. I’ve got nothing better to do.” He signaled for another whiskey, but Sam shook her head at the bartender and said loudly, “Water.”
Taylor watched the exchange with interest. Baldwin was meekly following her to the table, looking distinctly uncomfortable and nursing his chilled glass. It looked like Sam may have tamed the beast.
Once settled with drinks and food ordered, Fitz sat back in his chair, rubbing his tummy. A hint of malice gleamed in his crooked smile. “So, Baldwin. You spent all day with the files. Got any answers yet?”
“I’m not really ready to talk about any of this, I mean, I haven’t had enough time to formulate an opinion, and it would be best—” 
Taylor cut him off. “Why don’t we share some of our thoughts with the Dr. Baldwin first, instead of putting him on the spot right out of the gate.” She stared pointedly at her second. Fitz choked back his smile and assumed a more serious face.
“Oh, of course. Sounds good. Okay, Dr. Baldwin. Here’s what we know. Got us a couple of dead lookers who happen to go to the same school. One’s dumped in the Cumberland, one ceremoniously placed at the Parthenon. Both were raped and scattered with herbs. You following, Doctor, or do I need to use smaller words?”
Taylor leaned back in her chair, crossed her arms over her chest and cleared her throat. “Fitz,” she grumbled, the name coming out as a distinct word of warning, but Baldwin rose to the bait alarmingly fast.
“Sounds like you’ve got it all figured out, Detective. You really don’t need me for this. I’ll just head on home now. Here you go.” He reached under the table for his backpack and pulled out the files, tossed them on the table. The contents spilled everywhere. Baldwin stalked out the door.
Taylor didn’t try to follow him. She raised a hand to Sam, who was rising from her chair, and shook her head. Sam sat back down, puzzled.
“Why’d you let him run out of here like that?”
“Don’t look at me. Fitz is the one who chased him off.”
“Didn’t take much, did it?”
Sam shook her head. “I can’t believe you two. What is this, some sort of club initiation, and he failed?”
“No,” Taylor said. “Dr. Baldwin has some demons. He’ll have to put them to bed if he wants in on this case. I told the Captain I’d play ball, but I wasn’t going to babysit. If he wants to, he’ll be back.”
Sam was still glaring at Taylor.
“All right, all right. Fitz, that wasn’t very nice of you. Behave next time you see him. If we ever see him again. In the meantime, Sam, can I have a bite of your stew?” Taylor had already speared a piece of beef.
“Yes, you can have my dinner. What demons does Baldwin have?”
Fitz eyed Taylor, who nodded imperceptibly. “News reports say the Doc got a few of his men killed on an operation up in Virginia. Nasty case, child murderer. They went in with a warrant and the guy came out shooting. Caught three feebies before Baldwin took him out.”
Sam had stopped eating and glanced sideways at Taylor, who hadn’t moved. “Well, we all know it can happen. If he’s really messed up about it, who are we to judge? Right, T?”
Taylor sighed deeply and ignored the jab. “No one’s judging. And that’s not the end of the story. After they cleaned up the mess, another girl was taken and killed. He’d pegged the wrong guy and they lost three men needlessly. So yeah, I can understand. Probably not enough, though.” She resumed eating Sam’s stew.
They were all quiet while they finished their meals. Fitz gallantly asked for and paid the check. He bid them a good night and left the two women to their uneasy silence.
Taylor leaned her chair back on two legs and put her arms behind her head. She knew what was coming.
“I expect better of you two. The man was clearly hurting, and you pushed him away. Now what are you going to do?”
“Sam. That man is well beyond any help I could give. And what do you mean, what am I going to do? I’m not doing anything. He’s not my responsibility.”
“Not your responsibility? Price asked you to bring him on the team, didn’t he? You’re the team’s leader, aren’t you? You sound pretty responsible to me. And you’ve both been through similar incidents.”
“It’s not the same thing.”
“Oh, bullshit, Taylor. You’ve been dragging around enough guilt for ten men. You two have more in common than you think.”
“Sam, knock it off, okay? I don’t have time to get into someone else’s nightmares right now. We’ve got a nasty killer out there that I’d like to catch. By the way, did you get any more info on the girls’ tox screens?”
“Not yet, but you’ll be the first to know. Simon said they’ll be back to me tonight. I’ll call you as soon as I have them. And no, I won’t knock it off. It’s time you got back to your life. It wasn’t your fault you had to shoot Martin. He attacked you, for Christ’s sake. It’s not like you were in love with the guy—”
“That’s enough!” Taylor was flushed and angry. She didn’t have time to rehash her own nightmares either, and she didn’t like it when Sam preached at her. She rose and put on her coat.
“I’m going home. Call me if you hear anything.”
Sam’s phone rang. She held up a finger. “Hold on. Let me get this first.” She put the phone to her ear. “Sam Owens. Yeah. Mmhmmm. You’re kidding. Really? That’s great, thanks so much. I’ll call you back in the morning.”
Taylor had her arms crossed on her chest, breathing heavily through her nose. “What is it?”
Sam raised an eyebrow. “You may change your tune about talking with Dr. Baldwin when you hear this.”
 



 
Twenty-Seven
 
“Garrett, I’m out. These Nashville people don’t need me, they know what they’re doing. Please, just…don’t call me again.”
Baldwin hung up on his old boss’s voicemail. He threw the phone toward the couch, where it bounced off and lay prone on the floor. He’d been fuming around his house for the past hour. He was as pissed at himself as he was at the damn homicide team. He knew Fitz was baiting him, trying to see if he could be taken seriously. He’d shown them, with no questions, he couldn’t. He was even more furious with himself that he gave a crap.
He reached for another beer and started to gulp. He finished in record time, even for him, the now professional drinker. He stared at the bottle, willing it to fill itself so he could just drown in it. It didn’t. He threw it across the room, satisfied when it shattered against the wall.
He felt the familiar calm sweep over him. He luxuriated in it. This wasn’t drunkenness; it was the finishing point. He’d felt it before, and knew what he needed to do.
He went back to the bedroom. His gun was on the nightstand, right where he’d left it. He picked it up, caressing the steel. Having it in his hand made him feel better, calmer. He’d made this decision before, when he started the game. He’d always given fate a little room for chance. Now he was acting on sheer, reckless bravado. He would no longer allow himself to be steered off course.
He walked with purpose back to the living room. He tidied up a bit, but left the broken shards where they were. Looking at them helped his tranquility; knowing he might be scattered carelessly over the wall above them gave him comfort.
Baldwin sat in his favorite chair, and didn’t waste any time. Tonight would be different, he could just feel it. He checked the speed loader to make sure the bullet was in place, leaned back, and gave the cylinder a vicious spin. Put the gun to his head.
Pulled the trigger at the very same moment someone started knocking on his door. The noise startled him, and the gun jerked. A bullet flew out of the 2-inch barrel of the Smith and Wesson at full velocity, grazing his cheek. He heard shouting and thought he recognized the voice. God, was that Taylor Jackson? What in the hell was she doing here?
His door crashed opened, and the homicide lieutenant flew into the room with her weapon drawn, looking wildly around.
Baldwin drew down on her purely by instinct. A worthless move on his part, considering the Winchester .38 bullet that had lived in solidarity in his gun for the past few weeks was now lodged in the wall of his living room. They faced each other, guns sighted point blank between the other’s eyes.
Taylor was the first to flinch. She slowly holstered her weapon, never letting her gaze stray from Baldwin’s face.
“Why don’t you put the gun down, Baldwin?” she said softly. “I’m not here to shoot you. Or to get shot. Come on, put it away. Christ, you’re bleeding.” She started toward him, still mindful of the gun trained at her head.
Baldwin started laughing. Taylor was caught short, then smiled cautiously. He lowered the weapon, and she quickly took it from his hand and tossed it into the kitchen. He was doubled over by now, hysterical with laughter.
“Baldwin, I think we need to get you to a hospital. You’re bleeding badly.”
He hiccupped, still snorting with mirth. “No, Taylor. No hospital. What in the name of all that’s holy are you doing here?” He was calming down, but still held his sides as if he would explode.
“Wanted your opinion on something. And I wanted to apologize. We treated you badly today, and I’m sorry.” Her gaze took in the room, noting the disarray, the broken bottle, the phone lying askew on the floor. Her eyes trailed to his face. “Really, Baldwin, you’re bleeding. Let me fix it up for you.”
“Leave it.” His voice was sharp, and Taylor froze four feet from him. He turned toward the kitchen, then spun back and landed awkwardly on the couch. Taylor could see exhaustion shadow his face. She dared a step, and another, then sat quietly in the chair, looking at the fireplace while he composed himself. Damn, she had barely gotten here in time. Maybe she hadn’t been in time at all; she didn’t think a quick chat was going to change the man’s mind. She decided to try anyway.
“You wanna tell me why I saw you through the window with a gun to your head?”
Baldwin shook his head, smiling at her. “Seems I just can’t win. I’ve been working this little project for a while now, and I keep getting interrupted.” He leaned back into the couch, covering his eyes with his crossed arms. “Every time I’m all set and ready, the fucking phone rings, or someone knocks. Really Taylor, it would have been better if you’d come five minutes later. You’d have assumed I wasn’t home, and seeing as the shot went off this time, I’d be out of this hell.”
This time. Oh, boy. She knew she’d have a job in front of her with Baldwin, just didn’t realize it would entail dragging him out of the jaws of Cerberus. She was shocked to see tears rolls down his face.
“I’m kinda glad I showed up when I did. You’d have been a hell of a mess to clean up.” Her tone was light, but the look she gave him wasn’t.
“Well, thanks, I guess.” He gave her the first genuine smile she’d seen since she met him that morning. God, it had only been a day, but she felt like he’d been under her skin forever. She let out her breath, suddenly aware that she had been holding it.
She gave him a small smile back. “Seriously, let me clean you up a little bit.”
“No, let it be. I’m fine. I want to know why you really came over here.”
He was staring at her so intently that she felt a shiver run down her spine. “To be honest, Sam had some news at dinner I thought you might be interested in. Some results from the tests on Shelby Kincaid and Jordan Blake came back.”
Baldwin looked at her with doubt. “And why do you think I’d be interested in any of it? I quit tonight, remember?”
“You can’t quit something you never started.” She was surprised at how bitter she sounded. Not exactly the tone to be taking with someone looked like he was prepared to kill himself a half hour prior. “I mean…”
Baldwin’s face had hardened. “I know what you mean, Taylor. You’re right. I didn’t want to be there, I didn’t want to work this case, and I certainly don’t intend to start now. Why don’t you take your do-gooding ass out of here?” He got up quickly and headed for the bedroom.
Taylor didn’t hesitate, ran after him, heart pounding. If he had a second weapon in there and was intent on finishing the job…
But Baldwin had only gone in the bathroom and opened the medicine cabinet. She let out a breath. Good. If he was going to tend his wound, he wouldn’t be trying to shoot himself at the same time.
“Baldwin, I…”
“I thought I told you to leave,” he said, not turning from the mirror, where he was gingerly dabbing alcohol on his cheek. “Damn,” he hissed.
“Come on, man, let me do that.” Taylor pushed her way into the bathroom and grabbed up the cotton before he could resist. She felt all the fight go out of him as he slumped against the counter. He didn’t resist when she finished cleaning the cut, pulled out a bandage and gingerly placed it over the wound. On impulse, without thinking, she reached in and kissed it.
Baldwin jumped and grabbed her wrists. “What did you do that for?”
Taylor was at a loss for words. She mumbled something and backed away. He let her go.
Baldwin turned and stared in the mirror. He shook his head, snapped off the light and followed Taylor’s trail. He could hear her in the kitchen, messing with ice. He sat on the couch and said nothing.
She came out of the kitchen with an improvised ice pack. She handed it to him with a shrug. He took it and set it carefully on his face. The cut was starting to throb. Taylor stood with her arms crossed, looking at him as if he were a ticking bomb that would go off at any moment. He met her eyes and gave her a weak smile.
“There’s Advil in the cabinet next to the refrigerator. Will you get me four?”
Taylor nodded. She needed to get out from under that gaze. She took her time finding the pills. She didn’t know what the hell she was doing, but as long as it kept the gun out of his hand, she’d keep doing it. She spied the revolver under the kitchen table. Picking it up gingerly, she checked the chambers, found them empty and stuffed the gun in the back of her jeans.
Baldwin’s eyes were closed when she came back in the room. She thought maybe he’d gone to sleep, but jumped when his deep voice softly rumbled, “Thanks.”
“Sure.” She got the feeling he was thanking her for more than the painkiller. She handed them to him and backed away again, stationing herself against the mantle of the fireplace.
“Have you ever been in a place, Taylor, where the only thing good that you can feel is being out of it?”
“Yes, I have.”
Baldwin’s eyes shot open, and he saw her staring at the marble inlay at the base of the hearth. He felt the sadness radiate from her. He started to ask, stopped himself. He didn’t like to talk about his demons; he couldn’t imagine she would either. He was surprised when she answered the unspoken question.
“I shot a fellow detective a few months ago. Killed him. Let’s leave it at that for now, okay? So yeah, I’ve been there. It’s not a nice place to be. Besides, I don’t think talking about my problems will help you right now.”
Baldwin was intrigued, but didn’t push it. His natural inclination was to fall back onto his training and try to draw her out, but he laughed instead.
“Sure thing. Neutral ground then. What was so important to bring you over here at midnight to interrupt all my grand plans?”
Taylor was suddenly serious, all business. A spark flashed in her eyes, and she grinned.
“Aconite.”
 



 
Twenty-Eight
 
Baldwin sat up in surprise, wincing as the ice pack smacked hard against his cheek. He leaned back slowly. “Aconite? They were poisoned with aconite?”
Taylor was happy to see she’d capture his interest, the investigator in him coming to life. At least for the time being.
“Yep. Sam noticed that the panels for both girls showed a high level of alkaloids in both the kidneys and liver. She had her buddy test for poisons, and aconite showed up in lethal doses. Some way to go, huh?”
“What exactly does aconite do to the system?”
“That’s the bad part. According to Sam’s crash course, it’s a central nervous system depressant. Vomiting, flushing, blurred vision, dry mouth, lowered body temperature. Severe burning sensation in her mouth—tongue, lips and throat. Also causes paralysis and intense pain. Could have taken up to six hours to die. It’s not a pleasant death.
“Sam also confirmed Jordan had the same herbs scattered on her body as Shelby and got an ID on the them. It’s a real mishmash.” Taylor pulled her notebook out of her coat pocket.
Baldwin realized she still wore her suede coat, and figured she must be getting hot. “Take off your coat and stay awhile?”
“Ha.” She hesitated a moment, then shrugged out of the coat, tossed it on the back of the chair and sat down, reading off the list.
“Rosemary, sage, sandalwood, basil, pennyroyal, bay, white sage, anise, chamomile, clove, fennel and lavender. All can be grown in the garden, or bought in a million places.”
“And the aconite? Can it be grown or bought?”
“Both. Sam had one of her guys pull it up on the Internet. There are a billion websites that sell it, and it can be grown in someone’s back yard.”
“So we’re dealing with a gardener of some sort.”
“Sam also found that there are specific uses for all of these herbs. The Wicca websites give a lot of information on what to use when, for ceremonies, celebrations, holidays, burials.” Taylor used the last word lightly.
Baldwin raised an eyebrow. “Wiccan burial rites, huh? Could be some kind of cult, too. Herbs and poisons. Think finding the girl at the Parthenon has anything to do with this?”
“Oh yeah, definitely. We’re going to have to do some in-depth research on the uses of the poison, see if there’s anything that ties it to the locale. I don’t know what the relationship is, but it’s too kooky not to be a part of the pattern.”
“And Jordan had the poison in her system too?”
“Yes. Her COD was the stab wounds to her heart, but she’d ingested the aconite prior to the kill shot.”
“Maybe it didn’t work quickly enough and he stabbed her to finish her off?”
“Could be.”
“So where do you go from here?”
Taylor eyed him coolly. “I don’t know, Baldwin. That’s why I came over here tonight. I thought maybe you’d seen this kind of stuff before, because I sure haven’t. Thought maybe you’d like to help us find out what it all means. Help us find this asshole before he kills another girl.”
Baldwin was looking into space. “Sacrificing. Not killing. He’s sacrificing them. The question is, why?”
Ah, she had him. She knew that look. Anyone who got a theory, a glimmer of an idea got that spaced out look of being lost in his or her own mind. She’d been like it enough times herself to recognize the cause. She decided to take the chance.
“So, are you in?”
Baldwin shook his head. “Huh?”
“I said, are you in?”
Baldwin tried to look her in the eye, but failed. This woman had witnessed the most desperate act of his life, and in essence, saved him from himself. Would he be able to work with her day after day to find a madman? Would she be able to work with him, knowing he wasn’t altogether stable?
He dragged his eyes back to hers.
“I’m in.”
 



 
Twenty-Nine
 
Taylor was reluctant to leave Baldwin alone, but she knew he needed some time to process what had happened over the last few hours. She’d laid out a few ground rules, including not playing Russian Roulette until the investigation was closed, which he snickered at but nodded gravely in agreement. She had cautiously offered the name of a good friend who happened to be a psychotherapist, and was shocked when Baldwin hadn’t brushed her off. He hadn’t jumped up, shouted for joy and demanded the number to make an appointment on the spot, but at least he had taken the suggestion. She left her friend’s number on his kitchen counter. The next steps were up to him.
She pulled into her driveway and was amused to see a little face staring out the window, eyes in slits of bliss at the sight of her mommy finally making it home for the night.
She turned the key in the lock and could hear the disgruntled mewing from outside. She pushed open the door and laughed when the cat flipped onto her back, desperately begging for a tummy rub. Taylor was only too happy to oblige.
“There’s my little baby. I’m so sorry I had to leave you for so long. Were you lonely? Did you miss your mommy?” She’d long since given up feeling embarrassed talking baby talk to a cat. She rubbed and scratched the kitten’s ears and was rewarded with a long, rumbling purr, then a quick nip on the top of the hand as a reminder not to do it again.
“Ouch, brat, that hurt.” Taylor stood up, sucking the tiny puncture on her hand. “Fine then, see if you get any loving. Interesting day today, though? Did you have any visitors? Did Greg the bunny come see you?” A rabbit had taken up residence outside the side of the house, and came to feast on the bird food scattered on the ground in front of Jade’s favorite window. “Maybe we should put out some food for him in the morning.”
Taylor wandered into the kitchen, grabbed a Diet Coke from the refrigerator and made her way back to the couch. She picked up the remote and put it down. She wasn’t in the mood to surf for an old movie or other distraction. She was thinking about Baldwin.
Jade followed her to the couch, jumped up into her lap, kneading her way to Taylor’s shoulder, where she settled in with her nose pressed into her neck.
“Oh sweetie, that tickles.” She stroked the cat, lost in thought. “You know, John Baldwin is a complete mess.” The purr in response was the only encouragement she needed.
“He’s as screwed up as I am. He lost three of his men and feels totally responsible. He may be, for all I know. But wow, he’s on the edge. I found him getting ready to shoot himself tonight. I can identify with that. I mean, there were a few times there when I didn’t think I was going to make it.” The feelings she’d been bottling up all night overcame her, and she choked back a sob, her shoulders starting to shake. Jade didn’t seem to mind, and kneaded a little more, settling in closer, giving her a hug. Taylor squeezed back, trying to get herself under control.
She took a deep breath, holding it for a count of thirty then letting it out slowly. It was a trick her therapist had taught her, and it did work. She felt much calmer when she let it out. She thought she had finished the self-flagellation. She had been cleared in David’s death. Been put back to work. She’d dealt with the looks, the whispers. Went on with her life with a small empty spot gnawing quietly at her heart.
“Baldwin seems like a decent man. He could be handsome if he got himself back together. I’m telling you, cat, I may be in the business of saving people, but I really didn’t know what to do when I saw him with that gun. I just reacted, like I would do with anyone I found like that. It seemed to work, I think he may be okay. But it scared me.”
Jade gave Taylor one of those unnerving stares, holding the eye contact until Taylor scratched her on the nose and she settled back in.
“Yeah, you’re right. Maybe I want him to be okay. Sam seems to like him, and she’s a pretty good judge of character. We’ll see.” She shrugged, too hard, and the cat dug in her back claws and leapt off her shoulder.
“Damn, girl, why do you do that?” Taylor peeled back her shirt and saw the long scratches on the top of her arm. “I swear, you do that again…”
Jade sat calmly on the rug, washing her front paw. Confession time was over. “Fine.” She drained the Diet Coke. “I’m going to bed.”
Exhaustion hit her like a brick as soon as the word bed came out of her mouth. She made her way up the stairs with Jade galloping ahead of her, sounding like an elephant on a tear. She made it to her bedroom and to the bed, lying down fully clothed and was asleep within minutes, a purring bundle of fur curled up behind her legs.
 



 
 
 
 
The Fourth Day
 



 
Thirty
 
Taylor was dreaming again. She knew it was a dream this time, but couldn’t drag herself out of it. It wasn’t exactly the dream; it was a more tailored nightmare. Only the worst parts replayed themselves: the yelling, the heat of the bullet as it flew, the look of absolute shock on her face when she realized who she had killed. It replayed slowly, inexorably, as all tragedies do. She could see every detail as if it hadn’t been dark. The tiny spot of blood from a shaving cut mingling with the blood pouring out of his head, the gel he applied to the cowlick on his forehead making each strand of hair glow and shine, the blue fleck entrenched in the brown of his right eye. And then it all sped up, and she was standing over him, the cold steel smoking, a smile on her face.
She woke with a start, tears wet on her cheeks yet unable to open her eyes: her brain lingering on the final scene. It was different this time. Before she’d never been able to stop before she died along with him. She didn’t feel the gut-wrenching pain that usually accompanied the dream. In fact, she felt almost peaceful. She concentrated for a moment, trying to relive the last moments of the dream. She could have sworn she’d heard a word just before she came to, but her rapidly awakening neurons forced it away and the word slipped from her grasp as quickly as it came.
Taylor opened her eyes to the sun streaming through the window. Jade was still zonked out at the foot of the bed, a surprise. Usually when she had the dream the cat was right next to her face, her piercing emerald eyes full of concern, as if she shared in her pain. She mustn’t have shouted out this time.
She got up, peeled yesterday’s clothes off and jumped into the shower. While she washed her hair she tried to recall the element of the dream that had changed, but still couldn’t put it into words. She gave up, finished her shower, dried and dressed and headed to the kitchen, the thought of a fizzy jolt of Diet Coke pushing everything else out of her mind.
 



 
Thirty-One
 
Baldwin hadn’t slept, but the constant nagging voice in the back of his mind had blessedly shut up. He wasn’t sure what was going on. Eight hours before he’d been loaded and cocked, recklessly imbuing fate with chance. Now he felt a strange sort of hope, almost as if he had absolved himself of something.
After Taylor left, he’d sat in the dark the rest of the night, thoughts turning, cascading waterfalls of feelings through his head. None made much sense, but when the sun came up, he was determined to help Taylor Jackson.
He arrived at the station before she did, felt a vague sense of disappointment. He shook it off, got buzzed in through the back door, helped himself to a soda and sat down at Taylor’s desk in the squad room. He caught the curious glances from the night shift as they bundled up and went to live their lives for the day, and was sure the word had gone out the lunatic ex-agent was on the grounds.
You’re being paranoid, Baldwin. Stop it.
Ringing chatter came down the hall as Taylor and Fitz shared insults to begin their day. They entered the room laughing hard, and Baldwin was surprised to realize he wanted in on the joke. But they stopped when they saw him, the mood sobered, and Taylor greeted him warmly. Fitz stood to the side, still eyeing Baldwin as if he was a piece of moldy Limburger cheese. He chose to ignore him.
“Morning, Taylor.” He saw her eyeing him, could see the thoughts running through her head. Yes, he was still in one piece. Yes, he had made it in to help them work the case. No, he didn’t look all that great, but at least he was still with them. He subconsciously touched the bandage on his cheek and gave her a ginger smile.
“And to you, Baldwin. I trust you slept well?” He was taken aback. He’d assumed his actions of the night before had been duly reported, but it looked like she hadn’t filled Fitz in at all.
“Like the dead.” He was rewarded with an earsplitting grin. He laughed, feeling the tension in the room melt away. A brief glance at Fitz brought it all back.
“So Baldwin, Taylor told you about the poison?”
“Yes, she did. I’m anxious to hear more.”
“Ain’t we all, son. Taylor, where’s Sam?”
A voice rang out from the hallway. “Right behind you, old man.”
Fitz jumped, then turned and bear-hugged the ME. He drew her off the ground and swung her around, outwardly annoying her to no end, but Baldwin could tell it was just an act. Again the feeling of being an outsider crept in, and he looked away. This was a close knit family, more than just a team of cops. He hadn’t felt like he belonged to a family for a very long time.
“Dammit Fitz, put me down. You’re gonna make me hurl my sausage biscuit all over you.”
He obliged and backed away, smiling. “Don’t you go doing that now, sugar! We can’t have the ME puking all over the squad room this early in the mornin’. Might start a few rumors, ya know what I mean?”
Sam guffawed. “Very funny Fitz. Taylor, help me.”
“Oh no, Sam, looks like you’re the one who opened that door.”
“Gee, thanks. Some friend you are.” Fitz put her down, and she turned to Baldwin. “Dr. Baldwin,” she sang out gaily, “You look like crap.”
“Thank you. I think.”
“Don’t mention it. Taylor, where’s Lincoln? I asked him to do some research on aconite for me.”
“I don’t know where he is. Probably up to his ears in ViCAP. I’ll go hunt him down.” She left the room, and Baldwin felt distinctly uncomfortable again. Taylor was his only link into this group, however tenuous that may be. He only had his intellect to go on, and he suddenly wanted to prove himself to these people.
You’re insane, they don’t care, why are you bothering? But when Sam looked him up and down and said, “Baldwin, who looks like crap, care to give your thoughts on our little case?” he settled down and waded in. He couldn’t help himself; Sam’s enthusiasm was infectious.
“The aconite is one of the strangest things I’ve ever seen. It is a very uncommon poison in the criminal canon. Plus, poisoning homicides are usually perpetrated by women, which doesn’t fit, since obviously Jordan and Shelby were with a man before their deaths.”
“Go on,” Fitz said.
“Jordan’s murder seems like overkill to me. She’d already ingested the poison. The killer intended for her to die in the same fashion as Shelby. To stab her after the fact was violent, personal. I’d guess she pissed him off after he gave her the poison, mouthing off, perhaps, maybe even trying to escape. He needed to stop her, grabbed the knife and started swinging. It would explain the differences in the way the bodies were discovered as well. He was furious with Jordan, so he discarded her, tossed her in the river like a piece of trash.
“On the other hand, Shelby was treated with respect. She was loved, revered. Given an honorable burial in his mind. Scattered with herbs…I think we may be looking at some sort of ritual, maybe even an offbeat religious faction. The aconite itself strikes me as almost cultish.”
Sam and Fitz were paying total attention to him now. “What doesn’t fit the pattern is the herbs Sam found on Jordan,” Fitz said.
“Right. Even though he killed her in a rage, he took a moment to throw some herbs on her body before he cut her loose. Conscience got the better of him, maybe? The herbs are definitely important to him. It has to be part of his ritual. They aren’t a clue left for us, there was a good chance the wind or the water would wash the herbs away before we got to the body. They’re strictly a device for his own piece of mind. And then we have the aconite angle, which is quite odd.”
“You can say that again.” Lincoln and Taylor came back into the room, arms loaded with a stack of papers half a foot high.
Taylor was shaking her head. “You’re going to love this. There’s some really weird stuff out there relating to aconite. Witches and warlocks and pagans. It’s on all the lists of poisonous plants on every botanical website. It’s an alkaloid and will kill you pretty darn quick, but the homeopathic sites list medical uses for it. The Chinese use it for pneumonia and rheumatism. There’s a well-documented history of its use through medieval times, and it was used in Greek and Celtic practices and pagan burial rites. You can get it anywhere too. The homeopathic websites actually sell it.”
Lincoln jumped in. “Here’s more fun stuff. According to some of the sites I accessed, aconite was mixed with belladonna, which produced a kind of delirium akin to flying. Pliny the Elder sanctioned its use for euthanasia. When he wrote The Natural History, he gives a whole history of the squabbles of the Roman Emperors and their families. They used aconite to get rid of enemies of the state. The Romans used aconite to poison rivals because accusations of murder by poison were incredibly hard to prove. You could get it from any drug peddler on the street, hence the custom of the royals having tasters. I can go on and on, there’s a ton of stuff out there, but I also came across one interesting tidbit on one of the Wicca sites. Aconite’s magical properties include protection and invisibility.”
Baldwin was intrigued. “Protection and invisibility. Huh. I like the protection angle. Maybe this guy thinks he’s shielding these women from something? Then he scatters them with burial herbs to complete the ritual. Interesting. Toss the Parthenon as a dump site in there, and we’ve got ourselves a real throwback to the ancients.” 
Taylor took a seat next to Baldwin. “We could trace all the purchases of aconite over the past month, but I don’t think it will do any good. It can be grown in a garden in the backyard.” She consulted one of the sheets. “‘An absolute must for every witch’s garden.’ It would be a waste of time looking for the source. We have to trace the killer through the evidence we have, and take Jordan and Shelby’s lives apart. There has to be some connection between the two besides Vanderbilt. I don’t think this guy just spotted them on the street and decided to grab them. Something in my gut tells me this was planned, that they were chosen for a reason. We just have to figure out what the reason is.”
“I think you’re right, Taylor. The organization of the scene at the Parthenon shows quite a bit of thought. If we were talking a generic serial killer, he would have killed them in the opposite order, escalating into a stabbing from the ‘gentleness’ of the poison instead of the other way around.” Baldwin ran his hands through his hair, a gesture Taylor was starting to recognize. “I don’t think we’re dealing with any kind of serial or series killer that would fit a standard profile. We’re dealing with a man with a purpose, a reason. These deaths aren’t indiscriminate. Whether he’s sending us a message or doing it for himself is the puzzle. Unlike the usual killer who stages a crime scene, I’m willing to bet our involvement is secondary to his primary goal. He’s not leaving them for us to find.”
The group digested this idea, and Taylor was the first to speak. “Okay, where do we start?”
“You have the files on the girls from the university? Let’s start there. There has to be an overlap between these two girls. It’s a liberal arts school, so there has to be a curriculum they have to follow before they declare a major. Let’s go back through their records and start looking at any classes they may have had in common.”
Taylor started giving assignments. “Lincoln, get back online and see if you can find anything else on the aconite. Toss in the herbs, the Parthenon, anything you think could be related. Baldwin and I are going to start working through the records.”
The phone rang on Fitz’s desk, and he answered it gruffly. “Homicide…yeah…shit.” He banged the phone down and started rubbing the lower half of his face.
“What’s the matter Fitz? You look like you’ve seen a ghost. Is everything okay?” Taylor looked spooked. There was something in Fitz’s eyes that was freaking her out.
“That was Missing Persons. They just got a report of a girl named Jill Gates, who’s been missing for the past few days.”
Taylor sat down slowly. “Spit it out, Fitz.”
“She goes to Vanderbilt.”
 



 
Thirty-Two
 
The flurry of activity died down as the news sank in. Two dead, another missing. Taylor sat with her head in her hands, and Baldwin tried not to show how shaken he felt. This suspect was moving too damn quick for them to get the slightest idea of what he was trying to do. 
Taylor stood, shaking her head. “I need a smoke,” she said to no one in particular. Everyone watched her stalk out. Baldwin half rose in his chair, indecisiveness painted all over his face. He looked to Fitz first, almost asking his permission to try and reach out to Taylor. Fitz nodded imperceptibility. Baldwin gave a relieved sigh and headed out to the landing where he knew Taylor would be having her sanity break.
What the hell are you doing, man? He barely knew Taylor, but for some reason felt protective of her. Even through his own pain he could see she was suffering, and he felt it was more than just this case. From her simple statement last night, telling him she’d shot a fellow detective, he assumed it was a case gone south, but perhaps there was more. He’d overheard Fitz and Marcus talking in the hall yesterday, caught Taylor’s name, but they’d clammed up the moment they realized he’d walked up to them. Something was up; both men looked earnest and concerned, but they had switched gears and welcomed him, asking if he wanted coffee or anything. He’d refused and continued down the hall, curiosity draping him in its mantle.
He let himself out of the door quietly, as if she wouldn’t notice the beep on the lock as it disengaged. Taylor didn’t turn, just shifted her weight to her other foot. He didn’t know what to say, but she took care of that.
“What’s up, Baldwin?” she asked. He didn’t know how she knew it was him, but was grateful she had initiated the conversation.
“I had a feeling you might want to talk.”
She whirled around, and he could see she had been crying; her nose was red and her eyes puffy. He felt a pang of relief. This gorgeous woman wasn’t perfect; she looked like hell when she cried.
“Talk about what? That this case is getting to me? That I’m feeling overwhelmed and pissed and utterly incapable of stopping this predator? That I’m having panic—”
She stopped herself, and Baldwin realized she must feel she was letting way too much information out. He didn’t blame her. He was a stranger to her. But she’d said enough to let him know she was in pain, and something inside him broke. He just wanted to reach out and help.
With a last deep inhale, she flipped the half-smoked cigarette out in the street and pushed past him to the door. Baldwin reached out and grabbed her hand.
“Don’t, Taylor. Talk to me.”
She gave him a puzzled look. “What do you want me to say? I don’t know you, Baldwin. I don’t know if I want to. Every time I look at you I get the feeling…ahh, screw it. I don’t need this right now.” She didn’t move to grab her passkey. Baldwin seized the moment, spoke quietly, still holding her hand.
“Taylor, circumstance has brought us together in a pretty bizarre way. A couple of days ago, I was willing to be gone from this world, and the next thing I know I’m working a case with a bunch of people who would probably prefer me head back to Virginia and leave them alone. I can’t get a handle on what’s happening either. Maybe I’m running from my own problems by trying to help you with yours. I don’t know. I don’t know anything anymore. But I’m here for you if you want me.”
“You’re here for me?”
He could see he’d said the wrong thing. Her eyes were blazing, her face suddenly transformed into anger. He locked in on her eyes, and felt himself lost in her internal storm. They are the most peculiar shade of gray, he thought to himself. They looked just like the storm clouds that had been rolling through the sky for the past few days. He heard her voice from a distance, and drew himself out of his momentary trance.
“What do you think you can do, Dr. Baldwin?” The sarcasm was biting, and he involuntary winced. “You think you can ride in here on your white horse and make everything right? You can’t. There are some things you have no idea about, and my life is on the top of the list.” She whipped her hand out of his and drew the passkey through the lock. The door almost struck him as a gust of wind blew it back on its hinges. He watched Taylor stalk down the hall, shoulders straight, back strong.
He smiled ruefully to himself, and looking back over his shoulder at the sky turning black he whispered, “You were the first one in the saddle.”
 



 
Thirty-Three
 
Father Francis Xavier was tired. He’d been hearing confessions for the past three hours, absolving his flock of their daily sins. A mundane bunch today: the most heinous thing he’d heard was from a young woman having lustful thoughts for her boyfriend. At least she’d come to confession. In this day and age, the modernization of the Church sometimes seemed to steal the very morality their young members were taught to practice. He doubted he’d made much of an impression. He’d probably hear from the same girl next week, asking forgiveness for going through with the act. Oh, well. He was doing the best he could.
He emerged from the confessional, stretching his tired back and deciding what to do for dinner. He removed his stole as he walked toward his office. He was expecting a student from Aquinas, Mary Margaret de Rossi, for a quick tea and chat in an hour. Maybe he’d convince her to head up to Starbucks and have some coffee instead. It would be quiet enough to talk and maybe cover some of her Latin language work. He had been tutoring her for several weeks. Her enthusiasm to learn the dead language heartened his soul, and he was thrilled that his young friend wanted to understand more of the ways of the Church. After coffee, he could pick something up on his way home, or run through the buffet line at Belle Meade Cafeteria. One advantage to living in the South, he though wryly. Meat and threes.
As he turned the corner into the hallway to the administrative offices for the Church, he caught a movement out of the corner of his eye. A man had entered the church and was making a beeline for the confessionals.
“Sir, I’m done for the day. I’ll be hearing confessions again tomorrow morning at ten. I’d be happy to hear your confession then.”
But the man ignored him and ducked into the rosewood box, quickly shutting the door behind him. Father Xavier sighed. Perhaps the man hadn’t heard him. He made his way back to the confessionals, slipped into his side and repeated his statement. There was no sound from the other side of the box.
“My son?” he asked.
“You will hear my confession now, Father. I have no time left.”
The voice was low, so soft that father Xavier could barely hear him. There was something in the tone that scared him. He felt a chill snake down his spine. He sat down, draping his stole over his shoulders.
“I am here, my son.”
The stranger bowed his head and made the sign of the cross. “Bless me, Father, for I have sinned. It has been two years since my last confession.”
The young priest’s words were automatic. “The Lord be in thy heart and on thy lips, that thou mayest rightly confess thy sins. In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost. Amen.”
The man paused a moment, then started to speak, the words spilling out faster and faster. “I confess to Almighty God, to blessed Mary ever Virgin, to all the Saints, and to you, my spiritual Father, that I have sinned. I am the angel of the power of God, the angel of judgment, the angel of truth. I and I alone am responsible for creating the One who will save all of us. It is too late for me, but my legacy will be fulfilled. This will be hard for you to hear, Father. But it is time, and I must be absolved for my sins and the sins of my unborn son.”
Father Xavier sat upright in his seat. Oh Lord, this one was crazy. What a capper on the day. “Go on.”
“Father, I am a scholar—a student of life—a practiced apprentice of love and death, the twin sides of a coin where one cannot exist without the other. I seek to help my disciples into a perfect state of being. Ideal beauty and absolute goodness. I am truth. I am their deliverance. I am the sun, essential to the creation and sustaining life of their world. I am the archangel, forced into their corporeal bodies, fighting to pilot their souls to the radiance of me, where they and I, together as one, can achieve the ultimate bliss.”
“My son, I do not understand you. Perhaps you need to speak with…”
“No!” The voice roared from behind the screen. “I will speak to you, to our God. He knows what I say is true, and has told me I am the truth behind the light. That’s why I killed them. To save the One who is the light.”
“Killed them? Who have you killed?” Father Xavier felt a small bead of sweat roll down his temple and brushed it away in annoyance.
“We are under the seal of confession here, Father. I trust I needn’t remind you that you cannot go to the police and tell them what I have said here.”
Father Xavier leaned back against the wall of the confessional. He’d heard stories of murderers coming to confession, placing their confessors in such awkward positions that there was no clear way out but copious amounts of prayer. His designs on a quiet evening bled away.
“Go on, my son.”
“Thank you, Father. You see, I’ve studied them as they march through their mean exile, looking for the One, the One who will understand and accept my thesis without complaint. I test each one I find worthy, forcing enlightenment into their beautiful heads. I comment on their words, trying, always trying, to help them focus on the light. My disciples flow into my life, anxiously awaiting another of my lessons: to drink in the exquisiteness of my words, to seek sustenance among my phrases, anything that will allow them to flow along their menial course throughout the rest of the day.
“At last, I found the perfect vessel for my substance, one who has allowed me to unfold my wings, force my soul into hers. She carries the One, Father. Our salvation lies in the womb of a woman near here. I fear I may have become lost in her—despite my intentions, I too am not immune to the corporeal sins of the flesh. It has been a true awakening of the small spirit within me. The others were necessary. I had to hedge my bets, as it were. If several were impregnated, it only increased my chances to father the One.”
Father Xavier felt dizzy. What in the name of God was this man talking about? He was obviously suffering from some sort of delusional messiah complex. He was rambling on and on, and Father Xavier tried to decipher the meaning of the man’s prophetic speech. He definitely seemed to have a God complex, but what did he mean about impregnating women to create the Messiah? Did he actually think he had that kind of power?
“…They were given the most spiritual of deaths. They were the catalysts, the ones who came before, the ones who fulfilled the prophecies. And with each death, another cycle was completed, another step toward the coming of the One was fulfilled.”
Though he knew the answer, the priest asked, “What cycle are you speaking of?”
“Don’t be dense, Father. The End of Days. The coming of our Lord is preceded by a series of events that portend His coming. The winds blow from the four corners of the Earth, the seas die and the rivers turn to blood. The Apocalypse, Father. I have set in motion the creation of our Apocalypse, the actions necessary to clear the way for our son to enter the world absolved. As soon as the prophesies are fulfilled, the One shall make himself known to the world.”
 



 
Thirty-Four
 
The reality of the situation sank in for Father Xavier. This was the killer the press had been reporting on. “You’re the one killing the Vanderbilt girls,” the priest spat out in horror.
“Oh, Father, I am not killing them. I am releasing them from their earthly bonds, allowing them to walk in the light of our Lord while the rest of the world awaits His coming.”
“You’re crazy. I suggest you leave now.” He wanted to get the man out of the confessional and out of his church.
“They were disposed of lovingly, Father.” The man continued as if he hadn’t heard a word the priest said. “Admittedly, I did lose my temper a few times. But they were given a clean and spiritual release. And it is time for me to have my absolution, for the sins I have perpetrated on these women and the ones to come.
“For these and all the sins of my past life, I ask pardon of God, penance and absolution from you, Father.”
Father Xavier sat frozen, his mind racing. He didn’t hear the man ask for his absolution. All he could focus on was his statement. The ones to come. He had to find a way into this man’s soul, try to stop him somehow. There were two young innocents dead and another missing. The ones to come. If this man could be believed, there would be more innocents dying, and maybe, just maybe, he would have a chance to stop this monster. Evil incarnate had landed right here on his doorstep.
“My son, I believe in order to have complete absolution, you must tell me everything. God can only absolve you if you speak aloud your sins.”
There was silence from the other side of the screen, and Father Xavier was frightened he’d lost the man, said the wrong thing. But the man cleared his throat and began speaking, suddenly lucid and clear.
“If you want all the gory details, Father, then I’ll be happy to indulge you. I have created our Messiah. In order to do that, I needed a woman to plant my seed in, to carry our Savior. A modern-day Mary, a mother of the One.
“But there have been complications along the way. I chose three worthy women, but I was wrong about two of them. One went crazy when I explained her role in the future of mankind and threatened to tell. The other was impregnated by another source. Both of these women failed me, and had to be destroyed, sacrifices to our apocalypse. They were responsible for their deaths, but I purified and cleanse their souls with an ancient and precious ritual, allowing them safe passage to the afterlife. They are in Heaven now.
“There is one left, and she carries my son. Our son. She understands and loves unconditionally, both myself, our God and our Messiah. She is safe from me, but others must suffer to complete the path. It will be finished soon, Father.
“There was another chosen for her role in this world. A woman no one would miss, and she proved herself worthy and became one with our Lord.”
My God, Father Xavier thought. He’s actually killed three women so far. He decided to try a different tack. “I think you have proven yourself, my son. I believe you have taken enough lives. This has to stop now. I can absolve you of these sins, but I cannot protect your soul if you plan to sin so egregiously again and again. There will be no true absolution for you.”
A shifting behind the screen, and Xavier sensed the man was smiling. “Ah, but there will be. I am at one with our Lord. Through His love and guidance I have been acting, and I must follow the path of righteousness in order to fulfill my quest. The signs have not been satisfied, not yet. Soon, it will be done. So very soon.”
“But why now? Why the suddenness of your actions? Do you not need time to reflect upon your sins, to understand why what you are doing is wrong in the eyes of our Lord? He does not want—”
“Yes, He does! He has told me I am the Chosen One, the only one who can carry out His plan. And there is no more time, Father. My time is running out, and I must finish before I die. Not only has He granted me the wisdom to create, but also He is taking my life in return. In less time than you can imagine, the One will be amongst us.
“Let me try this again. For these and all the sins of my past life, I ask pardon of God, penance and absolution from you, Father.”
Father Xavier couldn’t think, he couldn’t breathe. This nightmare must be stopped, and he did not have the power to do so. He needed to find a way to leave this man, to pray and reflect, even to break the seal of confession if it would save more lives. He decided to go on with the observance of the confession.
“For your penance, my son, I cannot imagine there are enough Hail Marys that can be said. You must find a way to make reparations, to cleanse yourself of these thoughts and continue down a different path that will end this quest without more killing. Turn yourself into the police, and all will not be lost. Please, I beg of you, do these things and…”
The man started on his Act of Contrition, as if he’d heard nothing the priest had said. “O my God, I am heartily sorry for having offended Thee, and I detest all my sins because of Thy just punishments. But most of all because they offend Thee, my God, who art all good and deserving of all my love. I firmly resolve, with the help of Thy grace, to sin no more and avoid the near occasions of sin. Amen.”
Father Xavier couldn’t help it, the words came before he could stop himself. “Ego te absolvo a peccatis tuis in nomine Patris, et Filii, et Spiritus Sancti. I absolve you of your sins in the name of the Father, and the Son, and the Holy Spirit.”
The man replied, “Amen.”
“Give thanks to the Lord, for He is good.”
“His mercy endures forever.”
“In nomine Patris et Filii et Spiritus Sancti, my son.”
He heard the man stand and open the door. He jumped to his feet; though the confession was traditionally an anonymous process, he felt he must see the man. He needed to see what the face of evil looked like.
By the time he opened the confessional door, he only caught a glimpse of the man’s back, retreating so quickly from the room that he was a blur.
Father Xavier sat down hard on the seat of the confessional. He heard a rumble of thunder, as if the heavens were displeased.
“Oh dear God, what have I done?”
He got up and rushed to his office. He needed to pray and consult with the Bishop. Perhaps he could find a way to break the seal of confession; surely it would be allowed if it meant saving lives. He put on a pot of tea and sat in his most comfortable chair, thinking hard. He had no way to identify the man who had just left. He’d never seen his face, only heard his sinister, low voice.
He could hear the storm raging and looked out the window. The wind had picked up, thunder was roaring closer, and lightning began flashing every few seconds. He took it as a sign. He needed to talk with the Bishop immediately.
He reached toward the desk to pick up the phone. The lights went out in the Church. He managed to fumble and grasp the phone receiver, but there was no dial tone. The storm had knocked out the electricity and the phones. He was left to sit in the darkness and pray for guidance. He started to do so with fervor.
 



 
Thirty-Five
 
The rain came down hard enough to leach in through the windowsill. Droplets formed a tiny river, slipping down the wall to puddle on the shiny hardwood floor. Jill lay on her right side, watching the progression. She figured it had been pouring for hours now. Wave after wave of thunder and lightning had been rocking the small room. At one point, she thought she heard tornado sirens blast.
She wasn’t sure how long she had been locked in the room. She remembered very little of what had happened over the past few days. At least she thought it had been a few days. She’d studied sensory deprivation in a psychology class and figured her perceptions could be completely off the mark. The continuous rain wasn’t helping. She knew for a fact she’d eaten three meals: two cheese omelets and one hurried bowl of macaroni and cheese. The urge to sleep had overtaken her before the meals were finished. When she woke each time, the food had been cleared away, only a glass of water left behind. She was glad of the emptiness; she was feeling sick to her stomach.
Standing shakily, she tried to get her bearings. She went to the window, but the shades were permanently drawn within the windows. Double glass, no cord. She wandered to the door, but it too was locked, just like it had been the past fifteen times she’d tried. The only other furnishings in the room were the double bed she had been rumpling, a bedside table, and a small lamp giving off the dimmest glow.
There were no noises except the vicious storm. She jumped as another flash of lightning hit, close enough to make her hair stand on end. The meager light from the lamp was extinguished. The electricity had gone off. Backlit by the violent flashes, she made her way back to the bed.
She was so tired, too tired even to cry. She lay facing the window, wondering what in the world was happening to her. She must be drugged somehow. She wasn’t panicked; she was more curious as to what was happening. She should be scared, she should be panicked, but everything was softly glowing—the drugs, she told herself – you’re being drugged. At least she knew there would be people trying to find her. The father of her child, for one. Gabriel wouldn’t let anything happen to her. He had been so good to her, so sweet. An angel. The affair had been going on for only a few weeks when she’d gotten pregnant. He was thrilled. She’d expected screams and threats, begging to end the pregnancy coupled with ‘I’ll always stand by you.’ But he was as excited as a new puppy. She wasn’t two months along before he started coming up with names. Boy’s names. He was absolutely positive that Jill was giving him a son.
The time had flown so quickly. Though she wasn’t completely sure it was the right thing to do, she’d agreed to keep the baby. She’d only shared the news with the doctor at the health clinic at Vanderbilt. She hadn’t gotten up the guts to tell her parents, nor had she shared the news with her friends. She hoped they just thought she was putting on weight. Though she was getting so big now, she supposed it wouldn’t stay secret for much longer. Baggy clothes only hid so much.
The lightning was so close, the thunder simultaneous, filling the room with light and shaking the walls at the same time. She had no idea what was going on, where she was, what in the name of God was going on. She hid beneath the covers, praying for the storm to end.
 
Jill awoke later with a start, crying out, choking. She looked around wildly. The same room, the same bed. She tried to gather her breath. She had dreamed of trees bending unmercifully in the wind, lightning crashing, and drowning in a river of blood.
“It was only a dream, Jill, it was only a dream.”
The arms reached her out of nowhere, and she realized Gabriel was holding her, whispering in her ear, soothing her with nonsensical murmurs. Was she dreaming? She didn’t have the energy to fight, didn’t protest when he laid her back onto the bed gently. She didn’t have the ability to shout when he rose and went to the door. Her screams merely echoed in her head as she heard the door lock behind him.
 



 
Thirty-Six
 
The thunder and lightning were moving in, the rain pouring in sheets against the windows of the squad room. The storm was unsettling; the squad room was filled with the smell of anxiety.
Price stuck his head out of his office. “Strategy meeting, conference room, fifteen minutes. And be aware, we’re under a tornado watch. Have your stuff ready in case we need to hit the basements.”
There were groans and shuffling. Marcus stopped typing and logged off his computer. Lincoln made a slow circuit around the room while Fitz flicked his lighter ever closer to his emergency cigarette. Taylor shifted her boots off her desk but didn’t get up. She stiffened as she saw Baldwin step back into the room, windblown and remorseful.
Price had seen Taylor slam back into the squad room, noticed her body language change when Baldwin came in. He gave her a surreptitious glance, thinking she may have had time to cool down from whatever had pissed her off so badly. No, she was still simmering, nearly giving off smoke from the fires lit inside her. He sighed. He needed his best detective back, all the way. He didn’t have time for a turf war.
He walked to her desk, eyebrows raised.
“Everything okay there, sugar?”
She gave him a small smile. “Right as rain.”
“Ha-ha.” He looked at her closely, started to speak, then decided to leave it alone. She was a big girl. He didn’t need to fight any battles for her.
Taylor looked at Price’s receding back. He was hollow eyed, tired and obviously just as shocked as his detectives that another Vandy student had disappeared. She felt a pang of remorse. He was a good man; she admired him. She resolved to pull it together, yet again. Mitchell Price was one person she never wanted to disappoint.
Price called, “Okay everyone, screw fifteen. Let’s go ahead and chat about our next moves now. We can do it right here. We have a case to solve. Let’s try to get it in before the storm really hits.”
As if to answer him, the lights went out, plunging them into darkness.
“The generators are going to come on, right?” Marcus’s voice had a little waver in it, the perfect tension releaser. The group fell back on the tried and true: take it out on someone else.
Fitz called, “Hey, Marcus, you afraid of the dark?”
“No, you big old fat fool, I’m just asking if we have generators for this shithole.”
Price started a laugh but covered it with a cough. But Taylor didn’t hold back. Her giggling was infectious. They were all roaring with laughter when the tornado sirens went off.
Taylor grabbed a Maglite from her desk drawer. Suddenly sober, she instructed, “Everyone to the basements.” They all got up to follow her out.
 
 
Baldwin felt badly. He hadn’t meant to fight with Taylor, just to help somehow. She’d reached out to him when he was at his lowest point. He wanted to give something back. He’d rushed in without taking the time to figure out if Taylor would accept any overtures from him. He was a complete stranger, shoving his way into her case and into her life. No wonder she didn’t want to have anything to do with him. He felt the despair creeping up his spine but shoved it away. He couldn’t fold this easily, not yet. He needed, well, he didn’t know what he needed, but it was something he knew only Taylor Jackson could give him.
He caught up her on the steps. “Are those the new tornado sirens going off?”
“Yep. After that one hit downtown a few years ago, they put ’em in. This is the first time I’ve heard them go off downtown, though. Kinda wild, you know?”
Her voice had lost its earlier edge. She had extended the olive branch. He accepted it with open arms.
“It is. I hope this is a false alarm.”
They set up shop in the basement, taking cover from the malicious winds tearing at the building. Taylor’s voice rang out clear and sharp.
“Might as well have that status meeting now. Here’s where we stand. Jill Gates is a junior at Vanderbilt. She’s from Huntsville, Alabama; a blonde, like Shelby and Jordan. Her parents reported her missing this morning. They say they haven’t spoken with her in four days. Four days, people. He could have snatched her up before he killed Shelby.”
“Shelby had been missing for how long before she was found?” Baldwin asked.
Taylor’s flashed the light at him. “Three days, as far as we know. Her roommate Vicki last saw her Friday night. We found her body Monday morning. If MP had taken the report Saturday instead of assuming it was a college kid doing their thing over the weekend, we might have been able to save her.”
The bitterness in Taylor’s voice broke his heart. He knew why she’d attacked him now. She was blaming herself for this whole mess. And he finally realized how he could help: solve this damn case, and give her some peace of mind.
“Let’s try to establish a timeline here. When does Sam think Jordan was killed?”
Taylor looked to her second. “Fitz?”
“Let me see that flashlight.” He shuffled some papers and pulled out the autopsy report on Jordan Blake. “Sam estimates she wasn’t in the water more than five days or so.” He thought for a moment, counting on his fingers. “With that time frame, she could have been killed on Wednesday or Thursday, then dumped into the river.”
Marcus reached over and flipped the page. “So he kills Jordan on Wednesday night or Thursday morning, then immediately grabs Shelby?”
Baldwin started nodding. “Okay, if that’s how it went down, he killed Shelby sometime on Sunday night and dumped her at the Parthenon. Jill’s parents report her missing today and say they haven’t talked to her for four days. That means the last time they talked to her was Sunday?”
“Yeah, that’s what the report says. That means he took Jill before he killed Shelby.” Taylor was getting upset. “We should have another body showing up here anytime, huh?”
Baldwin was sitting close to Taylor in the dark room. He gave her what he hoped was an encouraging smile. “Not necessarily. Don’t give up just yet. What else do we know about Jill?”
“I got off the phone with Jill’s parents right before we got stuck in here,” Lincoln said. “They’re heading up from Huntsville. They’re just blown away by all of this.”
“Did they give you any other information?”
“They said she was seeing someone, but they don’t have any idea who it could be. She never confided in her parents about that kind of stuff, but they said she was being especially secretive lately. She didn’t go home over Fall Break and told them she was going to stay on campus to get ready for exams. They called her on Saturday, but she was in a rush and got off the phone real quick said she had to meet a friend for dinner. That’s the last they talked to her.”
“Good, that’s good. Taylor, didn’t you say you had the feeling Shelby had a boyfriend, but her roommate wouldn’t give you anything on him?”
“Yeah, I got the sense she was keeping something from me. With Shelby’s background, I felt it might be a secret affair.”
Price finally spoke. “And we know for a fact Jordan was involved with someone, willingly or unwillingly. Her pregnancy confirms it. If Jill Gates also had a mystery lover, we’re getting somewhere here.”
Marcus and Fitz spoke at the same time. “Same boyfriend.”
Baldwin gave them a big smile. “Same boyfriend. We find him and maybe we’ll find the killer.”
 



 
Thirty-Seven
 
Mary Margaret struggled with her backpack and umbrella, her glasses sliding down her nose. She was trying to make it to St. Catherine’s to meet Father Xavier before the storm hit full force. The sky was a deep green; she’d seen tornado skies before and was certain that the fierce swirling winds were bearing down on her as she ran. The hairs stood up on the back of her neck, and deep chills ran down her spine. She shook it off the unsettled feeling. The lightning was close. It was simply static electricity making her hair bush out and stand on end.
A huge gust of wind caught the umbrella and tore it out of her hands. “Damn it!” she screamed, watching it fly away. It was the worst curse she allowed herself to say aloud, but the guilt of losing her temper hit her immediately. Another Hail Mary from Father Xavier. There was no way she was going to be on time for their scheduled meeting. She thought longingly of the warm fragrant tea he would be brewing in his cozy office. She never ran late for their sessions. She hoped he wasn’t worrying about her.
Mary Margaret loved her theology classes at Aquinas College. It was a relief for her to be in the company of so many young students who shared her beliefs. When she found her way back to the Church, the doors swung wide and welcoming for a young woman in search of herself. There was no judgment, no dirty looks. Of course, no one knew her background. Mary Margaret had only confided in one person about her past.
She’d met Father Francis Xavier a few months back. He was new to Nashville, too, a young, principled and compassionate priest. She felt an immediate connection with him and started going to mass at his home church, St. Catherine’s. He was a stranger in town, a little lonely, and always willing to discuss the mysteries of theology with his new friend. One night, she asked him to take her confession. It was the only way she could think of to share her pain and humiliation with another person without repercussion.
Mary Margaret’s family lived in Atlanta and had left the Catholic Church before she hit her early teens. Her grandmother, a full-blown, off-the-boat Italian Catholic, had converted to Baptist for an unknown reason and harangued the family until they switched as well. The main force of her argument was her fear that if they were not saved, she would never see them in heaven.
Mary Margaret had never been terribly religious. As she entered her teens she found many more exciting things to do than going to church four nights a week and spending weekends in revivals. She fell into a group of misfits who got her drinking, then using drugs. Ultimately, she began having sex with the boys in the group. Atlanta provided many excitements for a rebellious teenage girl, but she soon grew bored of her life and wanted to strike out on her own. With one hundred dollars in her pocket, she left town.
She made her way across the country, hitching rides with strangers, working for cash in small town cafés, trading herself if she got too low on cash to purchase drugs. She made calls home to her parents, but they were so upset with her that they wouldn’t talk to her. She wasn’t happy living on the edge. She was lonely, run down and a little sick of herself and her behavior. She began having thoughts of returning home. And then it had all caught up with her.
Somewhere in the backwoods of Colorado, she’d hitched a ride with the wrong man. He’d beaten her and raped her, then dumped her in a campground. A church group on a day hike found her bloodied and bruised, but alive. They’d taken her to the nearest hospital, a small community endeavor run by the Catholic Church.
It was the words of succor from the nuns that had brought her back to life a changed woman. One of the nuns told her of a college in Nashville, Aquinas College. It was a perfect place for her to start over. The nuns allowed her to live with them for a time, helped her study for and acquire her GED. They celebrated her triumph when she was offered a small scholarship to Aquinas. With their meager savings, they got her on a plane to Nashville and paid her first year’s rent on a small apartment across the street from the school. This set up made it simple for her to walk to class and placate her caffeine addiction at the local Starbucks. She took jobs on campus to pay the rent and worked as hard as she could to begin a new life. Her faith in her newfound religion had become the cornerstone to a whole new world.
When she’d finished her confession, Father Xavier found he had even more respect for his young friend. He convinced her it was time to let her parents know where she was. They didn’t welcome her back with open arms, but their relationship began to mend. She had been to Atlanta a few times to visit, and was calling dutifully once a week.
She was healing.
As the wind lashed her face and the rain plastered her hair to her skull, she ran across the parking lot and was almost hit when a car screeched around the corner and pulled up beside her. The passenger door swung open, and she was overcome with relief. She knew this car, and the man driving it. How she had gotten so lucky that he was driving by as she was struggling to get out of the storm? It must have been divine intervention. All she saw was shelter and, hopefully, a ride to St. Catherine’s. He was yelling at her to hurry up and get in, and with a quick prayer to Mary to keep her safe, she did.
Fighting with the door, she finally managed to slam it behind her. She was soaked to the bone, shaking with fear and cold. The man in the car gave her a huge smile. For a brief moment she thought he looked like Satan himself; silhouetted against the storm he was hidden in shadows, his hair standing on end, his eyes blank holes in his face.
Then the light went on in the car and she saw he was just the ordinary, handsome man she knew. She laughed at herself; it was just the storm making her spooky.
“Thanks so much. I almost blew away there.”
“I saw under the altar the souls of them that were slain for the Word of God, and for the testimony which they held.”
“Pardon me?”
The man said nothing more, just smiled and put the car in gear. Mary Margaret’s internal alarm bells went off, but before she could do anything, she heard the locks on the doors snap closed.
 



 
Thirty-Eight
 
The storm worsened, and conversation drifted off, each detective lost in their own thoughts about the case or the storm or what to have for dinner. Taylor sat on the floor under a small stack of blankets, feeling incredibly foolish. She’d been through many storms before, but this one had a different feeling about it: a malevolent, evil oppression. She shook her head, trying to get the feeling of doom out of her mind. How silly was she? Thirty-four years old and afraid of a little storm.
Thunder shook the building, and they heard a rushing noise like a freight train getting ready to ram through the walls. There were a few nervous laughs from the darkness, but everyone was listening to the rushing wind intently.
Baldwin reached over and touched her shoulder to get her attention over the noise of the storm. “Were you here the last time the tornadoes came through downtown?”
His voice gave her a little comfort. Strange, it seemed to be hours since their spat on the stairwell. But Taylor was used to that. She didn’t lose her temper often, but when she did, she did it thoroughly and without thought. Once it was over, it was over. She did feel a little embarrassed by her outburst, but she was too worried about the storm to deal with it at the moment. Besides, she thought, fear makes strange bedfellows. She blushed in the dark at the fleeting image that came with the thought, cleared her throat and replied to Baldwin’s innocuous question.
“No. I was on vacation and saw it on the news. I’m glad I wasn’t here. Sometimes I prefer to watch the wrath of God from afar.”
“Wrath of God, huh? Think it’s that bad out there?”
She gave him a sidelong glance, trying to decide if he was mocking her. She had the distinct impression he wasn’t talking about the storm.
But Baldwin sat calmly, legs drawn up and hands dangling loosely in between.
“You never know,” she said lightly. “How are we going to find the boyfriend?”
“The moment we’re cleared to get out of here, we drive to Vanderbilt and take the place apart. Someone knows who these girls were seeing. From all you’ve told me, Shelby Kincaid didn’t necessarily confide in her parents. She could easily be seeing someone as well. Three girls seeing the same man? If we’re right, now we have a suspect and a possible motive.”
“You mentioned cults earlier when we talked about the aconite. Do you think the girls were aware of each other, that the relationship with this man was open, so to speak? Or done in a group? These kids love to experiment now, and if they had a charismatic leader pushing them into a group situation…”
“It’s entirely possible. It all depends on our suspect. But I’m inclined to say no, simply because of the timing. It feels like he’s snatching and dumping, going through some sort of ritual sacrifice. But I’ve been wrong before.”
“I want to talk to Shelby’s mother again. I did get the sense there were things left unsaid during the interview.”
“You have good instincts. Follow them.”
“So do you,” she said, surprised how pleased she was by the compliment. “The problem is, we’re three steps behind this creep. I have the worst feeling, like he’s out there on the storm’s winds, doing something right now. Silly, I know.”
“It’s not silly at all. It’s how I always feel when I’m working a serial. Completely out of control, and every step I make could be the wrong one and cost a life. It’s the chance we take, working these cases, knowing no matter what we do, we might be too late.”
He said it without artifice, and she realized, for all the seriousness of the conversation, she enjoyed talking to him. You’re out of your mind, Jackson.
“Something else is bothering me. They’re all so different. I mean, Jordan Blake was supposedly trouble on a stick, and her parents are quite absent. Shelby Kincaid was the extreme opposite, with overprotective parents and a reticent personality, super focused on her studies. Jill Gates is in between, and her parents certainly sound like they’re attentive, at the very least. Would one man be drawn to three wildly different personalities? I thought serials went for the same type.”
“The different personalities are interesting to me as well, but they all have similar physical characteristics. I think what makes them alike in looks attracted this man, not what made them different. What’s bothering me is the mixed presentation. Leaving semen and fingerprints tell me this is a disorganized killer. Multiple victims in a short time frame, staged scenes, the herbs, all point to a very organized offender. In other words, these could be his first crimes and he doesn’t know any better, doesn’t know how to clean up after himself. Or he could be very much in control, is building up to something bigger and splashier, thinks he’s smarter than us and will get away with it, or doesn’t care if he’s caught. Because he’s exhibiting hallmarks of both, that tells me he’s decompensating. He’s making mistakes now. I’m inclined to think he’s a disorganized offender, and there’s something else going on.”
“How do you do this? Profile, I mean. Quantico is on everyone’s radar right now. What y’all do up there is fascinating. Everything you just told me makes perfect sense, but how does it help us catch him?”
He tensed, and she mentally kicked herself. When he answered, his voice wasn’t as easy. “There’s a science to it, no doubt, but for most of us, it’s the ability to trust our gut. We rely on experience and instinct. Years and years of instinct. If you’re a good investigator, it rarely leads you wrong, until…” The unspoken words hung in the air. Until it does.
He was no longer relaxed, stood and started to pace. Taylor sighed to herself. And you were doing so well. Good job upsetting him. Another thought hit her, this one more immediate.
“Hey, Price? Do you think the generators came on in the jail?”
She could barely see the alarm on her boss’s face; the batteries were running down in their only flashlight and the light was fading quickly.
“We better hope so. All of those locks are electronic; the doors would have swung open if the lights went off for more than five minutes. Last thing we need, a bunch of half-cocked prisoners wandering the streets. How long have we been in here anyway?”
A small light glowed on Fitz’s wrist.
“’Bout a half hour, Cap. Think it’s cool to get out of here yet? I’m getting a little claustrophobic.”
“I think we’re good. Let’s go see what’s happened.”
 



 
Thirty-Nine
 
Mary Margaret was sitting on her hands, which were tied low behind her back. She had managed to scoot around a little in the confines of the confessional, but only enough to wedge her fingers under her butt.
The events of the past hours were all a blur. She remembered the man picking her up, their quick exodus to St. Catherine’s Church. She was so relieved to be indoors, away from the fury of the storm.
Father Xavier had greeted them, obviously relieved to see she was okay and thankful that her friend had delivered her safely to his door. He guided them into his office. The man she was with asked for something to drink, and the priest poured them steaming cups of his aromatic tea. She could vaguely recall the taste of the tea: amazingly bitter, despite the three spoons full of sugar she had dumped in. Regardless, it was warm and she was safe within the confines of her mother church.
Almost immediately, her mouth had gone numb and her stomach felt violently upset. She vaguely heard Father Xavier remark that he wasn’t feeling well either, and then all was black.
It seemed like hours later when she came to. She didn’t know immediately where she was. Her stomach felt like it was filled with knives, her hands were going numb. She thought hard and realized she was still in the church. In fact, she could tell that she was inside the confessor’s side of the confessional.
She had no idea how long she’d been stuck in here. The gag in her mouth was cutting off her breath, and she figured if she breathed slowly through her nose she didn’t feel she would suffocate immediately. Her stomach heaved violently. Her whole body was going numb; she couldn’t feel her limbs anymore.
She heard footsteps and listened intently. They grew closer. She could tell there were two people coming toward her. One was shuffling, one was marching with purpose. She heard muted voices, muttering and moaning. She tried to scream, but the only sound that she could manage was a tiny whimper. She felt ashamed. At the moment of her death she should be full of grace, praying to the mother Mary to give her strength and acceptance. She didn’t doubt for a minute she was dying; she felt as if she’d left her body already. Her mind was able to register what was happening, but her body was slipping away and wouldn’t respond. She couldn’t feel them, but the tears began to roll down her face.
The door to the priest’s side of the confessional was thrown open. The box shook with the force of a body hitting the wall inside. Mary Margaret could see a man’s face, dim and veiled through the partition screen. The door to the confessional slammed again. They were left in darkness.
Mary Margaret could barely make out the white collar around the man’s throat. Something told her it must be Father Xavier. She whimpered again, trying to get his attention. His head lolled to the side. She wondered briefly if he was dead. When a moan escaped his lips, she breathed a slow sigh of relief through her nose. Neither of them were dead yet.
She tried to speak through the gag in her mouth, which had loosened.
“Futther,” she whispered. “Futther, ere ou kay?”
She was rewarded with a moan, and barely made out the word “devil.”
“Futther, ere oo okay?”
She watched him carefully through the screen. His breathing was labored; he was not gagged. Mary Margaret could see a trickle of blood flowing from the side of his head. She could tell his lips were moving, though no sound reached her ears.
The footsteps came again, and the door to the confessional was thrown open briefly. A hand snaked in and ripped the gag from her mouth. She heard the voice, disembodied, as if she were hearing the Holy Ghost speak aloud.
“Confess your sins, little one. Confess and be shriven, go to your heaven with an unsoiled soul.”
The door slammed shut again, but before she could cry out, she smelled gasoline. Heard the flick of the match. Felt the heat as the flames exploded around her.
“Father,” she screamed, somehow finding the strength to cry aloud. “Father, forgive me, for I have sinned.” The flames grew around her, scorching her hair, filling the tiny grave with smoke. She began to cough, knew she would speak no more. She prayed silently.
As Mary Margaret lost consciousness, she heard one last word. A strangled whisper. She didn’t know if it was from her God or the priest being immolated with her, but the word filled her with peace, and she stopped struggling against her earthly bonds.
“Forgiven,” the voice said.
And the flames took them.
 



 
Forty
 
He stood watching the flames, a small smile playing on his lips. He raised his eyes to the dark and boiling skies. “And when he had opened the seventh seal, there was silence in heaven…”
 



 
Forty-One
 
The skies were still roiling with gray and black clouds, and rain continued to pour down. Lightning reached out a fiery hand toward the earth. Nature wasn’t finished with her punishment, but the winds had lessened.
Downtown Nashville looked like a war zone. Trees, trash, metal; all were strewn around in the streets like litter after a celestial concert, carelessly dropped by receding waves of humanity. People were venturing into the streets to survey the damage, their eyes wide with the excitement and fear that accompanies every natural calamity. The sense of awe was palpable; it was dazzling to be involved in something that they had no control over.
Workplaces were left with flickering lights or no electricity at all, so many had shut down for the rest of the day. It was better for the people not directly involved in the cleanup to get out of the way. The tornado had cut a swath two hundred yards wide right down the main downtown streets of Nashville, but most of the outlying areas had only suffered superficial damage. There were no reports of deaths.
Fitz, Marcus and Lincoln had snuck off to their respective homes to see if they had taken a hit from the storm. Price had to deal with the law enforcement aspects of helping with the cleanup. He wasn’t very popular with the rest of the detectives in the CID at the moment. After a brief meeting with the chief of police, he’d called in all the off duty detectives. They weren’t happy to find they needed to go help Patrol work the roadblocks that had been put up around Nashville to help NES get the power back on.
With everyone gone, Taylor finally felt like she had some breathing room. She and Baldwin stayed in the homicide office, planning their next steps. The storm damage was impeding their ability to cross town to Vanderbilt to interview everyone again, and the phones were all down. The school had been evacuated, the student and administration scattered.
After a frustrating hour of waiting, they gave up, decided to take a break and get some food. She was glad for a momentary respite from the case to clear her head and recharge her batteries.
As they drove out on Interstate 40, circling around downtown, they were impressed at how quickly the clean up was progressing. Many of the streets had already been cleared. The damage was not as severe as it had initially looked, but many trees were uprooted and power lines were strewn across the streets.
Taylor decided it would be best to get out of the way, so she suggested they head back to her side of town to get some dinner. She lived in Bellevue, a small community just west of Nashville. It didn’t take them long to make the drive. The tornado had been confined to downtown. Once past the exits for West End, the streets were relatively clear.
She pulled into a neighborhood restaurant called Jonathan’s, and they went inside. The place was packed, a beehive of activity. It seemed no one wanted to stay at home; they’d all come out to share the day’s excitement. They made their way through the throng of people waiting for tables at the front door and went into the back bar.
They’d been making desultory chitchat on the ride over, mostly about the weather. The memory of her outburst had faded away. More comfortable together now, they ordered beers. Taylor brought out a pack of cigarettes and offered one to Baldwin.
Baldwin gave her a grateful grin. “I’d love one, but I quit a few years ago.”
Taylor gave him a smile and lit the cigarette. “So did I.” She took a couple of drags, crushed it out and rose.
“Will you order me some fried clams? I need to go to the bathroom.”
“No problem.” He watched her walk away and saw many heads turn as she pushed through the crowd. He started berating himself. He knew now why he was interested in staying on this case, and it wasn’t only the murders themselves.
Taylor wove her way to the bathroom, grateful to find it empty. She stood in front of the mirror, pretending to smooth down her hair. She could have easily let Baldwin head to his own home, but instead she’d invited him to dinner. There was something about him that made her want to stay in his company. She’d lashed out at him earlier more from fear than anything else. When he’d offered to be there for her if she needed him when they were out on the steps, she’d had a yearning so strong it felt like a blow to the chest. Something about Baldwin had gotten under her skin, and she was furious at herself for letting that happen.
At the same time, she wanted to crumble into his arms, cry on his shoulder, try to explain the frustration, the pain she was feeling. She was lonely. He was the nearest attractive warm body, even if he was screwed up.
She gave herself a once over in the mirror. Knock it off, Taylor. This isn’t right. She nodded to herself in reluctant agreement and went back to Baldwin.
The kitchen had worked quickly; there was a plate of fried clams in front of her seat. She sat, noting that Baldwin had not started eating his cheeseburger. Manners. Hmmm.
Suddenly shy, she dug into her food. The clams were perfect, crunchy and smooth. She hadn’t realized how hungry she was. She noticed Baldwin was eating his burger as a man condemned, savoring each bite as though it was his last. It brought her up short, and she started laughing.
“You know, they’ll make you more if you want.”
“I feel like I haven’t had a chance to relax and eat in months. You know the other night at Mulligan’s was the first time I’d been in a restaurant for almost six months. I thought I’d savor the moment.”
Taylor saw the opportunity. “I’ve been wanting to ask how you were feeling. You seem to be, what’s a good way of putting it…”
“Better?”
“Yes. Better.”
He took a careful bite of his burger, giving himself a moment before he had to answer. “I guess you could say this case has caught my interest. I have a gut feeling it’s not over by a long shot.”
“The case. Of course.”
He gave her a long look, and her stomach tightened. What the hell was she doing?
“Or maybe I felt like you saved my life, and I owed you one.” He looked straight into her eyes, marveling at their chameleon qualities. In the darkness of the bar, they were lavender, her pupils dilated. She had a sexy, come-hither quality that he was having a hard time denying. He’d never seen anything so exquisite in his life. Realizing it probably showed on his face, he hastily turned away and shoved some fries in his mouth.
But Taylor had caught the moment of unguarded emotion. She didn’t know if it was gratefulness or attraction, but she reached over and touched his arm.
“I’m glad you stayed with it.” She left it at that and finished the rest of her meal.
They sat quietly, not feeling the need to talk. They’d come to some tacit agreement in their silence. Yes, the attraction was there. Yes, they both felt it. No reason to push anything.
Taylor ordered another round of beers. As they were set in front of them, her cell phone rang. She looked at the caller ID and frowned.
“Price,” she told Baldwin, who nodded. He knew their brief idyll was just that, though he was sorry they couldn’t spend a little more time together away from the case. Maybe they’d found Jill Gates.
“Hey, Captain.” He could see the muscles in her shoulders tense. “Where? Okay, we’re on our way. Yeah, I’ve got Baldwin with me. He’ll come along.” She hung up, took a last swig of her beer.
“Price wants you to come with me to a scene.” She was frowning, her attention already pulled away, and he felt the lack of it keenly.
“What scene? Did they find Jill?”
She shook her head. “I don’t know. St. Catherine’s Church caught on fire. They thought it was a lightning strike from the storm until the firefighters found two bodies shoved into a confessional. They were burned to death.”
 



 
Forty-Two
 
They pulled into the parking lot at the church, weaving their way through the fire engines. Large crime scene lights showed the church exterior. It was made of harled white stone and had only suffered superficial damage, but curls of smoke were still drifting through the air, a smoldering perfume clinging to the parking lot. Taylor saw Sam standing by the entrance of the church looking grim, giving directions to two men with a heavy gurney between them, and went to join her.
Sam gave the two a long look. “What took you so long?”
“So long? Price only called me ten minutes ago. We came immediately.”
“Oh. Sorry.” She frowned, nodding. “I’ve already pulled them out and we’re taking them back to the office.”
“Want to fill me in? Price didn’t give me any details.”
Sam kept nodding. She was smudged with soot and had a faraway look on her face. “Yeah. Let’s go over there.” She pointed to Taylor’s car and started walking. Taylor and Baldwin followed. “Sorry to be short, but this is freaking me out.”
“Sam?” Taylor said sharply. She was getting a little freaked out, too. Sam never got flustered at a scene.
“I’m okay, T, just a little rattled. Baldwin, are you Catholic?”
“No. I’m Episcopalian. At least I used to be. Why?”
“Just wondering. I’m Catholic. This isn’t the way I’d like to go. I don’t think I’ll make it to confession for a while. Taylor, do you have a cigarette?”
“You’re going to smoke at a fire?”
“Hey, give me a break, okay?”
Taylor gave her one and lit it for her. “You mind filling us in?”
Sam took a long drag and coughed slightly. “Fire Department got the call right after the storm rolled through. Everyone figured a lightning strike started the fire. The guys went in full bore with the hoses, but it wasn’t too bad. Seemed to be confined to the nave and chapel. They put it out, but there was that smell, you know?”
They did know. The unmistakable sweet, sickening smell of burnt flesh had invaded their nostrils as they’d drawn close to the doors of the church.
“So they get the flames put out relatively quickly and start looking around. They followed the burn pattern to the confessionals and found them inside. The woman was on one side, the priest on the other. They’re pretty charred; it looks like the fire was started in the confessional, or damn close to it.”
Taylor was running through the scenarios when Baldwin jumped in. “So it appears intentional? They were murdered?”
“It looks that way. They have an ID on the priest. Father Francis Xavier. He wasn’t burned as badly, his wallet made it through pretty much unscathed. The bishop confirmed he was doing confessions today. He told me he was new to the church, recently moved here from Boston.”
“What about the woman?”
“She’s a mess. It looks like she was bound, her arms were behind her back and there was a little bit of cording around her wrists that made it through the fire. But there’s nothing on her as far as ID. They searched the church, there’s no purse or anything that looks like it would belong to a woman.”
“Are you going to try and do a dental on her?”
The question was lingering in the air around them. No one wanted to say the name out loud in case it would become truth, crystallized by meeting the air.
“I’m going to have to. She’s burned up pretty badly.”
“I’ll call and see if her parents are already up here. They’ll need to get her dental radiographs for us ASAP.”
“Thanks, Taylor. I’ll post her first thing in the morning.”
Sam reached over and gave Taylor a hug. “I’m sorry,” she whispered, and turned back to her van.
Baldwin turned to Taylor, who looked stricken and suddenly very tired.
“Do you think it’s her?”
Taylor sighed. “Yeah.” She pulled out her cell phone and speed dialed. “Fitz? It’s Taylor. Just wanted you to know. We may have found Jill Gates.”
 



 
Forty-Three
 
The parking lot was full, people rushing about, yelling, panicking. The air smoldered, the scents of smoke and death lingered.
“And the angel took the censer, and filled it with the fire of the altar…”
He turned away. So much left to do.
 



 
Forty-Four
 
Jill woke when the needle pricked her arm. She shook her head, trying to clear her vision, focusing on the stinging in the crook of her elbow. She started to cry, then felt herself melt away into the darkness again.
She knew the drugs were making her hallucinate. She thought she was sitting in a massive green courtyard, even though she knew she was in the bed. She tried to get her bearings, looking first right, then left, but her head felt like it was tethered in place. Her arms were bound at her side. She could only look ahead, to the expanse of green grass in front of her. There was a shadow there, a woman swaying from side to side like a cobra mesmerized by an unknown song. She tried to speak, to ask where she was, but no words came out. The shadow shifted, slowly, so slowly, side to side, and Jill heard the sound of sobbing. The woman was sad. So very sad. And suddenly she was gone, and the shadows lifted, leaving only a blank wall of green in their place.
Jill heard a voice in her head. She knew it came from the woman. She was angry now, crying and yelling. Her voice faded in and out, and Jill tried so hard to hear what she was saying, but only snatches of the woman’s voice came to her. “I will tell,” said the voice. “I will tell them what you’ve done.”
Another voice joined the mix, this one somewhat familiar, deeper, comforting. Was it soothing the woman, or trying to calm her. The voice of the woman grew fainter, and Jill could hear the soothing voice, quieter this time. “You will be honored.”
 



 
 
 
 
The Fifth Day
 



 
Forty-Five
 
Taylor and Baldwin shivered in the parking lot of the church. It was barely morning and exceptionally cool, overcast and breezy. A few times through the night, hot cups of coffee appeared magically at their elbows, borne in on a tray by a young man Taylor didn’t recognize. Despite her distaste for straight coffee, Taylor had accepted the steaming Styrofoam cups gladly, holding on to the precious warmth and choking down the bitter liquid. Baldwin had been sucking down cup after cup and was jumping around like a child on Christmas morning.
Taylor took in his appearance with a smile. “Baldwin, you’re a mess.”
He gave her a hurt look and bent to examine his reflection in the side mirror of her car. He gave a halfhearted swipe at his hair, which was standing on end and pointing off in every direction like a broken compass needle. He had two days worth of stubble darkening his jaw and cheeks, and his eyes were bloodshot from the smoke and lack of sleep. He hadn’t felt so alive in months.
“Yeah, well, you look great.”
Taylor blushed and turned away. She knew he was full of it, but didn’t argue. The mark of a true southern belle: never put aside a compliment. She ran her hands through her hair, smoothed the mass into a messy ponytail. Gave him a smile.
Though it had been several hours since the fire, the reek of burnt flesh was pervasive, even without the bodies present. Taylor had been smoking all night trying to get the smell out of her nose. She’d only succeeded in giving herself a sore throat. Her voice had lowered an octave: the chill, the smoke, and the slight cold were catching up to her. She popped two Advil Cold & Sinus pills out of their blister pack and swallowed them down with the remnants of coffee sloshing around her cup. She wrinkled her nose; it had gone cold.
Baldwin rubbed his hands together and shoved them deep in the pockets of his jeans. “Do you think they’re about done in there? I’m getting hungry.”
“They should be. Let’s go check with the chief, see what’s keeping them.” They started toward the entry of the nave, but the fire chief walked out before she could reach the doors. He greeted her with a tired smile.
“Lieutenant Jackson. Long night. You’ve been freezing your tush off the whole time?”
“Yep. Fire Chief Andrew Rove, meet Dr. John Baldwin, FBI. He’s working the case with us.”
They shook, and the chief said, “FBI, huh? Well, you’ll want to know this is, without a doubt, arson. The combustible gas detector found gasoline was used as an accelerant near the confessional. Jackson, your crime scene techs are trying to lift some prints from the priest’s office; it looks like there were people in there before the fire started. Tea for three, laid out on the coffee table. How very civilized.”
“Tea for three. But only two bodies. The victims knew their killer,” Baldwin said.
“Could be. We didn’t find anything leftover, no gas cans, no rope, nothin’. Place is clean as a whistle except for the office. We’re pulling out now, there’s nothing more for us to do.”
“Thanks, Chief. I look forward to the report.”
With a nod and a small salute, he went to his truck.
Tim Davis, Sam’s death investigator on the scene, walked out of the church with several bags in his hands. Taylor jogged over to him. “Anything worthwhile?”
“I managed to picked up prints off two of the teacups. Unfortunately, the third was clean, still full of tea. Untouched. There was some liquid left in the two that I printed, I’ll run it through the mass spectrometer and see what turns up. And I’ll get these prints over to Lincoln. If I were a betting man, I’d wager they belong to our vics, so there may be nothing to compare them to if we can’t lift something off their hands. Third cup was probably the person who set the fire. Didn’t want to leave any traces behind.”
Taylor chewed on that for a minute. Baldwin was silent. She could see the wheels turning in his head.
“Good work. Get out of here, Tim. Thanks for everything.”
He waved his bags at her and walked away. Taylor turned to Baldwin, confusion settling in her eyes. She needed some time to think about what had happened. “Wanna get some breakfast?”
He looked deep into her eyes, recognizing the frustration she was feeling. “Yeah, let’s do that. I’m starved. My mama always told me, when in doubt, eat.”
They made their way to the car and headed out. They took the back roads past the huge homes in Belle Meade into Green Hills, skirted the morning traffic down Hillsboro Road and pulled into the parking lot of the Pancake Pantry, a well-established staple for breakfast in Nashville. The restaurant was so popular that an hour wait was not uncommon, but on this brisk morning, the line was blessedly absent. They had to wait ten minutes for the doors to open, both standing with hands in their pockets against the cold. Baldwin moved closer to shelter the worst of the breeze. Taylor leaned against him gratefully, happy for the contact as much as the warmth of his body.
When the hostess finally came to unlock the doors, Baldwin held the door for Taylor. Inside, she caught a glimpse of a flyer in the window. The poster featured a large picture of a smiling Jill Gates. The headline read Have You Seen Jilly? Under her picture were her vital statistics, what she was last seen wearing, and the phone number to the Homicide office. Taylor felt all the breath being sucked out of her body.
Taylor looked up and down the street and realized there were posters tacked in all the windows and stapled over the latest band announcements on the telephone poles. She felt sick to her stomach. She’d just seen Jill Gates, and she didn’t look anything like the smiling woman in the picture.
She didn’t know how she managed to make it to the table; her legs were wobbly, her vision blackening. She felt the chair slide in under her, heard Baldwin order her a Diet Coke, but nothing was registering. She tried to breathe, but the panic attack was on her. She bent at the waist, trying not to faint.
She had no idea how long it took her to get it back together. She heard Baldwin muttering softly in her ear and realized he was sitting in the chair next to her, holding on for dear life. She was mortified to have fallen apart in front of him, not to mention in such a public venue. She drew in a few gulps of air. Her head started to clear, and she sat up. Baldwin let her go and leaned back into his chair, his eyes full of concern.
“You okay?”
She still had her eyes closed but nodded. Her breathing was returning to normal, and she opened her eyes, shocked to see how scared Baldwin looked. She gave him a weak smile and tried to make a joke.
“You’ve never seen a southern belle have a fainting spell?”
“That was no fainting spell, Taylor. You had a nice, full-blown panic attack. This happen a lot?”
“Can we not talk about this here? I’m fine.” She’d recovered enough to take a drink of the soda in front of her. Great, the waitress had seen the whole thing, too. But when she looked behind her the woman was standing at the kitchen door cracking jokes with the dishwasher. Thank God.
“You don’t look fine, Taylor.”
“Baldwin, let it go, okay?” Her voice rose and she sounded ridiculous to herself. Of course he’d recognize a panic attack; he was a psychiatrist, after all. Which meant he’d want to get to the bottom of it. She just wasn’t up for analysis right now. She gave a conciliatory smile. “I’m fine, really. Just too much caffeine, not enough sleep and I’m coming down with something. Inner ear’s all messed up. I need to get some antibiotics or something. Don’t worry about it, okay?”
He still looked doubtful, but took a deep breath and backed off. She’d talk about it in her own time. “Okay. What do you want to eat?”
“A lot. I’m starved.”
The waitress came back, and Taylor thought she could see concern on her face, but she was all business, taking their orders and bustling off.
Baldwin wanted to diffuse the moment, so he tried a different tack.
“I knew you in high school, you know.”
“What?” Taylor was shocked. She figured she knew most everyone who she’d attended school with. And she’d figured Baldwin was in his late forties. She gave him a good looking over, and decided he was definitely younger than that. Years had melted off in the past few days. She could now see he was much closer to her own age.
“I transferred in to Father Ryan my senior year. You were a sophomore, I think. Pretty little thing.”
She blushed. “I can’t believe I don’t remember you. I always hung out with the older crowd. Sam was dating Simon Loughley. He’s the guy that runs Private Match? He was a senior when we were sophomores. Did you know him?”
“Knew of him. I kept to myself a lot.”
“Why’d you transfer in so late? Where were you before?” Taylor realized she was anxious to learn more of Baldwin’s background. She blamed it on simple southern nosiness, but knew she was trying to get closer, to figure him out.
A brief look of pain shadowed his face. “My folks died my junior year. Car accident. We lived over by Old Hickory Lake. My aunt was on the west side of town; she took me in and moved schools on me. I wasn’t too thrilled about it, but I didn’t have much of a choice. She was trying to do what was best for me.” He took a long drink of water and the smile returned. “She was a crazy old bat, kept after me constantly. I love her, though, and respected her wish to see me complete my education, just like my parents wanted. She pushed me from Father Ryan into a college in Virginia, Hampden-Sydney.”
“I know of it. All boys, right?”
“Yep. I met a psych teacher there I liked, and he suggested I go on to med school. So I hit up Johns Hopkins, they accepted, and here I am.”
“Where’d you go to law school?”
“George Washington. That’s how I got into the FBI, actually. I met Garrett Woods, my old boss, at a symposium on campus. He recruited me hard, and it seemed like it would be fun. So I joined up, did my fieldwork, and he pulled me into the BSU after a few years. That’s where it all went downhill.” He realized he’d been babbling, so he tried to turn it around.
“What about you? Where’d you end up?”
“Criminal Justice at University of Tennessee in Knoxville. My parents were so proud.” Her sarcasm wasn’t lost on him. “Having their only child run off to be a cop was the last thing they wanted. Oh my God, I completely forgot.”
“Forgot what?”
She shook her head. “Oh, it’s nothing. My father called me a couple of days ago. With the case and all, I managed to block it out.”
“You don’t talk with him much?”
“Nope. Win isn’t…well, we had a falling out a few years back. When I said that my parents weren’t thrilled I wanted to be a cop, I wasn’t kidding. He was never around, anyway, like he could have influenced any of my decisions.” She was pulling away again, back into her protective shell.
“It mustn’t have been easy to be Win Jackson’s daughter.”
She looked up and laughed. “So you know all about it, huh?”
“Not all of it. Some. I was out of state when he was indicted.”
“Such a proud day for me. Four counts of interference and tampering with an election of a Circuit Court judge. God, I thought I was going to die. I saw it all on the news. They didn’t even have the decency to let me know what was happening until it was all over. My mom divorced him while he was inside. She remarried and moved to Aspen with her new husband, who’s some sort of ski gigolo. We don’t have much in common anymore, you know?
“But good ole Win spent his three years at the Club Fed, came back all changed. Righteous, full of remorse for all those years he’d ignored his only child. Decided if I was going to be a cop, damn it, I was going to be chief of police. Starts calling around, trying to find ways to get me into plainclothes. Can you imagine? A convicted felon trying to call in favors? I could have died.”
Baldwin almost laughed. The thought of Taylor Jackson needing Daddy’s help to make it on the force struck him as patently absurd. “I assume you got wind of it and shut him down?”
“With a vengeance. Had to make sure everyone I had ever come in contact with knew it, too. I was getting shit from every corner. I was very nearly forced to quit, had to stay in uniform an extra year too, which really pissed me off. The worst thing about it—I was getting promoted. I’d passed the Sergeant’s exam right when he decided to help my career along. He set me back instead. So we don’t have a lot of father/daughter time, if you know what I mean.”
“Why do you think he called now?”
“God only knows. Probably heard the Director of the FBI was leaving and wanted to let me know he’s trying to get my name in the hat.”
Baldwin’s face darkened, and Taylor knew she had tripped right into his own nightmares. She decided she needed to change the subject, get back on safe ground.
“Anyway, I wanted to go to UT. Sam went there to be with Simon, so I went there, too. Familiarity, you know? Only I’m not half as smart as Sam. She went on to med school and I came back here and joined the force. That’s it.”
“Are Sam and Simon still together?”
“Yeah. They have been taking it very slowly. Every time I think they’re going to take the next step, something always comes up. Sam’s become the master of relationship procrastination. I think settling down scares the crap out of her. He gets so upset with her. He wants kids yesterday, and she’s scared to commit so fully. They love each other, so they’ll work it out. Eventually.”
They were silent for a moment, each reveling in their new information on the other.
“So what happened with your shooting?” Baldwin asked.
Taylor was caught off guard. She stared at him blankly, visions of bullets and blood dancing through her brain. She immediately went on the defensive. “Why do you want to hear about it? Has Price said something to you?”
Baldwin shook his head. “No, no. Sorry, it’s none of my business. I’ve just been wondered what happened, that’s all. I haven’t heard the story, and I’d rather get it from your mouth than the rumor mill.”
Taylor was bristling like a cornered cat. “There’s no story to hear. We had a cop who was dirty. I found out. He tried to kill me. I shot him. That’s it.” She stopped herself before she told him everything. I killed a man who at one time I thought was my friend. And more.
Taylor’s cell phone chirped. She answered it with relief.
“Jackson. Yeah? Okay, we’ll be there in a minute.” She clicked off. No more intrusions into her private world. All business, that was the way she needed to keep things with John Baldwin. He could be more dangerous than a loaded pistol pointed at her forehead. She felt a pang of sadness; she had enjoyed their breakfast, minus her little panic attack. She stood and gestured for him to follow.
“That was Price. Jill’s parents brought in her dental records. Time to go to work.”
 



 
Forty-Six
 
The squad room resembled a horror flick, with zombies dominating the room and halls. It had been a long couple of days for everyone.
Jill Gates’s parents had arrived from Huntsville. They called and talked with Taylor from their downtown hotel, which had luckily made it through the storm unscathed. She told them they had found a body. Jill’s father made the short trip to Huntsville and retrieved Jill’s dental records and had driven the radiographs back to Nashville. He and his wife had taken Taylor’s advice to stay put in their hotel until some sort of identification had been made. They’d agreed and seemed rather calm for the circumstances. Jill’s mother was absolutely convinced that the body they had found at the church was not her daughter. She claimed she would know in her heart if her Jilly had died, and she just didn’t think it was her child dead in the morgue.
Taylor didn’t try to dissuade her. Let Sam do a positive ID, then they could deal with the fallout.
Lincoln had been on the computers all night, searching through ViCAP and the regional missing person databases while Taylor and Baldwin oversaw the investigation at the church. He greeted them with sleep in his eyes, his suit rumpled and hair flattened on one side from where he had rested his head in his hand for the better part of the night.
“You find anything?” he asked.
“Nothing yet. There are missing person’s fliers all over town for Jill. Someone mounted a pretty big campaign. How about you?”
“We’ve been getting calls all night about possible missing women,” Lincoln said. “Five different women, four of them Vandy students. We had to chase them all down.
“Two were from parents who hadn’t talked to their daughters in a couple of days. Happily, both of them called back to say they’d gotten in touch. One was a roommate who’d gotten concerned when her friend didn’t come home, but that one showed up drunk and sound asleep at the Pi Kappa Alpha house this morning.”
“That takes care of the four Vandy girls. Who’s the fifth?”
“Pro who calls herself Mona Lisa. She’s working with that program over at St. Augustine’s, what is it, Magdalene House? She’s got some sort of medical condition and hasn’t shown up for her treatments in a week. Magdalene’s worried she may have gone back on the street. I threw it to Vice. They’ll be able to track her down better than we can.”
“Good call. What else?”
“Other than our MP report rate is skyrocketing? I guess you haven’t seen the news yet this morning, or the paper? Mayfield’s on another witch hunt.” With that warning, Lincoln threw her a copy of the front page of The Tennessean. She saw the huge headline, groaned and settled in to read, with Baldwin looking over her shoulder.
 
Metro Police Baffled at Murder Spree
 
By Lee Mayfield, Crime Reporter
 
Sources within the Metro Nashville Police Department confirmed early this morning that the body found last evening in the burned-out husk of St. Catherine’s Catholic Church in West End are the remains of Vanderbilt student Jill Gates. Gates was reported missing only yesterday. Despite the attempts of the Metro Police and the lead investigator, Lieutenant Taylor Jackson, to find her before she suffered the fate of students Shelby Kincaid and Jordan Blake, the University Killer has struck again.
 
The story continued, but Taylor threw the paper on her desk without reading the rest of it. She started swearing under her breath. “Of all the damn fool things to print above the fold, for God’s sake. That woman is going to be the death of me. Is she sleeping with Franklin now? I swear to God, I’m going to kill that man with my bare hands if I find out he’s even helped her across the street. The ‘University Killer’? Who decided to give him a nickname? I’m going to charge that woman with obstruction one of these days, watch me…”
Baldwin was enjoying the rant. “I assume you have a problem going with this Lee Mayfield?”
Taylor huffed out a breath. “No. Well, yes. I mean, it’s her problem, not mine. A few years back, she misquoted me in an article that nearly got us sued. She had to print a huge retraction. She’s had it in for me ever since. She’s been eating up the Martin case. Tearing me to pieces for months.”
Fitz had entered the room as she was finishing her tirade. He patted her on the arm. “Don’tcha worry about it, darlin’. She’s a full-blown, grade-A idiot, and everyone knows it. Just let it go.”
He turned the volume up on the TV. The Channel 5 anchor wore a knowing smile. Taylor was struck at how the media always seemed to enjoy reporting on a tragedy. She turned away, fuming, but looked back when she heard what the anchor was saying.
“Despite the article printed in The Tennessean this morning, our sources have confirmed that there has been no identification of the female body found overnight at St. Catherine’s Church. According to a spokesperson from Forensic Medical, the male victim has been positively identified as Father Francis Xavier, a recent transfer from the Boston Archdiocese.”
“Go, Sam!” Taylor threw her pen at the TV. She picked up the paper and stuck her tongue out at the headline. The tension dissipated for a moment.
Price chose that moment to return to the office to find his detectives laughing their heads off.
“I’d really like to know what’s so damn funny,” he said indignantly. The tone of his voice was too much, and the gales of laughter started again. Price tried to look stern, but giggled a bit himself; they were all getting punchy from the lack of sleep and the pressure of the case, but he quickly sobered them up.
“Okay, kids, knock it off. Has anyone slept?”
There were headshakes all around.
“Taylor, are you heading over to the ME’s office for the post of our burn victims?”
“Yep, I’m going now. Baldwin, do you want to come?”
“Yes, I’d like to be there.” He stood up and grabbed his coat.
“Wait,” Price said. “Baldwin, I’d like to speak to you, if I may.”
Taylor and Baldwin shot each other a look, and he put his coat back down. She gave Baldwin a smile, and a look he read as see you later. He nodded back.
“Absolutely, Captain.” They went into Price’s office, the door closing behind them.
Taylor stared at the door for a moment, chewed on her lip, then turned and grabbed Marcus by the hand.
“C’mon, puppy, let’s go see Sam.”
Marcus said, “I’m sure Fitz would rather go on out there with you, Taylor. I probably should man the desk for all the mission person calls. Or maybe head home and take a shower?”
Taylor looked at Fitz, who yawned widely and smiled at her. “Sure, love, whatever you need.”
Taylor saw the strain on their faces, how tired they all were. They were no good to her like this. “Okay, change of plans. Lincoln, Fitz, Marcus, I want all three of you to go home and get a few hours of sleep. Nothing is going to happen until we find out if this is Jill Gates’s body. Report back at one.”
Marcus looked like he was going to kiss her. “Thanks, LT. I could swing by your place and pick up something for you, bring it back when I come in, if you want.”
His subtle hint that she needed to clean up wasn’t lost on her. She looked down at her smoke smudged shirt and jeans, smiling ruefully. “That’s sweet of you, Marcus, but I’ve got a change in my locker and I’ll grab a shower at Sam’s. Go on now, before I change my mind.”
 



 
Forty-Seven
 
Sam fiddled with a scalpel, turning the blade over and over in her hands. She sat in her office with the sunlight streaming through the window, a cup of cold tea at her elbow. She’d been so lost in thought she’d forgotten to drink it. The sun was a welcome respite after the days of rain the area had been flooded with; the water tables were dropping and the minor floodwaters receding. Nashville would heal itself. She hoped she could do the same.
She had gone home the night before feeling overwhelmed and a bit lost. The scene at the church had gotten to her more than she wanted to admit. She figured a hot bath and a glass of wine would settle her nerves.
But when she opened the door there was soft music playing, roses on the table in the foyer and a delicious smell coming from her kitchen. Smiling, she followed her nose and found Simon Loughley standing in the middle of the kitchen, wearing an apron and conducting the symphonic CD playing with a spatula. The scene was so absurd she burst out laughing. He started, then smiled sheepishly and gave her a hug. He was tall and thin, and she could feel his collarbones poking her in the cheek. His sandy hair was too long, his glasses were askew, but his blue eyes sparkled, showing the depths of his patience and good humor. She didn’t think she’d ever seen anyone cuter.
“I hope it’s not to late for you?”
“I’ll take midnight margaritas with you anytime.
“It’s wine, does that work?”
“Of curse. Let me change and we can dig in.”
Though the house technically belonged to them both, Simon generally didn’t show up unannounced. Despite the fact they had bought the house together nearly ten years ago, he kept his own apartment on West End. Hypocrite that she was, Sam freely gave him her body, but wouldn’t agree to officially “live together” until they were married. It was supposedly a nod to her Catholic roots, but if she were honest with herself, she was just scared of settling down. It had always seemed so permanent to her. After the past few days she’d had, the loss and senselessness of the murders, a domestic commitment was something she was willing to think about. She was tired of fighting it, and tired of being alone.
Once she’d freshened up, they sat down to the meal, opened a bottle of wine, and Sam told Simon everything. It felt so good to talk with him, to get all her worries off her chest. He was one of the few that could understand what she went through day in and day out, and she loved him for it. They’d been bickering lately, and she hadn’t had his shoulder to cry on for a few weeks. She spilled all the worries that had built up since they’d last spoken: her fears for Taylor and her surprise at the attraction between her and Baldwin. Simon thought of Taylor as a little sister. He shared Sam’s concern, but assured her Taylor would land on her feet. She always did.
He’d cleared the table and gotten Sam settled in the living room. He came back in the room with a nervous smile playing on his face. Before she knew what was happening, Simon was kneeling in front of her, pulling out a ring box.
“No midnight margaritas, but how about some diamonds, instead? I can’t wait any more, Sam. I want to marry you. I want a family with you. I want to spend the rest of my days making you happy. Will you marry me? Please?”
She was so shocked that he was actually proposing she barely registered what he was saying. Before she could stop herself, she’d said yes, and the ring was on her finger.
She looked down at her hand again. The diamond was huge, set in platinum and bordered by diamond baguettes. She was still trying to remember exactly what Simon had said, but all she could remember was saying yes, and he swept her off her feet and made love to her the rest of the night.
The phone rang, startling her from her reverie. She dropped the scalpel in her lap and caught it between her knees. An absurd memory flooded her mind—her father, lecturing on the virtues of abstinence when she was a teenager getting ready to leave on her first big date. He had handed her an aspirin as she was going out the door. She looked at him quizzically and asked what it was for. He replied in his booming voice, “If you sit all night with that balanced between your knees, young Simon here won’t be able to make any moves on you.” He’d dissolved into laughter, and Sam and Simon, both blushing furiously, had scurried away as quickly as possible. Her father would have been proud; she hadn’t given in to Simon’s relentless begging for another two years, the night of their senior prom.
Shaking her head and giggling under her breath, she answered the phone.
“Dr. Owens, it’s Tim. Thought you’d want to know I’m bringing in a body. Female pulled out of Old Hickory Lake this morning by a couple of fisherman.”
Sam drew in a quick breath. She hadn’t even started the autopsy of the girl they’d found in the church. She was waiting for Taylor to bring over the dental x-rays from Jill Gates’s father. Another body could be another chance of finding Jill. Damn.
Tim read her thoughts. “It’s not her, Doc. Sorry, I forgot to tell you, she’s black. Looks like a drowning.”
She blew out a breath. “Well, at least the break in the pattern means this victim isn’t part of the Vanderbilt series. No ID?”
“Actually, yes, there is. An ID card that says her name is Tammy Boxer.”
“ID card? Like a license, but not a license to drive?”
“Yep. Address is over on Dickerson Road.”
“Working girl?”
“Could be. I don’t know, looks like she’s been under the water for a while.”
“Thanks for the heads up. I’ll see you soon.”
She clicked off, shaking her head. Dead prostitutes weren’t a rare occurrence in Nashville. The police actually built a database specifically for their postmortem identification. Since many of the girls went by aliases, the midnight shift patrolled their most common hunting grounds, pulling over to chat and check them out. Dickerson Road, also known as Hooker Alley, was an area with the worst offenders. The officers would go over the girls’ information and run their sheets, then take Polaroid pictures and fingerprints and note any tattoos or characteristics. They got as much contact information as they could glean from the girls, though most of it was bogus. They’d use it to track down family, or pimps, should the need arise.
This information was fed into the database, and when a girl showed up dead, they were much easier to identify. Sam had ridden along when they first implemented the program, amazed at the lack of concern the prostitutes showed when they went through the process. It seemed they didn’t realize, or care, that the police were doing this so they could identify them when they were pulled out of a dumpster the next morning.
Sam picked up the phone again and placed a call to Lincoln. The database had been his idea and was still his baby. He picked up on the first ring.
“Hey, Lincoln. How’s it shakin’ over there?”
“Shaking and baking, sister. Taylor is heading your way. I’m getting ready to go home myself, get a couple of hours sleep.”
“Good, you guys need a break. I wasn’t calling about Taylor. I just got a call from my ‘gator, Tim. Looks like they may have pulled a working girl out of Old Hickory. We’ll send over the information to see if you can lay out a positive ID.”
Sam could hear him clicking away on his keyboard in the background and smiled, he was already loading the database. “Any chance you have a name? I have an MP report on a lost soul from Magdalene House.”
“Actually, she had an ID card on her, but who knows if it’s really hers.” She looked at her notes. “Tim said the name on the card is Tammy Boxer. Ring any bells?”
“Yes, damn it. That’s the name they gave me last night. Hadn’t seen her in a week, said she missed a couple of med checks. This is really going to make their day.”
Sam gave a big sigh. The Magdalene House was one of Nashville’s jewels. A minister at Vanderbilt’s St. Augustine’s Church had developed the program. It was designed to get girls off the street, cleaned up, give them some education and skills, and help them back out into the real world. It was a huge success, and Sam remembered reading that they were opening a second house because the demand had grown so large.
“Will you give them a call and let them know we may have found her? If they can send someone over this afternoon to ID her, we’ll try to get things moving over here.”
“Yeah, I’ll do it. Thanks, Sam, that’s one less thing I need to worry about.”
Sam wished him well, told him to get some sleep and hung up. As she did, she heard Taylor in the hall talking with Kris, their front desk attendant. She walked out of the office and nearly collided with Taylor in the hall.
Sam clucked at Taylor disapprovingly, a mother hen unhappy with one of her brood.
“T, you look absolutely awful. You didn’t go home last night?”
Taylor did, in fact, look awful. On cue, she sneezed and gave Sam a sheepish grin.
“Naw, I didn’t. Thought I’d clean up over here once we’re done. Do you have any sinus medicine? I’m out. I think my allergies are getting to me.”
“Your allergies, my ass. You have a sinus infection. Why do you always like to pretend you’re not sick when you are?” Sam headed back into her office and opened a cabinet by the door. She pulled out a box of Advil Cold & Sinus and gave it to Taylor. Like most good Nashvillians, she always had some on hand. It was a bizarre phenomenon that so many people in the city suffered from some kind of sinus problems throughout the year. The joke was if you didn’t have allergies before you moved to Nashville, you would within a year.
Taylor broke two pills out of their blister pack and offered the box back to Sam, who shook her head.
“Keep it, you’re going to need it worse than me. Do you have the radiographs?”
Taylor held up a large manila envelope and sneezed again. Sam shook her head, handed her a tissue and said, “Follow me.”
 



 
Forty-Eight
 
They went through the biovestibule and started the changing process that would turn them into medical butterflies.
“I talked to Lincoln a little bit ago. Looks like we have the body of his missing Magdalene woman.”
“You’re kidding,” Taylor replied, arms lost in a smock. “Where’d she turn up?”
“Couple of fishermen pulled a body out of Old Hickory this morning. Her ID card had the name Tammy Boxer on it, and Lincoln said that’s the name he was given on the report.”
Taylor shook her head. “Another murder. Sam, what’s happening to our city?”
“Let me cheer you up. I heard a great one the other day. This chick suspects her husband is cheating on her. One day she calls home and a strange woman answers. She asks who it is. The woman on the other end of the phone says, ‘This is the maid.’ The woman’s confused. ‘But we don’t have a maid,’ she says. The maid tells her the man of the house hired her that morning. ‘Well, I’m his wife,’ she says. ‘Is my husband there?’ The maid gets quiet for a minute. ‘He’s upstairs in the bedroom with a woman I assumed was his wife.’
“The wife is livid, gasping for air. She says to the maid, ‘Listen, would you like to make $50,000?’ The maid asks what she would have to do. The wife tells her to go to the top desk drawer, get out the gun and shoot him and the woman he’s with. The maid puts the phone down. The wife hears footsteps, gunshots, and then more footsteps. The maid picks the phone back up. ‘So what do I do with the bodies?’ The wife tells her to take them outside and dump them in the pool. ‘But ma’am, there’s no pool here.’ There’s a long pause. ‘Uhhh, is this 494-2873?’”
Taylor guffawed and Sam grinned, pleased with her cleverness.
“Jeez, Sam, that was awful. You’re awfully chipper this morning. You make up with Simon last night?”
“Taylor, how come any time I’m in a good mood, you automatically assume I got laid?”
“Because nine times out of ten, you did.”
“Fine. Yes, we had a very late dinner. And drinks. Then a few more drinks. Happy now?”
“No, I want to hear the details. I have to live vicariously through your sex life, remember? Really, Sam, are you ever going to marry that guy?”
Sam got a sly look on her face. “Yeah, I think I might.” She held out her hand.
“Whoa, lookie there. Now that’s a rock! Are you serious? You guys really got engaged?” Taylor was hopping up and down, pulling Sam in a hug up and down with her.
“Yep. Last night. He finally asked.”
Taylor couldn’t stop grinning. Maybe the planets were finally aligning. “Oh God, I am so excited. Ooooh, and we get to have a bachelorette party! When are you going to do it?”
Sam was laughing. “God, T, I have no idea. One step at a time, you know. I gotta get used to the idea of being engaged first. It was so sweet though. He actually got down on one knee. You’d think after all these years he’d just say, ‘Yo Sam, let’s get married.’ But he had this whole speech prepared and everything. Most of which I can’t remember. Roses, wine…I’m telling you, he really surprised me. And I just said yes before I had a chance to think. Something in my heart just told me it was time to quit thinking and start doing.”
“Oh, Sam.” Taylor had tears in her eyes. “It’s about time. I don’t think I can remember a time that Simon wasn’t head over heels for you, and you for him.” She started jumping up and down again. “Ahh, man. I gotta give that boy some shit. Let’s call him.”
“Let’s not. We have to get to work. Body’s are a-calling.”
The levity ended abruptly and Taylor gave a huge sigh. “You had to remind me, didn’t you? All right, let’s get moving.” She handed Sam the manila folder with the dental x-rays nestled inside. Sam took them and started across the room.
“By the way, I almost forgot. I ran blood work on Jordan’s baby. I figured it would be easier to see if the blood type from the fetus was compatible with the semen before we went to the trouble and expense of having Simon run DNA. Quicker too.”
“And?”
“Whoever killed Shelby wasn’t the father of Jordan’s baby. Statistical impossibility.”
Taylor tucked this morsel into the overgrowing database in her head on the murders. “Maybe he killed her because it wasn’t his baby,” she said softly.
“It’s a thought.”
They entered the autopsy suite. One of Sam’s assistants had already placed the burned out husk on a stainless table, and was ready to start with the X-rays. Sam nodded to him, and he got to work.
Taylor went to the phone on the wall and dialed Price’s office. She was surprised when Baldwin picked up the line. “Captain Price’s office.”
“Baldwin. It’s Taylor. Why are you answering the phone?”
“Well, I’m sitting here doing nothing. Price got called out to a meeting for something or another, and no one else is here. I just figured…”
“No, that’s good. I was calling to talk to you anyway.”
“Oh.” He sounded faintly surprised. Taylor thought she heard a note of pleasure in the single word. She blushed. Sam, who was watching, raised an eyebrow. Taylor turned away from her, embarrassed to no end. She quickly became all business.
“Sam ran the blood type of Jordan’s fetus against the semen from Shelby. It wasn’t a match.”
Baldwin was silent a moment. “Maybe he killed her because it wasn’t his child.”
“Funny, I said the same thing. Listen, I’ve got to go. Sam’s signaling, she has the radiographs ready. I wanted you to know.”
“Thanks, Taylor. I’ll think on it. Let me know what you find out, okay? Wait a second, Lincoln just walked in, and he wants to talk to you.” He handed the phone over.
“Taylor?”
“I thought you were going home?”
“I know, I am. Real quick, though, I talked with the people at Magdalene House. They said Tammy Boxer was HIV positive. Will you let Sam know?”
“Ah. Will do. Thanks for everything, Lincoln. You’ve been a lifesaver. Bye.”
She hung up and turned back to Sam, expecting a chastising or brutal tease. Instead, Sam was standing in front of the radiograph view box, shaking her head.
“I’ve got good news and bad news. Which do you want first?”
“The good news.”
“The good news is this isn’t Jill Gates.”
Taylor stood frozen, immobilized by the finding. “You’re sure?”
“No doubt about it. These dentals aren’t even close.”
“What’s the bad news?”
Sam turned to her friend, her mouth a grim line slashing her face. “The bad news is, this is not Jill Gates.”
She turned back to the view box. “Who are you, sweetheart?”
She and Taylor stared longingly at the radiographs as if the teeth would come to life and spell out the name of their owner. Taylor turned away and sat heavily on a hard backed chair, leaning her arms on a built in desk. As she put her head down, her cell rang.
“Yeah? Hey, Fitz. Okay, route it through.” She turned to Sam. “Call came in for me, some guy wants to talk to me and me alone. Won’t give his name. Oh, hello.” She listened to the other end of the phone, her eyes growing wide. “Can you…Damn, he hung up.”
“What the hell was that?”
“An anonymous call from someone who claims to have done a pregnancy test on Jill Gates. Six months ago.”
“Wait a minute. Jill Gates is pregnant?” Sam’s astonishment was catching.
Taylor nodded. “According to this guy, she was six months ago. He wouldn’t tell me anything else.”
“Taylor, if it’s true, and she didn’t abort or miscarry, Gates could be at least seven months pregnant, maybe more. With all the emphasis on babies with this freak, I think you may have a bigger problem.”
“What’s that, Sam? Spit it out?”
“At thirty-four weeks, that baby can live on its own. Sometimes earlier, if they’re lucky. Assuming all’s gone well, she’s twenty-eight weeks at a minimum, and could be as much as thirty-two, depending on how far along she was when she had the pregnancy test.”
Realization of what Sam was trying to tell her finally sunk in. Taylor flipped open her phone and called back to Price’s office. No one picked up the phone. She hung up and dialed Baldwin’s cell. The voicemail came on almost immediately, and she left him a message that felt as desperate as it sounded.
“This body isn’t Jill Gates. She might still be alive, Baldwin. I think our killer is after her baby.”
 



 
Forty-Nine
 
Baldwin had been sitting in Price’s office for half an hour. He knew exactly what this conversation was going to be about and just wanted to get it over with. Yes, he was fine. Yes, he was interested in the case. No, he didn’t have any answers yet, only overblown theories.
His mind was chewing the tidbit of information Taylor had just passed along. The fact that the killer wasn’t the father of the child was of great importance to him. Though he didn’t know the motive behind Shelby’s killing, it was entirely possibly that Jordan had been killed because of the pregnancy. It had been known to happen: a man being inordinately jealous of a woman who had cheated. The theory played into several aspects of her murder as well; Sam had told him that some of the stab wounds were postmortem. Baldwin could see the scenario easily. He gets mad, stabs her in the chest, kills her, then in a fit of rage goes out of control and thrusts the knife into her flesh viciously, punishing her over and over again. But why the aconite? And the herbs? Why such a huge difference between the murders of Jordan and Shelby? And, most importantly, where was Jill Gates, and who was the woman at the morgue?
“You’re losing your touch, man.” He looked around sheepishly to make sure no one had heard him, but the offices were deserted.
It was time for him to start making some leaps, maybe try to get a little faith in himself back. He pulled out his notebook and started trying to tie things together. He muttered aloud as he wrote.
“Gotta assume this is the same killer. There’s no way all of them are coincidences. Okay. So we have the same guy. He kills Jordan because she got pregnant with someone else’s child. It was definitely an intentional murder. But Shelby, maybe she was an accident. If he was having an affair with both of them, maybe Shelby found out about Jordan and confronted him, told him Jordan’s baby wasn’t his. Is he having an affair with Jill, too? Is this a close knit group, and jealousy has crept in, or is this guy just a serial rapist who was close to being caught and had to shut the girls up?
“There’s a thought. Rapists do escalate; he could have graduated to murder. Shelby’s positioning could explain that, maybe she was the first one he murdered and he felt so badly about it that he tried to treat her with respect. But no, it looked like Jordan was killed first, and there was no respect there. Why poison Jordan if he was going to stab her? Did she fight back? Was he trying to give her the easy—yeah ha, easy—death that Shelby was given and she fought him? That could be…
“Step away from that for now. The victims at the church. What in the hell was that about? He kills a priest and another woman, using fire. The priest is easy to explain away, he could have just gotten in the way. But why take her to a church to kill her? We’ve got the church, the river, and the Parthenon. Church, river, Parthenon. God, this just doesn’t make any sense.
“What’s the most logical place to find this guy? All the girls are students at Vandy. Assuming the fire victim is as well, we’re up to four students, and a possible priest of opportunity. Gotta be someone connected to Vandy. And what is he trying to tell us? River, Parthenon, church. Catholic Church. Poison, stabbing, fire. Trial by fire? Cleansing by fire? Damn it, this is crazy.”
He slapped the notebook down on Price’s desk. There was something he wasn’t getting. The locations could be the key; granted, the murders were incredibly diverse, but if the guy was trying to send a message, he certainly had picked the right places. And there was something about Jordan’s pregnancy that was nagging at him. He stood up and stretched. He knew from experience brainstorming, word association, throwing a jumble of thoughts together often forced an answer later on. He was starting to get some ideas, but he needed to talk them out, run through them aloud with another person. Preferably Taylor. He sensed she was moving along the same lines as he was. He liked seeing how her mind worked.
Price walked back while he was mulling it over. He came around to his side of the desk and sat down heavily. As he did, the phone rang. He stared at it a moment, as if he really didn’t want to pick it up.
“I could get that for you, if you’d like. Let them know you’re not here?”
Price gave him a smile.
“A magnanimous gesture, but that’s okay, I’ll get it. I’m just sick of putting out fires.” He picked up the receiver. “Price.”
Baldwin watched him listen to the person on the other line, wondering at the emotions that passed across his face. Good news or bad? Baldwin couldn’t tell.
Price sighed and spoke again. “Yes, Julia, I can reach her. One hour? Okay. Bye.”
Holding up his finger in a signal to wait, he hit the speakerphone and dialed Taylor’s cell phone. She answered immediately.
“I was trying to call you.”
“Good. Julia Page just called. The grand jury wants you in an hour.”
Taylor let out a huge groan. “No, no, no, not right now. Please tell me you’re kidding. Can’t you get me out of it?”
Price chuckled. “You know I can’t. Just get it over with. We’ll mark you off the rest of the day. Give us a call when you’re back on the grid.”
The annoyance in her voice was barely concealed. “Damn it. Fine. I’ll let you know when I get out. But I have other news for you. The remains from the church weren’t Jill Gates.”
Price and Baldwin shared a look. The relief was palpable, yet tempered with concern. Price jumped back in first. “I take it you don’t have an ID for us?”
“No, I don’t. But we may have a much bigger problem. I got an anonymous phone call a little while ago. Jill Gates is pregnant. Assuming she’s still alive, very pregnant. According to Sam, she’s far enough along that if she had the baby now, it might survive without her.”
Price sat slowly, staring at Baldwin while Taylor continued.
“But I have to go testify in front of the grand jury instead of handling that little detail. I’ll leave that up to you guys. My suggestion would be to get Baldwin working the pregnancy angle. He might have an idea of what this guy is up to. He didn’t answer his phone when I called a few minutes ago.”
“I’m right here, Taylor. Sorry, I must have turned off the ringer accidentally.”
“Okay then. You guys have a fun afternoon. I’m outta here.” She hung up before they could wish her luck.
Price hung up and stared at Baldwin, who didn’t look terribly surprised by the news Taylor had just sprung on them. “Who was in that confessional?”
Baldwin sighed at the rhetorical question. “I don’t know. This is such a departure from the earlier killings, it is possible that it’s not related.”
“You don’t think that’s the case though, do you?” Price asked.
“I’m that easy to read, huh?” He frowned, shaking his head. “No, I don’t. This is all connected somehow, but I haven’t figured it out yet. It’s not common, but killers do shift their patterns, especially when they’re trying to communicate. I think there’s a message in this church burning, and the victims were doubtless chosen for a specific purpose. I’m not sure what it is, though. And now, with Jill Gates having a late stage pregnancy combined with Jordan Blake’s pregnancy…Have there been any more missing person’s reports?”
“Lincoln is our guy there. He’s outside, still working, though Taylor sent him home to sleep.” He went to the door, called Lincoln in.
“What’s up, Cap?”
“We just got off the phone with Taylor. The remains from the church aren’t Jill Gates. But we have to find out who this woman is. Do you have any other MP reports?”
“Nothing that hasn’t been resolved. The only outstanding one was from a former pro missing from Magdalene, but she turned up this morning floating in Old Hickory Lake.”
“Think you can do some trolling, see if there are any others out there?”
“Yeah. I think I need to expand out the area. I was already running state-wide. I’ll go over the entire Southeast, see if anything else pops up. Check ya later.” He turned to go, shoulders slumped with weariness.
Price leaned back in his chair, propped his feet up on his desk, and gazed at Baldwin, saying nothing. Baldwin waited him out. He had no intention of volunteering anything more without a good, long think about things.
Price dropped his feet off from the desk. “C’mon. Let’s go get something to eat.”
 



 
Fifty
 
Baldwin was too surprised by Price’s invitation to do anything but agree.
They made their way out of the building, across the courthouse parking lot and onto Second Avenue, his mind churning with possibilities. Price didn’t speak much as they walked, lost in his own thoughts. He stopped in front of a restaurant with a neon red sign in the window that read SATCO.  The San Antonio Taco Company was something of an establishment in Nashville. Their main restaurant was over by the Vanderbilt campus, servicing the students with beer and cheap food on the oversized deck. The small offshoot they were entering didn’t have the ambiance, but the food was still quick and delicious.
Price held the door for Baldwin. “Hope you like Mexican,” he said in a tone that told Baldwin he didn’t give a crap whether he liked Mexican or not. Lucky for him, he did.
The restaurant was set up like a cafeteria. They ordered tacos and enchiladas, retrieved their food and made their way to a private corner. The restaurant wasn’t full, so they had plenty of privacy.
Digging into their meals, they were silent for a moment. Price took a long drink of his soda and eyed Baldwin, finally giving the younger man a smile.
“So how are you finding our little operation? Anyone giving you any trouble? Taylor keeping you in the loop on everything?”
It wasn’t the beginning Baldwin expected, but he rolled with it. “Actually, everyone has been very gracious and helpful. Taylor especially.”
They stared each other down. Ah-ha, Baldwin thought. Maybe this wasn’t about him after all.
“Son, I was a little dubious about letting you in on this case. But your boss and I go way back. Way back. And when he asks me a favor, I’m quite likely to comply. That’s why I agreed to let you come on board and gave you the option of whether you could handle yourself enough to participate. You seem to be doing fine. But I’m wondering just how committed you are to this case. You know what I mean?”
Baldwin suppressed a grin. He felt sure Price was going to ask his intentions toward his Lieutenant, like an overprotective father. It hit him that everyone was a little overprotective of Taylor, though he couldn’t see any reason for them to be so concerned. Her anxiety attacks aside, the woman seemed to have steel fused in her backbone. He was debating how exactly to answer when Price continued, almost reflectively.
“The stuff that’s been happening around here is unusual, to say the least. We don’t have a lot of high profile cases, at least not this many in so short a period of time. I’ve been doing this for a long time, since before you were running around in short pants. I’m inclined to agree with you; my gut’s telling me these murders are related and that we’re dealing with one killer. You said you think he’s trying to send us a message. You’re the profiler on this case. Time to earn your pay.”
Exam time. Baldwin decided to go for it. He felt Price was asking for his opinion sincerely. Perhaps it was time to trust him and show his worth to the man.
“I’m going to think aloud here, ok? We aren’t dealing with a serial killer, not in the accepted sense of the word. This guy is on a spree: a very calculated, very organized spree. Each death has a meaning to him; each placement of the body is intentional. He hasn’t left any physical clues except the semen from Shelby Kincaid. And I think that was deliberate. It’s part of the message. Shelby had been raped, but placed at the Parthenon and shrouded in herbs, which strikes me as a loving gesture. Jordan Blake was pregnant. Now we find out Jill Gates is pregnant as well. There is a fatherhood theme going on here. One interpretation: he feels protective toward them, he wants to be a father figure. Or, he desperately wants to be a father. The father. Look at the church fire. He kills a ‘Father.’” He made the sign of quotations in the air with his fingers. “He places the bodies in a house of God, the Father of Christ. There are so many interpretations out of that alone that we could be puzzling it through for months.”
Price was staring at him open-mouthed, then laughed. “That’s the craziest thing I’ve ever heard. But you’re the profiler; you guys are paid to think differently than the rest of us. So profile this guy for me. The University Killer, I guess he’s being called. Creative name, huh? Lee Mayfield at her best. Not the brightest woman, that one, thinking she can take on Taylor Jackson and win. She hates Taylor’s guts.”
“I heard about their issues. Mayfield may not be too bright, but she hit on something I doubt she realizes. We are dealing with someone who’s smarter than average.”
“Which holds true for most organized serial and spree killers.”
“Yes, but this one keeps breaking his profile. Three girls and one man are dead, with three separate and distinct methods of killing. Another girl is missing. He’s not leaving them in a secret dumping ground; he’s placing them where we’ll find them quickly. Even finding Jordan on the banks of the river was calculated. She could have easily been washed downstream, but I think he weighted her down right there in the area she was found, came back to her body after Shelby’s was discovered and released her, knowing with the slow current she wouldn’t go far. A coincidence, finding them both in such a short period of time? There are no coincidences, not in this world.” He sat back and steepled his fingers under his chin. “You know what they say, ‘Coincidence is God’s way of remaining anonymous.’ So unless God ordained that Jordan was going to be found within twenty-four hours of Shelby, it was planned.”
He broke off, taking a sip of his soda. “I think we need to be looking for someone a little older than the standard profiled age. Middle-aged even. And where do you find middle-aged men on a college campus?”
Price smiled. “Professors.”
“Exactly. I think Shelby, Jordan, Jill and our unidentified burn victim have all had contact with him in a controlled environment on campus. How the priest fits in, I don’t know yet. There are no indications the girls were religious or attended St. Catherine’s.”
“Let’s leave Father Xavier aside for the moment. He might have been in the wrong place at the wrong time. Focus on the girls. You think they’ve all had contact with the suspect one way or another. Are they taking classes from him?”
“That’s the most obvious explanation. He could be a counselor, or a doctor, or a janitor for all I know. But he definitely has access to them, and I’m inclined to think he’s in a position of authority over them. We’ve surmised they were all dating someone, Jill and Shelby perhaps on the sly. If they were all seeing the same man, and that man is the one who is killing them, it makes it simpler to understand their connection. He’s having affairs with his students, which is a major no-no.”
“So why kill them? They found out about each other? Talk and turn him in?”
“I don’t think so. One explanation for Jordan’s death is her pregnancy. We’ve learned that the DNA of the fetus didn’t match the DNA left at Shelby’s crime scene. It’s possible he was furious that she had gotten pregnant by another man. And Shelby…well, she was raped, repeatedly. Maybe he was trying to get her pregnant. With Jill’s pregnancy…I can’t be certain, but the father angle is the best thought I have for right now. The guy has a God complex.”
Price gave him a long look and wadded up his taco wrappers. “You are scaring the hell out of me. Let’s get back to the squad. It’s time to kick this into high gear.” He stood and took their trays to the trashcan. His excitement was palpable, cases broke on less cogent theories. They started back to the office, walking quickly. Just before they reached the door, Price turned to Baldwin.
“And, son? You hurt Taylor, and I’ll rip your balls off. Got me?”
Baldwin didn’t miss a beat. Apparently their body language had been enough to give them away. He wasn’t sure how she felt, or where it was going, but he did know he wanted to get to know Taylor much, much better. But he didn’t hesitate or play around. He looked Price in the eye, unflinching.
“Yes, sir.” And he meant it.
 



 
Fifty-One
 
Taylor pulled up in front of the Washington Square building on Second Avenue. She looped into the parking lot and took the first open space. She locked her car, walked the twenty yards to the door and entered the building.
She was prepared for this meeting of the grand jury. She wasn’t thinking about guns. Or the coppery scent of blood. Or the slight sense of satisfaction she had felt when she realized who she had killed. None of those things were going through her mind at the moment. She was totally focused on an image of twelve-year-old Tamika Jones, lying in a puddle of blood on her grandmother’s kitchen floor.
Taylor was so intent on her purpose, she walked right past Julia Page.
“Hey, Lieutenant. Over here.” Page trotted after Taylor, an engaging grin on her rotund face. Taylor stopped dead and looked over her shoulder, realizing she had missed seeing the Assistant District Attorney. Granted, ADA Page was maybe five-foot on a good day, so she wasn’t automatically in Taylor’s line of vision, but she shouldn’t have missed her totally.
She started back up the hall. “Sorry, Julia. Lost in thought. We all set?”
Page tried to keep pace with Taylor’s strides, her brown curls bobbing with the effort. “Yes, we’re all set. Are you ready?”
Taylor stopped, realizing the shorter woman was practically running to keep up. “Ready as I’ll ever be. I want to get this over with.”
ADA Page pursed her lips and looked her over, as if to gauge whether Taylor was telling the truth. “I don’t blame you. The grand jury is in room 502. They’re waiting for you. You know I can’t go in there with you. Taylor,” her pug nose twitched and her demeanor became all business, “You know how important this is.”
“That almost sounds like coaching, Julia. I’ve got it covered. I’ll see you after, okay?”
With that, Taylor strode away, catching the elevator at the last moment. She shoved her hand in between the closing doors, and they slid back open. There was only one other passenger. He sighed loudly in annoyance. She gave him her brightest smile and fingered her Glock. He blushed and looked at the floor.
The ride was quick. The elevator stopped at the second floor. Taylor watched the man’s pudgy ass waddle off the elevator. Should have taken the stairs, buddy.
She got off at the fifth floor. Following a black and white diamond patterned corridor, she stopped in front of Room 502. She didn’t hesitate. She rapped three times, almost amused that it seemed like a secret knock. The door opened immediately by the foreman of the jury, and she was ushered into the room.
Twelve members of the grand jury were already seated at the table. Taylor recognized the faces. She’d sat in front of them just a few weeks before. She had testified on her own behalf, explaining the shooting of Detective David Martin as self defense. Thankfully, the grand jury had agreed with her assessment and did not indict her. Now, they had to decide the rest of the case, the one Taylor had blown wide open.
She took her seat at the head of the table. The thirteenth juror, the foreman, a sweet gentleman with a thick Southern accent and black glasses, held the chair for her. She thought he looked a bit like the Colonel from the fried chicken chain. When she was seated, he took the chair to her left and cleared his throat.
“Ladies and gentlemen, you all know Lieutenant Jackson. Lieutenant, could you state your name and occupation for the record, please?”
Her voice cracked when she answered. “Certainly. My name is Taylor Jackson, Lieutenant, Criminal Investigations Division, Homicide Unit. Badge number 4746. Let me apologize up front for my voice. I’ve caught the Tennessee Crud. I’ll try not to sneeze on you.” That drew a few smiles and laughs from the room. Taylor relaxed. It was better to work with an audience that was at ease.
“Thank you, honey,” the Colonel replied, his courtly Southern demeanor overshadowing his professionalism. He addressed the room. “We’re here today to gather information relating to the possible criminal activity of Ray Alvarez, Tom Westin and Nelson Sanders, all employed by the Nashville Metro Police Department, working in the vice squad, and David Martin, of the Homicide Unit.” The contempt in his voice was apparent. Handing down indictments of officers of the law was not taken lightly.
He continued. “Now, we’ve read a summary of the case.  Lieutenant Jackson, we understand that you were called in to investigate a suspicious death, a young girl named Tamika Jones. And the investigation led you to uncover information that implicated four fellow members of the Metro Police—David Martin, now deceased, Ray Alvarez, Tom Westin and Nelson Sanders. These men were complicit in a black market scheme that was ultimately profitable for them. Am I correct in this summary?"
Taylor nodded.
The Colonel smiled and leaned back in his chair. The business end was over. It was time to hear Taylor’s version of events. “Now then, let’s discuss Tamika Jones. Could you go over it for us, please?”
Taylor surveyed the room. Here were thirteen very powerful people. They had the mission of deciding who and what got prosecuted in Nashville’s criminal courts. They met in secret, were basically a self-governing body. No lawyers, no district attorneys were allowed. It was just the person who had been subpoenaed to appear, and the thirteen jurors, like a lopsided cabal. Yet for all the seriousness of their job, the spirit in the room was congenial, friendly even. This particular meeting held the futures of three men in the balance, but the atmosphere was reminiscent of a mystery book club gathering.
Taylor cleared her throat and took her notebook out of her pocket. She didn’t need to open it. “Of course, Foreman. On October second of this year, I was called to the home of Clementine Hamilton, 453-A Moore Street, Nashville, Tennessee. It was coming on ten o’clock in the evening. When I entered the premises, I found the woman’s twelve-year-old granddaughter, Tamika Jones, on the kitchen floor. She was lying on her right side, curled in the fetal position. There was a pool of blood under her body.”
Taylor quickly lost herself in her narrative. She couldn’t have imagined how investigating Tamika Jones’s death would change her life forever.
 
Moore Street was one of Nashville’s nastiest projects. Many of the city’s homicides happened there. Some were fueled by drugs, most others by desperation. Whatever the cause, the effect was tangible—the Moore Street projects accounted for nearly thirty percent of all the murders in Nashville in a given year.
In the gloaming dusk, Taylor exited her vehicle to the usual catcalls. In these projects, men and women of variable ages roamed the streets aimlessly at all hours of the day and night, talking, watching, being. The typical crowd had gathered when they heard the news. She ignored the rude gestures, the propositions and threats. She walked through the manufactured similitude of the run-down buildings to the complainant’s front door. The screen was cut. The wooden door stood open. Taylor could hear the sound of crying and smell the blood. Though there were other police around as well as EMTs, she instinctively put her hand on her gun.
A pale-faced EMT saw her looking through the screen and came over to the door. He opened it silently. His motions were sluggish. He looked as though he might be sick. She gave him a look of concern, then continued into the cramped house. The walls were paneled with dark walnut, lending the depressed air of the room a morose tone. Attempts had been made to keep the walls clean, but it seemed half-hearted. Lace curtains, yellowed with cigarette smoke, hung limply over the window. Taylor could see a bullet hole in one pane. The carpet was orange shag, about a million years old, and it didn’t quite reach the four corners of the room. The home was squalid. The fetid stink of despair hung from every corner like a blanket.
She stepped through to the kitchen. She immediately realized why the home was such a mess—the woman sitting at the tiny, unstable kitchen table was blind. Her eyes were milky white, made more opaque by the contrast with her blue-black skin. She was old, very, very old. Taylor bit back a curse. The woman should be in a home with people to take care of her, not living on her own.
There were tears leaking ever so slowly from the woman’s blind eyes. For a moment, it seemed she and Taylor were alone, just the two of them in the putrid little kitchen, and she looked right into Taylor’s soul. Taylor got a chill down her spine. Then the old woman’s head turned and Taylor spotted the body of the girl. All other thoughts left her. She stepped carefully, avoiding the pooling blood.
The girl was lighter than her grandmother, her skin unmarred by the ravages of age. Her hair was braided into tiny rows, each held in place with alternating blue and white beads. Though dispatch had said the girl was twelve, she looked older. Taylor guessed that came from living hard.
She threw off all the cloaking of compassion and became a cop. She turned to the EMT leaning against the counter.
“What’s the story here?”
“Tamika Jones, twelve years old. Seems she had an abortion today. Came by to check on her grandmother, collapsed on the floor. I’m assuming something went wrong with the procedure, and she bled out.”
Taylor gave him a sharp look. Assuming wasn’t allowed.
“You know she had an abortion for a fact?”
A voice, deep and rich, drifted toward Taylor’s ears.
“She told me she was. That’s how I know. Honeychile told me she was riddin’ herself of the child. I told her it was a sin. She didn’t care. Never listened to old me, anyways.”
Taylor turned and saw Tamika’s grandmother looking her straight in the eye. Taylor shuddered and the woman laughed. “Don’t take sight to see, girl. I know you’re right there in front of me. Honeychile’s been acting stupid for a while now, whoring around, taking drugs. I told her it would come to no good. She don’t listen to her Gran, though. I told her that man would kill her, one way or the other.” The woman turned away and Taylor stood, frozen, as if Medusa had glared out of the woman’s sightless eyes.
“Ma’am, what man are you talking about? Does she have a boyfriend?”
“Haw,” the woman spit out. “Boyfriend. Girl, child like that, she got herself a pimp. A sugar daddy. He whores her out, give her the drugs.”
“Do you have his name, ma’am? Any way I can contact him?”
The woman made the guttural noise again. Taylor understood it was a mirthless laugh. She got quiet, then seemed to shrink in on herself, drawing into the collar of her stained dressing gown like a turtle. The interview was obviously over.
Taylor took a deep breath and stared down at the little girl. The story was all too familiar.
 



 
Fifty-Two
 
“The medical examiner’s autopsy report found the girl had in fact procured an abortion within the past twelve hours. You were able to contact the doctor that performed the abortion, one Carl Murray?” asked the foreman.
The question yanked Taylor back into the small room. She nodded and licked her lips.
“Correct. I was given his name by one of Tamika’s friends. The girl only identified herself as Annya, wouldn’t give me her last name. She was the one that confirmed that Tamika had seen Dr. Murray earlier that day. I visited Dr. Murray, and he denied ever seeing the girl. There was no way to confirm either story. Unfortunately, even if he had performed an abortion on Tamika, I couldn’t prove it beyond a reasonable doubt.
“That’s when Annya called again. She asked me just how stupid I really was.” Taylor shook her head. “She told me about the set up. The word on the street was if you needed an abortion, you could go to Dr. Murray. He would do an abortion without parental consent for only a hundred dollars a pop. There was one catch. You had to bring an over the counter decongestant known as pseudoephedrine hydrochloride with you. One hundred dollars and a pack of Sudafed? It was the deal of a century for these girls.
“Recognizing a possible criminal enterprise, I brought Annya on board as a confidential informant. With her contacts, I started seeing a trend. It wasn’t just the poor black girls going to Dr. Murray. It seemed every one who Vice would have interest in was seeing him as well. Strippers, prostitutes, drug addicts—all of them were being funneled to Dr. Murray for abortions.”
“Which in itself is not necessarily illegal, is it, Lieutenant?” The foreman smiled at her gently. The grand jury knew all of the details of the case from their summary documents. For legal purposes, they needed to hear it from Taylor’s own mouth.
“No, sir, it isn’t. Incredibly unethical, but not illegal. I had a better chance of busting Dr. Murray for doing abortions on underage girls, but even that was tricky. If they show him an ID saying they’re sixteen, he’s covered.
“Something felt wrong to me. Rumors were swirling. Word on the street was there were other people involved, people in the police department, and drugs were playing a role. I didn’t want to make any unfounded accusations, but I needed to separate the truth from the rumors.
“I set up a loose surveillance on Dr. Murray’s office. It quickly became apparent that he had a very successful practice. Almost too successful to be handling a patient load that large. If I hadn’t been clued in about what he was doing I would have assumed he was just a very popular neighborhood doctor.”
“That’s when I was contacted by Detective David Martin.”
 
The knock on the window of her unmarked vehicle made Taylor jump a mile. She looked out to see the grinning face of David Martin, one of the detectives in homicide. He was blowing her cover, damn it. She put down her window in annoyance.
“What’s up, David?”
“What’s up with you, Taylor? Sitting on a house?”
She just smiled. “What can I do for you?”
He smiled back. “We need to talk about what’s going on with the esteemed Dr. Murray. I know you’re looking at him, and there’s something going on that may involve the department. I’ve got some information for you. Let’s go get something to eat and talk about it.”
Taylor’s first impression was that David had gotten information and was there to help her bust who ever was involved. She couldn’t have been more wrong.
She followed him as he drove to the Shoney’s across the bridge from police headquarters. Taylor noted that they were well away from Dr. Murray’s office.
They went inside. Martin ordered coffee and eggs from a robust waitress. Taylor asked for Diet Coke. Her appetite had left her back at the stakeout.
Martin leaned back in the booth and gave her a lazy grin. “So, Taylor. Whatcha been up to lately?”
“David, I just want to talk about what’s happening at Dr. Murray’s. What information do you have?”
“Ah, c’mon now, sugar britches. Tell me you don’t want to catch up with me.”
Taylor started to fume. “I told you never to call me that. What the hell is your problem? You think being condescending is going to win you any points with me? You’re an asshole, you know that?”
He started to laugh. “Oh, struck a nerve, did I? You need to lighten up, Miss Loo-tenant.”
“I get it. You’re still pissed I got promoted and you didn’t. Tough shit, David. I earned this job.”
“Whatever you say, sassafras.”
That was the last straw. Taylor stood up and threw a dollar on the table. “Fuck you, Martin.” She turned to leave but he grabbed her wrist.
“Oh, c’mon now. Sit back down. I know you’re pissed at me, but you need to forget about it for a while. We need to talk about the doctor.”
Taylor yanked her wrist out of his hand. Turning slowly, she sat back down. “Talk,” she spit out.
 
 
 
“Detective Martin offered to cut me in on the deal. Dr. Murray was producing and selling the drug methamphetamine in the back room of his offices. He would do an abortion for a cut rate as long as the woman provided him with a certain quantity of pseudoephedrine. As ephedrine, one of the main ingredients in meth, is a controlled substance and difficult to procure, meth cooks can produce ephedrine by processing large quantities of pseudoephedrine. It seems that once the laws on selling pseudoephedrine over the counter in Tennessee changed, when they put it back in the pharmacies where it couldn’t be shoplifted, the meth makers were having a hard time producing the quantities to meet their demand. They needed a legitimate way to get their hands on the pseudoephedrine. Detective Martin was working with the three previously mentioned vice squad detectives—Ray Alvarez, Tom Westin and Nelson Sanders.
“According to Detective Martin, each man received a monthly ‘reward’ for funneling women and product to Dr. Murray. They had put the word out on the street that he was doing abortions cheap, and not looking at the ID’s too closely as long as you brought the drugs with you. All the vice guys had to do was tell the pimps and strippers that Dr. Murray would take care of them.
“In compensation for my efforts, I would receive approximately $15,000 a month. It was less that the others because I wasn’t going to be doing any of the work. I was simply to keep my mouth shut and not pursue the matter.
“The money was large, and the detectives were getting rich. As many of you know, meth production and distribution is one of the biggest problems facing law enforcement in Tennessee. There always seems to be money in illegal drugs.”
Taylor shifted in her chair and crossed her legs.
“Unfortunately, we have not recovered Dr. Murray’s files.”
The foreman consulted the sheets of paper in front of him. “That would be because allegedly, David Martin killed Dr. Murray, then burned all the files. Is that correct, Lieutenant?”
“That is correct, sir. Allegedly, Detective Martin made a visit to Dr. Murray the same evening he came to see me.”
“Which is the night you shot and killed the detective, isn’t that right, Lieutenant?” A small woman with gray hair and piercing eyes glared at Taylor. Word on the street, meaning lawyers’ gossip, was there had been a holdout in Taylor’s case. Someone on the grand jury had actually voted to indict Taylor for homicide in the death of David Martin. But the grand jury had issued a “No True Bill” in her case. It only took twelve of the thirteen jurors to issue a “True Bill”—a yes to indict, or “No True Bill”—a no to indict. The holdout had been effectively silenced in that round. Taylor wondered if this was the woman who voted to indict her, and felt an unexpected fury take hold. She bit the inside of her cheek and forced herself to be civil.
“Yes, ma’am, you are correct.” Taylor did not continue. No sense in answering questions that weren’t asked.
“That’s enough, Inez,” the foreman shot at her. The woman shuffled some papers angrily. “Now, Lieutenant Jackson, is there anything else we need to know?”
“No, sir. I believe that is all I can give you. I recused myself from the investigation after I…um, upon Detective Martin’s death. That is all the information I have for the grand jury at this time.”
There was throat clearing and paper shuffling. A few members stood and stretched. They were finished with her. Taylor stood as well. She smiled at the foreman. He gave her a wink. Nodding to the rest of the room, she left them to their next witness. She had done all she could. Maybe now she could finally put all of this behind her.
 



 
Fifty-Three
 
Jill didn’t know if she was awake or dreaming. It looked like there was light coming through the window of her room, but she couldn’t be sure. Couldn’t be sure of anything. She could vaguely understand she was being drugged, and that a man she thought she knew kept coming into the room, whispering crazy stories in her ear while he held her. She felt his voice inside her head constantly, saw glimmers of his face, hovering, concerned. Was she sick? In a hospital? She had a momentary vision of her parents: her mother crying, her father pacing. Were they worried about her? Was the baby okay?
Her thoughts drifted away again, and she felt herself slip into the darkness. The hallucinations were becoming more complex each time the drugs were injected into her arm. Jill felt herself walking on clouds, skimming over the earth, flying through the sky. She felt the wind in her hair and it brought her joy. She knew she had died, that she was flying to heaven. She was excited, thrilled, but a little frightened. What would God be like?
She drifted higher and higher. She started passing what she knew were angels. One looked at her, a blindingly beautiful girl with flowing blonde hair. Jill saw she was crying, and frowned. Angels aren’t supposed to cry. She heard the weeping then, multitudes of whimpering, sadness all around. The blonde angel turned to her and reached out a hand, and Jill felt the touch in her soul. A word breezed through the air; she couldn’t make it out. She strained, but the wind took the word and cast it aside before she could grasp its meaning.
She had stopped flying and was walking on the clouds. There were thousands of lights around her, celestial fireflies flitting through her. As they surrounded her, the voices became louder and louder, and she became frightened but was unable to stop, to turn back. She realized she was entering some sort of room, and the voices quieted. There was no sound; even the wind whipping through her hair was silent. The lights became people, men and women, all shimmery and gossamer thin. The people’s mouths were moving, but no sound came out. She was terribly confused. She didn’t know heaven was going to be a silent place.
 



 
Fifty-Four
 
Sam returned to her office after finishing the autopsies of the two burn victims, popped open a mini, Halloween-size box of Milk Duds and tossed them in her mouth. She was exhausted; there had been so much happening in the past few days that her entire schedule had been disrupted. She was thankful she had four other medical examiners on the staff; they had been dividing up the normal duties between them to keep her free for Taylor’s ever-growing list of bodies.
Though the sensational string of killings was getting all the media attention, there were still other people dying whom the Medical Examiner’s office had to process. There were death certificates to be signed, meetings to attend, and piles of paperwork to be dug through. All the regular day-to-day aspects of working in an office had been languishing from her lack of attention. Full of sugar, she reached into her Inbox, pulled out the week’s accumulated stack of death certificates and opened her Mont Blanc fountain pen.
She’d been working for about an hour and making actual headway when Dr. Thomas Fox, one of her youngest ME’s, stuck his head in her office. “Hey Sam, can you come down into the autopsy suite for a minute?”
Sam wasn’t taken aback; it wasn’t unusual to have requests for a second on posts. But she didn’t have the time, and asked Dr. Fox if he could round up one of the others.
“Actually, everyone is already down there. We have something you need to see on the woman pulled out of Old Hickory this morning.”
Sam felt her heart sink. She followed Dr. Fox through the biovestibule, put on a smock and grabbed gloves and a shield and joined the group of ME’s standing over the body on the table.
The woman was young, probably barely into her twenties. There was a lot of damage to the skin, and she was bloated like a distorted puppet. The standard incisions had been made, she was laid open, her breastplate was set aside, her lungs had been excised and the typical autopsy procedures had been followed. Sam didn’t see anything obvious that would be enough to drag her away from her work.
“What’s the problem,” she snapped, instantly sorry she sounded so bitchy. No one seemed to notice.
“She didn’t drown,” Dr. Fox volunteered. “She died of ventricular fibrillation.”
“So she was dead before she went into the water. C’mon, Fox, dazzle me! You dragged me all the way down here for that?”
“Look at her liver, Sam.”
Sam looked at him long and hard. Oh, shit was the only thing running through her mind. She leaned in and looked carefully at the woman’s liver, then hastily examined the rest of the organs. When she looked up, her face was ashen.
Dr. Fox explained his reasoning, though he could tell Sam had just confirmed what all of the other ME’s had been speculating. “I went back and looked at the pictures and slides from the Blake and Kincaid autopsies. The organ composition and liver necrosis match. I think this woman was given aconite prior to her plunge into Old Hickory Lake.”
Sam’s thoughts spun. What in the name of hell would a black ex-prostitute have to do with the University Killer? It didn’t make sense. But that was Taylor’s problem. Right now, she had to get positive confirmation that aconite was the cause of death for this poor woman.
“Fox, consider me dazzled. You deserve a raise. Pull all the blood work and get it over to Simon Loughley at Private Match. He’s been handling the rest of this, and he’s the best equipped to get the results ASAP.” She had a thought and almost didn’t voice it because it seemed so outlandish. But she trusted science, and science would give them the answers they were looking for.
“I want you to go back to the burn victims and pull liver samples from them as well. They presented completely different, because of what the fire did to their bodies, so maybe we missed something. Send them over to Simon, and tell him to look for aconite in them as well.”
Dr. Fox was surprised. Sam saw the look and understood perfectly. It didn’t make any sense to her either. “Why poison someone, then go to the trouble to burn them to a crisp?” he asked.
“I know it’s probably unlikely, but if there’s a chance that aconite’s present, that will tie everything together for Taylor’s investigation. And find out what Tim Davis got from St. Catherine’s. He said he was running the tea he found in the priest’s office there. If it’s got trace aconite in it, we at least have our delivery method. Go to it.”
He nodded and went to work. Sam headed back to her office to grab her keys. She wanted to go to the squad room and tell them in person what was happening.
 



 
Fifty-Five
 
The conference room looked like a hurricane warning center—bedlam mixed with excitement and a sense of purpose. Pictures of all the victims had been hung side-by-side on a huge white board with as much information about all of them as they could put together. There was one photo missing from the lineup: the face of the female burn victim from St. Catherine’s. Instead, a shadowy sketch with long hair had been drawn, with a question mark under the distorted outline. Laptops were plugged in and lined the long table. File folders, computer printouts and soda cans littered the room. The piles of paper had been sorted and lined up under corresponding title cards with headings representing “ViCAP” through “School Records.” It was organized chaos, akin to the investigation itself.
Baldwin and Taylor stood in a corner, talking quietly. He ran through his theory with her, and she agreed, between sneezes, that Vanderbilt’s staff held the key. Taylor was getting sicker by the minute and looked like a limp dishrag that had been wrung out too many times and was ready for the trash. She’d refused the repeated admonitions to go home; she at least wanted to get the ball rolling before she cut out.
Lincoln was seated at one of the laptops, blurring through cyberspace. He was running Missing Persons files from Georgia, Kentucky, Florida, North Carolina and Virginia. He had open access to these databases; he was waiting for link-ups to South Carolina, Alabama and Mississippi. Fitz was back, floating in and out of the room; some new information had come in on the Lischey Avenue murder. He had managed to get Terrence Norton into an interview room and was trying to get him to give up his buddy, Little Man Graft. Terrence was consulting with his lawyer at the moment, trying to figure out how to save his own ass. It gave Fitz some time to check in with the University Killer investigation.
Marcus was sitting at the end of the table, trying to be inconspicuous. He was getting impatient to get started but didn’t want to intrude on Taylor and Baldwin’s conversation, so he put up his feet and waited. To his relief, the phone next to him rang.
“Homicide…yes, she is, but we’re in a meeting, can it wait?…Oh. Let me get her.” He signaled to Taylor. She shook her head, but he covered the phone with his hand and said, “It’s Shelby Kincaid’s mother. She called the main number looking for you and said it was important.”
Taylor blew her nose and took the phone. She croaked a hello, then listened intently. “Can you hold on a moment? I need to get to another phone.” She punched the Hold button, told them to start without her and practically ran from the room.
She went into Price’s office and shut the door, then punched the line to connect her back with Mrs. Kincaid.
“Mrs. Kincaid? I’m back, sorry about that. You were saying?” She could tell Mrs. Kincaid had been crying and could hear traffic in the background. She’s not at home, Taylor thought, pulse speeding up.
“I’m sorry I didn’t call you before now. I’ve been having a hard time, and the doctor has kept me sedated. I just couldn’t take it, you know, losing my Shelby. But I needed to talk to you, so I made an excuse to go out and I’m at a pay phone. I couldn’t call from the house, there are too many people around.”
Taylor was leaning forward in the chair, her cold forgotten. Whatever would drive a preacher’s wife out of the house when she was in seclusion and mourning to call her had to be big.
“I understand completely, Mrs. Kincaid. What do you need to talk to me about?”
“It’s about Shelby. She called me the weekend before she was killed. She told me something, swore me to secrecy. Her father wouldn’t understand. He’s a good man, but he just…well, that’s neither here nor there.”
“Go on, ma’am.”
“You have to understand, Shelby was a good girl. She never gave us any trouble. She was such a loving girl, a wonderful daughter. I can’t imagine this happening to her; she’s always so levelheaded.”
Taylor was getting fidgety, but she could tell she needed to let Mrs. Kincaid tell her story her own way. “I’ve been told by many people what a lovely girl Shelby was. I am so sorry this happened, Mrs. Kincaid.”
“I know you are, dear, that’s why I’m calling. I knew you’d know how to handle everything. You have to promise me no one will find out about this. It would kill my husband if he found out.”
“Absolutely, Mrs. Kincaid. You have my word that I will keep this limited to the people working on the investigation.”
“Thank you, Lieutenant.” Taylor heard her take a big breath, steeling herself. “When Shelby called me, it was early Sunday morning. She knew her father would have already left for church, he always goes in early on Sunday mornings. She was crying so hard, completely hysterical. I finally got her to calm down, and she told me she had been…” Mrs. Kincaid was sobbing uncontrollably. Taylor made sympathetic noises until the woman calmed down. She finally got herself together and finished the story.
Taylor hung up the phone in shock.
 



 
Fifty-Six
 
Taylor was walking back to the conference room when Sam appeared at the end of the hall.
“T!” she shouted.
Taylor held up, and Sam jogged down the hall to her. Taylor could see this wasn’t going to be good news. Sam’s face was drawn, and she looked tired. Little wonder, they were all burning the candle at both ends. But there was something else in her face that sent a shiver down Taylor’s spine. Sam grabbed her arm and pulled her into Price’s office.
“Have you heard anything about the floater that was pulled from Old Hickory this morning?”
Taylor thought for a moment. “Oh yeah, the prostitute. Lincoln said he’s given you a positive ID. Why?”
“Better sit down, Taylor. You’re not going to believe this.”
“What? You already called off the wedding?” she joked half-heartedly.
“No, I’m serious. We’ve got a big problem.” Taylor sat down and Sam started in with the details.
“The prostitute didn’t drown. She was poisoned. Her liver presented just like Shelby and Jordan. Fox caught it and called me down. She was dead before she went into the lake.”
Taylor’s thoughts were spinning, and her chest tightened. “Aconite again? What the hell? She’s a complete breaking the pattern. Why would he…could she have been a test case? Was he trying out the poison on her to see how it worked?”
“Girl, I don’t know, but this thing is getting really screwy. Whoa there, are you okay?”
Taylor was having a hard time catching her breath. “He’s been out there doing this for fun. Just to see what would happen. My God, I can’t stop him. None of us can stop him.” She was wheezing and losing her focus on Sam’s face.
“Head between your knees. Good girl, now breathe. C’mon T, give it a shot. There, that’s right.” Sam was smoothing her hand along Taylor’s back. It was comforting, but she couldn’t seem to get a grip on herself. This was the second one today, damn it all.
She started to catch her breath just as Baldwin came into the room.
“Hey there, Sam, have you seen…Jesus, Taylor, are you okay?” He rushed over to her and knelt down beside the chair. “Is it like this morning?”
Taylor gave him a dirty look. She didn’t want anyone to know about this. She hadn’t hidden it from Sam; her best friend knew she was riding on the edge, but now Baldwin was on board, and Marcus and Fitz. And she suspected Fitz might have said something to Price too, damn his eyes.
Sam leaned back against the desk. “Second one today? You had one earlier?”
Taylor had her voice back and was feeling a little more in control. “It was nothing, Sam. I saw Jill’s posters and got upset. I spent two hours with the grand jury this afternoon, and I’m just worn out. I feel like crap. I need some antibiotics and a good night’s sleep, and everything will be just fine. Okay? So back off, both of you. Baldwin, Sam has another poison victim.” Good job girl, she thought. Focus their attention elsewhere.
“What?”
Sam pulled up her legs and sat cross-legged style on Price’s small desk.  “We had a floater this morning. Black prostitute named Tammy Boxer, alias Mona Lisa. We thought she had drowned, but the post showed the same necrosis that was present in both Shelby’s and Jordan’s organs. This may have been your first victim.” She held up a hand, anticipating Baldwin’s next question. “And yes, I’m having the tox run on the fire vics. Maybe that’s your commonality, I don’t know.”
Baldwin was shaking his head. “Wow. This guy is getting around. How long had she been in the water?”
“At least a couple of weeks. Taylor said something about her being a test case.”
“That’s an excellent thought, given the timing. This case is so screwed up.” He turned to Taylor, who was enthusiastically blowing her nose. “Better?” She nodded, blew out a breath. “Good. How was your conversation with Shelby’s mom?”
Taylor tested her voice and found it working properly. “She wanted us to know Shelby had been date raped. More than once, according to her mother. She called and told her the weekend before she died. She wouldn’t tell her who had done it; she was scared to death of the guy. But she promised that she was going to go to the campus police and report the rape. That’s probably why her roommate, Vicki, was so evasive when we asked if she was seeing anyone. I got the sense she suspected Shelby was involved with someone. She was involved all right, with some son of a bitch who was forcing her to have sex with him. Bastard!”
“There’s our motive for Shelby’s murder. She tells him she’s going to the police, and he has to kill her to make sure he’s not found out.” His eyes drifted off and he was silent for a moment. His eyes came back into focus, and gave them a huge grin. “That’s it. That explains the herbs you found on Shelby. They were burial herbs.”
Both Sam and Taylor were looking at him blankly.
“You don’t get it? Okay, roll with me for a minute. He left her at the Parthenon. The ancient Greeks, hell, most of the ancient cultures used herbs during a burial to ensure that the spirit of the deceased made it into the spirit world without problem. That’s what he was doing. In his mind, he was giving her a proper burial. I’ll be damned. And I’ll bet he put her at the Parthenon so we would understand, that we would pick up on the connection and know that he was reluctant to kill her but had no choice. That he gave her the most proper and sympathetic burial he possibly could. And the aconite. The aconite!”
Taylor and Sam were staring with their mouths agape. Either he was right on target, or he’d gone round the bend. He shook the hair out of his eyes and launched back in.
“You know Socrates was unjustly sentenced to death and was forced to create his own execution? So in order to maintain his dignity, he drank hemlock, effectively committing suicide?”
They still looked confused, but Taylor motioned with her hand. “Go on, Baldwin.”
“Man, didn’t you guys ever study the Classics? Anyway, there’s always been some debate over whether it was actually hemlock that he drank. It’s been thought that perhaps it wasn’t hemlock because the descriptions of his death weren’t completely consistent with a death caused by hemlock. In some circles, they believe it was aconite.”
“Wait a minute. So you’re saying that the herbs were a burial rite, and the aconite was to symbolize Socrates’s death?” Sam was shaking her head, looking at them like they were crazy. But Taylor took it a step further.
“I see where you’re going, Baldwin. The guy knows the Classics. Plato, Socrates, Aristotle, the fathers of modern logic. The ancient Greeks and their rash of poisonings. This was logical to him. If he gave them the poison, they would be purged, cleansed, right? You said early on that he was sacrificing them. Socrates had to sacrifice himself to save his dignity, to make sure no one thought he was a coward. What better way to sacrifice them than by following the lead of one of the greatest philosophers in the world?” She trailed off.
He took her hand and squeezed it. “In his world, Taylor. In his world. We’ve got him.”



 
Fifty-Seven
 
Jill began to wake. She had been dreaming of something, but she couldn’t remember it exactly. But she felt peaceful and happy, so it must have been a good dream.
She started to get out of the bed and realized where she was. Locked in a room by a man she thought cared for her. She started screaming his name as loud as she could, desperate to know what was going on.
“Hello? Hello? Are you here?” There was no response. She yelled louder. “Is anyone there? Help me, please, help me! He’s holding me prisoner. Please, somebody help!”
She heard footsteps running down the hall. The locks turned and the man came into the room. He was disheveled and looked like he was sick. There was sweat dripping off his brow, and his face was gray, like no blood was reaching it. He came over to the bed, breathing heavily. Jill scooted out from under the covers and tried to back away, but he was too quick. He grabbed her and nearly threw her back onto the bed.
“Don’t do that again, Jill. I’m warning you.”
She had never heard that tone from him. It was angry, threatening. His body was tensed, and she feared for a moment that he would hit her. She cowered on the bed.
The man reached in his pocket and drew out a syringe. His entire demeanor changed. He smiled sweetly and transformed back into the man she knew. But she was afraid now, afraid that he was actually going to hurt her.
Jill began to beg. “Oh, God, please, no. Don’t give me any more of that. I swear I’ll be good. Please, just let me go home.”
He shook his head sadly and chucked her under the chin. She flashed to an old memory of her grandfather—he used to ball his fist and gently bump her under the chin just the same way. “Chin up, girl,” he always said.
He grabbed her hand and his touch made her shudder. His hand was cold and clammy, and she tried to yank it back. But he held fast, caressing her fingers one by one.
“Oh, my sweet, darling girl, I wish I could let you go. But there is a bad world out there, a world that is conspiring to hurt you. There are men who want to take you away from me, but I need to keep you with me. I need to know my son is safe. They will take him away from us, away from me. I am his father. I need to show him the way. I’m the only one who can help him, guide him. He has so many things to do to save us, and it is my responsibility to let the world understand his importance. Don’t you understand? I have taken all the steps I know of to keep both of you safe. But it’s better for you not to fight. I hate to see you anxious, and it’s not good for my son. You just need to stay calm and relaxed. I won’t let anything bad happen to you.”
Jill started crying. She knew he was crazy, and what he was saying made no sense. His son was going to save them? Save them from what?
“Please, I don’t understand. Let me go home. I know my family’s frightened to death. I don’t even know how long it’s been since you brought me here.” She saw she wasn’t getting anywhere and decided to try a different tactic. She was willing to tell him anything to make him let her go. She pitched her voice low, seductive.
“I love you, you know that. I’ll always come back to you. I’d never take your child from you. Why have you changed so much? Please, just let me go, or let me call my parents and let them know I’m okay.”
Her pleading was having no affect on him. He held the syringe up to the light, checking for air bubbles. “Soon, love. Soon, you’ll be able to see them. After my son is born.” He pulled her arm straight and injected the drug into her vein. “In the meantime, I’ll tell you a bedtime story.” He fluffed up her pillows and pulled the blanket up around her chin, stopping briefly to put his hand on her growing belly.
“Do you remember Plato?”
She nodded weakly; whatever drug he was giving her was already taking effect.
“Then you remember the story of Plato’s Allegory of the Cave. Where all of humanity was kept underground, in the dark, chained to their seats, their heads immobilized? And the only things they were allowed to see were the shadows on the walls. Remember the puppet masters? Those who controlled the images of what humanity was allowed to see? They’d show humanity the shadow of a woman, or a chair, or a mouse, and that was the only representation they would ever know as a woman, or a chair, or a mouse. But one man was strong enough to break the chains, and he snuck out of the cave into the real world. The sunlight was so strong his eyes teared and stung, and when he could finally adjust to the light, he saw what a real woman looked like, and a real chair, and a real mouse. And he ran back into the cave to tell the others, to let humanity know they were being tricked, duped into believing what the puppet masters wanted them to believe.”
He ran his hand lovingly under Jill’s chin. She didn’t resist, and he could tell she’d fallen under the spell of the morphine he had given her. He felt himself stir, but it wouldn’t be right. He couldn’t take the chance that he would harm the child.
She was so lovely, her mouth slightly open as she slipped into sleep. Oh, just a moment or two of that softness couldn’t hurt. He’d be so gentle and sweet.
He loosened his pants and pulled down the blanket. Jill was naked in the bed, and he stretched out beside her. As he entered her unconscious body, he whispered the rest of the story in her ear.
“And the man returned to the cave, but humanity was stupid and didn’t believe him. They finally got fed up with his lies and killed him. But no, my darling, that won’t be the fate of our son. He will be strong, strong enough to lead them all out of the cave, into the light, and let the lives of all those worthy begin again.”
 



 
Fifty-Eight
 
After an hour of arguing, Taylor relented and agreed to head home for the night. The whole crew had ganged up on her, insisting that she was too sick to go through another all-nighter. They’d all had rest, and she hadn’t. Marcus and Fitz had taken it upon themselves to secure a warrant for the records of all the professors from the Classics and Theology departments at Vanderbilt, and were on their way with a court order to drag Vanderbilt’s Dean out of bed to gain access to the names of their possible suspects. Lincoln was setting up to run the names they retrieved through his databases and look for past indiscretions that would help solidify their case. Price had practically forced her out the door, handing her jacket and purse to her and walking her to the stairs that led to the parking lot.
Baldwin drove her into the night, stopping briefly at the Walgreens drive-through to pick up a prescription for antibiotics Taylor’s doctor had called in for her. He followed her directions and got her home.
Taylor lived in a remote, rambling log house with lots of windows, perched on several acres of land. She loved watching the animals, kept the bird feeders full all year and salt licks out for the deer. The inside of the house was as comfortable as the outside, with a soft leather sofa, throw rugs, and a big fireplace with logs stacked perfectly on the brick hearth. A second-story loft overlooked the open living/dining room, and Taylor made her bedroom up there, along with her precious pool table. She was as dependent on the table as she would have been a drug to help her relax in the middle of her sleepless nights. It was a great pastime for an insomniac. She had an office set up in the bedroom downstairs, with inset bookcases filled with everything from the hardbound classics to paperback mysteries. It was lived in, comfortable, away from the world she had to deal with day in and day out. It was a little lonely at times, but she wouldn’t trade it for the world. It was a casual and comfortable lifestyle for her.
Seeing Baldwin in her space confused her. He fit so well. Like he’d been a part of her world from the beginning.
Baldwin got Taylor laid out on her couch, a mug of steaming green tea sitting on the coffee table next to her. Taylor was impressed by his domesticity and bedside manner. He had been clucking over her like a mother hen since they got to her place and was currently in her kitchen, using her pots and pans to make her an omelet. Normally, she would have been uncomfortable having him wait on her hand and foot, but she felt so lousy, she didn’t have the strength to argue. She relaxed a little, letting herself enjoy his ministrations. She heard him humming to himself as he put together her food, then laughing and scolding the cat for trying to get into the eggs.  
As he came back into the living room carrying their dinner, he couldn’t help but notice that despite being sick, run down, and sleepless for two nights, Taylor looked beautiful. She fit so well into her home. She’d changed clothes when they’d gotten there, and was casually dressed in cut-off jeans and a long-sleeved University of Tennessee T-shirt; her feet bare revealed toenails polished hooker red, which surprised him a bit. She didn’t seem the type. He was surprised to find himself wondering how he could fit into the sanctuary Taylor had created for herself.
He shook his head, laughing quietly. Man, he was getting the cart before the horse. But he recognized he was finally coming back to life, and he liked how he felt when he was with her. As strange as it was, he sensed that it was right.
They ate together in silence, both anticipating their next moves. Baldwin finished his eggs, pushed the plate away and gave Taylor a smile.
“You want me to make a fire?”
“Aren’t you just the little domestic?” she teased. “Yes, that would be nice. Thanks.” She settled in deeper, grabbed her cup of tea and watched him. She was drawn to him in a way she couldn’t understand. It was more than lust: though he was a very handsome man, he was still much too thin and had dark circles under his eyes. But she could sense the change in his energy. The sense of purpose he carried with him was palpable.
He got the fire lit and returned to the chair facing the sofa. “Can I get you anything else? More tea? More food? Soup? You have some nasty canned stuff in the pantry. I could heat it up for you?”
“Nasty canned stuff? Thanks for the commentary on my taste. No, I’m fine. I just want to sit here and relax. It seems like days since I even sat down.”
“It has been a crazy couple of days.”
“Do you think Fitz and Marcus have found anything yet?”
“Taylor, they told you they’d call the minute they had anything worthwhile. There has to be thirty or so professors for them to look at, and the school is still closed after the storm. It’s going to take them some time. They’re good cops. They won’t miss anything.”
“I know, I just feel so stupid lying here doing nothing.” She coughed.
“Like you sneezing all over the faculty at Vandy is going to help things? C’mon, Taylor, give yourself a break. Let’s give them a little bit of time, and we’ll call and check on their progress later. Why don’t we just talk about something other than the case for a little bit?”
Taylor gave him a sidelong glance. “Like what?”
“How about these panic attacks you’re having? You want to tell me about that?”
“Not particularly. Want to tell me how things are going with you?” she challenged.
Baldwin looked off into space and gave a big sigh. “Okay, if I talk then you have to. Fair enough?”
“No, but I’ll think about it.”
“Great, thanks. So what do you want to know?”
She looked him frankly in the eyes. “I want to know why you were busy playing with your life when I met you.”
He snorted. “You are direct, aren’t you?”
“C’mon, Baldwin. I’ll show you mine if you show me yours.”
He sat back in the chair. “If I tell you this, you may feel you need to get involved, and I don’t want that.”
“I’m already involved, Baldwin,” she said softly.
He met her gaze with a long look. “That’s not exactly what I meant, but it’s good to know. I’m feeling involved myself. Very involved.” He smiled at her, then his lips curved down in a frown. “You know the whole story about the shooting up in Virginia, right? How I got three good men killed for no reason?”
“I’ve heard some. You went in to a suspect’s home, he came back unexpectedly, drew down on you, and you shot him. But he got off shots and hit the three you were with. It shook you up and you left for a while. That’s what I know.”
“That’s the official story, but it was a little more complicated than that.” He got up and went to the fire, throwing on another log and using the poker to mess with the hot coals.
“Tell me, Baldwin. Is that not the whole story?”
He gave her a rueful smile. “No. It’s not the whole story. Harold Arlen was a bad man, Taylor. Evil. We just didn’t have the evidence to sink his ship. He was raping and killing little girls, and we couldn’t get him for the murders. There was no evidence at his house except tons of child porn, which wasn’t enough. We couldn’t find any other properties he may have used to rape and kill them. Nothing. But I knew it was him. Knew it in my heart. I knew if we let it go, he’d just kill again. I couldn’t let that happen.”
“What did you do, Baldwin?”
He turned to her. “No one knows this, Taylor. At least not officially. Have you ever done something you know in your heart is wrong, but it’s the only way you can see to resolve a situation?”
Taylor was getting an idea of what he was talking about. “You planted evidence,” she said flatly.
He hung his head, turning back to the fire. “Yeah, I did. I know it was wrong, but I had to get this guy. There was blood evidence in the case; enough from one of the girls that could be slipped out and used. I took a handkerchief and put some of the blood on it, broke into his house, put it in one of his dresser drawers. When we went in with the warrant, one of the guys found the handkerchief. We had him, and he was going away for a long time.”
“God, Baldwin. How could you do that?” Taylor knew she sounded judgmental, and tried to change her tone. “You just weren’t thinking, right?”
“I don’t know what I was thinking. I was in a pressure cooker situation, with other…” He stopped abruptly, like he’d change his mind about telling her something. “It seemed like the only course of action I had left. And it got three guys killed. I got three guys killed. Arlen got off the shots before I could react. I hit him and he went down, but I was too late.” His eyes were welling up; he shook his head sharply to stop them from spilling over. “But that’s not the worst of it. Arlen was dead and the case was solved, right? A few weeks later another little girl turned up. She’d been dead for at least a couple of weeks and was majorly decomposed. But there was no way to know for sure if it was another one of his victims that we had missed or a copycat killer. The scene was in close proximity to where we found the other girls. The body was placed in the same position as the others. There was no discernible DNA. It looked just like one of his. But there were a couple of unfamiliar hairs found on the girl. They ran them for DNA, but it wasn’t a match to Arlen.
“I could tell by the way everyone looked at me that they knew what I had done. They knew it was my fault. I just couldn’t handle it. So I ran, and when I couldn’t live with myself anymore, I decided that not living was a much better choice than living in the hell on earth I had created. I just didn’t have the guts to flat-out do it.”
To admit what he’d done aloud was too much for him, and he felt the despair creeping back. He went to the window, stared out into the black forest. He was shocked when he felt Taylor’s arms around him, holding him from behind.
“Baldwin, what you did? There’s no excuse. You knew in your heart it was Arlen, that he was doing the killing. You stopped a horrible person from committed even more crimes. You have to find a way to forgive yourself. You made a terrible mistake, Baldwin, but you made it for the right reasons. That’s good enough for me.”
The relief washed over him, a waterfall of cascading emotions. He turned in her arms, and before he could stop to think, kissed her deeply. She kissed him back.
He didn’t know how long it had been when they finally came up for air. Taylor was smiling but turned away, suddenly shy. Though ever fiber of his being cried out to hold her again, to feel her soft lips on his forever, he knew he couldn’t push. Taylor sat back down on the couch, but when he moved toward the chair she patted the seat next to her. He joined her with a sigh. Taylor caught the sound and put her hand on his arm.
“I know you’ve been through a lot, but it’s over now. And you’re here. With me. Do you think you can make a go at this? Living your life, I mean.”
Baldwin leaned over and kissed her forehead tenderly. “I think I may have enough reason, now.”
“Good. ‘Cause I’d kinda like you to stick around for a while.” She smiled. “Even though I probably just gave you my cold.”
He kissed her again, slower this time, memorizing the feel of her beneath his hands, then folded her into his arms. “I don’t care if I get pneumonia. I’ll be here for as long as you want.”
“Good. That’s good.”
Taylor suddenly felt too exhausted to keep her eyes open. The emotion of the case, Baldwin’s confession, her feeling like crap, was all catching up with her. She felt safe in his arms, and drifted off to sleep.
 



 
Fifty-Nine
 
Bullets were flying in the darkened sky. She heard them whizzing by her head, felt the heat as they ripped through her hair. She saw him go down. She was screaming, clawing at him, trying to get away from the hand that reached up and grabbed her by the throat. She fell beside him. He was dead. She could see the entrance wound, glistening silver in the moonlight. Her hands were slick with blood: it covered all of her, drowning her in its viscous blanket, dragging her down into the weeds as they curled and spread over her body. There was no hope. There was no pain. She gave up her struggle and lay serenely next to the empty soul beside her, waiting for the strangled vines to drag her into the earth to decompose along with him. She raised her hand, only mildly revolted as she watched the flesh fall off the bone. She turned to the skeleton beside her and saw the mandible smile, heard his disembodied voice. And then she was back on solid ground, walking away from David’s body, and she could see Baldwin in the distance, his hand held out, beckoning to her…
 
“Taylor! Taylor, wake up!” Baldwin was shaking her. She fought her way out of the dream to find him standing over her, eyes wild, hair disheveled. She looked at him vacantly, still caught up in the remnants of the dream.
“I was dreaming,” she murmured.
“No, you were having a nightmare. You were yelling to someone named David, telling him to get down. Are you okay? Who is David?”
Taylor stood up, spilling the afghan and the cat onto the floor.
“What time is it?”
Baldwin looked at his watch. “Almost five in the morning. Taylor, what was the dream about?”
A few hours of sleep had made her feel better. She ignored Baldwin for the moment and wandered into the kitchen. She pulled a Diet Coke from the refrigerator, gulped it down and grabbed another. Setting it on the counter, she opened the antibiotics and popped three in her mouth.
“Taylor, you’re not going to get better any faster OD’ing on Keflex.”
“I feel better already. How long was I out?” She made her way back into the living room and collapsed on the couch. Jade jumped into her lap and made a nest, purring heavily. Taylor ran her hand absently along her silky back.
“About five hours. You zonked out so hard, I just let you sleep.”
“Thanks.” She gave him a sad smile. “You know the best thing about not sleeping for the past couple of days? I didn’t have any dreams.”
“What’s up with the dreams? Is David the detective you shot?”
She nodded slowly. “David Martin. Dirty as they come. And I came this close to getting indicted for his murder. Murder, Baldwin. He breaks into my house, attacks me, and I’m the one that nearly takes the fall. I don’t know how he could do that to me. How he could put me in the position he put me in. Trying to bribe me to let him go on his happy little way.” She snorted in disgust, shaking her head.
“There’s more, isn’t there, Taylor?” Baldwin reached over and took her hand. She wanted to pull away, but resisted the urge. It was time to get it off her chest.
“Yeah, well, we were lovers, briefly. No one but Sam knows, though I think Fitz suspects.”
Baldwin felt a pang of jealousy and shoved it aside. The man was dead, for God’s sake. He had no business being jealous of a ghost. But this was a ghost who was haunting his woman’s dreams.
He understood, though. Ghosts visited him as well. Every night since the shooting, the three men who had been shot came and sat on the foot of his bed, watching him. He shook off the memory. “So you dream about him?”
“I dream about his death. Same dream every night since I shot him. He gets shot, goes down, and I go down with him. He’s decomposing, and I am too. His skull turns to say something to me, and then I wake up. It’s expanded recently. All the victims I haven’t saved show up, too. This massive field of graves, and they’re all talking to me.”
“What do they say?”
“‘Help me. It’s your fault.’ I thought I heard something different this time. He said, ‘Go on.’ I don’t really know what that means.”
Baldwin sat next to her and took her other hand. “I think it means he’s telling you he doesn’t blame you for shooting him. Were you in love with him?”
Taylor shook her head. “That’s what’s so awful. I wasn’t. I was lonely, and he was there. It didn’t even last very long. It was a casual thing for me, but, yes, he loved me and wanted more. I broke it off, then he approached me to keep my mouth shut about his little venture, and I just snapped. I felt like he’d betrayed more than just my body, you know? He put my whole career on the line. If I turned him in to Internal Affairs, I might have taken the brunt of it. He could have said that I was in on it from the beginning, make it a “he said, she said.” IA doesn’t like to see their cops embroiled in illegal doings, you know? Especially the female cops.
“But the worst of it was the satisfaction I felt when I saw him lying dead on the floor. I felt like he deserved it. And that’s just so wrong.”
“That’s a lot of guilt to be carrying around, Taylor. It wasn’t your fault you had to shoot him. He did attack you. These things happen.”
“These things happen,” she echoed. “That’s what I just don’t get. I don’t know why these things ‘just happen.’ Why do they just happen?”
“If I could tell you that Taylor, I would be God. And I’m not.”
She looked at him. “I thought you didn’t believe in God.”
“I never said that. I just don’t understand. But I have a confession to make. Earlier tonight, when I kissed you, I thought I might have a glimmer. When I realized you understood what happened in Virginia, that you didn’t judge me, I felt like I had been forgiven. By whom, I’m not sure. I wasn’t looking for it, but it’s there. I don’t know what to do with it, and I don’t know if it changes anything, but it’s there.”
Taylor felt tears in her eyes. She had asked forgiveness a million times, and she never felt like she’d gotten it. But as she looked at Baldwin, she realized that it had happened a long time ago. She just wasn’t willing to forgive herself.
They both jumped as the phone rang. Taylor lunged for it. “Fitz?”
Baldwin could hear his voice booming through the phone. “How’d ya know it was me?”
“I was hoping. Did you get anything?”
“Yeah, I think we did. Are you coming in?”
She gave Baldwin a smile and squeezed his hand. “We’re on our way.”
 



 
 
 
 
The Sixth Day
 



 
Sixty
 
Sam walked out the main doors to the parking lot, only to see Dr. Gerald Peterson hailing her down.
“Hey, Dr. Owens, I came by to check out your burn vic. You got a minute?”
Sam felt a brief rush of annoyance. Peterson was the backup forensic odontologist on contract to Davidson County to do dental identifications. He was a small, graying mouse of a man, interminably cheerful. His pink nose twitched with allergies, and he had a wide smile that rose to watery blue eyes behind round, wire-rimmed John Lennon glasses. He was prone to seersucker, and even this late in the fall sported a salmon stripe with a wadded white linen handkerchief bulging from his breast pocket. The man was nice enough, but he was a little erratic. Sometimes impossible to reach for weeks at a time, it was his practice to drop in on Sam at his leisure, citing his blooming dental practice as his number one priority. Thankfully she didn’t need his services terribly often. Dr. Michael Tabor was their main guy, and he was almost always available, except for when he was out on major cases, on loan to other jurisdictions.
Sam had called Tabor’s office, found out he was in New York on a case, and had been forced to ring Peterson. He’d been surprisingly quick to respond. It was amazing what a little press coverage could do. Everyone wanted their name in the paper, especially on a case that was rapidly turning into a colossal citywide panic.
“Hey, Gerald. Come on in. I didn’t expect to hear from you so soon.”
Sam swiped her card, and the security doors unlocked. They entered and made their way through the lobby and the security door, then headed right into the clinical area and through the biovestibule.
Sam stopped and swung open a door, allowing the dentist in before her. The body had been taken to the anthropology laboratory, which was used primarily for the examination of skeletal remains. Just like the main autopsy suite, it had a skylight, but was much smaller, with a single stainless steel table resting against the wall. The body was housed in the small refrigerator unit in the room. They brought her out and set her on the aluminum table. Sam turned on the large overhead spotlight, and Peterson settled in to work, pausing briefly to pull a clipboard with the NCIC dental form from his briefcase.
Sam sat back and let him work, helping as needed.
The female they were trying to identify was most likely on a missing persons list. She had at least ten thousand dollars of cosmetic work done on her teeth. Veneers, bonding, a well-done root canal, wisdom teeth extractions. Taylor had set Lincoln to work looking for a young female that would have gone missing within the past two months, just to cover all the bases. If there were any chance of finding the identity of this girl, it would be through her dental records.
Dr. Peterson was humming, marking his coded chart and clucking to himself occasionally. He finally looked up.
“Someone is missing this girl. She’s had a lot of work done, and someone had to pay for it. As young as she is, I’d bet anything on parents.”
“Care to hazard a guess at her age?”
“You really should talk to your anthropologist to be completely accurate, but the lack of wear, the condition of her bone, I’d give it a guess at twenty to twenty-five years old.”
“Yeah, she put it there too.”
He handed her the dental chart he had completed. “I know it’s a long shot, but eventually, that damn computer is gonna make a match. Give this to Taylor, and let’s see how lucky we are.”
“I’ll fax it up there right now. Are you going to be available if I need to get in touch?”
“Of course. I’m always available for your calls.” He gave her a winsome smile, nose twitching, and they walked back to the lobby together.
“Thanks so much for your help, Gerald. I really hope we can find out who this girl is.”
Sam walked him out, then swiped her card and went back inside, stopping in the reception area.
“Kris, could you fax this over to Lincoln Ross in Homicide? Tell him it needs to go in the dental database right away. If by the grace of God something matches, tell him to call me on my cell.”
“Certainly, Dr. Owens. I’ll do it right now.” As she spoke, she was already out of her chair. Sam said thank you to her back and headed to her office, saying a prayer as she went.
 



 
Sixty-One
 
“Forensic Medical, can I help you?”
“Can I speak to Dr. Owens please? This is Lincoln Ross with MNPD.”
“I’m not sure exactly where she is, but if you would hold on, I’ll forward you to her cell.” There was a brief moment of silence, then a click as the phone was transferred.
“Yes?”
“Sam? It’s Lincoln. I just finished talking to Taylor. She asked me to give you a call. You are never in a million years going to guess what happened when I ran the dental records.”
“Yeah sure, Lincoln. You got a match. Now tell me what’s really going on.”
“No, Sam, seriously, we got a match.”
“You’re full of crap.” Sam spun in her chair, watching her office walls fly by.
“I swear by all that’s holy that I have your girl. Her name is Mary Margaret de Rossi.”
“Yeah! Are you sure it’s her? I mean really, that frickin’ database hasn’t ever made a match. How can we be sure it’s really her?”
“I’m sure. Can you come on over here? Taylor wants to call her parents, but she needs you to make a positive on the records.”
“Hell, yeah, I’m on my way.”
 
 
 
Sam was looking at the Mary Margaret de Rossi’s antemortem radiographs on the computer screen. Her mind was crowded with a future image of the poor girl’s parents, bravely sitting in the family waiting room at her office, waiting to fill out the paperwork. There was no reason to show them the body; it was burned beyond recognition, and Sam didn’t want them to have that image of their daughter.
Mary Margaret’s parents had told Taylor the sad story of their runaway daughter. They had only recently found out that she was alive and living in Nashville. They were so proud she’d gotten her life together, kicked her demons, was in college and had found her own way back to the real world. They’d forgiven her, and she’d forgiven them.
When she first went missing, several years earlier, they didn’t know she had simply run away from home. They had filed the Missing Person’s report with the Atlanta police. The police investigation turned up nothing. Because of her age and background, they chalked it up to a runaway situation and dropped the case. But a year or so ago, a young detective had contacted them. He was looking at all the missing person cases for the past ten years, and asked if they were still looking for their daughter. When they admitted they still didn’t know where she was or if she were alive or dead, the young cop suggested they provide her dental records for him to put in his new database. He had warned them that finding a match was unlikely, but wanted to give it a shot.
He was excited to learn about all the work that had been done on her teeth. Braces in her youth hadn’t fully corrected a large frontal gap, so her parents had spent even more money, ten thousand dollars, to have veneers put on, which even they agreed took their daughter from ugly duckling status to elegant swan. The detective was certain the work done on her teeth would differentiate her radiographs, and give them a better shot at finding a match should her body ever be found.
When Mary Margaret finally contacted them, they had forgotten to let him know she’d been found. The records languished in the system until Lincoln made his triumphant match.
Sam used the slides from the database to make her final confirmation. The veneers were a dead giveaway. The antemortem records showed the gap in her teeth. The records were a one hundred percent match.
Based on Mary Margaret’s distraught parents’ information, Lincoln had called over to Aquinas and found one of the nuns who had been close to her.
Sister Agatha sounded a hundred years old, but despite her quavering voice, she seemed sharp as a tack. Lincoln told her the nature of his call, and the old nun broke down. Lincoln heard her saying a rosary in the background. She finally pulled it together and apologized.
“I am so sorry for that poor girl. I think she’d had a hard life, I didn’t know much about her. She had the look of a young girl who’s seen too much of the world. But she was lovely and studied so hard.”
“You say you don’t know much about her past. Can you tell me what you do know? Her parents are trying to fill in the gaps.”
“Of course. She came to us from the Sisters of the Covenant out in Colorado. Wonderful women, they run a small hospital up there in the mountains. Let me see here, I’ve got her record right in front of me. She was getting straight A’s, the poor lamb. Taking a full load too, and working in the Student Center. My goodness, it shows here she was also auditing classes over at Vanderbilt last semester. Working so hard. Oh, this is just too much.”
Lincoln’s heart beat a little faster. He motioned to Taylor and wrote on his blotter MM audited at Vandy last sem.
Taylor knocked her knuckles against the desk. There is was. There was the link between the girls.
Lincoln dragged his attention back to the old nun. He had missed some of what she was talking about, but a name caught his ear.
“I’m sorry, Sister, can you say the again?”
“You need to pay more attention, young man.” Lincoln immediately had a vision of a stooped over old nun smacking his palm with a ruler and nearly laughed aloud. “I was saying that I don’t think there is anyone else here that she was very close to, but she spent a lot of time with the priest that was killed. Such a good man, such a loss to the church. We have a hard time bringing in the younger people these days. Boys just don’t want to be priests anymore. I’m getting off the subject. She was friends with him. With Father Xavier. They spent quite a bit of time together. I believe he was tutoring her in Latin. She wanted to attend the Latin Mass, you know. Such a good girl.”
“Sister, thank you so much for your time. I have to let you go now.”
“God bless you and keep you.” She hung up before he could answer.
He turned to Taylor, who was impatiently tapping her fingers on top of the filing cabinet.
“Got another tidbit for you.”
“Yeah? Well, if it’s as good as your last one I’m going to kiss you.”
“Ooh, baby. Then get over here and pucker up. Guess who Mary Margaret spent all her time with?”
“Who?”
“Father Xavier.”
Taylor started grinning. “Damn good job, Lincoln. C’mere.” She grabbed him and laid one on him, then ran off down the hall, shouting for Baldwin.
 



 
Sixty-Two
 
Armed with her teams’ hours of work, Taylor and Baldwin went to the Vanderbilt campus. The storm damage was extensive, but the cleanup had gone very well, and all the roads through downtown were back open, as was the campus itself. 
It was a beautiful morning. The sun shone on the quad, the grass had been freshly mowed, probably for the last time before the bitter cold of winter hit. There was just a hint of the smell of burning leaves wafting through the air, most had been blown off the trees during the heavy storms. The scent reminded Taylor that the nights would soon turn frigid and warm fires would be needed to chase the fingers of winter away.
Students milled about, happy to be back to school, enjoying the unseasonably warm morning. Two boys played with a football, showing off for three girls in bikini tops and cut off shorts on a blanket nearby.
There were two professors they needed to talk to from the Classics department: Edward Lear and Barry James. Fitz and Marcus had gone through Shelby’s, Jordan’s and Jill’s records since their arrival at Vanderbilt. By intersecting their schedules, they had come up with the names of two professors all three had taken classes from. A conversation with one of the nuns in administration at Aquinas College had revealed that Mary Margaret de Rossi sometimes audited classes at Vanderbilt in the Classics, a program not offered at her school. She had audited three classes and taken one each from each professor.
Baldwin had found the girl who had put together the flier campaign to help find Jill. Her name was Susan Davidson, and he thought it would be smart to speak with her first, before the professors. If they knew a little more about Jill, they might be able to piece the rest of the story together.
Taylor and Baldwin made their way to the Student Center, and Susan met them at the door, escorted them inside and found them a table.
Taylor started the interview with a few niceties, asking about the girl’s study and major. Then she started in.
“So Susan, tell us how you know Jill Gates.”
“We met at a sorority rush party in the first week of school. She wasn’t thrilled to be there, which surprised me. I mean, she had the looks, the body, the whole package the sororities look for. I also heard she was a Tri-Delt legacy, so I figured she’d be snapped up quickly. I really wouldn’t have paid a lot of attention, you know, except she took off in the middle of rush. Just left. I thought it was strange, but I had my own stuff to deal with, you know?”
“But you met her again, right? You said on the phone that you two had a class together.”
“Yeah, last semester. I added it in the second week. I didn’t like my psychology class, so I transferred into this Classics class, you know, mythology and all that? One of the girls in my dorm told me the prof was totally cool, and he was. Went off all the time on these weird tangents, but he was so into the gods and their roles shaping our lives that we couldn’t help but get interested. And he has the grooviest eyes, you know. Sort of this sea green, like yours, Agent Baldwin, though yours are much prettier.”
Taylor smiled and shot Baldwin a look, but interrupted the girl’s daydream. “Susan, let’s get back to Jill Gates. You and she were in the class together?”
Susan snapped back to reality. “Yeah, we sat next to each other. She knew so much about this stuff already, you know? She sat glued to his every word, and I always saw her go see him after class. But she’d ask him questions she knew the answers to, cause I’d see her write them down before she went up to him. But whatever, you know? Everyone thought he was hot. She seemed really into him.”
“Did you ever talk to her about it?”
“She blew me off as soon as I brought it up. Said she wanted to go on and get her doctorate in the Classics, and it would be really helpful if she had such an influential teacher to back her up. Yeah, whatever, like I bought that.”
“Did you know Shelby and Jordan?”
“Well, sure. They were in the same class with me and Jill that first semester.”
Taylor felt a bump of adrenaline. “Who was the professor, Susan?”
“You didn’t already know? Dr. Lucas, of course.”
“Dr. Lucas?”
“Yeah, Gabriel. Gabriel Lucas. He’s not a prof here any more, though. I don’t know where he went.”
Gabriel Lucas wasn’t one of the two professors they had come to speak with. She’d never even seen the name. Taylor made a mental note to call Fitz the second they finished and ask about him.
“So you thought they may have been involved? Romantically?”
Susan shook her head, staring over Taylor’s shoulder. A little frown started in her forehead. “I don’t know if she was sleeping with him, if that’s what you mean. It was almost like they had this weird link, like they had a secret that no one else knew. I always assumed there was something going on, but I never saw them together outside of his office, where there were always people around. They’d be in these deep conversations about Plato and stuff. We studied the Allegory of the Cave for two weeks, and she really got into it. That’s really all I know. I need to get to class, so is there anything else?”
Baldwin finally spoke up. “Susan, we’ll handle your absence from class. I want to know more about Jill. What was she like?”
Susan shrugged. “Well, she was totally gorgeous, but it was like she didn’t really know it. Never got dolled up for class and stuff. She was really natural. Not a granola, but pretty laid back about her looks. I guess that’s what I noticed in the first place. It’s not like I’m some kind of beauty queen. Then when she gained some weight this year, I guess I felt even more at ease with her, you know? Some of us just aren’t meant to be perfect.”
Susan wasn’t exaggerating. She was plain, with unfashionably large, pink-rimmed glasses and a slight overbite, making her look like an overeager chipmunk. When she smiled her cheeks puffed out as if she were holding a large store of nuts in her mouth. Baldwin smiled gently, catching Taylor’s eye. The weight gain. That must have been the pregnancy.
“So she was nice to you?”
“Yeah, most of the time. I’d hang around some, asking her to get coffee and stuff. Most of the time she’d come, but sometimes she just blew me off with this look in her eye, like she found me disgusting. But then she’d smile and be really nice, bring me a muffin from Starbucks or something. Anyway, whatever. I liked her.”
Both Baldwin and Taylor were starting to get the idea that Susan may have felt more than “like” for Jill Gates, but neither of them pushed the issue.
Baldwin continued trying to draw a mental picture of Jill. “So what did you guys talk about when you hung out? Class? Professors? Anything you can think of would be helpful.”
Susan teared up. “I don’t know anything else. Do you think Jill is dead? All of us were in class together with Dr. Lucas. And Shelby and Jordan are dead. Am I next?”



 
Sixty-Three
 
Taylor’s heart was galloping in her chest. They needed to wrap this up and go investigate who the hell Gabriel Lucas was.
“Susan,” she said soothingly, setting a hand on the girl’s pudgy arm. “I’m sure you’re fine. But we need to get an idea of what Jill was like, to see if there’s anything we need to look into. Did she ever go off like this before, without telling anyone where she was headed?”
“Well, sure, every weekend. She said she had a boyfriend down at Sewanee, and they met there every Friday afternoon, and she stayed until late Sunday night.”
“Did anyone else know about this?”
“No, she swore me to secrecy. She really didn’t talk to anyone else about her personal life, you know?” Susan’s chest had puffed with a small sense of pride, and Taylor felt for the girl. The secret keeper always was made to feel like the most important person in a woman’s life, especially if the person was a shade too nerdy and harboring some more than friendly feelings toward her friend. Women could be used that way, and it was starting to look like Jill Gates had been taking advantage of Susan’s affections from the beginning. She realized Susan was still talking.
“…Jill was kind of intense, you know? Like when you’re talking to her, she like, leans into you, like she really cares about what you’re saying. There was this time…” Susan reddened, and both of them could understand completely her embarrassment.
“It’s okay Susan. I think I’m starting to understand how you felt about Jill.” Taylor handed the girl a tissue. She accepted it gratefully and hid behind it for a moment.
“Yeah, well, she wasn’t into me like that, but I didn’t mind. I think she knew, but she was good enough never to mention it, you know. Like she didn’t hold it against me or anything.” Susan’s voice had gotten bitter, but she smiled and went back to her story.
“I don’t really know how to explain it. She was so intense, so interested that sometimes it was a little creepy, you know? Like she wanted to turn my mind inside out. She just looks right into you. And I told her things I’d never admit to anyone. Dreams, feelings. Not about how I felt for her, but about dealing with life feeling different. And she understood so much. I know she’d never felt like she didn’t fit in, but she made me feel like she understood it completely. So I poured out my deepest darkest secrets, my biggest fears, like about my parents finding out I’m not their perfect little girl. And she understood, you know, she really understood. I know she really cared about me in her own way.”
“Susan, think carefully. Was she like that with anyone else?” Baldwin was starting to get the picture.
“Well, she was like that with a lot of people. I guess I’d like to think that she was special friends with me alone, but she was, you know, kinda intense with a lot of people.”
“Was she intense with Shelby Kincaid or Jordan Blake?”
“No, not Shelby. She was a little mouse. But she did hang out with Jordan, partied with her some. They went their own way after a while. Jordan got picked up by Tri-Delt, and Jill just wasn’t into the sorority scene. Me, neither.”
Taylor gave the girl’s hand a quick squeeze. “Susan, you’ve been a huge help. Thank you so much for your time and for being so honest with us.” They stood to leave. Susan looked back.
“Will you let me know if you find Jill? I just want to make sure she’s okay, you know?”
Baldwin gave her a long look. “We’ll do our best.”
She smiled sadly and hoisted her backpack on her shoulder, half waved goodbye, and wandered off toward the food court.
Taylor and Baldwin sat back down.
Taylor spoke first. “What do you think?”
Baldwin was running his hands through his hair. “I don’t know. There’s definitely a link with all the girls through this Gabriel Lucas character. Mary Margaret audited the same Classics class Susan was talking about. But Lucas isn’t on our list, right?”
Taylor was already dialing Fitz’s cell. He picked up quickly.
“Hey, it’s me. I need you to check a name for me. Gabriel Lucas.” She was quiet for a moment, listening. “Okay. Find him. We’ll check it out.”
She hung up and pulled out a cigarette. Baldwin gave her a look that she waved off. She lit it and stared off into space, coughing a little.
Baldwin was getting impatient. “Well?”
“Gabriel Lucas wasn’t on their list because he’s taking a sabbatical this semester. He’s taken some time off to write a book of his experiences with the Greco-Roman culture.”
“You’re kidding.”
Taylor took another drag, then squashed the butt under her shoe. She raised an eyebrow at him.
“An expertise in Greco-Roman culture fits our profile about a person intimately familiar with the ancient customs.”
“It sure does. The way Susan talked about him, and the connection he had with Jill…we need to find this guy and have a nice long talk with him. Fitz is tracking him down. Also, Sam called in to tell us there was aconite in the teacups found at the church. Definitely the same killer, Baldwin.”
Baldwin’s mind was spinning. Shelby, date raped. Jordan, pregnant with another man’s child. Jill, at least seven months gone and having a secret affair. So where did Mary Margaret, the priest and Mona Lisa fit in to all of this? He didn’t know the answer, only knew they had to find Jill.
 



 
Sixty-Four
 
Their interviews with Professors Lear and Professor James had yielded nothing. Professor Lear was physically incapable of committing the crimes. A paraplegic since birth, his wheelchair would have made it difficult to manage the stairs at the Parthenon at the very least. Though he did remember all of the students, he couldn’t say he knew anything about them outside of his classes.
Their interview with Professor James hadn’t gone any better. Though young and physically fit, he was openly gay. Much to Taylor’s amusement, he had flirted his way through the entire interview, going so far as to ask Baldwin for his phone number, which Baldwin genially declined.
They asked both men about Gabriel Lucas. Lewis had nothing but kind words for the man. James, on the other hand, made his dislike clear, but couldn’t give any solid reasons for it. Taylor assumed he’d been turned down and was harboring a grudge.
Taylor and Baldwin sat on the grass under a huge oak tree and talked it through. Either man could have hired a killer, but that scenario didn’t make sense. Baldwin was sure their suspect was on a personal quest; the murders were too intricately woven, too symbolic to have been committed on contract. Between Professor Lear’s infirmities and Professor James’ sexual orientation, neither man fit into what Baldwin was looking for in their suspects. Taylor’s cell rang. She clicked it on, hoping it was the man who had just hung up. But it was Fitz, eager to share their latest discovery.
“Taylor, we just ran back through Mary Margaret’s records. Two of the classes she audited were taught by…ready for it? One Professor Gabriel Lucas.”
Her heart was pounding. “Excellent. This has to be our guy. But where the hell is he?”
“I’m looking. Got one more little morsel for you. Our priest, Father Xavier? The rector at St. Catherine’s called. Didn’t know if it would help the investigation at all, but since it was related to Vanderbilt, he thought we should know that Father X conducted the community breakfast there last month.”
“There’s our last link. We’re on it. Thanks, Fitz!”
She gave Baldwin a huge smile, her teeth flashing in the sunlight. “Check this out…”
 
 
Taylor and Baldwin barged into the office of Vanderbilt’s Dean of the College of Arts and Sciences. His secretary hedged when they walked in the door, telling them that the dean was out of the office on business, but she didn’t know exactly where he was. She was trying to talk them into an appointment much later in the afternoon when the dean walked through the door. He had two men with him, both dressed elegantly and wearing grimaces on their faces. Taylor could tell they were simply being polite while he jovially tried to amuse them. He stopped short when he saw Taylor and Baldwin.
Taylor stuck out her hand. “Dean Royce? Lieutenant Taylor Jackson and Dr. John Baldwin. We need to speak to you about—”
He cut her off. “Oh yes, my dear, I know all about it. If you would give me a minute here.” He addressed his secretary. “Janet, please see Ms. Jackson and Mr. Baldwin into my office and get them something to drink. I won’t be a moment.”
He turned and put his arms around the shoulders of his reluctant companions. “Gentlemen, I can’t tell you how much we appreciate all you’ve done for Vanderbilt. I’ll be in touch as soon as I can. If there’s …”
Taylor lost the conversation as the men entered his office.
He came through the door a moment later, mopping his brow with a handkerchief. Taylor had taken an instant dislike to the man. He was all smiles and handshakes. He politely offered to pour the tea, prattling about the overwhelming support the college was receiving from their donors, segueing into his distress over the fate of his students. But Taylor read the look in his eyes as he got himself settled behind his desk. He was not happy to see them. Homicide detectives and FBI agents combing his campus for murder suspects was not good publicity for the school.
Taylor started fidgeting in her chair, trying to find a good place to interrupt. Baldwin wasn’t as polite.
“Dean Royce, please. We need to speak with you about one of your professors. What can you tell us about Gabriel Lucas?”
“Gabriel? Great man. Entirely devoted to the school. Came to us several years ago from New Mexico, I believe. He’d finished his doctorate in Ancient and Modern Hellenistic and Greco-Roman Cultures. Had a stunning dissertation on Plato, argued that Plato’s philosophy was the first divine revelation. Made an excellent case for Hellenistic philosophy as the basis for the Bible. Absolutely amazing work. I read all the dissertations of our professors personally, you know,” he puffed. “Something of a hobby for me, that’s why I remember it so well. We grabbed him up as soon as we talked with him. Took him after the first interview. Brilliant man, Gabriel, simply brilliant. Why, he was—”
Baldwin cut him off again. “We understand he’s taking a sabbatical this semester?”
The Dean sat back in his chair for a moment. “Certainly you don’t think he had anything to do with these murders? That’s preposterous. Gabriel is a gentle soul. And I know how much he loves his students.”
Taylor raised an eyebrow at him. “Any students that he loved in particular?”
Royce started sputtering. “Ms. Jackson…”
“You can call me Lieutenant, Dean Royce.”
He flushed and took a deep breath. “Lieutenant. Vanderbilt University holds its students and faculty to the highest standards of conduct. Dating a student here isn’t simply frowned upon; it is grounds for dismissal. So to answer your little insinuation, no. Gabriel was not involved with any of his students. It simply wouldn’t be allowed.”
Baldwin smiled. “You’ve never seen anyone break the rules, Dean? I mean really, in this day and age? A bright young professor, whom we’ve heard was quite handsome, wouldn’t have any social contact with any of his female students?”
“No, Mr. Baldwin, he wouldn’t. Especially not in the past months.”
“Oh? Why’s that?”
“Because Gabriel is ill. Very ill. He’s taken the semester to…recuperate.”
 



 
Sixty-Five
 
Taylor stood and went to his window. “Dean Royce, we talked with two of your Professors, Edward Lear and Barry James, from the Classics department. They weren’t aware Professor Lucas had any physical problems. They were under the impression that he was taking a sabbatical to work on a book.”
“No, they wouldn’t know the whole story. Gabriel and I decided to keep it from as many people as we could. It was such a shattering blow to him, and he wanted time to sort things out. Such a shame. Incredibly bright man. Though he was starting to act a little erratic. He’d had a revelation, he said. Kept talking about the revelation that was changing his life. Wouldn’t tell me what it was though. I told him to write it down. You know how it is, publish or perish,” he chortled. “That’s why we decided it was best for him to simply take a sabbatical. Didn’t want the students to see him that way, see him acting different, if you know what I mean.”
Baldwin was getting a little fed up by the Dean’s dance. “Dean, what exactly is the nature of Professor Lucas’ illness?”
“Really, officers, you can’t think that Gabriel is involved in theses crimes in any way.” He started to get out of his chair, but Taylor snapped at him.
“Sit down. Of course we can. We know that Jill Gates, Jordan Blake and Shelby Kincaid all took his classes. We know that Mary Margaret de Rossi audited two of his classes. That’s four of our victims that Professor Lucas was at the very least familiar with. That’s a lot for us to go on right there. So I suggest you start cooperating before I haul your ass in to the station and charge you with obstruction of justice. Now, what is wrong with Lucas?”
“Fine. He has cancer. Brain cancer. A tumor of some sort. He took the semester off to have it treated. Are you happy now? I’ve broken the confidence of a man who begged me to make sure no one at the school found out about his condition. Thank you for teaching me how to compromise my morals. I’ve told you all I can. Now, I think you should leave.”
Taylor ignored him. “Have you spoken with him lately?”
The dean was red in the face and looked close to blowing a gasket. “No, I haven’t spoken with him in about a month. He came to the monthly community breakfast. He told me he would be out of touch for a while, and was talking about having a new experience. I just assumed it was a medical advancement that he couldn’t receive here in town and he was seeking treatment elsewhere. We only spoke for a few minutes. The speaker started moments after we greeted each other, and after the presentation he was gone.”
“Would that speaker have been Father Francis Xavier from St. Catherine’s Church?”
The Dean face crumpled. He put his face in his hands, and all the defensiveness left his body. “Oh, my God. It can’t be. He couldn’t have done any of this. It has to be a coincidence.”
Baldwin spoke quietly. “There are no coincidences, Dean Royce. We need to speak with Professor Lucas. Can you get us his address and phone number?”
“Janet!” he bellowed. The diminutive woman came scurrying into the office. “Janet, I need you to give the detectives Professor Lucas’ address.”
Janet was obviously a little afraid of her boss and squeaked her answer like a mouse. “I’m sure I have it around here somewhere. I think he moved recently. I’ll probably have to call down to records, and Melinda is out sick today, so there’s only a student working the desk. It may take a little while.”
“Ma’am, go on down to records yourself and pull the address for me.” Taylor handed her a card. “The minute you have it, I want you to call me on my cell phone. Do you understand?”
The woman nodded and started to bustle away. Taylor grabbed her arm. “Hold on a second. Do you have any pictures of Professor Lucas?”
“Well, of course, dear. We have the annuals right here.” She motioned to the bookshelf behind her boss. Taylor went to the bookshelf and pulled the most recent annual. She looked in the back for Lucas’s name, found he was pictured on several pages. She started flipping through until she found one of him alone.
Taylor had to admit he was a handsome man. Square jaw, heavy silver hair, green eyes, full mouth, three days of stubble. A rebel-without-a-cause attitude spilling from his smile. She could see why some of the girls would want to take his classes.
Baldwin turned back to the Dean. “Mr. Royce, do you happen to know which doctor was treating the professor?”
The dean had gathered himself and was a little more willing to cooperate.
“Surely, surely. A doctor named Hoyt, I believe. Steven Hoyt, over at Vanderbilt. Great man, loves the college. Did his undergrad here, I believe. Before my time, though.”
She stood and stuck out her hand. “Thank you so much for your time. Can I take this with me?” She pointed to the annual.
“Of course, of course, anything I can do to help, just give me a call. Though I’m sure you’ll find our poor professor has had nothing to do with all this tragedy. At Vanderbilt…I’m sure you understand that we cannot be held responsible for any actions any of our students or faculty take outside of campus. We’re terribly upset by these deaths and want to cooperate however we can.” Taylor rolled her eyes at his spin as he saw them to the door, then shut it behind him.
Taylor and Baldwin made their way back to the car. Taylor lit a cigarette, a grimace on her face.
“Smarmy old dope. He gave me the creeps.”
Baldwin started laughing. “Gave you the creeps, huh? He wasn’t the friendliest person I’ve ever met.”
“Ick. Didn’t you love his quick CYA? Always gotta cover your ass.” She picked up her phone and called in to the office. “Hey, it’s me. Is Lincoln there?” She waited a moment. “Link, I need you to do your magic. Get a number and address on Gabriel Lucas…Right…Cool. Let me talk to Marcus…Hey, puppy, how ya holdin’ up…Oh, you poor baby. Do me a favor. Get on the phone with a doctor named Steven Hoyt. He’ll be with the oncology unit at Vanderbilt. We need all the records he has regarding treatment of Gabriel Lucas. Brain cancer. See if he has anything we can use for DNA. Yeah, we have a live one. Thanks.” She hung up and lit another cigarette.
“Lincoln will get the records a sight faster than Miss Mouse back there. Hopefully Marcus can find this Dr. Hoyt. Let’s get back over there and see what we can find out.” She realized she was walking alone. Baldwin was standing stock still ten feet behind her.
“Baldwin? What’s wrong?”
He gave her a look, his eyes shining. “I think I know what’s going on.”
 



 
Sixty-Six
 
“Wake up, love. That’s right. Sit up a little now. You need to drink this.”
The cool water slid down the back of her throat. Jill realized she was awake, and felt Gabriel’s arm around her shoulders. She tried to gulp, she was thirsty, so thirsty, and choked on the water. Sputtering, she opened her eyes.
Gabriel was sitting next to her. She saw he had brought some food, and realized she was starving. She reached out for the tray, but he grabbed her hand gently and set it back in her lap.
“No, my darling, let me.” He reached for the plate, broke off a piece of bread and gave it to her. She took it and started chewing.
“Gabriel, what is going on?” she mumbled through the bread in her mouth.
He just looked at her, got off the bed and picked up a sheet of paper. Clearing his throat like an actor on the stage preparing for a great soliloquy, he began reading aloud. “ ‘A Call to Arms’ by Jill Gates.”
 
Thoughts thrash and tumble
like lions crashing
through the cresting waves.
No movement, no action
lost in the abyss they call my mind,
Fleeing like sandpipers
chasing ghost crabs
on the milky white powder expanse.
A calm breeze blows harmless
smiles and stabbing glares
wash away the tumult
And I lie
in dreamless death,
suspended in my cage.
 
He finished with a flourish, bowing to his audience. Jill put the bread back on the plate, staring at him. He was absolutely crazy. She could see it in his eyes. And he looked sick, pale and drawn. She had a vague memory, some rumor about him leaving school because he was sick. But that couldn’t be. He was writing a book. She tried to access the memory, but her mind was so muddled up from all the drugs and she just couldn’t grasp the memory. And now he was reading her old poetry?
“What, you don’t remember this glorious ode? You wrote it for me. For me. When I read it, I knew. I knew you would be the one. You would never betray me, Jilly. I knew it in my heart that we would be together forever. ‘And I lie in dreamless death, suspended in my cage?’ When I read this, I wept. I knew I had found you, the one who could help me become immortal. I knew you would bear a child, a son, who will live on forever. A son who will be strong enough to lead all of us into the afterlife, who will bless us and make us pure.”
Jill was crawling backward on the bed. This man in front of her was not Gabriel. This was not the wonderful, seductive professor she had found so incredibly attractive. This man was a raving lunatic. She hadn’t written the poem for him; it was an assignment from another teacher in another class. She couldn’t even remember showing it to him, which meant he must have gone through all of her old things. But how…oh, that was it. She remembered asking him if she could store some old boxes of work in his attic months ago, after their affair began.
“Oh, God, what have I done?” she groaned aloud. It had seemed so simple, so fun. An older professor, so smart and sexy. He had shown so much interest in her from the minute she met him, always wanted to hear her thoughts and opinions. Remarks she made to the boys her age in class were often met by blank stares or derisive giggles. They weren’t interested in talking about philosophy and religion. They just wanted to get in her pants.
But Gabriel, oh, he was so different. He encouraged her crazy questions, made her feel so intelligent. He’d treated her like an equal from the day she met him, pushed her to think about the world in ways she’d never dreamed possible. And when they’d finally consummated their intellectual courtship, she’d never felt anything had been so right in the world. She didn’t think for a minute that she was the only woman he was sleeping with, but it didn’t matter to her. He was sharing his life with her, and when she became pregnant he was overwhelmed with joy, promised to take care of her and the baby forever. No, this wild-eyed thing was not the man she’d known. The man she knew.
She swung her head around frantically, trying to find some way out of the room he’d been keeping her prisoner in. The door was open, and she lunged for it, but he was quicker and threw her back on the bed.
“No, no, no, not like that. You need to stay here with me, love. I need to take care of you and our son. I’ve put everything in motion and done all I know to secure his way.”
She continued to squirm, and he screamed, “You must listen to me. Listen!”
“No. Let me out of here, Gabriel. Let me out of here right now, or I swear to God I’ll kill you.” Her venomous threat made him laugh. He knelt on her chest, threw her hands over her arms and secured them with handcuffs. He slid down her body till he was off the bed, then took each of her thrashing legs and tied them to the foot of the antique bedpost.
“Jilly. My beautiful, lovely girl, don’t you see? You can’t escape me. You can’t escape our destiny. You were given to me to bear me a son. You are carrying the Messiah.”
“Gabriel, let me go. Undo these handcuffs!”
Gabriel just smiled serenely and reached for her arm. She felt the prick of the needle and started becoming woozy. Gabriel patted her on the head and started out the door.
“God damn you, Gabriel!”
He was back to the bed in a shot and slapped her across the face, hard enough she felt blood filling her mouth.
He spoke quietly, gently. “Don’t ever say that again, Jilly. God will not damn me. He will welcome me to heaven with open arms, thankful that I have given His Son back to the world. I will be rewarded, Jill, not damned. I will be His angel, and I will watch by His side as His Son, our son, saves the world. Do you not understand?”
He left the room and locked the door behind him, ignoring Jill’s shrieks of protest. She heard the phone ringing in the background, but before she could summon the energy to scream, her mind swirled into a blank, and she fell back into the pillows.
 



 
Sixty-Seven
 
Price motioned Taylor and Baldwin into his office. “What do you have? Lincoln told me he’s looking for property records for a professor who didn’t make the initial list.”
Taylor threw herself in the chair. “His name is Gabriel Lucas. Professor of the Classics at Vandy. He wasn’t on the list because he’s taken a sabbatical. The dean told us he has brain cancer.”
Marcus came into the office. “And pretty bad brain cancer. The doctor at Vandy? Hoyt? He didn’t want to give up any information, doctor-patient confidentiality. I showed him the warrant and threatened him with an accomplice to murder charge. He started talking.”
He looked at his notes. “Lucas, Gabriel, forty-eight. 3802 West End Avenue. Presented eight months ago with headaches he thought were migraines. A neurologist did an MRI which showed a large tumor in his brain stem, something called brainstem glioma. Pretty heavy-duty cancer. The neurologist sent him to Dr. Hoyt, but it was too late. The tumor was inoperable and a biopsy showed it was stage four, as bad as it gets. The cancer was already moving into other parts of his brain. Because of the size of the tumor and the location, there was nothing that they could do. They offered to try radiation and chemo, but Lucas decided he didn’t want to go through all of the motions with such a small chance of it actually working. They gave him prescriptions for pain medication, which he has been filling; they had to renew the prescription last month. Publix pharmacy in Bellevue.
“Dr. Hoyt was surprised that he’s made it this long. He gave Lucas an optimistic estimate of six months, and didn’t think he’d make it over four. He’s living on borrowed time.”
Baldwin was fascinated. “A tumor like that, in that position, could easily alter his personality, his speech. Hell, it could make him a completely different person. He could go off the deep end. Whether he already had a propensity toward violence, and the tumor brought it to the surface, or he was a genuinely good guy and it’s altered him into madness, we may never know. But I’m willing to put money down this is our guy. I need to go look some stuff up. Before I go, did he give you any DNA samples?”
Marcus beamed. “Yep. He had pathology pull the slides from the biopsy. I called Sam and she met me at Private Match. She and Simon are going to try and match it to the semen we found on Shelby.”
“Brilliant job, Marcus. Okay, I’ll be back in a minute.” He raced off.
Taylor watched Baldwin’s back disappear out the door. “We need to get a team over to the address from the prescription refills right now. If we—”
“Taylor, I’ve got the address.” Lincoln came into the room, waving a piece of paper over his head. “Lucas has a house on Granny White Pike, right near the Lipscomb Drive crossroads. Got it off the voter registration rolls. A good old fashioned registered Democrat. Bought the house in 1996.”
Taylor reached for the sheet of paper. “Wait a minute. The doctor’s office had him living on West End. What the hell?” Her cell phone rang and she looked at it.  Vandy, she mouthed to Price as she picked it up. “This is Lieutenant Jackson. Yes, Janet, thank you for getting back to me so quickly. Okay, let me write that down. 6002 Hillsboro Pike? That’s his new address? Do you have a record of the old address? Ah, 3802 West End. Okay, I’ve got it. Thanks.” She hung up and looked at Price.
“Looks like he moved from West End to Hillsboro recently.”
“How recently?”
“Six months ago.”
“So what’s with the Granny White address?”
“Hell if I know, Taylor said, “He had multiple addresses—one listed for the school, one for the doc, and one for the state.”
“How does a professor, on a professor’s salary, end up owning three houses?”
“An excellent question. Who needs three houses in one town?”
Price twisted the ends of his mustache, thinking. “One to live in, one to kill in and one to hold his victims?”
Taylor was on her feet. “I don’t know, but it doesn’t matter what he’s doing with his finances. We need to get teams to all three of these houses. Can you call in Officer Bob Miller and Officer Keith Wills? They’re SWAT trained, so they can take Granny White. Fitz and Marcus can take West End, and Baldwin and I will hit Hillsboro.”
“Good plan. Let me make the calls.” Price disappeared into his office.
“Damn, this just couldn’t be easy, could it? Oh, wait a second. Marcus, call the pharmacy in Bellevue. Confirm what address he has on his prescription, and see if they’ll tell you what it’s for too.”
Marcus grabbed the phone and called information for the number. They sat and watched while he dialed. Taylor was tapping her foot nervously against the corner of her desk drawer. Lincoln noticed and reached over, grabbing her knee and stilling the shakes. “We’re cool, T. We’ve got him. We just need to find out where he is, and we’ve got three places to look. Relax.”
She gave him a grateful smile and winked. He was right—they had him. Now all they needed was Sam’s DNA match and the right address, and maybe, God willing, they would find Jill Gates alive. She looked over her shoulder. Where the hell was Baldwin?
Marcus hung up the phone and nodded. “The pharmacy has the Hillsboro address, and he’s taking injectable morphine. They filled the prescription for the drugs and syringes a few weeks ago.”
Fitz strolled in. “Got us a real live suspect?”
Taylor smiled and raised her eyebrows. “Think so. He has three addresses, but one of them, a house on Hillsboro, has come up twice.  Marcus here earned his pay and threatened to arrest a doctor at Vandy if he wouldn’t give up the info.”
Marcus sat with a Cheshire cat grin. Fitz looked at him and couldn’t help but laugh. “Good job, son. There’s more good news, if you want to call it that.”
“What?” Taylor asked, shoving her chair over to make room for Fitz’s paunch to fit into Price’s office.
“Three things. Arrested the father of your seventeen-year-old suicide. Though as you suspected, he wasn’t a suicide.”
Taylor’s mouth fell open. “You’re kidding? What happened?”
“Guy waltzed in here this afternoon and announced he did it. It was just like you thought, LT. They were fighting, he was drunk, and when the kid got up to leave, he grabbed the gun and shot him. The guilt finally got to him. Got him down in night court being booked right now, and he’s got company.”
“Who?”
“Little Man Graft. Big bad Little Man. Your kid gave a statement. His mama found a job out of state, so they packed up all their stuff and stopped by the station on their way out of town. Kid gave me the whole story. He saw Little Man shoot Lashon Hall, no question about it. I videotaped a statement and let his mom take him. She gave me a cell phone number where I can reach her if we need him again. Then the planets aligned. Central sector called to say they’d picked up Terrence Norton after they’d gotten reports he was involved in a shooting on Charlotte Pike. Seems he took a shot at one of the homeless guys who’ve been breaking into cars down by the Exxon station.
“He was singing my name the moment they cuffed him, asking to talk to me before they book him. They brought him in and I sat down with him. Lo and behold, Terrence suddenly remembered that Little Man shot Lashon Hall, just like we thought. We have Little Man sitting in a cell and we’ll get him for this one, what with two witness statements and all. I promised to drop the accessory charge on Terrence in exchange for his testimony.”
“Well done, Fitz. Thank you.”
“It gets better. The homeless guy, God rest his soul, died on the way to the hospital. Central has the gun Terrence was carrying when they picked him up. If the ballistics match, we finally have Terrence dead to rights for murder.”
Taylor pumped her arm in the air. “Yes! Get both those thugs off the street in one fell swoop.” She got up and gave him a huge hug.
He hugged her back. “Ah, it was nothing. Anything for you, love. There’s one more thing though.”
“What’s that?”
“Your dad’s in the lobby.”
 



 
Sixty-Eight
 
Taylor rolled her eyes and sank back in her chair. “What the hell does he want?”
“I don’t know, honey, but you’d better get out there and find out so we can go arrest Gabriel Lucas.”
Taylor sat for a moment, trying to gather herself. Of all the times to come barging into her life. How dare he?
“Fine. Fine, I’ll go talk to him. But you’re coming with me.”
Fitz hesitated for a moment. “I think you’d—”
“I’m pulling rank. Come on.” She grabbed his hand and dragged him into the hallway. They walked the hallway down to the lobby door. Taking a deep breath, Taylor flung the door open and strode purposefully into the lobby.
She saw Win immediately, his back turned to her as he laughed it up with the desk clerk. Typical.
“Win,” she said quietly. He wheeled around and broke into a huge grin.
“Ah, my little girl! How are you, sweetheart?” He rushed to her and enveloped her in a hug. She stood stiffly with her arms at her sides until he got the hint.
“Still pissed at your old man, I see.”
“Win, what do you want? This isn’t the best time.”
“Well, I’ve been trying to reach you for days. Come on, sugar, cut an old man a break.” He noticed Fitz standing behind Taylor.
“Why, I’ll be damned. Pete Fitzgerald. You’re a sight for sore eyes.” He reached out to shake Fitz’s hand, but Taylor cut him off.
“Win, we’re really tied up at the moment. Just say what you came to say, and let us get back to work.”
“Jeez, Taylor, just trying to say hello to an old friend.”
Fitz rolled his eyes. “An old friend who put your sorry ass in jail. What do you want, Win?”
“Ah, Fitz, I’m willing to let bygones be bygones. What’s it like working for my little girl?” The remark was meant to sting, but Fitz laughed instead.
Taylor was getting more frustrated by the minute. “Spit it out, Win. Now!”
He quickly became serious. “I just wanted to let you know that I’m engaged.”
Taylor felt like a rock had hit her in the chest. “What? To who? Does Mom know?”
Win was grinning like a jackal. “You remember Lori Westerson?”
Taylor felt her head spinning. “Lori Westerson that I graduated from Father Ryan with? Are you kidding me?”
“No honey, I’m not. We’ve been together for a while, now. She’s the most wonderful woman. I just wanted you to hear it from me, sweetheart. I know this is hard to hear, but I’m so happy, and I want you to be happy for me.” He reached out as if he was going to hug her again, but Taylor took a step back.
“I’m thrilled for you, Win. Now, I have to go back to work. Congratulations.” She turned on her heel and walked back to the lobby door.
“Taylor, wait. Please, honey, can we just get together for dinner and talk about this? Talk about anything? Please. I’m still your father.”
His pleading only made her heart tighten and her throat constrict. “Win, I can’t deal with this right now. Maybe later. I’ll call you.” She swiped her card and disappeared through the door.
Fitz watched her slam through the door. He turned back to Win, whose smile was gone. He looked a bit ashen, almost as if he were going to be sick. Fitz felt a moment of pity for the man. He quickly shoved it away. Taylor was like a daughter to him, and he knew the pain Win’s antics had caused her over the years. Taylor was a woman who dealt with the world in black and white, and Win Jackson got off exploiting all the shades of gray he could find. Fitz knew it tore her to pieces, having a father who was dishonest, a criminal.
“Listen, Win, I think you’d best leave now. We’re real busy, you know?”
Win hung his head. “Yeah, I know. Just tell her…tell her I love her. Will you do that for me?”
“Yeah. When the time’s right. See ya, Win.”
 
 
Taylor didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. The absurdity of the whole situation, her father marrying one of her old classmates, was so sick it was almost funny. Lincoln and Marcus were eyeing her, but she assiduously avoided their looks. She saw Fitz come back into the squad room. She knew he wasn’t going to let her fall apart, or dwell, or worry. That’s what she loved about him.
He came over to her, put an arm around her and bellowed, “So, are we gonna arrest this guy or what?”
She gave him a grateful smile. “Damn straight.”
“So, let’s do this.” He yelled into Price’s office. “Captain, where we at?”
Price slammed the phone down and came out of his office. “Okay, I just called us in some backup. Here’s how this is going to go. Taylor, I want you and Fitz to take the Hillsboro address. Take Officer Wills and Officer Miller with you. The pharmacy and the school both list it as his address, so it may be the best shot for finding him, and they’ll have your backs.
“I want Baldwin at the Granny White address with Marcus. Lincoln and I will take West End. I’ll get four officers to back the rest of us up at the Granny White and West End addresses. Keep your radios on channel twenty. I don’t want the media picking up on this before we get there and putting ghetto birds in the air. Full suit and everything, and I don’t want anyone getting hurt. You hear me?”
He was talking to all of them, but he was looking directly at Taylor. She squirmed in her chair but nodded dutifully. She was glad Baldwin hadn’t heard the remark. It seemed like Price was saying, ‘Hey guys, be really careful. You’re heading out into a dangerous situation with two cops that have gotten four people shot between them, so be sure to watch your asses.’
She felt her chest tighten but shook it off. Not now. Please not now. She knew in her heart that Price didn’t mean a thing by his comment; it was a standard warning. But the self-recriminations were building up on her. She hadn’t gone into a situation knowing she would have to draw her weapon since that awful night that she had shot and killed David, and she had to admit to herself, she was a little scared.
She got up and went into the ladies’ room. She splashed cold water on her face and toweled it off. Her chest was still tight, but she was breathing easier. She had it under control. She looked in the mirror and was surprised at what she saw. There was no little girl with scared eyes staring back at her. The woman standing in the mirror was strong and her jaw was determined. The panic was gone, her breathing was calm, and she realized that she was back. Taylor was back. And she would have Baldwin in her life, no matter what happened. 
She gave herself a smile and looked at her watch. Six o’clock. It would be getting dark soon. The streets of Nashville would fill with people heading home to their other lives, students making their way to their favorite watering holes.
She walked back into the squad room, saying a small prayer under her breath.  Please, God, let us find her. Let us find Jill alive and catch this guy. She stopped herself short of promising to go to church on Sunday if they did. She knew enough not to make promises she wouldn’t keep.
Baldwin came bounding back into the office with a book in his hand.
“What do you have there?” Taylor wandered over to him and stood close, happy to have him back near her.
“King James Bible.”
“Are you going to start preaching to us now?”
“Naw, it’ll wait. I’ll tell you about it in the car. Are we ready to rock?”
“Actually, I’m heading to Hillsboro and you’re headed to Granny White with Marcus. Can you call me on the cell and tell me about it while we ride over?”
“No problem.”
Taylor looked at Price, who gave them a thumbs up, then addressed the entire squad.
“Keep in touch, and I mean really keep in touch. No heroics here today, kids. If you find the Gates girl, call everyone in to that location. If she’s alive, we can go from there. You find this Gabriel Lucas, and you get him whatever way you have to. Am I clear?”
Taylor was surprised, but tried not to show it. “We have clearance to use deadly force if necessary?”
“Yes. Now, let’s go. Lincoln, you ready?”
“Sure thing.” He gathered up his vest. “LT? Be good, girl!” He gave her a brief hug. There were back slaps and high fives. They all knew the case was going down tonight.
The excitement was building in her chest. She was getting pumped, ready to roll, ready to save Jill Gates. She just hoped Jill was at one of the three addresses.
“Okay guys, let’s go catch us a bad guy.”
They made their way into the parking lots. Patrol cars paraded like ants along Third Avenue. Taylor got in her car and rolled down the window as Fitz climbed into the passenger seat.
Baldwin leaned in her window for a brief moment. He looked her straight in the eyes. “Just so we’re clear? No worries, okay. I’m up for this.”
Taylor felt her body melt. “Baldwin, I wouldn’t let you go out if I didn’t think you were. Now get in that car with Marcus, watch his back, and call me on the cell. I want to hear your theory.”
She leaned out the window, kissed him full on the mouth, and heard cheers and honks from the cars around her. She just smiled, put the car in gear, shot them the bird out her window and peeled out of the lot. Man, it felt good to be back.
 



 
Sixty-Nine
 
Taylor was trying not to kill any of Nashville’s finest citizens as she drove toward Green Hills. She concentrated on the road, had her cell phone on speaker, listening to Baldwin explain why he’d rushed off in search of a Bible.
“It was something that jerk-off Royce at Vanderbilt said. Lucas told him he’d had a revelation. It got me thinking about the prayer breakfast Lucas had gone to, the one where Father Xavier spoke? I called over there and asked what the topic was. Get this. It was basically a modern day interpretation of the Apocalypse. All of the problems the world is having. The war on terror, the religious fanaticism driving suicide bombers…he was sermonizing that if we all came back into the church it would all end.”
“Yeah, like that’s going to happen. I know it sounds naive, but I’ve never been able to understand why we all can’t just get along.” She smiled at him through the darkness. “Really, I don’t get it. All religions have a God. Buddha, Krishna, Mohammad, Christ. Everyone is praying to something they think has control or worships a word that represents what they believe in. Can’t they see that everyone, regardless of what religion they call themselves, is looking for that spiritual meaning? Does it really have to be so complicated? We all want to think that something is out there giving us strength and guidance. Who cares what you call Him? Sorry, I don’t mean to get on my soapbox. It’s only all the things I see, everyday, could be wiped out entirely if we’d only accept people’s differences, instead of attacking them for it.”
“No problem, preach away. I’d love to discuss it further, because you make an excellent point. But let’s get back to the Apocalypse.”
“Yes, let’s. So the world is going to end in a fiery crash, huh?”
“Perhaps. This sounds crazy, this is what I think Lucas is up to. Shelby Kincaid. Jordan Blake. Mary Margaret de Rossi. Father Francis Xavier. Tammy Boxer, known as Mona Lisa. These are our victims, right?”
“Right. Don’t forget Jill.”
“I’m not, I just don’t think she’s dead. I think she’s holding the key to all of this.”
Taylor turned onto Hillsboro Road. “You better hurry it up, I’m going to be at the address in less than ten minutes.”
“Okay, let me back up. The Dean at Vandy said Lucas kept telling him that he’d had a ‘revelation.’”
“I’m not following you, Baldwin.”
“The Book of Revelation. It’s about the Apocalypse. Look at the aconite. All the victims were given aconite. We agreed that they were being sacrificed, right? He was giving them the aconite to purify them, to allow them passage into the next world in preparation for his apocalypse. Follow?”
Fitz’s cell phone rang, and she asked Baldwin to hold on a minute while he answered so she could hear the news. “Fitz here. Hey, Sam. Really? Okay, I’ll tell her. Yeah, we will.” He hung up the phone and picked up the police radio.
“What did she say?”
“That the DNA isn’t back, but they’ve matched the blood type from Lucas’ tissue sample to the semen from Shelby. It’s gotta be him, Taylor, it’s gotta be Lucas.”
As she relayed the information to Baldwin, Fitz called in on the radio. He squelched the button. “Gentlemen? We have a positive ID, repeat, positive match.”
Voices filtered back through the static, excited 10-4’s raiding the airways.
Taylor went back to her cell phone. “Okay, Baldwin, we’re still about five minutes out. I follow you so far. Finish your explanation.”
“Okay. The pregnancies are the key. He’s been date raping Shelby, tying to get her pregnant against her will. She threatens to go to the police. He doesn’t want to kill her, but he can’t be found out, so he gives her aconite and a symbolic burial, one full of love. He thought Jordan was pregnant with his child, but she tells him it’s not his and he kills her in a fit of rage. Jill is pregnant and he’s probably just trying to get her somewhere safe so nothing will happen to this child. He wants this baby, Taylor.” 
“So where do Mary Margaret and Mona Lisa figure into this? And why kill the priest?”
“The Seven Seals. The Apocalypse. The end of time. When a Messiah will come again and lead those worthy to the kingdom of heaven? The killings are representative of the seals. He’s creating his own version of the Apocalypse. Maybe he got the idea from the lecture Father Xavier gave at the community breakfast. Maybe it had been brewing in his head all along.”
She could hear paper rustling in the background.
“I realize this isn’t perfect, and as far as I can tell he didn’t go through all of the seven seals, but this makes sense to me. If he’s trying to create a messiah, doesn’t there have to be an end of the world?”
Taylor gave him an exasperated laugh. “Baldwin, it’s been a long time since I went to Bible study.”
“Me too, so this may be all wrong. But here goes. Shelby Kincaid was killed at the Parthenon, the figurative lap of Rome. She represents the whore of Babylon, the fall of the seven hills. She is poisoned and purified, ready for the Lamb of God. Jordan Blake was stabbed and thrown in the Cumberland, the blood from her stab wounds turning the rivers to blood. Mona Lisa was poisoned and thrown into Old Hickory Lake. She has AIDS, she poisons the water and the seas die. Mary Margaret de Rossi gave her life over to the church and was purified by fire; she becomes The Last Martyr. Father Francis Xavier was representative of Heaven—by killing him, he silences Heaven.”
Taylor was silent. This was a quite a theory. Baldwin continued his explanation.
“The tornado was just an added bonus. I would say it represents the winds being unleashed from the four corners of the earth. He certainly didn’t have any control over it, but it fits nicely, don’t you think? It would affirm his path, a true sign from God.”
“I think you’re out of your ever-loving mind, is what I think. I know this guy is a nut, but why in the world would he go to such lengths to create an apocalypse?”
“Because he thinks he is creating our messiah. He needs the Apocalypse to fulfill the ancient prophecies. He needs the Apocalypse to legitimize his son. He believes his unborn child is the Messiah.”
Taylor started slowing the car. They were getting close to the address, and in the heavy dusk it would be easy to shoot right by the driveway. Most were discretely hidden in this part of town.
“So by creating life, and putting the proper sacrifices in order, he thinks he’s created all the steps of the Apocalypse and his son will be the Messiah. He is one seriously screwed up dude.”
“Yes, he is. And apocalypse or not, right now, let’s worry about saving Jill Gates’s life. I hope to God she’s still alive. Marcus and I just pulled up to Granny White.”
“Roger that. Fitz and I are almost at the Hillsboro address. Be careful, okay?”
“Right. You be careful too. Bye.”
Price’s disembodied voice crackled from the radio. “We’re at site three, and we have renters on the property. Repeat, this is a rental, and the checks go to site two. This site is clear. Copy?”
Fitz spoke into the radio. “Fourteen copies. Eighteen, what’s your twenty?”
Marcus logged in to the conversation. “Eighteen at site two. We’re about to go into the house now. We’ll be radio silent for a few minutes while we check this place out.”
“Copy that, eighteen. Fourteen out.” Fitz put the mike back on the hook. “Okay, sunshine, you ready to rock this?”
Taylor looked over at Fitz and gave him a smile. “Absolutely.”
 



 
Seventy
 
Marcus and Baldwin walked carefully around the perimeter of the small Cape Cod on Granny White Pike. A real estate agent would call it charming; a buyer in their right mind would see a fixer upper. Even in the faltering light, they could see the white paint needed refreshing. Ants foraged in the windowsills. Several unkempt azalea shrubs grew wild around the base of the house; while they would be spectacular when they bloomed in the spring, now they just looked sick and straggly. There were no lights on inside.
Baldwin went carefully up the stairs and onto the front porch. The boards creaked and he froze, signaling to Marcus to take the route leading to the back door. He waited until the younger man disappeared around the corner, then stepped as softly as possible to the front door. He took up a sheltered position to the right, where he could stand out of the line of sight, keep his weapon drawn and still open the door freely. He reached for the doorknob and carefully started to turn it. It moved easily, and he stopped. The front door was unlocked.
Marcus appeared silently at the edge of the porch. Baldwin pointed to the doorknob and nodded. Marcus made his way carefully to Baldwin, then whispered to him.
“The back door is boarded up from the outside. Looks like it’s been that way for a while. I don’t think anyone is here.”
“Okay,” Baldwin whispered back. “The front door is open. Let’s do it.”
Marcus nodded and drew his weapon. Baldwin counted off one, two, three on his fingers, then turned the knob and flung the door open. He and Marcus burst into the open foyer. A stunning antique roll top desk greeted them, and an oriental runner led down a close hallway.
Baldwin took the lead and walked silently down the hall. It ended into a large kitchen, white cabinets and counters gleaming in the dark. A combination eat-in kitchen and great room was on their left. They could see the room was empty. Another dark hallway led off the kitchen to the right. Two doors were visible, closed. Another was open. Bedrooms.
Baldwin motioned to Marcus. They moved into the hallway, listening for any noise. They reached the open door. Baldwin stuck his head in and saw a neat bathroom. He pulled back into the hallway as Marcus opened the next door. The room was empty; a shell nightlight plugged into the wall illuminated a bed made up with a hand-sewn quilt. It struck Baldwin that this house didn’t look like it belonged to a young college professor; it was the sort of home you’d expect from a retired grandmother.
Baldwin reached the next door and silently turned the knob. The door swung open, and the coppery scent of old blood assailed his nose. This room was a duplicate of the first, but the nightlight spun dark shadows on the bed and walls. It smelled of death.
Marcus whispered a quick, “We’re clear.” Baldwin nodded, holstered his weapon and turned on the light with the back of his hand. The bedspread was black with blood, the wall to the right of the bed sprayed with an arc of dark red.  Cast off. The knife had swung away from its target, blood flying off of it, creating a Pollock-esque pattern on the wall. An expert would be able to tell them every tiny detail of how the blood got there, every strike into flesh. Baldwin immediately thought of the autopsy photos of Jordan Blake. The gaping stab wounds in her young body must have been the ultimate cause of the stains.
He turned to Marcus and shook his head. They’d definitely found the killing house. He made his way back to the kitchen, snapping on extra lights as he went. When the room was fully illuminated, he started opening cabinets and drawers. In addition to the usual kitchen accouterments, he found a large, white-and-green bottle with a stopper top. The label read Aconite, and had directions for use. It looked like it came from a store, like any other vitamin or supplements. Baldwin remembered Lincoln mentioning that aconite could be bought over the Internet from many different sources. How convenient.
He opened it and took a whiff of the contents. He couldn’t smell anything. Marcus came into the kitchen, looking pale. Baldwin showed him the bottle. “Bastard  bought it from somewhere. Man, that’s spooky. The Internet isn’t helping our jobs, is it?”
Baldwin gave him a sad smile. “No, it’s not. Time to call this in.”
Leaving all the lights burning, they retreated carefully, out the hallway to the front door, down the creaking porch steps to their car. Their backup was pulling up in their squad car. Marcus waved to them, then slid in the drivers seat and keyed the microphone.
“This is eighteen at site two. Evidence galore. Bottle of something that starts with an A.”
They were being as cryptic as possible in case one of the media radios had accidentally been tuned to their frequency.
“Eighteen, is that our COD?” Fitz answered brusquely.
“Yes, fourteen, it is. We have biologicals in a back bedroom, too, otherwise site two is clear. Nobody home. Copy?”
“Copy eighteen. Request you call Sam’s team to site two, then meet us at site three, please. Copy?”
“Copy that.” Marcus turned to Baldwin. “Let’s get the crime scene techs out here and head on to Hillsboro. I’ve got a bad feeling about this.”
The Hillsboro address was their last chance. Baldwin sent up a silent prayer Taylor and Fitz would find Jill safe.
 



 
Seventy-One
 
Taylor slowed and shut off her lights, pulled into the long driveway of the single-story rambler. There were no cars in the drive, and the lights weren’t burning. She looked around for better cover and saw a small road forking off to the right. It was unused and unpaved, overgrown with weeds.
“This place must be worth a fortune.” Fitz was looking at the land greedily. “Even though the house looks small, the land’s gotta be worth half a million, at the very least. Man, I’d kill for a spread like this.”
Taylor raised an eyebrow and gave him a smile. “You’re probably right. Look at this road. Must be the track to an old barn. Lots of horse country out here before they built it all up. Lucky us, it’s the perfect place to stash the car.” 
She pulled down the path and almost rammed the car into a police cruiser. Officer Miller and Officer Wills must have had the same idea. She stopped behind the first car and popped the trunk so they could grab the gear stashed there. She and Fitz stepped out into the cool night air.
The two officers stepped out from the front of their cars. They looked dangerous, dressed head to toe in their black SWAT gear, guns pointing from every angle.
“Good of you to join us.” Miller said. “Didn’t see no cars in the drive when we pulled in, thought we’d just duck in here.” Miller flashed Taylor a smile, his white teeth flashing in the moonlight. “Heard your transmissions. You guys matched DNA on this one, huh?”
“Close, there’s a blood type match between this guy and semen found at the first scene. Enough to go on. Thanks for coming. His other two addresses are clear. The West End property is a rental. You heard Marcus’ transmission, looks like he was killing the girls at the Granny White address. Which leaves this spot as his hidey-hole. Marcus and Baldwin will be showing up, so don’t shoot them. You’ve seen the picture of the girl we’re looking for?”
“Yeah, Jill Gates. We also got a shot of this Gabriel Lucas character. How do you want it to go down?”
Taylor was shrugging into her bulletproof vest, and Fitz was checking the shells on a shotgun he’d gotten out of her trunk. “Fitz and I will take the front. You guys get the back. When you hear the door break in, get in the house. We’ll start looking for Jill. You start looking for Lucas. Clear?”
“Clear.” Their combined voices made the word echo in the darkness.
“Good. He’s going to protect Jill and the baby. He’ll think we’re trying to hurt her and will do anything to defend her, but he’s sick and may not have the physical power to fend us off. Keep an eye out for weapons.”
After conducting one last press check on their guns, they stole silently into the night.
The house was set back far from the road on at least a few acres of land. Though there were other houses around, they were far enough apart that nosy neighbors wouldn’t see them sneaking through the grass.
They crept to the house to take up their stations. There was a flicker of light coming through the window on the east side of the house. Taylor reached the window, stuck her head up quickly and saw it was the kitchen. She couldn’t see anyone inside. She signaled to Miller and Wills to head around the back. She and Fitz made their way to the front of the house, then to the front porch. She felt Fitz tug lightly on her shirt. She pulled up short and turned to him, brows raised. He whispered, “Easy, now.” She blew out a deep breath and nodded. They made their way to the front door.
Taylor had a momentary thought of simply ringing the bell and grinned to herself. Surely a rational man like Gabriel Lucas would invite them in to make their arrest. She sent up a last silent prayer as Fitz stepped in front of her, lifted his fingers in a silent one, two, three, then shouted, “Metro police,” and kicked in the door.
They were met with no resistance. They saw Miller and Wills come in the back door. It was unlocked; they had simply turned the knob and it opened. Both entrances opened into a dark great room. Two hallways shot off opposite sides of the room. One led to the kitchen; the source of the meager light she’d seen from the window was the backsplash light on the stove. The other hall was dark.
Fitz jerked his head to Miller, who tapped Wills on the shoulder and gestured toward the kitchen. He nodded at Taylor and pointed down the darkened hall. Taylor went first, Fitz followed, guns at the ready.
There were two doors down the hall. The door at the end was open. The one at the beginning of the hall had a slide lock bolted to the door’s exterior.
Taylor figured if Jill were in the house, this would be the best place for her. She stopped and put her ear to the door as Fitz continued down the hall. He swept into the other bedroom, then signaled her it was clear. He came back up the hall.
Quietly, gently, Taylor slid the lock on the door and turned the knob.
It opened into darkness. Letting her eyes adjust, Taylor saw there was little in the room besides a bed. Fitz touched her on the shoulder and signaled to the light switch. Taylor reached for it, gun pointed into the middle of the gloomy room.
She flicked on the light. There was a woman tied down, spread-eagled, centered perfectly in the middle of the bed.
“Jill? Jill Gates?”
The woman didn’t answer immediately and didn’t move. We’re too late, damn it, we’re too late. Before she could move, Taylor heard a small moan. Jill was alive. Relief coursed through her and she rushed to the girl’s side.
Jill was strapped to the bed, hands handcuffed to the headboard, ankles tied to the foot. She seemed barely conscious, but as Taylor bent over the girl, murmuring soothing nonsensical words, she opened her eyes and looked at Taylor. The tears started down her face.
“Is he gone? Gabriel? Is he gone? Did you kill him?”
“Shhh. We’re going to get you out of here.”
“Are you the police?”
“Yes, honey, we are.” She unlocked the handcuffs and reached down to untie her feet.
Jill cried, “Thank God. Thank God you’re here. He’s going to kill me, he’s insane. Please, get me out of here.”
Fitz moved beside the bed and helped Jill sit up. She was obviously a little woozy, but they needed to get as much information out of her as possible if they were going to find Gabriel.
“Do you know where he is, Jill? Is he in the house?”
“I don’t know. He’s kept me locked in this room the whole time. How long have I been here?”
“We think at least five days, maybe more. But you’re safe now, honey, we’ve got you. Can you stand?” He got her to her feet, eyeing the swelling in her belly. “How far along are you, Jill?” he asked.
“Eight months. Are my parents here? Are they okay? Oh, they must be freaking out.”
Taylor patted her on the shoulder. “They’re here in town, honey. They came as soon as they heard you were missing. They’re gonna be real glad to see you. Can you tell us anymore about Gabriel Lucas?”
Jill lost her balance when she got to her feet and toppled against Taylor.
“Oops, here you go, sit back down.”
Jill plopped back on the bed, gave Taylor an embarrassed smile. “I’m okay, my feet are just asleep. My parents are going to kill me when they see I’m pregnant.”
“Trust me, your parents are going to be thrilled to have you back, you and the baby. Tell me what you can, okay?”
Jill shook her head. “I’m having a hard time remembering a lot. I’ve been trying to think. I know it’s been a while since he was here. I’ve been awake since right before dark. Usually he comes in and gives me a shot of something the minute I wake up and he hears me. He tells me stories while I’m drifting off, nutty stuff I can’t really understand about these women and their ‘representations,’ stuff about the Bible. Whatever is in the shot makes me fall asleep almost immediately, and I kept having all these weird hallucinations. When I was awake he was talking crazy.” She put a hand protectively over her stomach. “He kept telling me I was carrying the Messiah. He’s out of his mind.”
Taylor nodded and looked at Fitz. “The injectable morphine.” She turned back to Jill. “We think he was giving you morphine. Did he tell you he had cancer?”
“What? No.”
“He has brain cancer. We think it’s affected him to the point where he’s not thinking rationally. He’s hurt a lot of people in the past couple of weeks.”
“Brain cancer? Giving me morphine? My God, what was he planning on doing to me?”
Fitz held out a hand. “We think he was planning on keeping you safe. He wasn’t going to let anything happen to you or his baby. Do you think you can stand up now?”
He got her to her feet and they made their way into the great room. Between the room and the kitchen was a small breakfast bar with stools. He got her seated, checked in with the rest of their force.
“You find anything?”
Wills was keeping watch by the front door. “He’s not here, and there’s nothing much to go on. Doesn’t look like he’s living here; it’s just a safe place for him to hold the girl. We’ll keep looking around.”
“Okay. I want you guys to be ready for anything. He’ll come back for her at some point. When he sees we’ve found her, he’s liable to go nuts, and I can’t predict what he’ll do. I want you to be ready.”
They nodded and melted into the background. Fitz watched them for a moment as they set up their defensive positions. Satisfied they wouldn’t be ambushed, he turned his attention back to Taylor and Jill.
Taylor was on the radio. “Fourteen to base. We’ve got the package. She’s a single, repeat, no one else found. Copy?”
“Copy that, fourteen. Eighteen is on the way, ETA five minutes.”
“Copy. Base, we need a bus sent here. No ME. Copy?”
“Copy, fourteen, bus, no ME. Got it. Out.”
Taylor smiled at Fitz. An ambulance was on the way for Jill. Marcus and Baldwin had found enough evidence at the Granny White address to sink Gabriel Lucas. But they couldn’t celebrate yet. They were only halfway there. Now they had to find Lucas.
“It doesn’t look like he’s living here, just has some bare essentials to keep Jill fed. Didn’t find any drugs or syringes either. He must keep them with him,” Taylor said.
Fitz started opening drawers and cabinets in the kitchen. Taylor went to the window. From this angle, she could see a large shed about one hundred feet away from the house, backed up to the woods.
She turned to Fitz, who was ministering to Jill, getting her a glass of water. “Hey, Fitz, there’s a shed out here. I’m going to go check it out.”
“Miller’s out there. Make sure he knows it’s you.”
“Gotcha.” She went out the front door and whistled sharply. Miller stepped out from the side of the house, and she pointed at the shed. He nodded and melted back into the darkness.
She crossed the hundred feet or so to the shed. It was old and rickety, didn’t look like it would stand a good storm. Miller slid around the side of the shed from the back and they took up standard positions on either side of the door.
Taylor nodded at him, then kicked it open.
 



 
Seventy-Two
 
The interior of the shed was about ten feet by six, and smelled musty, like old mulch left to rot through the fall. Taylor flashed her Maglite from corner to corner and saw nothing to excite her. A few rusted garden tools, an old lawnmower, a bag of birdseed ravaged and emptied by scavengers. She shook her head to Miller and closed the door behind her.
“Go on back to the house. I’m right behind you.”
She took advantage of the relative calm to congratulate herself. They had found Jill safely and had identified where Lucas was doing his horrific crimes. Now they just had to find Lucas himself, and they could wrap this up with a neat little bow.
She started back to the house, and a shadow flitted out of the corner of her eye. She felt every nerve ending start to tingle. Her heart thumped hard in her chest.
He was here. She could feel him now. He must have been hiding in the woods behind the shed. She drew her Glock and went into a crouch, trying vainly to see in the darkness. She swung the site of the gun left, then right, started to move forward. She heard a twig snap and spun around, then a loud grunt. It was too dark to see, was that Miller? She was afraid to call out, didn’t want to draw attention to her spot.
She took a cautious step forward, and something shoved her backward. She fell hard on her butt, her gun jolting out of her hand as she tried to catch herself. She caught her breath and scrambled up. The gun, where is the gun? Where is Miller?
Gabriel Lucas stepped out of the shadows and stood in front of her, a wicked long chef’s knife held in his right hand.
“Did you hurt her? Did you hurt Jill?”
Breathe, Taylor. Talk him down.
“No, Professor Lucas, Jill is fine. She’s inside with some of my men. Why don’t you drop that knife and we can go in and talk to her.”
Taylor could see the fright in his eyes. “You said you didn’t hurt her? Is she okay? Jill!” he screamed.
“Lucas, stop right there. Drop the knife. If you don’t drop the knife, you can’t talk to Jill.”
Gabriel’s mood shifted, and he smiled at her. His voice was calm now, gentle. “I am Gabriel. Only Gabriel. I have changed the universe. You can’t hurt me.” He took two steps backward, never taking his eyes off Taylor.
Taylor tried to keep his line of vision to the kitchen blocked. “Gabriel. I told you Jill is fine. Now put your hands on your head, and turn around very slowly.” She stepped back, saw the outline of her Glock four feet away to her right. She’d have to dive for it if she needed to use it. She needed to distract Lucas, get him to put down the knife.
His eyes were roving, searching, looking behind her, almost as if he was trying to get her to turn her head away from him, and then he’d tackle her. She wasn’t falling for it, kept her eyes locked on his.
When he feinted a move toward her, she stepped to the right. One step closer to her Glock.
“Gabriel, it’s all over. We know what you’ve done.”
He started to laugh. “You know what I’ve done? How can you possibly know what I’ve done? I’ve saved you. I’ve saved all of you! I have created the perfect One, He who will reign forever, the spirit of humanity, the one true God. His path has been cleared. His way will be followed. The signs have been fulfilled! ‘And there shall be no more curse: but the throne of God and of the Lamb shall be in it; and his name shall be in their foreheads.’” He was screaming now, arms thrown to the Heavens, his face a mask of ecstasy.
Taylor was thankful for his episode; surely his screaming would bring some backup. Keep him distracted, step to your right again. Pick up the damn gun.
Gabriel continued howling. “‘And there shall be no night there, and they need no candle, neither the light of the sun; for the Lord God giveth them light: and they shall reign for ever and ever’. Don’t you see? Don’t you understand? I have created the light!”
Taylor spoke calmly. “I know what you think you’ve done, Gabriel. I know you think you can create the Messiah through Jill. But you haven’t, you can’t. All you’ve done is get a young girl pregnant and murder five other people. You’re sick, and we want to help you. Now turn around and get on the ground. Get on the ground now. Now!”
Gabriel ignored the command. He was looking over Taylor’s shoulder. She caught it, realizing that Gabriel must have seen Jill somewhere behind her.
The transformation was amazing. He was suddenly calm, the joy on his face shining like a beam of light. Gabriel held out his arms.
“Oh, my love, my sweet. You’re okay now. I won’t let anything happen to you. Come to me, my dove.”
His eyes were glazed, and he had a smile on his face, one so yearning that Taylor almost felt sorry for him for a moment. The man was seriously ill, and his illness had robbed him of his ability to think competently. But they had him now, and he would pay. She’d make sure of it.
She gave a quick look over her shoulder and saw Jill standing with Fitz in the back door of the house. The light radiated behind her, and she shone like an angel.
Taylor turned back to Gabriel. She saw something in his eyes that frightened her. She shouted over her shoulder. “Fitz, get the girl back inside. Now!”
Gabriel face was suffused with love and hatred. Taylor watched him warily as she heard the first of the sirens pulling into the drive. He was going to go after the girl, she was certain of that. She couldn’t let him get past her.
Fitz was yelling now, and Taylor saw Miller out of the corner of her eye, down on the ground. She didn’t know if he was alive or just knocked out. She knew she was in the way, Fitz couldn’t take a shot, but she couldn’t move, couldn’t take the chance that Lucas had a gun and would try and kill everyone to get to Jill.
In that moment, Gabriel launched himself at the house, screaming wildly. Taylor met him with a punch to the chest and he staggered for a moment, not expecting resistance. She launched a kick at his abdomen, connected solidly, heard the breath go out of him in a groan. She stepped in to take him down, but he managed to get his feet under him and plowed into her. He started toward the house again, his arms locked on her shoulders.
She fought him, and they grappled for a moment, until his weight and frenzy started to overpower her. A step closer, another, and the gun was finally within reach. She shoved Gabriel backwards with all her strength and swung her hand down. Caught the grip of the gun on the first try, whipped her arms up. “Stop. Don’t take another step.”
With a roar, Gabriel charged, the knife flashing in the light from the back door. She reacted as quickly as she could, spinning around him, out of reach, the Glock pointed at his chest. He kept coming, the knife high, lunging at her, and she spun away again, pulling the trigger, once, twice, three times. He went down, hard, and suddenly, she couldn’t breathe.
 



 
Seventy-Three
 
Marcus pulled into the drive at speed, and Baldwin caught sight of the fight in the headlights. He saw a flurry of blond hair, the flash of a knife, heard the shots. He jumped out of the car as a wash of red spurt into the air. He froze. Taylor was facing him, standing stock-still and looked confused, as if she couldn’t understand why she’d discharged her weapon. A small smile played on her lips and her hand rose to her throat, then she crumpled to the ground, next to the body of a man.
Baldwin felt like he was watching the scene underwater. Every motion was sluggish, unhurried, casual. He stared for a moment in disbelief, then snapped back to real time. Gabriel had landed neatly at Taylor’s feet, three shots to the chest, his tainted blood mingling with Taylor’s where’s she’d fallen. It was all over in a second, but Baldwin felt a lifetime had passed. He could hear his own screaming, but it was simply a background noise to the commotion that ensued.
“Officer down, officer down, get the EMTs in here now!” Fitz was on the walkie-talkie screaming for help, Marcus was on the radio in the car yelling for assistance. People were rushing around in the background, yet Baldwin couldn’t identify them. More sirens wailed closer and closer, and suddenly the yard was full of people babbling, yelling.
Taylor was down, one booted leg bent, hands to her neck. He dropped by her side. Her eyes were closed, her face pale. Bright red arterial blood spilled recklessly from her neck.
He pressed his hands against the flow, and her eyes opened, briefly, full of pain. “You’re going to be okay, just hang in there. Don’t try to talk.”
The eyes closed again, and Baldwin felt his heart stop. Had he just seen her eyes for the last time? No, don’t think it, don’t think it, man.
“Come on, Taylor, open your eyes for me, come on sweetheart, open them up.”
But she lay still as marble. He was pulled back off her, and fell into the dirt. The EMTs had arrived. They hustled her onto a gurney and slapped a pressure bandage on her neck. The doors to the ambulance closed and it screamed away.
Baldwin was on the ground next to Gabriel; he couldn’t move. He stared at their suspect. The man was dead, head cocked toward Baldwin, his eyes open, a small smile playing on his lips. Baldwin sat paralyzed, almost as if Gabriel’s mythical death gaze had turned him to stone.
He thought of Taylor’s dreams, her nightmares. He couldn’t lose her. He couldn’t stand it.
Then he was up, on his feet. Fitz pulled him toward the car.
“Don’t give up on her yet,” he said grimly, and started the engine.
They followed the ambulance in Taylor’s car. Surreal, it was all so surreal, so fast and unthinkable. She’d been on her feet, had shot Lucas, and suddenly was down, on the ground, bleeding out, the knife calmly resting in the dirt by her head, just out of reach of Lucas’s outstretched hand.
The ambulance screamed down Hillsboro, blowing by all the cars and trucks. Fitz drove without speaking, though Baldwin could see his lips moving in silent prayer. Baldwin was still in shock, not seeing the trees, the cars and signs as they sped through the neighborhoods toward Vanderbilt University Hospital, the closest available trauma emergency room.
They arrived at the hospital in record time, less than ten minutes after they had left Gabriel’s lair. In the Emergency bay, the ambulance doors opened. Taylor’s limp body was pulled out, rushed into the hospital.
Fitz screeched to a stop behind the ambulance. “Go, go. Go with her.”
Baldwin gave him a tight smile, then ran, right on the heels of the stretcher. Taylor was so pale, so pale, they were pumping air into her, the EMT perched on the stretcher, doing chest compressions, the pressure bandage dark and wet.
Someone in blue scrubs grabbed his arm, shouting, holding him back.
“Sir, sir, you have to wait here, they’re taking her into surgery. I’ll go check and give you an update. You can’t go in. Sir, sit here.” She pushed him hard into a chair. Baldwin felt his world shrink to pinpoint depth. All he could hear in his head was his own prayers. 
And Taylor was gone, through the honey-colored wood doors, a hand trailing off the edge of the bed, her blond hair red with blood.
 



 
Seventy-Four
 
Two interminable hours had passed since the doctors had taken Taylor up to Surgery. It seemed every cop in Nashville had arrived at the hospital. Price and Sam were in a corner, Sam crying her eyes out. Simon stood at her elbow, helpless, tears running down his face. Marcus and Lincoln slumped in two chairs opposite a coffee machine, contemplating the linoleum floor.
Fitz found Baldwin staring at the door to Surgery, not seeing, overcome with his internal dialogue, which he didn’t realize he was saying aloud. “Dear God, don’t let her die. Dear God, don’t let her die.” The mantra seemed to be comforting him somewhat, but Fitz could tell the man was in shock, and was furious no one had attended to him.
“C’mon, Baldwin. Sit down here. Good, good, that’s more like it. Here, drink this.” He handed Baldwin a cup, which he drank automatically. It was brown and bitter; he assumed it was supposed to be coffee.
“She’s going to be okay, Baldwin. Taylor’s the toughest chick I’ve ever seen. She’s going to pull through, you just watch. She’s too stubborn to die on us.” His words thickened, and Baldwin noticed he was wiping tears from his eyes.
“What the hell happened? I couldn’t see, she was blocking my view of him. I sure as hell couldn’t shoot, didn’t want to hit her. All I could see was Miller, down on the ground, like he’d been cold cocked, which I guess he was, since he’s over there.” He pointed across the room, Miller had a bandage on his forehead. “Baldwin, what did you see? Did Lucas attack Taylor? She tried to stop him and got cut?”
Baldwin shook his head, searching for words. “I think, well, I’m not sure exactly. I just saw flashes of it as we pulled up. They were fighting. It looked like Taylor had the gun between her and his chest. She spun away from him to get a clear shot, but Gabriel had the knife up, and he lunged at her. She was moving around him; it just caught her in the neck as he went down. Freak thing…Then Taylor collapsed and I was frozen. I didn’t move to do anything, I couldn’t, I…I just don’t know.” He fought back the tears. A strangled sob came from his throat, and Fitz held him like a little boy, murmuring words into his hair. They stayed like that for a moment, Baldwin trying to pull himself together, to be strong.
“You weren’t frozen. You were right by her side, you had your hand on her neck. You probably saved her life. Don’t you remember?”
He did, but it hadn’t felt real. He looked at his hands; though he’d washed them, there was still blood around the edges of his nails.
“Come on. Let’s get some air.” He guided Baldwin from the waiting room, down the pea green hallway and into the ambulance bay. He leaned against the railing and pulled the ever-present cigarette from behind his ear. “I think a little toke is called for about now, don’t you?”
Baldwin stared at him blankly. “Could I have one of those?”
Fitz looked around, then fished a pack of Camels out of his front pants pocket. “Don’t tell anyone I bought these, okay? Taylor’d kill me if she knew.”
Baldwin sucked smoke into his lungs. “Ah, hell, I might’ve got her killed. She was a sitting duck. I think I distracted her. When she was about to shoot Gabriel she hesitated, just for a second, because she saw me come around the corner of the house.”
Fitz took a deep breath. “That’s not what I saw. She hesitated because she didn’t want to take his life if she didn’t have to. She was being a good cop, assessing the situation, whether to use deadly force. She was doing it right. She always does it right.”
“If she hadn’t hesitated, he wouldn’t have been able to slap at her with the knife.”
“Buddy, listen to me. Everything happens for a reason. And we saved a girl. Jill is okay. She’s with her parents upstairs somewhere. Docs say she’ll be fine, and the baby’s doing well.”
“I’m glad. I am.”
Fitz raised an eyebrow. “I heard some of what he was saying before Taylor shot him. He really thought he could create the apocalypse and his son would be the Savior. The son of a bitch certainly succeeded in creating his progeny. A son to raise the world and to lead us to salvation. The guy’s a whack job. Too bad he didn’t survive, I hear we have enough evidence from the Granny White house to fry the son of a bitch.”
Baldwin took a long drag on the cigarette, then flicked it over the edge of the railing. “I just…I need some time to sort through all of that. I think, no, well…Fitz, we need to go back in. They may come out any time to let us know how she is.”
Fitz put his arm around the younger man, and they walked wordlessly back through the ER.
As they rounded the corner to take them to the waiting room, Lincoln came flying down the hall, grinning, shouting to them, “She’s gonna make it! She’s going to be okay!”
He smashed into Fitz, hugging him and pounding him on the back.
Baldwin barely registered his knees buckling underneath him as he pitched head first into the linoleum floor.
 



 
Epilogue
 
Taylor and Baldwin were sharing a beer, holding hands and watching the sun set. The air was pink and chilly; the fire pit at their feet put out a steady heat.
After a time, the sky turned purple and the shadows around them disappeared. She finished off the beer and grinned at him.
“Want some dinner?” Her voice still sounded like sandpaper, and the scar that traversed her neck stood out, a stark red reminder of how close he’d actually come to losing her.
“Yeah, but I’ll cook. You just sit here.” He stood and bent to her, giving her a long kiss. When he went inside, whistling, Taylor felt the absence of his lips sharply, pulled her scarf closer around her throat.
Her survival had been nothing short of miraculous. She’d only been out of the hospital for a few days. It had taken three weeks of advances and setbacks, plus two more surgeries until she had been released. She would be in therapy for several more weeks, but the prognosis was excellent. She’d always had a raspy voice, but now it was deep and husky. She thought she sounded awful; Baldwin found it incredibly sexy.
He’d been by her side the whole time, and she was so grateful. There’d been an attraction between them from the beginning, certainly, but it had grown into more, much more, in the weeks since they’d met. In the hospital, through the pain and agony and recriminations, every time she opened her eyes, he was close by, reading, working on this computer, sleeping. He talked to her, read to her, kept her spirits from flagging when the pain threatened to overwhelm her.
She should have told him to leave, to go live his life, but she couldn’t. She didn’t want a life without him in it.
When she’d been discharged, he’d driven her home. She’d asked him to come in, and he hadn’t left. She was so very glad. Having him in her life, in her house, banished the demons she’d been facing. She felt right again, like she’d come back to herself. She knew he felt the same way.
 
 
Baldwin opened the refrigerator door and pulled out the steaks. He set them on the counter, pulled out a pot to cook the corn. Her home was easy to be in, comfortable. He hadn’t felt this comfortable in years.
Taylor had saved him, and nothing would keep him from her side ever again. He thanked God every day for bringing her into his life. And Garrett Woods, for forcing him back to the land of the living. Nothing in his past mattered any more. Taylor had forgiven him, and he’d forgiven himself. He’d have to go to Quantico at some point, grab some of his things from his apartment up there. He didn’t want to go back to them full time. Not yet. Woods had agreed he could work out of the Nashville field office. He may be healed, but there were still people who would never forgive him. Staying away seemed like the best course of action for now.
There was also the added bonus of the blonde goddess out on the deck, the fire making her skin glow.
His stomach flipped as he watched her. The cat hopped in her lap, settled in by the fire. She stroked her soft head, kissed her between the ears. Gentle and strong. Loving and fiery. Capable, yet vulnerable.
Mine. She’s mine. Yes, staying put was a very good thing. 
He put the corn in the water, was carrying the steaks to the grill when the phone rang. He picked it up.
“Hello? Yeah. Oh, wow. Okay, I’ll tell Taylor. Yeah, she’s doing well. Thanks for calling.”
He left the food in the kitchen and went out to the deck.
“Was that the phone?” She started to sit up, but he put a hand on her shoulder, dipped down and gave her a small kiss on the forehead, a longer one on the lips.
“It was Fitz. Jill delivered the baby an hour ago.”
Taylor nodded. “We knew this day was coming. Jill finally fulfilled Gabriel’s prophecy.”
He took her hand. “Sort of. It’s a girl, Taylor. Gabriel’s Messiah is a girl.”
 
***
 



 
Author’s Note
 
Thank you for taking the time to read CROSSED. I hope you enjoyed seeing Taylor and Baldwin meet and fall in love, and of course, how Taylor got her remarkable scar.
This novel was my very first full-length work. Written between 2003 and 2005, in a complete and utter vacuum, it is the novel that landed me my agent, but didn’t sell to the marketplace. On my agent’s advice, I went on to write ALL THE PRETTY GIRLS, continuing the series, which was my first sale.
I put CROSSED in a drawer, jokingly calling it my 80,000 words of backstory. Over the course of the Jackson series, I stole from it on occasion, referred to it often, making it a living, breathing document, a real part of the series, though unseen by readers’ eyes until now.
It has been lightly edited, and I’ve done this on purpose. First, fifteen novels later, I am now a better writer, with a more solid grasp of story and a more distinct voice and style. Second, there were some scientific and forensic mistakes that have now been corrected. Third, since I did steal some scenes verbatim for later books, I needed to smooth over those sections. I apologize for any repetitions I’ve missed.
But I didn’t want to change the book too much. It is my first novel, with the flaws inherent to a debut effort. It was rather fun to revisit the book and see these flaws. Some I’ve left; others, where egregious, I’ve fixed.
The Nashville setting represents the city at the time I wrote the book; there are places, restaurants, and cultural situations no longer familiar to our town.
The biggest issue I found was how to deal with Taylor’s cat, Jade. In the current series, beginning with ALL THE PRETTY GIRLS, she does not have a pet. Between the books, I realized the demands being placed on her character would preclude the time and effort needed to care properly for an animal. Having someone at home who needs you to show up, feed, water, and love does take time away from catching bad guys.
But in CROSSED, Taylor has Jade.
Some of you may recognize the name, and the description of the cat. The Jade in this book is my baby, Thrillercat. For those who don’t know the story, let me share it with you. 
She came to us as a replacement cat, after we suffered the loss of our nineteen-year-old Siamese, Jiblet. (All names in my family start with J - from parents to siblings to animals to husband). When I first saw her at the pound, she was five weeks old, suffering from a bad cold. So bad that they were going to put her down. They can’t afford to have sick kittens in the cages; disease spreads too quickly.
We took her to the vet and insisted he patch her up. He did. We took her home and named her Jade for her intense green eyes.
Having just moved to Nashville, I couldn’t find work in my chosen field, so I was happy to accept a position with the vet who healed little Jade. I thought I’d be working the desk, but he wanted me as a tech in the back. Bad. Bad. Bad. After my first neutering, I was done. But before I could quit, I picked up a large golden retriever and herniated a disc in my back. That led to surgery, and recovery time, and library books, where I discovered John Sandford. The rest, as they say, is history. I sat down and wrote a Jackson novella, then took what I’d learned and created CROSSED.
Sadly, Jade passed away in 2012 from pancreatic cancer. It took years, but we finally adopted again—this time, sisters, also shelter kittens. How Jameson and Jordan came to live with us is a story for another time, but I will share that Jade was a huge part of the process. And it’s not lost on us that we needed two kittens to fill the void Jade left behind. She was a magnificent cat.
Though it is a departure from the rest of the series, I’ve chosen to leave Jade in this story to honor her spirit. I miss my little furry muse terribly, and I simply couldn’t erase her from the book that she gave me. It wouldn’t be right.
Thank you for reading, and for being a part of my writer’s journey. Please forgive the book’s rawness. We all need to have a first.
 
J.T. Ellison
February 2015
Nashville, Tennessee
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Prologue
 
The thing was truly hideous. Life-sized and decked out in a nun’s habit, the creature had a skeletal face that was still partially clad in flesh. The eye sockets were dark and haunting; the mouth appeared to be open in a final scream. The “nun’s habit” covered most of the body, but skeletal hands and fingers stretched from beneath the fabric—as if they could reach out and touch someone.
Brush a cheek with a gentle touch….
Curl around someone’s throat with purely evil intent.
It stood—as if on guard—in a hallway that connected the back door to the kitchen, laundry room, downstairs bedroom, and bath. She’d noted it first from the desk in the living room—she could see over the counter divider into the hallway. For a moment, it seemed as if her heart had all but stopped; she thought someone was standing there.
But it wasn’t a someone. It was a something. 
Kathy Kennedy was accustomed to the craziness of her family’s décor. She had her own lovely penchant for weird collectibles. For one, she loved ravens and had dozens of little raven statues—and one stuffed raven adorned with sequins and beads. She was truly a Poe fan-girl and she had a bust of the writer set in the midst of the ravens on her mantle.
She had Day-of-the-Dead dolls mixed in with super heroes, resin models of aliens and more. A chip off the old block, more or less.
Collecting—it seemed to be a vise inherited by every member of the family. She remembered when she and Colby were in school and brought friends to their parents’ home on Elizabeth Street. Even in Key West—land of the weird, Kathy sometimes thought—their home was bizarre. Their dad collected movie costumes, props, and set pieces, historic military memorabilia, strange art, and far more. Their house looked like a museum.
“I think we’re the Addams’ family kids, sometimes,” Colby told her once. “Go figure! If we come home one day and mom is all in black walking as if her feet were in binders, we’ll know for sure!”
She was, beyond a doubt, accustomed to things.
But this thing was different.
So, I won’t do laundry! I won’t sleep in the guest room, use the downstairs bathroom, the kitchen or do laundry….
She had to use the kitchen—there was, of course, only one in the small, historic house her brother had been so proud to buy on his own. Key West real estate was atrociously high—Colby had worked hard and negotiated like a tiger to buy the place. Then he’d brought in his own quirky furniture and collections.
Like the zombie thing or nun corpse or whatever the hell it was. She would have asked him—except that Colby had left that afternoon and she hadn’t come over until just an hour ago.
She’s been on location all day, had dinner with the director and two of the actors in the low-budget sea-monster movie. Then she’d shown them Captain Tony’s Saloon and the “hanging tree” and told them some tales about old Key West. Key West did have great stories. At one time the building that now housed Captain Tony’s had been an icehouse and the morgue. And it was built right around the hanging tree where sixteen pirates and one woman—guilty of hacking up her husband and children—had met their maker. Joe Tybalt, the handsome actor, had been certain she’d made it all up to scare them, especially since the woman—the Woman in Blue—supposedly still haunted the saloon. Vanessa Green, the beautiful actress had shivered and moved closer to Andrew Bracken, the director—who had smiled at Kathy, as if thanking her for the story. Then again, Vanessa was an outrageous flirt and Andrew, she had heard, was delighted to sleep with his leading ladies.
Joe Tybalt had walked her home; he’d loved the house. But then, he’d only come in so far as the parlor.
He hadn’t seen the…thing.
Kathy hadn’t thought twice about coming to her brother’s to watch the cat.
She hadn’t thought about the hour growing late….
That it was nearly midnight.
That was it; the hour was late. She’d been telling Joe, Andrew, and Vanessa Key West ghost stories. She’d creeped herself out—and then come in here where it had been absurdly quiet and somehow…eerie. Something she hadn’t noticed at first, since she’d chatted with Joe, locked him out, and then run up the stairs with her bag. She hadn’t been afraid to be locked in and alone and she’d popped into the shower there and donned her fury robe. She’d come back down to do the smart thing and double-check that she had locked up. But then she’d noticed her computer. And then she remembered she had a few ideas about fixing a scene.
She’d sat down quickly to finish some work. Andrew Bracken had thrown the basic script together as a basic scene outline; she’d been hired to fix it. She loved working on films—she always had. And this time—as often happened—she’d been able to get Colby work, too. Not that Colby couldn’t work on his own—he was one of the best dive masters in Key West! But this film had some money and Colby had made enough in a few days’ work to take the nice little mini-vacation that had brought her here tonight.
Busy editing, she’d really not noticed the thing until she’d headed over to use the downstairs’ restroom. And really, why would she have noticed that particular thing? The little house was filled with movie posters, models, books, art—stuffed creatures. There were pirate heads, skull and cross-bone flags, driftwood creations…Colby had truly followed in the family tradition. She just had never seen anything quite as creepy as the zombie-nun-skeleton thing.
I won’t look at it! She told herself. If I don’t look at it, everything will be fine.
She sighed and turned away and hurried back to her computer. 
Waldorf—the giant Persian cat that was the reason for her staying at her brother’s place while he and Tracy flew off to the Bahamas for the weekend—was sitting on her keyboard.
Waldorf was really as much her cat as he was Colby’s, since he’d been their family cat when they’d still been at home. But, she’d had to do more traveling than Colby and now, because he was an old boy, they didn’t like to disrupt his daily pattern or take a chance of moving him around anymore.
“Waldorf, the last time you did this to me, you ripped all the letters off the keyboard. Do you know how hard it is to write anything at all when you can’t find the ‘e’ key? Please…I love my bro, I know how he loves you, but I need to work—do you mind?” she said aloud.
Waldorf looked at her with big blue eyes; she thought that the cat shuddered.
“All right. Treats. Come on, Waldorf. Treats!”
Waldorf loved treats. In fact, he was very fond of food. Waldorf was huge, a big furry gray Persian—a monster cat.
Kathy made a concentrated effort not to look in the direction of the thing as she made her way to the kitchen. Some of Colby’s treasures came from beneath the sea—her brother made his living as a dive captain. Some of his collection, she’d actually gotten for him. She was a freelance editor/consultant for the indie film market, repairing scripts, suggesting changes, and working with everyone from those who had to do cheap advertisements for local markets to those planning major motion pictures that utilized the Florida Keys as locale. For example, she’d gotten Colby the set of vampires figures that held prominence in his bedroom—models designed for She-Shark Versus the Vampires—a bizarre little flick that gained an even more bizarre cult following.
Models, figurines, created to help the costume and design departments in the crew. Some were actually beautiful. They were just resin. There was nothing about them that was….
Evil.
The zombie-skeleton-nun was evil.
Kathy could feel it.
And so could Waldorf.
“Come on, Waldorf. Kitty, Kitty!” Kathy called.
Waldorf looked at her. She could have sworn that he looked toward the zombie-nun thing—and shuddered again.
He didn’t leave the keyboard.
“Don’t look at it, Waldorf. Don’t look at it…just pretend it’s not there.”
Waldorf didn’t move. He was in the taut, hunched position cats took on when they were ready to strike—or when they were very wary and ready to take up a defensive position.
Kathy let out a sigh and brought the kitty treats over to the computer. The cat left the keys—jumping into her arms.
She gave him the treats. “You know, Waldorf, we’re going to go to my place. It’s just a shotgun rental—I don’t own it, and I’m not fixing it up—but we’ll be happier there.
She thought about her own place longingly. A block off Duval, it could be loud; drunks sometimes stumbled by singing at their top of their lungs after leaving the bars on the main street.
She had a few movie props and things of her own that one just might consider creepy.
But not the zombie-nun thing.
“I’m just going to close this up, Waldorf—then we’ll go to my place. You’ll stay in my arms, right? Didn’t bring the car and it’s about six blocks away….”
She sat, looking at the work she had done, ready to save it. She saw a few typos and set about fixing them before saving—then saved again in a backup file that she emailed to herself. As she did so, she felt the cat’s claws dig into the flesh on her thighs. Waldorf began to hiss.
She looked up.
It was there; the zombie-skeleton-nun thing. Standing in front of her. The gaping mouth now seemed to be grinning, the dark eye sockets seemed to have vision, and they were staring directly at her. She could have sworn that she heard it laughing.
Impossible.
It had moved.
Kathy let out a shriek, stood, clutching the massive cat to her.
And yes, it moved…one of the giant hands reached out, reached out across the desk, reached for her….
She screamed and came around the desk, staring at it in horror, wondering in the back or her mind which was closer, the front door or the back door.
She raced toward the front door.
And then she felt it touch her.
Skeletal fingers wound into her hair, pulling her back. It spun her around and all she could think was that the thing was evil. She could hear the thunder of her heart; she could barely breathe. The noise of her pulse was deafening….
She screamed again, wrenched free, bolted for the front door and threw it open, letting Waldorf slip to the ground and run on his own, her only thought—escape!
She raced into the night….
On to Elizabeth Street.
And into the headlights of a coming car. 
 



 
Chapter 1
 
“I feel like an absolute idiot, calling you down here for this. I mean…well, I think that Kathy just…freaked herself out,” Colby Kennedy told Michael Quinn. “But, she’s my sister. I love her. And she’s terrified. The doctors told me they were so worried about her sanity that they were afraid she was going to hurt herself more than she was already hurt if she was left alone. Of course, Traci and I made it back here in a couple of hours, but….”
Colby’s voice trailed as Michael Quinn studied his old friend. He could see that Colby was twisted, torn and lost. He loved his only sister.
At Quinn’s side, Danni Cafferty spoke up, her voice filled with empathy. “Colby—it’s all right. Please, believe me, we’re happy to be here, and we truly hope, with all our hearts, that we can help you.”
Quinn set an arm around her shoulders. Danni’s true sense of humanity was part of what he loved so much about her. Strange to think that they hadn’t known one another until her father had died—and that they’d started out almost as sworn enemies. But that had been because he’d worked with Angus when Danni hadn’t really known what her father had done—other than owning and operating a curios and local art shop on Royal Street in New Orleans.
But now they had been together for almost three years, in a relationship that was closer than any he might have imagined—and yet one that they seldom talked about. Danni still felt oddly about what they did and what they shared—dealing with the deadly and often very strange. Of course, he’d come into it all willingly. Danni had inherited the shop—and her father’s secret “business.” Still, she came at it all wholeheartedly and they depended upon one another and a small circle of friends.
This was a different occasion—and part of why he loved Danni so much. When he’d told her about the out-of-the-blue and desperate call from an old friend who lived in the Florida Keys, she had been willing to pack up within minutes, hop a plane to Miami and then a “puddle jumper” that brought them here, to meet with Colby Kennedy, at the hospital. Colby’s house was in Old Town Key West but right now they were in Marathon—a city comprised of a number of the small islands in the Keys—just about fifty miles west-northwest of Key West. There were no better facilities closer to Colby’s home for Kathy.
They sat at a table in the cafeteria drinking bad coffee. Colby’s wife, Tracy, was sitting with Kathy while Colby spoke with them.  
“Thank you,” Colby said, his voice almost a whisper. It seemed he was near tears. “Really, thank you for coming. The cops thought that Kathy was on something—drunk or high on drugs. Then, when tests came back, they all thought that she was having some kind of an episode. A mental episode! She’s twenty-eight—and they tested her for early Alzheimer’s because of my mom. I know my sister—she’s a hardworking doll who has spent her entire life living in Key West—working mostly on short horror and sci-fi films. She doesn’t freak out easily. No—she doesn’t freak out at all. When I first saw her, she was under pretty heavy sedation and still convinced that she’d been touched by pure evil. She was really, truly terrified. By a life-sized horror doll. Oh, my God! She’s worked with so much more.  Gory, horrible films that I can barely watch. I mean….” His voice trailed as he looked down at his Styrofoam coffee cup.
Colby Kennedy was a big man, fit, bronzed—in perfect condition. He’d played football with Quinn for Loyola years ago. They’d been friends—and then, when Quinn had gone off the deep end himself into drugs and alcohol—they’d drifted apart. Colby had always been a standup guy.
Quinn had actually been pronounced dead on an emergency room operating table before he’d become one himself.
Colby looked up at them again.
“Thing is, the mannequin should have been in the attic. That’s where I left it. I don’t know how it got down to the parlor. Or if my sister did go crazy, head up to the attic and drag it down. I just know that…well, I may be bothering you for nothing. Maybe that’s what she did. Maybe it’s all finally been too much and my sister is going crazy. But, I—I heard that this…this kind of situation is what you do. Like…weird things happening. Kathy could have died! I mean, you’re a P.I., Quinn, but you were a cop, and I read up on you and…you’ve solved crimes that centered around…weird things. You, uh, own a collectibles shop, right?”
“Danni does,” Quinn said, smiling at her.
Yes, they ran a shop. And they were involved with weird things, found out about them, destroyed them, or added them to the strange collection Angus had started in the basement—built up first floor, really—of the shop on Royal.
“I’d read about some strange crimes in NOLA and saw that you’d been instrumental in solving them,” Colby said. “So I called you,” he whispered. “Thing is, too, Kathy got me the work that made us think we should take out little vacation and now…this, whatever, happens to her.” He swallowed and looked over at Danni. “Weird. But, then you’ve probably seen a few weird things in your day, right?” Colby asked Danni.
“A few,” she murmured dryly.
“But, evil things? Kathy is insisting that the thing is evil—and that it was out to get her. She’s absolutely terrified of being alone. I think she believes that it’s going to drive itself up here and attack her in her hospital room. Things can’t be evil—they’re just things!” Colby said.
Quinn thought that Colby was waiting for vindication of his words. “People can be very evil,” Quinn told him quietly.
“And people can—perhaps, in a way--imbue things they—that they use with that evil,” Danni said carefully. “What do you know about the doll or figure or—exactly what is it? And where is it now?”
“It’s a—a moveable mannequin, something like a puppet,” Colby told them. “There were five of them—they were used in a movie called ‘Zombie Nuns of the Apocalypse.’ The movie is, naturally, bizarre, but something of a cult classic now. Oh, I guess it’s really an animatronic—it’s battery operated and can jerk—the arms lift, that kind of thing. The moviemakers put them up at an auction—they were coveted by collectors! I was really lucky to have snagged one—or, at least, I thought I’d been incredibly lucky.”
“So it was a prop in a move,” Danni murmured.
“More than a prop,” Colby said. “Scream Queen Arianna Palacio played a nun as well—the zombie nuns were created to look just like her. With the actress and the five mannequin/puppets, the filmmakers were able to make it look as if an army of the things was swarming. Each was a little…well, eaten away a little differently. Missing flesh, bone sticking out, scabby—in different places. Okay, so the move was no ‘Casablanca’—or even a ‘Friday the 13th,’ but like I said, it wound up with a huge following. It was shot for less than fifty-thousand dollars—a modern miracle in the film world. It grossed millions around the world. And I’m yapping on about a movie when my sister….” he stopped speaking, his voice choked off, and his eyes becoming moist with tears.
Danni reached across the table, setting her long slender fingers over Colby’s hand. “Kathy’s going to be all right; you told us she’s going to be all right.”
Colby nodded. He straightened and shook his head slightly, as if by doing so he could regain his composure. “Broken leg, two broken ribs…serious concussion. But we’re lucky—really lucky. She’s alive. And the driver who hit her wasn’t a drunk or an ass. He stopped and got the cops and an ambulance and the cops called Tracy and me so that we were able to hit the first little plane out of the Bahamas and get back here. It’s less than an hour…still felt like I was so far from her. She’s all I have, you know. My dad died three years ago and my mom…she’s been in a home for the last six months.” He paused again, wincing. “Alzheimer’s and other complications,” he said quietly. “I’ve told the nurses at the home not to even think about trying to tell her about Kathy.”
“Of course not,” Danni murmured.
“So, you want us to go to your place and check out this mannequin puppet, crazy nun thing?” Quinn asked. He was somewhat surprised. Over the years, he’d seen plenty of people freaked out over “scary” creations. Some had real phobias about clowns. Some—dolls in general. With others, it was only puppets.
Quinn was surprised that Colby had called him for several reasons—first, Quinn had visited Colby at home a decade ago before Colby had lost his father and when Colby’s mom had been great and fun and beautiful and completely in her right mind. Their house--the one Colby and Kathy had grown up in--had been filled with incredible things—wild collectibles, reproduction death masks and all kinds of film creatures and other odds and ends of art and whatnot.
Kathy could not have been easily frightened.
And that Colby actually wanted the zombie-nun checked out seemed odd. Did he believe himself that the movie prop or figure was evil?
And was it?
“I want you to get rid of it for me,” Colby said. “Maybe get it back up on the market. People were bidding high for them. Unless….”
“Unless?” Danni asked.
“Unless there is something…bad about it. Then….” Colby spoke quickly, and then his voice trailed just as quickly, as if he were afraid that what he was about to say would sound crazy.
“Then?” Danni asked.
“Burn it. Burn the damned thing. Cut it to pieces. Do whatever you have to do,” Colby said. “You can—you can try to do that, right?”
He seemed to really wonder if the zombie-nun could be burned.
“We can do what you want,” Quinn told him. He hesitated. “We need to see your sister,” he told Colby.
Colby stiffened at that and ran his fingers through his short cut, coal black hair. “I’m trying to get her to forget what happened, to let it become a bad dream.”
“Colby,” Danni said, still gently touching his hand, “we’ll listen to her. Without suggesting that she’s crazy in any way, which, I doubt, anyone has done yet. It’s not a bad dream—she’s in the hospital. We need to understand what she thinks happened—from her. We won’t upset her. I promise.”
Quinn glanced at Danni. She had a way with people—one he was sometimes lacking.
“All right, all right,” Colby said. “But, please….”
“We won’t upset her, and if she’s agitated at all, we’ll leave,” she promised.
That settled it for Colby. “Well, come on up,” he said.
He was polite and anxious as they waited for the elevator. He asked Danni and Quinn how things were in New Orleans and thanked them again for coming so quickly. Quinn told him it wasn’t a problem; they had two co-workers who lived in an apartment above the main house at the shop—they were happy to take care of Wolf—Quinn’s big hybrid dog. The elevator came and once to their floor, they went down the hall. Tracy—Colby’s wife—had been sitting by the side of the bed and she stood quickly as they entered, smoothing her hair back and looking at her husband with relief. Quinn had never met his friend’s wife before—they hadn’t been married more than a year or so. Tracy was tiny, especially next to Colby’s six-foot-three frame and Quinn’s own six-four—even Danni’s five-nine. She was a pretty little woman with a delicate face that easily betrayed emotion and she looked as if she’d been cast in a horror movie herself—and didn’t know her lines.
Ironic, of course, Quinn thought, since Tracy Kennedy was an actress. She and Colby had met, Colby had told Quinn, when they’d filmed Treasure of the Elizabeta Maria, a decent kids’ movie filmed in the keys that had made use of Colby’s company for the dive scenes.
“Oh. People,” Tracy murmured, but Quinn’s attention was then on Kathy Kennedy.
Colby’s younger sister lay on the bed in pathetic condition; her head was bandaged, her leg was in an apparatus that held it up and straight and she was bruised and blue about the eyes and nose. She looked at Quinn, though, as they entered, and he believed that it was a glimmer of hope he saw in her eyes. She’d been a young teenager the last time he’d seen her—pretty, bright—eager and hardworking even then. She loved movies and scripts. She was quick—as they watched a movie that turned out to be pretty darned bad—to point out when the actors weren’t at fault. “What could they do with that horrible script?” she would say.
Tracy cleared her throat and moved out of the way murmuring, “Kathy has been drifting in and out…she’s awake now, I believe.” With her back to Kathy she mouthed to them, “On a morphine drip! Poor girl could say anything, I think!”
Quinn nodded politely as he shook her hand and introduced her to Danni. Then he moved around to smile at Kathy and take the seat next to her.
“Hey, kid, can you talk?”
Kathy nodded. “Quinn. Cool to see you. I had such a crush on you,” she told him.
He was surprised to actually flush. Kathy was looking at Danni. “Hey,” she said. “I hear you own a shop that takes…evil things.”
Danni nodded. “Yes. It was my dad’s. He was great. Now, it’s mine. Quinn and I…work on that kind of thing together. With help from our friends,” she added.
“What we need to know, Kathy, is exactly what happened,” Quinn told the girl in the hospital bed.
Kathy didn’t break into hysterics. She looked at them gravely. “I swear to you,” she said. “It came to life. It had been in the hall. I didn’t like it—but I wasn’t even paying any attention to it. The cat! Even the cat knew…I felt his claws and heard him hiss and I looked up…and it was right there, right in front of the desk.”
“And it had been in the hall?” Quinn asked.
Kathy nodded. “Colby said that he’s left it in the attic, but it was downstairs, in the hall. I tried to run,” she said in a whisper. “And it grabbed me.”
“It has some kind of a battery. Maybe it did move,” Tracy said. “And those old houses like ours…they’re creepy at night. Where we are on Elizabeth is close to the cemetery. We’re not in a tourist area. It can feel dark and as if…almost as if history is weighing down on you.”
“It moved,” Kathy said softly and flatly to Quinn.
He patted her hand. “We’re going to get rid of it—in a way that will make sure it can never, ever come back to hurt you.”
Tracy swung around and headed out to the hall. Danni came over and told Kathy to feel better, to rest, and to feel assured they’d manage the situation.
Then they left her; Colby Kennedy followed them out to the hall where Tracy was waiting.
Tracy didn’t look very cute or gamine-ish then. She looked cross—and the expression she had for Quinn and Danni was irritated—and maybe a little desperate.
“What are you doing? Encouraging her in this ridiculous notion?”
“Tracy,” Colby said, uncomfortable.
“Look, she was obviously delusional. I almost think she did it just because Colby and I were actually away on a vacation!” Tracy said.
“Tracy!” Colby was visibly shocked.
“I’m sorry; I’m sorry. I love Kathy, but this is a really serious situation and we have to help her—not feed into her fears. She needs therapy—not people who are just trying to humor her,” Tracy said. “I’m sorry,” she told Danni and Quinn. “I’m just tired. Really tired.”
“Yes, of course,” Danni said. “You must be exhausted.”
Tracy nodded. “Forgive me.”
“They’re just going to go down and get rid of zombie-nun,” Colby said.
“Please, just be careful of the house,” Tracy told them. “That’s horrible. Kathy is here…and I’m worried about the house. This is all just—very upsetting. Oh!” She exclaimed, looking stricken. “The cat!”
“Waldorf,” Colby said. “We have a cat. Actually, Waldorf is old—you might remember him?”
“I do—big fuzzy thing,” Quinn said. “I think he was already several years old when I came to visit you.”
“Don’t worry—we love animals,” Danni said. “We’ll take care of Waldorf.”
“There’s a great guest room downstairs,” Tracy told them. “The master upstairs is ours, of course, and I think Kathy had her things in the second bedroom upstairs.”
“Not a problem,” Danni said. “We’ll be fine wherever.”
“The cat! How could I have forgotten Waldorf?” Tracy asked with dismay.
“You were worried about Kathy, first, of course,” Quinn said.
Colby looked worried then, too. “The cops told me they locked the house, but they didn’t mention the cat. I hope poor old Waldorf isn’t out in the streets somewhere,” he said.
“We’ll find Waldorf,” Quinn assured him.
Colby handed Quinn a set of keys. “Call me?” Colby asked anxiously.
“Of course,” Quinn assured him. “First things first—we’ll find Waldorf.”
As they left the hospital hallway, Quinn could hear Tracy speaking to Colby. “I’m kind of worried. I’m not sure you should have called in kooks from New Orleans. I mean, all of New Orleans is voodoo crazy. We’re just going to make poor Kathy worse. I need coffee; I need a drink! I need something. I’ve got to take a break. I’ll be back soon. I need to get out of here—just for a few minutes.”
Danni glanced at Quinn. She had heard, too.
He arched a brow to her.
“I might rather live with the zombie-nun,” Danni said.
He grinned. She waited until they were heading to the parking lot to speak again.
“What do you think?” she asked him then.
“Tracy is upset, maybe,” he said. “Maybe she’s really nice. Or, maybe, poor Colby—great guy—married a bitch.”
Danni smiled. “I’m far more concerned with Kathy,” she said.
He looked her way and for a moment, he almost forgot who they were—and what they were doing there. It was a beautiful day and the area was stunning. There was a breeze that touched the air around them, making it pleasant when it should have been hot. Palm trees dipped and swayed with it; everything around them seemed cleaned and touched by it. The sky was a soft powder blue just touched here and there by a cloud that looked like a puff of cotton.
And Danni had long, sleek, dark auburn hair that picked up the sunlight and shimmered with sunset hues. She was wearing sandals and a sleeveless white dress that made her look like a stunning co-ed just out for an easy vacation. She made him remember that he was in love, that they were in a tropical paradise, and that he longed to reach out and touch her and lie in the sand and….
They were here because a friend was in trouble.
And Danni’s eyes were large and as brilliantly blue as the sky—and filled with concern.
“About the situation,” Quinn said. “I don’t know what to think. I mean, you and I know that the thing might have…who knows? Been possessed or something. Or, Kathy might have activated it somehow, been tired—she forgets to sleep when she’s working, if I remember right. Anyway, we’ll find out in an hour or so, right?”
She nodded. “Absolutely, oh, fearless leader!” she told him.
He smiled back. Then he sobered and they both looked at one another. Fearless. No. They were both smart enough to be afraid. They had learned the hard way that very strange things—not yet explained by science, if they ever would be—definitely happened.
“Let’s enjoy the drive,” he said softly.
And they actually did. There was nothing like driving along and seeing the rippling blue water in shades of blue and green—touched by diamond glittering here and there as the sun shone down. They crossed over the Seven-Mile Bridge and passed through the lower keys, seeing some that were almost pristine, some with small fishing inns advertised, some with majestic mansions surrounded by nothing but the water and the sea.
As they drove by small islands with names like “No Name Key,” “Cudjoe Key,” and more, Quinn wished that they were on vacation. “If we get this taken care of,” he murmured. “We’ll have to go and see the sunset at Mallory Square. It really is fantastic. And music! The city has so much going on all the time. You’re going to love it.”
“I’ve been once,” she told him. “When I was in school.” She glanced his way. “It was one of Dad’s buying trips—though what he was really buying, I don’t know. I loved it! And Key West actually reminds me a lot of New Orleans.” She grinned. “They have a cool cemetery with a lot of above ground interments. They have Duval Street—we have Bourbon Street. We have French and Spanish architecture and the Garden District—they have amazing old Victorians. Then again—they have great water sports and we have the Mississippi!”
He smiled at her. She was looking out the window.  The sun was waning but the sky remained beautiful, turning to different shades of gold and mauve and pink.
They moved on through the lower keys, passing signs that warned them to be careful of the little Key deer. They actually saw one; Danni was delighted.
Finally, they came off of Stock Island and turned off onto Roosevelt, heading for Old Town. By then, the sun had faded away almost completely.
They found the address on Elizabeth Street. They dying sun seemed to encompass the old house in a blood red haze. Colby had been working on the house, Quinn knew, but the columns had been stripped and not re-painted as of yet, giving the Victorian architecture a decaying and ghostly aura.
“I can see where one might get nervous here,” Danni murmured.
“Not Kathy,” Quinn said. “She’s a trooper. She loves spooky things and horror movies and history—no one can tell you the history of this city with greater detail than Kathy. These houses never scared her. I’ll show you the big house she grew up in—that the family still owns. Trust me—Kathy does not scare easily.”
Danni grinned at him. “Maybe I do!” she said.
“A little late for that!” he teased.
They exited the car and headed up the walk to the old porch. The ceiling above the porch was painted blue—“haint blue,” or haunt blue, as it was known. It kept the “spirits” in check, or so went the superstition.
Quinn set the key in the lock and twisted it. The house was dark. He fumbled for a light switch. A chandelier in the center of the parlor blazed.
The house was nice—about two-thousand square feet, Quinn reckoned. Built in the mid-1800s, maintained by its owners through the decades. The Kennedy family still owned the big house the kids had grown up in, but, Quinn knew from Colby’s call, it had been rented out since his mom had gone into nursing care. Colby had been extremely proud to have purchased this place with his own earnings.
White lace curtains adorned the windows. There was a fireplace with a mantle. Between the living and dining areas there was a desk. Kathy’s computer remained on the desk.
“Nice home,” Danni murmured. “I don’t see the doll—zombie-nun—by the desk…or in the parlor. I do see the cat!”
As she spoke, a silver-gray fur-ball came flying at them. Waldorf actually managed to leap right into Danni’s arms.
“Poor thing is shaking!” Danni said.
“But he’s okay?” Quinn asked.
“Seems to be fine. I’ll make sure he has water and food,” Danni said. Holding the cat, she walked into the kitchen.
“Strange,” Quinn called.
“What’s strange?” Danni asked.
He walked to the hallway, into the kitchen, into the one small downstairs bedroom, and then into the bathroom—all through the downstairs.
“Quinn?” Danni asked.
“Hang on,” he said.
He ran up the stairs and opened the doors to the three bedrooms there, the bathroom, back into the bedrooms, and into every closet.
He ran back down to Danni, frowning.
“Quinn?” she said again.
“I don’t see the doll either,” he told her. “It isn’t anywhere.”
“Maybe someone else—”
“No, no—the police locked the place tight when Kathy was taken to the hospital. Colby is friends with the police chief—he assured him that was true.”
“Then what?” Danni asked. “The zombie-nun walked out?”
Walked out…and headed up the island chain for Marathon…and Kathy Kennedy?
 



 
Chapter 2
 
David Gray crumpled his beer can in his hand and eyed the stacked sarcophagi in front of him. Key Westerners were weird, he thought. They couldn’t just make mausoleums—they just stacked people on top of people in big blocks—stone or cement or whatever. Some of the graves were in the ground, some were in strange things—like the hump of a brick tomb—or whatever—down the row, and some were stacked one on top of the other like file cabinets.
It was dark, and he could barely make out the shapes of things, but this was a good enough place to sleep.  Some jock-ass frat boys or bachelor party jerks had tried to stay in for the night, boasting about how cool they were, but the cops had come by and kicked them out. Davy laid low to the ground behind the big red brick tomb after he’d hopped the fence, of course, to get in himself. And now, the drunken buffoon party boys were gone; no one bothered him here.
He stayed low and drank his beer and thought about what a god-awful place this had turned out to be—for him, at least. Everybody knew everybody here—even the damned Eastern-Europeans who worked in the frigging shops, the Russians, Hungarians, Albanians, and what not. Pretty people, most of them—except for his bear-hairy ex-boss.  They barely knew English—but they all knew that he’d been fired from three clubs for drugs and alcohol. “I mean what?” He asked a decaying plaster angel at his side. “It’s Key West—a pile of buzzed-out frat boys or giggling girls running around someone in a cheap wedding veil sloshed out of their minds! You serve them better if you’re a little feeling-fine yourself, you know?”
He wasn’t even sure it was his habit of imbibing a bit before work that had gotten him fired from the last restaurant. It was probably because big-hairy-beefy guy had been jealous. The problem, a hotter-than hell Polish girl, had been the boss’s quasi girlfriend. She hated his hairy ass and liked Davy. That’s what had done it.
He popped open another beer and noted that the six-pack of cheap beer he’d managed to buy on a major sale was going down—down, down. Only a few left. That was all right; he’d sleep better for the beer and in the morning, try to figure out what he was going to do with his life. In truth, he loved Key West and the quirkiness of it. The thought made him grin—he actually even loved the cemetery. There was a stone in the row of tombs or mausoleums or whatever that read, “I told you I was sick.” Yep, now, there was someone who told the truth!
He leaned back. He was by one of the oldest tombstones. He wondered if anyone was really beneath it—supposedly some dude who had died in the 1850s. But—cool story, and Key West had plenty of cool stories!—a hurricane had ripped up graves in the middle of the 1800s and bodies had come washing down Duval Street. That’s when they had put the cemetery here—highest point on the island, though, hell, you could have fooled him. It wasn’t that high.
He squashed his beer can and almost threw it across the grass and stones. But, he didn’t. He set it with the collection at his side and almost laughed aloud at himself. Boozing loser that he might be, he didn’t litter in a cemetery.
He suddenly heard laughter and a bunch of tittering. The jock-ass jerk boys were back. They hopped the fence. There were four of them and he could hear them talking to one another.
“Jamesy, you gotta go back for that snooty bitch at the bar—tell her who your daddy is! Bet she’ll be all over you, splayed out on a bed with a big ‘come on in’ sign set up on her thighs!” One of them said.
Davy winced. Yep, loser that he was, he didn’t like that kind of language. Made him feel squeamish.
“We need to get out of here,” another said. “The cops already came once and you guys are louder than a—“ He stopped speaking, breaking off to laugh. “Louder than a whole horde of screaming whores faking their orgasms!” He broke into drunken laughter again, enjoying his own joke tremendously.
“Shut up, ass,” the one who was most probably Jamesy snapped. “Come on now, I heard about this up in Savannah. Union soldier pissed off at the South moved all the headstones around at night. We gotta hurry. Before the cops come. Though, of course, don’t you go running, you sniveling dicks! My dad will get us all out of jail if we are caught.”
Davy thought about showing himself and telling them that what they were doing was wrong and disrespectful. Then he thought about the beers he had consumed—and wondered how big the guys were. He shrank down low against the gravestone he leaned against.
“Loser,” he whispered aloud to himself. Coward.
But, yeah, he didn’t feel like being beaten up on top of everything else.
He stayed still, barely breathing. Then he heard footsteps, the grass crunching near him. And then there was laughter. “Let’s move this dude. ‘Artie Hackensack.’ Who really has a name like that?” One of them demanded. “Let’s dump him over by the big sailor-shrine or whatever it is!”
They would be moving by Davy any minute.
Davy stood. He must have made noise because one of them shouted out something. “Hey there’s a twerp in the place. Let’s get the bugger—make him wish that he was down in the ground or sealed up in stones here!” The one he knew as ‘Jamesy’ yelled.
Davy jumped up and began to run. He thought he was headed toward Angela Street. There was a place there where a tomb was close to the wall. He might make a good leap out of the place.
“Cut him off, cut him off!” Someone else shouted. “The prick will call the cops!”
He started running. He passed the ‘file-cabinet’ style interments, using them to hide. He sprinted over a pile of in-ground burials. He hurtled around a long stretch of ‘wall’ interments.
The footsteps seemed to be coming from all around him.
Along with the taunts.
“Gonna prick you up, mouse!”
“You’re gonna hurt…before you’re dead!”
“Won’t have to drag you far…you’re already in a cemetery.”
“Sleeping with the ghosts—forever!”
He circled around a piece of funerary art—a praying angel. Even the statue seemed to think that he needed help.
Then, suddenly, when he thought that they were right behind him, he heard a scream.
It was a terrible, long drawn out scream of shock and terror—and then agony.
“Jamesy, Jamesy?” Someone else called.
And then Davy heard one of them say, “Shit! Shit! What the hell….”
That was broken off with another scream. It was so terrible that Davy felt goosebumps form all over him. He felt as if ice water was flushed through his veins.
He dropped to the ground by a brick-oven type tomb. Shaking.
And then he saw…it.
At first, he was convinced it was a person. Perhaps a cemetery-vigilante. But, a person….
He laid low as it came forward.
It was of average height…a nun!
A nun! Except that….
The nun was dead. The flesh was rotted away so badly from the skeletal face that it was really impossible to tell the sex of the thing in the long black robes. Scabs covered what flesh was left. The eye sockets were enormous. The mouth seemed to be frozen in a massive and open O.
Somehow, Davy kept from screaming.
And somehow….
The thing walked by him.
It just kept going. And going. And disappeared behind a stretch of monuments.
Davy stayed frozen for what seemed like hours. Then he moved at last. At first, he was shaking so badly, he couldn’t even walk. Then his strides became long, and then he was running.
The tomb that would allow him to leap over the wall was near….
He tripped and went flying. He rolled, wincing from the pain of his fall. He tried to right himself and then he froze again.
A corpse was before him. A corpse with wide-open eyes and a ripped open neck. Blood streamed over the ground beneath him, crimson against the moon-lit white of a tombstone slab.
 
***
 
Danni looked curiously around the Victorian parlor of Colby’s historic home; she loved the architecture, the bay window, the crown molding—they all seemed to give the house tremendous character. She’d always loved the old—probably because her mom had died when she’d been so young and she’d spent so many years traveling with her father—collecting.
Even though she hadn’t actually known what they collecting at the time!
She hadn’t known until her father died, when a woman had come into the shop shrieking about a marble bust that had killed her husband and Quinn had come in, larger than life—and more demanding and imposing—and she had learned the hard way that she hadn’t been left the shop, she’d been left a life’s vocation.
Evil did exist. And it could invade the strangest things.
Like a painting…the painting that had led them to Geneva and the “year without a summer” when Mary Shelley had written her classic and darkness had prevailed. Like a musical instrument—magic? Or in the mind?
Waldorf was unhappy; he certainly seemed to believe that evil existed in things—and that something evil was in his house.
She held the still shivering cat and waited for Quinn to finish with his phone call. When he rang off, she turned to him.
“Well?”
Quinn shrugged and said, “Colby is first thankful that the cat is okay—and he suggested that we try the attic; the police swear that no one touched the place, but really, who knows what happened? Kathy screamed and ran out into the road and the car hit her. There was all kinds of activity going on. Anyway, he’s at a loss, but he did suggest that we try the attic. He left it in the attic—Kathy said that it was down in the hallway.”
“Ah! The attic,” Danni murmured. “Of course. Lead the way.” She hesitated. “You’ve got your gun, right?”
“Always,” he assured her. His voice was even and low. She actually smiled.
She loved him; really loved him. It was something she freely admitted now. They lived together, even if she changed the subject any time he mentioned marriage. The world was so strange—and their role in it even stranger. Sometimes he was called away on simple cases without her, and sometimes, she needed certain space to grapple with something herself.
Yet what would her life be without him? And would she have even survived some of the things that had happened if he hadn’t been with her, six-feet-four-inches of brawn and a mind set on saving the world—and her, of course. And he could be fun and his eyes could flash with such amusement, and sometimes, she realized, too, that he was impossibly masculine and that even thinking about him could be something exceptionally arousing.
The cat meowed loudly—protesting—and jolted her back to their situation.
She suddenly found herself wishing that Wolf was with them. The wolf-dog hybrid knew way before any human could if someone was there.
If something was wrong.
Not that she didn’t have faith in Quinn; he had been military, he had been a cop—and she did trust him with her life. In fact, he sometimes wanted to protect her when she needed to be involved, which didn’t make things easy. She still didn’t really understand their roles in the greater scheme of life and the world, but she did know that her father had helped others for years, that the shop had taken in and defused many weird things—and that the shop had been left to her. She loved to believe that she and Quinn—with the help of Wolf and their friends--did do good things for others around them.
And she had certainly had learned that evil did exist.
And, hell, by their very nature, attics could be very scary.
“Let’s head on up,” she said, trying to sound matter-of-fact.
But, she already felt unease. As if there was something there—a malevolent presence.
“As soon as I can get Waldorf down without having my arms ripped to shreds.” She set the cat down on the sofa, promising that she’d be back soon. The damned cat is probably smarter than the two of us!
Quinn quickly moved up the stairs to the second floor landing. He searched the ceiling there, looking for a pull-down stairway or ladder to the attic; Danni smiled and pointed to the end of the hallway. “Stairway is right there,” she told him, grinning.
“Too easy,” he said. But he grimaced sheepishly.
“This is an old Victorian,” Danni said. “Servants probably had their quarters up there at one time—not unlike our place on Royal Street.”
“You’re probably right,” he agreed, heading down the hall.
Danni searched the walls for a light switch. Quinn found a string to pull that connected to the antique fixture that hung from the high ceiling.
The stairway led to a closed door—a locked door, but a locked door with the key right in it. Quinn opened the door.
“Stay behind me,” he told her.
She smiled. He couldn’t help falling into protective mode; she knew that.
The attic was almost completely dark—almost. The corners were dark for certain, but a large paned glass window at what would be the front of the house allowed the moonlight to shine in.
Shadows cast long silhouettes due to that pearly yellow light and seemed to douse the space with a strange and eerie atmosphere.
“I can’t find a light switch,” Danni murmured.
“Or a pull string,” Quinn said. “You’d think we’d be bright enough by now to never travel without a flashlight.”
“At least you’re bright enough to never travel without a gun,” Danni told him. She realized she was whispering. The attic seemed to call for her to speak so.
“There!” Quinn said.
He’d found a pull switch.  A single bare bulb in the center of the attic cast a bizarre, wavering glow over the attic—and all the toys and junk and things within it.
There were boxes here and there, stacked high. There were hooks of all kinds that held clothing, old clothing, costumes, perhaps. There were….
Creepy masks, set on bodiless pre-fab wig-heads.
There were tombstones, miniature coffins.
“Quinn!” she gasped suddenly.
Behind a number of boxes and next to a life-sized werewolf prop was something tall, shrouded in black.
It was a…man!
No, a woman…
No…but there was a figure standing there and it seemed to be watching them in the surreal light.
It felt like it was watching them!
“That’s it,” Quinn said softly, and they both moved forward.
It was the zombie-nun. It had indeed been moved to the attic.
It was clad in the black traditional robes of a nun and it was certainly one of the creepiest fabricated creations Danni had ever seen. The body beneath the robes was skeletal—but bits and pieces of torn and ravished flesh seemed to remain upon the bones. The mouth was open, as if in a horrific scream. The eyes—sockets in the skull—still seemed to have the ability to stare out—to watch, to see, to follow a person as they moved around the thing.
“Pretty bad, huh?” Quinn asked.
“Would have scared the hell out of me,” Danni agreed.
As they spoke, one of the hands suddenly jerked up. Danni screamed—startled--and backed away.
“It’s all right, it’s all right,” Quinn said. “It’s a robot, really, run by batteries, I believe. Remember, an animatronic—set to move for filming.”
“So maybe we can find the battery case and turn the damned thing off!” Danni said.
Quinn smiled and told her, “Let’s get it up and out of here. I can inspect it better downstairs.”
“Okay. Be careful coming down,” Danni warned. She knew what had frightened Kathy Kennedy so badly; the thing seemed to reek of evil. She reminded herself that it was meant to look horrible and evil—it had come from a horror movie.
But, she knew, too, that it was true—things could be imbued with evil by those who had been evil, who had practiced alchemy or black magic or…. at the very least, had the power of a hatred and a thirst for power or revenge that was so strong, that the evil surrounding that person’s life could remain, could be instilled in things….
“It’s just an animatronic, Danni,” Quinn said softly.
“Yes.”
He made it down the attic stairs and then to the parlor with the thing—heavy enough, Danni was sure—beneath his arms. In the parlor, Danni jumped a mile when the cat meowed again—a meow that seemed like the most horrible and haunted scream ever.
Waldorf disappeared beneath the sofa.
“Waldorf, it’s okay, we’re here,” Danni said.
The cat would have none of it.
Quinn turned on every light, pulled off the black cassock, and let the thing—the bone structure—stand in the bright light of every bulb in the parlor.
There was a box at the back, set into the spine. Quinn unsealed the rubbery substance used to create the thing and pulled out the box, dumping the batteries from it.
“There, Waldorf—it can’t hurt you anymore,” Quinn said.
Danni studied the thing. The workmanship was excellent. She shook her head. “I can see where this might have scared anyone,” she said. “So, what do we do? Pack it up, take it back to New Orleans—try to sell it for Colby? Or burn it?”
Quinn stood there studying it as well. His phone rang and he answered it briefly with just his name. As he listened, Danni picked up one of the hands. It looked as if blood really dripped from the skeletal fingers with their sharply pointed nails.
Quinn suddenly strode over to the entertainment center and found the remote—still on the phone, frowning fiercely. The television popped to life—on a news channel.
Danni stood in front of the screen. A reporter was standing in front of cemetery gates; police were scrambling around and a crowd had gathered. In the background, she could see that there were a number of television news vans around and that there were a number of reporters covering whatever had happened there in the night.
“Police have little information to give us as of yet,” the reporter, a pretty dark-haired woman was saying, “but we do know this—shocking murders have taken place, entirely out of place in this beautiful community where crime is usually down to brawls initiated by inebriated visitors—or pickpockets preying upon the unwary. Three are confirmed dead; their names have yet to be released. From all accounts, we believe they had broken into the cemetery at night. There was one survivor; police, of course, have taken him into custody. One witness, a neighbor whose house sits right across from the cemetery, has agreed to speak with us exclusively.”
A small woman with gray hair and cherubic cheeks stepped forward, eyes wide. She was either frightened—or star struck. “Mrs. Clay, please, tell us what you saw.”
“Why, the man was ranting—he was terrified and ranting. He kept saying that a nun did it. But the nun wasn’t alive. Poor man, whatever happened in there, it made him stark raving mad!”
Danni stared at Quinn.
“My God,” he murmured.
“Quinn…look at the hands of the thing. Look at the hands! They—is that real blood?” she asked.
She realized then that he was still on the phone. He shook his head—lest the caller hear.
“This is horrible, tragic, Colby. But, believe me, the nun isn’t on her way up the Keys to attack Kathy. She’s here; we’ve just removed her batteries. We’ll see that she’s destroyed.”
He hung up and stared at Danni.
“Blood?” he asked.  Wincing, he turned to look at the mannequin, to lift the skeletal fingers.
After a moment, he said, “Smells—tinny. Yeah. I think its real blood.”
 



 
Chapter 3
 
It helped in their lives, wherever they went, that Quinn had maintained a good friendship—and unofficial working arrangement—with Detective Jake Larue, his ex-partner from when he’d been on the force, in New Orleans.
Quinn called Jake and Jake promised to call him right back.
Jake found a friend who knew a cop in Key West, and with a few phone calls going back and forth, he managed to finagle an interview for Quinn with the “survivor.”
The Key West cops were being close-mouthed about the interview with the man because they were claiming that he was stark raving mad. He was being held until they were certain that he wasn’t the one who had committed the murders himself—being the one seen leaving the cemetery.
Detective Ralph Mason from the Monroe County Sheriff’s Office had been made lead on the case along with Office Sandy Burnett of the Key West force—Sandy had been on the scene when Kathy Kennedy had been struck by the car the night before.
Danni and Quinn agreed that reporting the zombie-nun to the police at the time would be a mistake; they’d wind up being suspects since they were in custody of the thing. They disassembled the thing completely and put it in different boxes in the shed outside behind Colby’s house.
So while they’d waited for Jake to get back to them, Quinn had spoken with Colby. He’d learned that before Colby and Tracy had taken off for the Bahamas, they’d been working with the same film people Kathy had been working with the day before. And they’d agreed—Danni would head out to Duval Street and find the bar where the film people had been hanging out after hours and see if she could learn anything from them.
Quinn would meet her there when he finished at the police department.
Detective Mason was lean, tall, gray-haired, and somber when he met Quinn at the entrance to the station, introducing him first to Officer Sandy Burnett. Officer Burnett was of medium height and build, a woman who kept her curly dark hair cropped short and wore no make-up. She had a quick, welcoming smile for him before becoming very somber again—as Detective Mason seemed to want things to be.
Detective Mason wasn’t sure why they were letting a Louisiana private investigator work with them, but, apparently, Jake Larue’s friends of friends had managed to get Quinn a good “in.” Mason might not know why he was letting Quinn in, but he’d been told to do so and he seemed to be the kind of man who then shrugged—and decided to make use of any help he had in a situation.
Quinn tried to explain quickly that he’d been called down to work privately by Colby Kennedy—the owner of the zombie-nun doll that had apparently scared Kathy into an accident and had now made an appearance in the cemetery. He didn’t mention that he’d been in Colby’s house and seen the zombie nun—he was surprised that they didn’t ask, but then he realized that neither the somber Detective Mason nor the friendlier Officer Burnett believed in the least that a zombie-nun-doll had killed the young men in the cemetery.
“And you wanted to speak with the witness?” Mason asked.
“Yes, if I may,” Quinn said.
“It won’t get you anywhere—the man is raving. He’s been given a mild sedative but we asked that he not be knocked for a loop or anything. I have officers combing the cemetery for any possible clues and we’ve warned that people stay together and be on the lookout, but…you’re got to realize you’re in the land of Pirate Days, Fantasy Fest, and more. People dress up. And they dress down—nudity isn’t publicly allowed, but, hell, during Fantasy Fest, we’re blind sometimes to the people clad only in body art—too much else to deal with.”
“What he’s trying to explain is that people dress up all the time around here and half the time, the natives walk right by them without blinking,” Burnett explained, offering him a smile.
“Yeah, but our crazy costumed people don’t usually kill,” Mason said. “Anyway, we have the witness—David Gray—in an interrogation room. He’s fine; seems happier there than out on the street.”
“I brought him a sandwich and some coffee. Poor dude lost his third job today—claims the manager was jealous. Anyway, got him thrown out of his apartment, so he has nowhere to go anyway,” Burnett told him.
Quinn thanked them both.
The station was a bevy of activity, officers on phones, running around with papers, their latest memos on tips and whatever else.
Many of them noted Quinn and nodded acknowledgments.
“I’m heading back to the cemetery,” Mason said. “Burnett will help you—and stay with you. I’m assuming you’ll want to see where the bodies were found?”
“Yes,” Quinn said. “Thank you.”
Mason nodded and left them. Burnett turned to Quinn. “This way,” she said.
A minute later he was across a table from David Gray. The man had long brown hair that was tousled and wild—as wild as the look in his hazel eyes. He was wearing a T-shirt that advertised “The Grateful Dead,” and a pair of grass-stained jeans. His fingers twitched as they curled around a Styrofoam cup. He looked at Quinn with hope.
“Maybe now someone will believe me,” he said. “I didn’t do anything. I swear to you, I would never kill anyone. In all honesty—not to speak ill of the dead—but I was sure those jerks meant to kill me. They were hunting me—hunting me down in the cemetery. They—they wanted to move tombstones around, play with the place. Vandalize it, I guess. But, look at me! I’m not exactly Hulk Hogan. I was running. Three of them! And then….”
He paused. A fierce shudder went through his body.
“I tripped. I tripped over a corpse. And then I saw—it!”
“It,” Quinn said.
The man shook his head. “You don’t believe me either. But, if you don’t believe me….”
“I didn’t say I didn’t believe you. I need you to describe what you saw,” Quinn said. “David, I’ve got an open mind. Please, talk to me. Even if you feel you’ve said everything a dozen times already. Please.”
Davy studied Quinn as if he were afraid that he was being humored. His eyes were bloodshot and his tousled appearance suggested he’d been on a binge, but he was certainly sober as he spoke then. “No one believes…they’re going to arrest me for what happened.”
“I don’t see a speck of blood on you,” Quinn told him.
That seemed to make David Gray brighten at last. “No, no…there’s no blood on me. And there would be, wouldn’t there? God, I’m lucky, I tripped over a corpse…one of the guys, but there’s no blood on me. Maybe there is a God!”
Quinn shrugged. “I believe there is. But, whether God helped you avoid the blood or not, I don’t know. Try to tell me what happened, and what you saw, David.”
“Okay. Okay. Call me Davy. I don’t even remember to answer to David.”
“Davy, fine, thanks—and please. I’m listening.”
And so David Gray began his story—words spilling out of him. He’d been down and out—well, he was still down and out—but he wasn’t a killer! He went step by step in detail for Quinn. He described what he saw.
“A walking corpse. A nun…dead. Rotten. As if she’d been dead and buried for years and then dug up and animated and…I hid. I didn’t breathe. And she went by…and I ran and ran and then…then I tripped trying to get out—I tripped over the dead man.
He winced when he was done. “Did she—it—eat anyone’s brains?” Davy asked.
“Not that I know of,” Quinn assured him.
“So what happened? What do you think happened?” Davy asked desperately when he was done.
“I don’t know yet. But, I don’t believe you did it,” Quinn assured him. 
Davy offered him a wry and crooked smile. “So, a dead nun did kill them?”
“The investigation is just getting underway,” Quinn said.
Davy suddenly stood, his face going pale. “You—you can’t tell them I’m innocent. Not tonight. Please, not tonight. I have nowhere to go. I…please. I need to stay here.”
“They’ll keep you here,” Quinn promised him. He handed him a business card that had his cell number and Danni’s cell, too. “If there’s any problem, they’ll let you use a phone. Call me.”
Davy looked at him and swallowed hard and then nodded. “Thank you.”
“Sure.”
Quinn left him to discover that Office Sandy Bracken had been, naturally, watching the interview along with the captain and lieutenant and several other officers.
“Insane—hey, the Keys can do it to some people,” one officer said.
“Drunk—the Keys can do that, too,” said another.
But the captain just nodded wordlessly and left; Sandy Bracken told Quinn, “He’s impressed—you made a point. Davy hasn’t a drop of blood on him. Of course, we noted that, but you brought it up and…hey, I guess when you have murders like this, well, we all wanted to believe that we had a viable suspect, you know?”
Quinn nodded.
“You want to head to the cemetery, right?” she asked him.
“Yes.”
“Okay. Come on; Detective Mason is there—with a bunch of forensic people.”
The bodies had been removed when they arrived; markers showed where the three boys had been found. Despite the blaze of police lights set up to illuminate those working, there was something incredibly mournful and atmospheric about the cemetery. He glanced down the street as they arrived; Colby’s house was just a few blocks away and he couldn’t help but wonder if a zombie-nun-doll could have left the house on Elizabeth Street and walked down to the cemetery, killed three young men, and walked back to climb the steps to the attic before he and Danni had arrived that night.
He’d pulled the movie mannequin apart. There had been nothing of life to it. The fabricated thing had been created from polyurethane and fabric and rubber and plastic and paint and whatever else they’d used in the studios.
But, battery operated, it had been able to move.
Move enough to kill? Of its own free will?
Detective Mason had been walking the cemetery. No onlookers were inside—the police were seeing to that—but many people were still gathered on the sidewalks and lawns surrounding the cemetery. He wondered why they were all out so late and realized that it wasn’t so late—it had just been a long day for them. Four in the afternoon when they’d arrived in Miami, five or a little after when they’d arrived at the hospital, and just about eight—with darkness having falling—when they reached Colby’s house.
It was just eleven now. Not late at all for a town where on Duval Street, bartenders liked to keep the music going, the drinks flowing, and the party going.
And Danni out—with the party.
He didn’t like splitting up, but she’d promised she’d stay on Duval near Front Street until he joined there. Plenty of people would be about—they might be horrified by the murders and some might have even packed up to go home. But most who had come to dive or go fishing or boating—or celebrate a bachelor party or the like—weren’t going to be deterred by a few dead frat boys. And those who stayed would gather in numbers in the bars on the main party street of Old Town.
“First boy found here…not far from the monument. We have just about every kind of grave in this cemetery, in ground, mausoleum, tomb, stacked sarcophagi—you name it,” Detective Mason told him glumly. “As you can see…markers there along with the pool of blood by the praying angel, and then….” He walked a distance until they were near a giant monument to sailors who had been killed and said, “And here, the second victim, and….” This time the walk was longer. They came to a wall—but before the wall was a high-stacked tomb with funerary artistic handles—a great place for someone to scale the wall from the inside to the outside.
“Third victim right there, by the little obelisk,” Detective Mason said. “Again…you can see the spill of blood. The M.E., of course, hasn’t had time for a real report, but each boy had his throat slit. Odd, though. He doesn’t believe they were attacked from behind. He believes the killer was looking right at them and killed with a razor-sharp blade, left to right, across the throat. Blood must have spilled out of them in a gush.”
“So, Davy would have been wearing it—certainly,” Quinn murmured.
“Unless he was good at hopping back,” Mason agreed.
“You know anyone that good?” Quinn asked.
“Easier to believe that he could hop back that far than that a zombie nun did it,” the detective told him.
“But, perhaps someone used that kind of a doll.”
“A doll? There’s a new murder weapon. I guess you could bash someone’s head in with a doll,” Mason said.
“Such mannequins do exist,” Quinn told him. “They were animatronics used in a horror film.”
“So, you’re trying to tell me that someone ran around with a life-sized zombie nun doll and killed people with it?”
Quinn realized, that to Mason, the concept was beyond ridiculous. He’d let it go for now.
“Did any of them fight back?” Quinn asked.
“Not a defensive injury on one of them,” Mason said flatly. He turned away to bark at one of his officers, making sure that the force was out, that there were officers stationed all over the cemetery and that they were watching for anyone out of the ordinary on Duval Street.
“Yeah, and what is ordinary on Duval?” one of the officers muttered.
“Try a zombie-nun!” Mason snapped back. “Anything else?” he asked Quinn.
Quinn nodded. “Can I see the medical examiner?” he asked.
Mason smiled at that. “Sure. He’s in his bed, sleeping. He’ll start on our fellows first thing in the morning.”
Quinn nodded. “Okay. Thanks.” Out of the corner of his eye, he saw something lodged against one of the gravestones.
The cemetery was filled with people in gloves and booties—forensic teams collecting evidence. A hard task here, where tourists came daily.
But they hadn’t been to that area yet.
Mason was done with him. Quinn walked over to the grave he noted and hunched down. It was an old stone—there since the 1901, according to the remembrance on the tomb. Time had ravaged the stone and it was cracked and missing little chunks.
Right at the base, where tufts of grass were growing high against it, was a piece of cloth.
Quinn hunkered down and then reached into his pocket for a pen with which to pick it up.
It was a piece of black cotton about two inches by three inches—and jaggedly torn. He didn’t have to see the zombie-nun in boxes at Colby’s place to know it was the same as the material in the robe that had covered the mannequin.
He pictured the scene that Davy had described to him and looked around. Davy had probably been hunched down behind a nearby tomb. He had stayed there, frozen in fear, watching as the zombie-nun had gone by.
It had gone by on its own; just the nun, walking.
The jagged stone here had caught the skirt of the nun’s black outfit—and ripped it.
One of the corpses had been found just feet away….
And he could see the stack-tombs that had allowed Davy to escape.
He hesitated and then called to Mason and handed it to the gloved detective with the pen.
“Just might mean something,” he said. And he showed Mason the place where he’d found the fabric, where Davy had hidden—pointed out where the corpse had been found—and where Davy had escaped.
Mason offered him no thanks but reached into his jacket for an evidence bag.
“You need a ride somewhere?” he asked Quinn. “You’re welcome to look around the city for a zombie-nun. Or a real killer.”
“Right. On the ride, no, thank you. Just point me toward Duval,” Quinn said. “I’ll look for a zombie nun—or a real killer—along the way.”
Mason gave him easy directions.
Quinn exited the cemetery and moved through the onlookers and headed for Duval. Bit by bit, in the quieter area before the main street, he realized that he was more and more alone.
He watched the streets.
And the shadows.
And he wondered if someone else in the city of Key West had scored a zombie-nun animatronic when the auction had taken place. He had almost reached Duval when he heard something behind him. He paused, as if looking at his watch.
There was a shuffling sound—then silence behind him.
He walked again, and stopped abruptly, taking off a shoe, looking back. He was being followed. Beneath the shadows created by the moon and the streetlights—and encompassed by a bougainvillea—was a figure.
Watching him.
No.
Stalking him.
 
***
 
It hadn’t been difficult to meet up with the film people.
Colby Kennedy had been in contact with the director, Andrew Bracken, telling him only that his sister had been in an accident. He called again to tell him that Danni was an old friend from New Orleans, alone while her boyfriend was working, and looking for someone to be with in Key West. He’d especially appreciate if they’d let Danni hang with them—since he’d now heard there was a murderer on the streets of Key West.
No mention had been made of the zombie-nun.
And so Danni sat with a new crew of friends in a rustic and charming bar just in on a little side street off Duval. So far she’d met the two main actors—Joe Tybalt and Vanessa Green—the director himself—Andrew Bracken—two cameramen, a set coordinator, the costumer, and six members of the supporting cast, all hired out of Key West. Three usually worked in shops, one was a hotel clerk by day, one was a tour director, and one was a manicurist.
“The thing is,” Joe Bracken explained to Danni, “it’s my film. Mine. An indy film. I raised the funds for it on a site by selling T-shirts! Yeah, we’re on a tight budget, but it’s the only way you have artistic control.
“Yeah, go figure, though,” Joe said, shaking his head. “We come down here to film—and some real whacko knocks people off. In the cemetery, no less. Creepy.”
“And there’s a rumor going around,” Vanessa said, looking around and lowering her voice. “A rumor that a zombie nun killed the frat boys!”
There was no one listening to them. A guitarist was playing on a stage across the restaurant/bar’s courtyard and the tables in the place were filled. A thatch roof covered the little area where they sat, next to a secondary bar. People were talking loudly and the music was playing—not easy for anyone to overhear anyone else.
The cast and crew were scattered about in the general area where they sat. Only Andrew, Vanessa, and Joe were at her table. The three, Danni thought, were really beautiful people. Vanessa was just about bone thin with perfect features, sleek dark hair, and huge sea-green eyes. Joe was picture perfect; about six feet, dark, leanly muscled, and very handsome. Even the director, Andrew, was pretty beautiful; blond, dark-eyed, and intense.
“Really?” Danni asked. “That’s the rumor going around town?”
Vanessa nodded. “The guy they found alive at the cemetery was raving that a zombie nun had done it all. He was heard by Sally Jenson who is friends with Sasha Sierra—our costumer. Apparently, friends told friends who told friends—and the cops are going crazy because of it.”
“Think it will help us—or hurt us?” Joe asked Andrew.
Andrew shrugged. “Who knows? Our movie isn’t about a killer zombie nun.”
“Close enough!” Vanessa said, turning to Danni. “You’ve heard about Robert the Doll, right?”
“I’m pretty new to Key West,” Danni said.
“Robert is world famous,” Vanessa said. “In 1904, he was a gift given by a nanny to Robert Eugene Otto. Creepy doll—you can see it at the East Martello Museum. Anyway, the doll had a life of its own, according to history. Robert Eugene Otto called the doll Robert after himself. There were all kinds of rumors—the boy grew up to be an artist and married an artist but, supposedly, the doll moved around and looked out the windows of the house—it’s a gorgeous bed and breakfast now, by the way. Anyway, it was suspected that Robert Otto beat his wife—and blamed it on the doll! Bad dolls through filmdom have supposedly been modeled after Robert. Anyway, our film is on Lucinda. She’s a creepy designer-store mannequin. Haunted and horrible—and attacking men by night on the streets of Key West!”
“Ah. Sounds great,” Danni said.
“Oh, it is! You see, Lucinda keeps watching this one man who comes in with his girlfriend. She’s in love with the man—and hates the girlfriend. There’s a Romanian gypsy working in the store and she uses gypsy magic to sell things and her gypsy magic gives Lucinda life. At first, she’s okay. She goes out at night and loves the nightlife! But then the man Lucinda has fallen love with comes into the shop with his girlfriend. The girlfriend accidentally knocks Lucinda over and she’s broken and falling apart—and furious and hateful. That’s when she starts stalking the streets—looking to kill the girlfriend. Me!” Vanessa says happily.
“And a bunch of extras die—gruesomely!” Joe said. “I’m the handsome dude the mannequin falls in love with,” he said, grinning.
“Who plays the mannequin?” Danni asked.
“That would be me!” she heard from another table.
A pretty young woman stood up and came over to the table. She was tall and lean and seemed thrilled to death with her role. If Danni remembered right, she was the player who had been introduced to Danni as being a hotel clerk by day.
“It’s a great role—I can’t believe it! I have a role just like the part that made Arianna Palacio so famous!” she said. “She was in Zombie Nuns of the Apocalypse—so good! I’m Sasha, remember? Sasha Bernard.”
“Of course, Sasha. Well, that sounds incredibly exciting,” Danni said, but she frowned and asked, “We’re you in Zombie Nuns from the Apocalypse?”
“Oh, no! This is my first role. But, Vanessa was in that movie. I’m so jealous!”
Vanessa looked at Danni and grimaced. “Corpse #3,” she said. “Not much of a role. But, it was a fun set. Arianna Palacio was so nice. She asked all the time while we were filming if everyone was all right.”
“Hey, you think Arianna Palacio is down here—running round and killing people in the cemetery?” Joe asked.
“Hey, we shouldn’t joke,” Andrew said. “Three people are dead.”
“Pretty chilling, huh?” Vanessa asked, shivering suddenly. “I mean—I was in that movie. And it does sound like Arianna Palacio is in Key West, running around, killing people!”
“Do you have mannequins made to look like you in this movie?” Danni asked Sasha.
Sasha laughed and glanced at Andrew. “Not in the budget. I’m my own stunt person!”
“But, there were a bunch of mannequins of the zombie nun, right?” Danni asked.
“Yeah—actually, Colby Kennedy owns one of them. I’m not sure about the others. There are four more of them somewhere. I entered the bidding,” Andrew said. “But—it went high. And I wanted to make this movie.”
“I think it will definitely be a big hit,” Joe said, shrugging. “Sad as it may seem, I believe that what’s happening here now will be major when we’re promoting Lucinda. People are ghoulish. They’ll wonder what was really going on during every hour of our filming.”
“I could be a star!” Sasha said.
Vanessa looked downward, shaking her head slightly.
But she refrained from reminding the other girl that she was the star.
“So, speaking of which, even without Kathy’s help with dialogue, we have a full day of shooting tomorrow,” Andrew said. He turned to Danni and gave her a smile. He was accustomed to being charming, she thought—and accustomed to women wanting him.
“I should see you home,” he said huskily. “You’re staying at Colby’s house, right?”
“Yes, but, that’s okay. Quinn will be along any minute,” she said.
She hoped she was telling the truth.
“We can’t just leave you,” Joe said.
“I’m fine—the bar is still open, right?” Danni said, smiling.
“Doesn’t feel right,” Andrew told her.
“We still have to pay the bill, and honestly!” Vanessa said. “I could use one more drink.” She shivered. “I’m going to need it to sleep tonight!” She flashed Danni a smile. “We’re in close quarters—budget, you know. We’re in one of those rooms they rent out for spring break—mattresses everywhere. Five girls to a room. Only Andrew has his own. Right now, though, I’m glad. Not so scary when we’re all together and our place is just a few steps away.”
“Ah, well, then, another round. One more for everyone!” Andrew said.
He gave Danni what she was sure he thought of as a sexy smile. She smiled back.
And she began to worry.
Where was Quinn?
 



 
Chapter 4
 
There was a building coming up on Quinn’s left. He headed toward it—and slipped into the little enclave before the entry.
He waited, wondering if a zombie-nun would walk by him. And wondering, too, if he could put it down with the Smith and Wesson he was carrying.
For a moment, all he heard was the beating of his heart. Then the footsteps came again. Cautiously. At last, he knew, the stalker was almost upon him. He drew his gun and stepped out—ready to shoot.
“Oh! Oh, my God!”
He quickly lowered his weapon. It was Officer Sandy Burnett.
“What the hell are you doing?” he demanded.
“Following you!” she told him.
“Why?” he asked.
“Oh, I don’t think that Detective Mason trusts you. Or, perhaps, he doesn’t trust you not to spill information or get the city in an uproar. I don’t know. He just told me to keep an eye on you.”
Quinn returned his gun to the holster at the base of his spine, beneath his jacket. “I thought you were a lead on the case, too?”
“No, Mason is the lead—I’m on it because of Kathy Kennedy and the zombie-nun rumors,” she said. “We hadn’t paid any attention to her—I mean, you know, the Kennedy kids grew up here and they’re well known and everyone knows there’s creepy stuff all over that house…no one thought that Kathy was really attacked by a zombie nun!”
“But now, Davy has been saying the same thing. So what does Detective Mason think about that?”
“That Davy is an impressionable drunk and heard about Kathy somehow. I mean, easy enough. This is really kind of an insular small town.”
“There’s something up with zombie nuns,” Quinn said.
“I believe you—and even drunk Davy,” Sandy said. She sighed softly. “I’m sorry—Mason is a good detective. He has no imagination—which you think he would have acquired down here. Davy said that the zombie nun was walking alone. Mason just isn’t going to go for that. If he left room for a person behind the nun, pushing it around…I don’t know. I mean, you can’t really believe that a zombie nun mannequin is doing all this?”
“I think that a mannequin is being used, yes.”
“Well,” Sandy said. “I guess—I guess we’ll have to keep investigating. What do you suggest?”
“We need to find out where the zombie nuns are.”
“What? What zombie nuns?” Sandy asked him.
“There were five in all,” Quinn said. “They were used in a movie—Zombie Nuns of the Apocalypse. They went up for sale. Colby Kennedy bought one.”
“Oh, right, yes! That’s the one that chased Kathy into the road—according to Kathy,” Sandy said. “I thought she was—just crazy rambling. And I didn’t see any zombie nun when I locked the house up.”
“You were the one who saw that the house was locked?”
“Yes, I was there when the ambulance came; I sat with Kathy. Then, when the ambulance was gone with her and I’d called Colby, I locked up the house.”
“And you didn’t see the zombie nun?”
“Well, I didn’t go prying into the whole house! I looked around the parlor and the downstairs; shouted around to see if anyone was in the house, locked it up and left.”
“She told you that something had been after her—and you didn’t search the whole house?”
Sandy stiffened. “I told you—I went in. I looked around. I didn’t search his closets!”
He had to be careful, Quinn realized. Sandy was ready to be his friend. “I’m sorry,” he said softly.
“We’re a damned fine police department,” Sandy said.
“I believe you!” Quinn told her. “Honestly. I’m sorry.”
“Is there a zombie nun?” Kathy asked him.
He nodded. “Battery ripped out it, all boxed up—per Colby’s instructions,” Quinn said.
“Ah.”
“But I’d like to know where the rest of them are—they were sold at auction.”
Sandy smiled suddenly. “All right; I’ll look into that first thing in the morning. And in return….”
“Yes?”
“You’ll keep me up on what you learn.”
“It’s a promise,” Quinn told her.
“Maybe, if I hang with you—I’ll get to make it to detective,” she said.
“I promise,” he repeated. He would keep her up—he just wasn’t going to tell her that there just might be blood on the fingers of the thing he’d chopped up and put in boxes. He didn’t intend more people to die in Key West while he was ridiculously being held by Detective Mason.
“Okay, then, well—where are you going now? I’m supposed to be watching you until you head back to Colby’s and are in for the night.”
He grinned. “I’m meeting Danni at a bar off Duval. Then,” he assured her, “I’m going to Colby’s to get some sleep.”
“Okay.”
“You coming to the bar?”
“No—I’m going to get some sleep. I’ll see you in the morning, Quinn. And I’ll have your information for you.”
He watched her head north on Duval and then he grinned and fell into step beside her. She glanced at him questioningly.
“The bar is that way, toward Front Street,” he told her.
She shrugged and smiled. “You’re not a bad companion, Quinn.”
Apparently, he wasn’t. When they reached her corner, she asked him to come down the block with her to her house.
“You know I’m a cop. I’m a pretty brave girl, really. But, I wouldn’t mind you seeing that I get in and lock my door,” she told him.
“There’s always safety in numbers,” he said.
“It’s not because I’m a woman.”
“Hell, no!” he assured her. And he smiled. “There’s plenty of times when a woman has my back. You’ll meet her tomorrow.”
Sandy smiled and nodded. “Cool,” she told him.
He watched her until she had opened her door and stepped in and turned back to wave.
He waved back and hurried on.
Now, it was growing late.
 
***
 
“Zombie Nuns of the Apocalypse was considered low budget,” Andrew explained to Danni. “But that was low budget by Hollywood standards. Less than a million. I managed to raise a couple hundred thousand, though, to be honest, I won my first film festival short with a little ten-minute number I called The Babysitter is a Vampire. I shot that on my allowance,” he explained. “I was still in high school.”
“And it’s still good—you can see it on Youtube,” Vanessa said.
“I’ll definitely look it up,” Danni promised.
The cast and crew of Lucinda really needed to get to their lodging for the night—if they did indeed intend to work the next day. So far, they’d used her as an excuse for another two rounds.
She’d seen Sasha practice her maniacal store mannequin and she’d tried very hard to be suitably impressed and frightened.
Vanessa had done accents for her.
Joe Tybalt had shown her a few Ninja moves.
Thankfully, she saw Quinn at just that moment. She jumped out of her chair, nearly knocking over the beer she had made a point to do nothing but sip at all night.
“Quinn!” she said, hurrying over to him.
Joe and Andrew looked a little awkward as they rose to meet him. They might be tall and good-looking, but Quinn still seemed to tower over them. He had no pretensions to anything; his hair was short and easy to care for, he was natural in all aspects—and yet she thought proudly that, in any crowd, he stood out as the one to watch.
She introduced everyone; handshakes and hellos went around.
Andrew said they were about to call it quits but offered to buy Quinn a drink. Quinn thanked him and told him he was fine. Andrew went to pay their bar tab and Quinn managed to be casual and easy while talking with the cast and crew members—and explaining that he and Danni had to go, too.
“Yes, that’s right, you’re Colby’s friend—and you’ll be heading up to see Kathy!” Vanessa said. “Give her our love, will you? How did that girl manage to get hit by a car?”
“I still don’t really know what happened,” Quinn said. He glanced at Danni.
Well, that was the truth! They didn’t understand at all what had really happened yet.
“So, you’re working here?” Andrew asked.
Quinn shrugged casually. “I’m a P.I. in Louisiana. Have some friends here—I’m doing a little research on my own.”
“Oh, my God!” Vanessa exclaimed. “So, do you know? Do you know anything?”
“I know that the police don’t believe in a zombie nun attack,” Quinn said simply.
“Did you see the bodies? Were they awful? I mean, other than the sharks, there are no animals around here that—that kill people,” Sasha said.
“And shark attacks are rare,” Joe reminded them. “More people are killed by bee stings!”
“We all hear that there was a witness—and he saw a zombie nun killing the frat boys,” Joe said.
Quinn waved a hand in the air. “You know how rumors start. Though, of course, with rumors like that flying around, I’d certainly run if saw a zombie nun on the loose.”
“Right, absolutely!” Andrew said. “And tomorrow, you’ll be running from an evil mannequin. So, kiddies, let’s move it on out!”
They bid one another goodnight. Quinn slipped an arm around Danni’s shoulder and walked with her, but he didn’t talk until they had turned off Duval to reach Elizabeth Street.
“Did you learn anything?” Quinn asked Danni.
“One interesting piece,” Danni said. “Vanessa was in Zombie Nuns of the Apocalypse.”
“Oh? Was she good in it?”
“Quinn, I’ve never seen Zombie Nuns of the Apocalypse. I’m assuming she was just fine. She played corpse #3. I certainly hope you learned more than I did,” Danni said.
“I learned that the boys were killed by someone facing them—and reaching out and ripping their throats in a single strike with a razor-sharp instrument. Davy Gray—the ‘drunk’ witness—seems to have told me a true story. He saw the zombie nun walking. The police don’t want that out—the detective in charge who heard the zombie nun thing is incredulous. The woman working with him, Officer Sandy, is far more open. She’s going to find out what happened to the other dolls for me in the morning.”
“There have to be more of them,” Danni murmured. “Quinn, if not, what we’ve done is illegal. We’ve tampered with what may be a murder weapon.”
“It wouldn’t help for us to be in jail, Danni,” he told her.
“I agree. But….”
Her voice trailed. For a moment, she felt the balmy air of the night and noticed the way the moonlight fell over the street. There were beautiful plants and flowers everywhere. They passed shotgun houses and more Victorian mansions and all manner of architecture. Key West was distinctive; some of the houses were bed and breakfast inns, quiet now, all residents in for the night. Some were private homes. Bicycles rested on old Southern porches; a doctor’s office was advertised in what looked like someone’s home. Here and there a sign advertised a restaurant or a coffee shop.
All quiet now.
As they neared Colby’s house, they were in a strictly residential area. It seemed friendly, homey—nice. A real bit of life in a tropical paradise. Not rich, and yet very rich in charm.
“But?” Quinn asked.
“What if that doll did kill the boys in the cemetery?” she asked, a chill seeping into her despite the balmy night.
“This has to do with the dolls—but it has to do with someone out there, too,” he said. “Danni, I’m convinced. The zombie nun we took apart was incredibly creepy. But, someone is manipulating all of this. In one way or another, we know that to be true. We have to find out how.”
They’d reached Colby’s house on Elizabeth. It’s nice, Danni thought. A family home. Colby had purchased it with his own hard-earned money. He’d married and brought his wife there.
She and Quinn had left it blazing with light.
Quinn set the key in the lock and they went in. “Don’t worry,” he told her. “I’m going to go out back and make sure that the zombie nun we took apart is still apart—and in separate boxes.”
Danni stood in the entry. She heard Waldorf meow and saw him come to her. He didn’t squeal, he didn’t let out any kind of a howl. He just purred and wove around her legs.
“The house is okay,” she said.
Quinn had been heading toward the back.
“What?” he asked her.
“The zombie nun is still apart—and the house is okay.”
“How do you know?”
“Waldorf,” she told him. “Okay, he’s no Wolf, but Waldorf knows what’s up. He’s a cat; he has instincts.”
“So you don’t want me to check on the boxes?”
“Oh, no! I still want you to check on the boxes. I don’t trust his instinct that much!” Danni said.
Quinn went on out. Danni gave the cat treats and some attention. Quinn came back in.
“The zombie-nun we took apart and put in boxes is still in pieces and in boxes—just as we left them,” he told her.
“Good,” she said.
She noted that Quinn was frowning as he locked the back door.
“What is it?”
“Colby needs to get some extra locks on this place. Each door has one lock; he should have a second bolt that he can slide when he comes in.”
“Great. Thank you. I’m feeling really secure now,” Danni told him.
He turned to her grinning and walked to her, taking her into his arms. “You have me, you know,” he reminded her.
“But, are you a match for an animated zombie nun?” she asked him.
“I’m not sure about that, but I have friends who are,” he assured her.
“Oh?”
“Smith and Wesson,” he said, and she grinned.
“Well, if Smith and Wesson are on duty, I’m heading into the shower.”
“Okay,” He still held her. “I’m going to have you come with me to the precinct tomorrow. I’m going to get them to let you speak with Davy, too. I want you to listen to him and draw what he says—exactly what he says.”
Danni had majored in art and still kept a studio and still worked on her own pieces. She’d intended to fully pursue art—painting, mainly—until her father had died.
“But, I’ve seen the nun,” she reminded him.
“You’ve seen the nun that’s here,” Quinn reminded her. “There were five zombie nuns made. I have a feeling there is more than one nun in Key West.”
“I’ll draw what he tells me—if the police let us in.”
“I’ll make them.”
“Ooh, tough guy. I like it,” she teased.
She left him in the kitchen and headed up the stairs. She knew Quinn.
He was going to walk around the house and make sure that every window was closed and locked.
It was late and Danni was tired—and still, with the hum of the air-conditioner cooling the house, the warmth of the shower felt delicious.
As she had expected, she was in under the heat and steam for about five or ten minutes when she heard him enter the bathroom. She smiled, anticipating his presence behind her. It had been a long day; waking in New Orleans, starting to work at the store, and receiving the phone call from Colby. They’d had to rush to the airport, hop on a flight, transfer planes down to the tiny Marathon airport, rent a car, drive to Key West…and then try to fathom what was going on.
Didn’t matter. There were those times, of course, when she was ready to throttle Quinn. He could be stubborn, over-protective, pig-headed….
And then he’d smile or shrug or do something ridiculous like get down on his knees to apologize dramatically and she’d laugh or smile and know that whatever, he was now the center of her life—which often centered around bad things—and she was grateful to fall into his arms and have wild passionate sex or tender sex or just lie together, naked bodies touching.
Quinn didn’t step in behind her.
“Quinn?”
She peeked out the curtain.
There was no one in the bathroom.
She frowned. Had she imagined the sound of the door opening? It was possible, the way the water had been thudding against the porcelain of the old tub.
She stepped out and dried quickly, slipping on T-shirt nightgown. Hurrying out, she glanced quickly into the upstairs rooms—no sign of Quinn. They were using the guest room downstairs, of course—Tracy Kennedy had asked that they not use the master and told them that Kathy’s belongings were in the upstairs guest room.
Danni hurried down the stairs. Quinn was at his computer at the dining room table.
He looked up at her, his eyes intense.
“I found out something we needed to know—ridiculously easily,” he told her. “Zombie Nuns of the Apocalypse was actually shot up the keys on a private island and you’ll never guess where the zombie nuns were stored before the auction!”
“Key West?” Danni suggested.
“No, but close—a facility in Tavernier, just south of Key Largo. And guess what?”
“What?”
“There was a fire at the warehouse, right after the auction. One of the animatronics was already on its way to Colby Kennedy—I’m assuming that’s the one he has. Two were destroyed completely and the money had to be returned to the buyers. Two were damaged—and lost when they were on their way to Miami to be repaired.”
“Lost?” Danni asked. “How the hell were they lost?”
“Somewhere in shipping. A major shipping company, too—their insurance made good on the loss, the buyers were refunded, and that’s where it ended.”
“So two more are somewhere—possibly in the Keys,” Danni said.
Quinn nodded.
“We really need to trust someone,” Danni said. “We don’t know if that is or isn’t real blood on the zombie nun we took apart and stored.”
Quinn looked up at Danni. “Let’s talk tomorrow,” he told her. “If I understand it correctly, each of the five zombie nuns was slightly different—as in the decaying flesh, blood stains—yucky stuff on the flesh. I want to see what you come up with from Davy’s description. We may be able to tell if we saw the one that was in this house—or one of the missing ones.”
“Okay, but then…Quinn, it really does worry me that we might be sitting on evidence,” Danni said.
“I know,” he told her quietly.
“Hey, did you come upstairs—and almost into the shower?” she asked him.
He shook his head. “Why?”
“Thought I heard you.”
“You know me,” he said. “I checked every window in the place and then double-checked the front door and the back door. Since then, I’ve been sitting right here. No one went up the stairs. But, I’ll take another walk around the house,” he told her.
“I’ll trail you,” she told him.
And she did. They went from window to window—and there were plenty of them. They double-checked the doors. They walked up to the attic, too, at Danni’s insistence. Nothing had changed since they’d dragged the zombie-nun animatronic down. Boxes remained piled up here and there and everywhere, masks and mannequin heads were all in place.
“You okay?” Quinn asked her.
“Yeah. We’re still sleeping with Smith and Wesson,” Danni said.
She headed into the bedroom. It was nice—charming really. There were wicker chairs with flowery cushions by the window; the upholstery matched the bedspread. The décor was all light and airy—tropical and pleasant. She pulled off the covers and crawled between the sheets, then realized that Quinn was still at the computer.
Sticking her head out the door and seeing him there, she stripped off the T-shirt nightgown and wrapped a leg around the door before calling to him. “Hey!”
“Yeah?”
He didn’t look up.
Shaking her head, Danni walked out of the room naked and came and stood by the computer.
“Mr. Quinn.”
He looked up at last, brow still slightly creased with a frown. Then he saw her and looked puzzled for a minute.
He laughed, rose, and literally swept her off her feet, smiling down at her. “Wow. Sorry. And, hey…well, wow!”
In the bedroom, he laid her down on the bed, turned out the lights and quickly stripped.
Mr. Smith and Wesson was set on the wicker bedside table. Then he crawled in beside her.
The drapes were closed, but their fabric was light, allowing for just a hint of soft golden light to seep in from the moon above and the street; Danni gazed at him as he came toward her, the breadth of his shoulders, bronze in the mystic glow, his face, his form, and the touch of his eyes. He had a way of just looking at her that was arousing, as if she were the most erotic creature in the world. She reached out for him and their mouths joined in a kiss that quickly became passionate; she felt the heat of flesh against flesh, limbs entwined, and gave herself over completely to the wonder of being with him.
They kissed and touched and teased one another, hot liquid kissed here, there and everywhere that were almost ridiculously arousing. She felt transported, as if it didn’t matter where in the world they might be, what might be happening in the world beyond the heart around them, as if they were simply together in a sea of wonder. Desire soared and climbed and she felt his kisses on her belly and thighs and tasted the clean salty skin of his shoulders and beyond and then they were one, and when they climaxed, the world seemed to burst into fire-lit sky of stars.
Then she lay beside him and there was wonder in just that, in being together, holding together…one against the world. They didn’t speak. And soon enough, she drifted to sleep.
It was more than natural that she dreamed.
She knew in her dream that she was dreaming, and it was all right. She’d been known to rise in the middle of the night and walk down to her studio at the house and shop on Royal Street to sketch what was in her mind—often sketches that helped them or pointed them toward a clue, probably something they hadn’t seen or realized in their conscious minds. It was a bit awkward for her, since Billie—her father’s assistant and now hers, and Bo Ray—a new addition to the shop and team—lived in their own apartments up in the Royal Street attic. But Quinn had the ability to awaken every time she moved and he always followed her immediately, so, as of so far…it had been okay.
This time there was no one but them in the house. But she didn’t rise to draw. She just dreamed, seeing an army of zombie-nun creatures walking down Duval Street. People screaming; the zombie-nuns killing with their sharp skeletal fingers, and then ripping and biting at their victims as they dragged them out of the bars on Duval.
She was running in her dream, hand in hand with Quinn, running down the street. He would stop and turn to shoot at a creature that was almost upon them.
They were nearing Front Street where they turned off and went rushing toward Mallory Square, along with a thousand others. She shouted at the street performers there—a man who worked with an army of trained cats, another who swallowed fire while riding a unicycle….
With horror she saw that the fire-eater was totally unaware.
She screamed, trying to warn him….
And she woke herself up abruptly.
It was morning; sun was streaming softly through the thin materials of the drapes. She reached instinctively across the sheets for Quinn, but he wasn’t there. She sat up, and a real scream ripped from her throat.
There was a zombie-nun at the foot of the bed, its sharp, skeletal fingers reaching out for her.
 



 
Chapter 5
 
Quinn was in the back yard, checking that the boxes that contained the zombie-nun pieces were still sealed, when he heard Danni’s scream.
He moved like lightning, racing back into the house, tearing to the room where he’d left her sleeping.
“Danni?”
She was alone in the room. She had leapt up and grabbed the lamp off the little wicker table next to the bed and was holding it—ready to crash it down on someone’s head.
“Danni!”
She looked like an Amazon warrior, hair tousled around her face, eyes both fierce and afraid, body stiff and muscles tense, form beautifully held as if she were posing for a Greek statue.
“Danni!” he repeated, walking to her to take the lamp from her.
She didn’t blink until he was right in front of her. “Hey!” he said softly, reaching to take the lamp from her. She released it to him. He returned it to its spot.
“Where is it?” she demanded, shaking as she stared at him.
“Where is—what?”
“The zombie-nun. It was right here; it was right at the foot of the bed.”
Quinn enveloped her in his arms. “Danni, I came in through the back. I saw the whole downstairs. Nothing came at me, nothing was in here.”
“It was here,” she said, and pointed to the foot of the bed. “Here—right here!”
“The front door is locked; I came in through the back. Nothing, no one, passed me.”
She looked at him, shaking—and suddenly unsure. She seemed to collapse in his arms. “Oh, Quinn, I was having the most awful dream. There were hundreds of them. They were chasing everyone down Duval Street. We made it to Mallory Square and they were about to attack a fire-eater on a unicycle.”
“Danni, Danni, it’s all right. I’m here now. With Smith and Wesson.” He was quiet for a minute. “Maybe we should take a room at a hotel. This house itself might cause…well, nightmares that seem so real that they wake you up.”
She straightened then, pulling away from him. “No, no, we need to stay here. I don’t know why—I feel it. We just need to be here. I’m going to shower quickly. We’re going to go see Davy, and I’m going to sketch whatever it is that he tells me.”
“You better go quickly,” he said huskily, half teasing and half serious. The image of the naked Amazon warrior was still strong in his mind.
“We have to get there!” she said firmly. She grabbed up clean clothing from her overnight bag and headed toward the door. “I’ll be in the downstairs shower—don’t leave the house!”
“I won’t, I promise,” he assured her.
He didn’t.
Had it been a nightmare? Had to have been. He returned to the house the second he heard her scream. No one was in and no one was out. He checked the back door; yes, he had locked it, even as he run in like an idiot. Old training and lessons stayed with him, even by rote.
By nature, he went through the house, checking the upstairs—including the closets. He headed up to the attic, glancing in. Nothing had changed. Nothing.
Except….
The cat. Where the hell was the cat?
He hurried around the house, searching for Waldorf.
At last, he found him.
Waldorf was under the bed they had been sleeping in.
He was shaking and shivering and terrified. Quinn picked him up; the cat clung to him as if he were a life preserver.
“Come on, boy, treats,” Quinn said.
It took him several minutes to even convince the cat that he wanted treats; when he finally had the cat calmed down, he left him lapping up some milk in the kitchen.
Nightmares, he knew, could seem real, Quinn knew. And Danni might well have had a nightmare that stayed with her as she awoke.
But there was the cat…
He’d gone through the house from top to bottom. There had been nothing there. Nothing but the usual assortment of posters and masks and props and….
Hearing the bathroom door open, he raced back down the stairs. Danni was ready. They headed off to the police station.
 
***
 
“Mason held a press conference this morning, of course,” Officer Sandy Burnett told Quinn and Danni, as she poured bad coffee into Styrofoam cups for them.  She’d been excited to tell Quinn what she’ discovered about the zombie-nun animatronics from the movie and Quinn had thanked her—as if he didn’t already have the information.
“He’s stated that were following up clues and he expects to have suspects in hand shortly. Frankly, that’s a load. The forensic people found hundreds of cigarette butts—that will prove nothing. The only real thing we have from the cemetery is that little patch of fabric you found, Quinn.” She sighed. “We have a roadblock up on Roosevelt—checking all cars heading north. And we have scores of officers out questioning people. Mason has sent out for officers in other cities to question the friends and parents of the dead men. We’re doing everything right, I’m sure, except that….”
Her voice trailed.
“Except that what?” Danni asked.
“He doesn’t believe in zombie-nuns,” Sandy told them. “Anyway, Davy has been brought to an interrogation room to speak with you, Miss Cafferty. And, Quinn, if you’re ready, I’ll take you up to the morgue—you said you wanted to speak with the medical examiner. It’s about an hour up.”
Danni saw Quinn frown. He didn’t like leaving without her. Well, her fault. She had woken up screaming for him.
“Not to worry,” Danni said. “I’ll be fine here. I’m at a police station,” she reminded him.
Quinn nodded and turned to Sandy Burnett. “Thank you. Can we go right away—and get back right away.”
“Of course.”
Sandy quickly introduced to Danni to the desk sergeant, Ned Martinez, who would help her with anything she needed.
She had her own pencils and sketchpad; she didn’t need anything.
Quinn left; Martinez escorted Danni to the interrogation. Davy Gray was a nice looking young man of about twenty-five. He’d bathed recently; his hair was still damp and smoothed back on his head. He was subdued but seemed pleased to be working with Danni.
She asked him just to talk at first and she tried to get him to focus on the nun-thing that had passed by him—to try to remember every detail.
Then she began to draw. And as she did, Davy concentrated very hard, and little by little, he began to have her make changes.
Long before she had finished, Danni realized that they were talking about two very different zombie nuns. Davy’s nun had flesh torn off the right side of the face and a big pustule on the right.
The zombie nun they had dismantled had pustules on the left side and a big tear on the right.
“You going to arrest it?” Davy asked dryly, mocking himself—and yet serious and still scared.
“I think it’s important, Davy,” she said. She thanked him and rose.
“They aren’t going to kick me out now, are they?” Davy asked her.
Danni hesitated. She couldn’t lie—and she didn’t know the Key West police. “I don’t think so,” she told him, and added, “I think you’re still a suspect.”
That pleased him. She thanked him again and headed out of the interrogation room, looking at her watch.
Quinn had been gone just about an hour and a half. It would still be a while before he was back. She headed to the front and asked Sargent Martinez what he knew about the filming going on in the Keys.
“Today, they’re on the beach, near Ft. Zachary Taylor,” he told her. “They’ve been hiring extras from all over the island—want a chance to work?” he asked her.
She smiled. “No, but I think I’ll head there,” she told him. “Watch what’s going on!”
“In bad taste, I say,” Martinez told her. “They shouldn’t still be filming that thing—not when we have real murders going on here. But, hey, people are what they are. You hear them talking now in the bars and coffee houses—the movie is going to be big! People being horribly murdered—and a film director taking advantage of it!”
“Taking advantage of it?” Danni asked.
Martinez shrugged. “People can’t wait to see the finished product—because it was filmed while truly horrible things were happening.”
“Ah,” she murmured.
“I’ll get a driver for you—he can get you right through the crowds,” Martinez offered, and Danni thanked him.
She decided to text Quinn. “Movie people. They know props, film history—and animatronics. You think any of these guys might be involved? Vanessa was a bit player—corpse #3—in Zombie Nuns of the Apocalypse.”
He didn’t answer right away, but she didn’t expect him to—he was probably in with Sandy Burnett and the medical examiner.
Officer Pratt drove her to the beach by the old fort where the filming was going on; he regaled her with stories as he did so. While Florida had been the third state to secede from the Union during the Civil War, the Union had had held tight to both Ft. Zachary Taylor on the Island and Ft. Jefferson out west in the Dry Tortugas. It had made for controversy throughout the Civil War—and constant conflict between blockade runners and the American military. He was pretty sure that they were throwing some real history into the movie and he wasn’t sure how he felt about that.
“It’s not going to be any ‘War and Peace,’” he warned rolling his eyes.
And it wasn’t.
When she reached the filming area, she saw that they were doing a scene in which the Lucinda mannequin was attacking sunbathers.
There were a lot of really pretty people about. Apparently, Lucinda only the killed young people who looked really great in bathing attire.
She was stopped by a security officer, but Pratt had walked her through; he told the security officer he was getting her to Andrew, the director, and that she was a friend. That was probably pushing it, Danni thought, but she reached the beach chair where Andrew was sitting with no problem and he did seem ready to greet her as a friend. He begged her to forgive him as he shouted out orders to his actors, extras, and cameramen.
Vanessa waved to her, as did Joe Tybalt and Sasha. She had to admit, Sasha looked good; she made a great evil mannequin. And it was fun watching the shooting. Some of the extra players were good—running and screaming with real terror—while some seemed like caricatures.
Joe and Vanessa came off the beach as the first “assault” scene was filmed. In the scene, there was no real dialogue—Andrew explained that he was hoping Kathy would be back with them soon.
Lucinda broke out on the beach, lethal—throwing men aside as they tried to protect their wives or girlfriends.
As she watched, Danni wondered how she would find out anything about the group. What did she do? Ask if any of them had found one of the missing zombie-nuns? Better yet—ask if they were using zombie nuns to kill people, or if they knew of anyone evil who might have somehow set the things into motion?
She never got to ask anything. A girl burst out of the pine woods that bordered the beach, screaming in earnest. At first, Danni thought that they’d found themselves a really good actress; even Andrew looked perplexed. “Wow,” he murmured.
But then he jumped up, just as those “on set” froze.
“She’s not a part of the movie!” Someone shouted.
The girl made it to the beach where she fell, still screaming, trying to form a word.
And the word was, “Help.”
 
***
 
All three of the victims were laid out.
Dr. Gruber went body by body with Quinn. Each was a healthy young male and all three had been twenty-two years old. None bore defensive wounds; they had not fought their attacker. Death had been the same in all three instances—a razor sharp blade, severing the arteries, had sliced across the neck, left to right pattern.
“Bizarre—it’s as if the three just stopped and gaped at their killer and had no idea that they were about to be killed. They just stood there—and that blade ended their lives,” Gruber said. “We looked for fluids, we looked for skin cells, and we looked for any possible minute specks of evidence. There was nothing. Nothing at all. Idiots. They were cutting up in the cemetery, from what I understand. Trying to create trouble. Well, sadly, they learned a lesson.”
It had been a harsh lesson, Quinn thought.
He thanked the medical examiner who told him they were still waiting for some tests to come back and that he’d inform Quinn about anything he found. He didn’t really seem to know or care why Quinn was involved. Maybe he thought that the situation was bad—and any help was good.
The M.E.’s office was in Marathon and Quinn asked Sandy Burnett if they could stop by the hospital quickly.
Sandy was fine with it, saying she’d be glad to see Kathy Kennedy herself.
They found Colby Kennedy in the room with his sister. Kathy still looked the worse for wear—she was having surgery on her leg that afternoon, she explained.
“I’m really doing better,” Kathy said. “Anything?”
“We’re working on it,” Quinn told her.
“I told you it was a zombie nun,” Kathy said. “If anyone had listened to me—those frat boys might still be alive.”
“You heard that they were killed by a zombie nun?” Sandy asked her.
“I heard what that lady said the witness told her, so, yes, even if the police are denying it, I know they were killed by a zombie nun.”
“Oh, lord,” Colby murmured miserably.
“Not Colby’s nun,” Quinn told Kathy, even though he wasn’t really sure about anything. “She’s all taken apart. Don’t worry; she’ll be long gone.”
Kathy wanted to know what Quinn thought about her film people and Quinn assured her that they seemed just fine.
“I talked to Andrew this morning; he’s filming around the scenes with dialogue, waiting for me,” Kathy said.
“You’re good—and they need you,” Colby said proudly.
Kathy smiled at that. “Thank you.”
“When do you get out, do you think?” Quinn asked.
“She’s in here at least another three or four days,” Colby told them. He glanced over at Quinn. “I think that Tracy is going to drive down tomorrow to get some more things from the house for us. I won’t be leaving Kathy.” He laughed softly. “She just ran out to a shop here to buy us a few things for tonight—we weren’t supposed to be gone this long.”
“I can’t tell him that I’m not afraid of being alone!” Kathy said.
“Well, the important thing is that you work on being better—and don’t mess with your leg. Do everything that they tell you to do,” Officer Sandy said.
“We’d better get back,” Quinn said.
He gave her a kiss on the forehead; Sandy Burnett did the same.
Colby thanked Quinn again—and Sandy.
Leaving the hospital, they ran into Tracy Kennedy who was returning with a bag from a nearby clothing store.
“Underwear,” she explained, grimacing. “Home is an hour away in light traffic; I’m coming down to Key West soon, but I promise I won’t surprise you. I’ll let you know when I’m on the way.” She smiled. “I just have to get back into my house, you know!”
“Of course,” Quinn said. “It is your house.”
As they stepped out of the hospital, both of their cell phones started beeping and buzzing.
“No satellite connections seem to work in there,” Sandy said, shaking her head.
She looked at her phone.
“Oh, no,” she said.
Quinn looked at his own.
His heart seemed to lodge in his throat.
There were several messages from Danni.
She was heading to the beach. A couple asking about the film people. And then the last….
Get back here! There’s been another attack!
 



 
Chapter 6
 
The film set scene was absolute chaos.
At first, of course, there was the confusion. Some people watching or even taking part were convinced that it was all part of an elaborate show.
Police and security rushed in. Andrew was gone, tearing onto the beach, trying to determine what had happened.
It seemed that everyone was rushing to the beach—when the girl had come from the thicket of pine trees.
Danni walked along the edge of the trees as people rushed by to the injured girl; Danni prayed that she was only injured—that she had managed to run from her attacker.
She was dimly aware of Andrew shouting to someone. “Did you get it—were you filming? The police will want that film…and I’m going to want that film!”
Danni walked more and more quickly along the edge of the pines. They grew at a bit of a distance from one another—pinecones littered sand and scruff grass beneath them.
She stood still, thinking that she’d seen movement.
And she had.
Something black…a tall figure…moving between the trees.
“Hey! Police!” she screamed. “In the trees!”
At first, she wasn’t even heard. She raised her voice. Suddenly, there were several officers and buff men in beach trunks running toward her; she motioned toward the pines. “I can see someone in there—someone walking!”
She was almost mowed down.
Sirens were blaring. An ambulance was on its way; police vehicles were screeching toward the area. Danni looked at the spot on the beach where the girl had fallen, shading her eyes from the sun.
She still had no idea if the girl was alive or dead, but security and the police had moved in—at least keeping her from being suffocated by those who wanted to try to help her.
Shouts from the area of the pine trees alerted her to the fact that someone had found something. And then, the police came out with bullhorns, announcing that the beach was closed—everyone was to get off.
Danni desperately tried to find out what was going on.
They had to have found something. Something in the scattered pine forest by the beach—something black that moved like a zombie nun.
Danni found an officer and tried to explain that she’d been working with the police; that she was the one who had sounded the alarm. He wanted nothing to do with her—and insisted that she follow the crowd and leave the beach.
She tried to find Andrew or Vanessa or Joe—or any of the film people, but there was tremendous confusion and she didn’t see anyone that she knew.
Finally, she moved out herself—no one there was going to listen to her. She could head back to the station, or see if Quinn had gotten her messages and if he was on his way back.
She had barely broken free from the crowd when a Monroe Sheriff’s Department car stopped by her side. A man in a suit came out; he was lean and hard looking and apparently angry.
“Get in the car, Miss Cafferty.”
He evidently knew who she was.
“Why? And who are you?” she asked.
He produced his wallet and credentials. “Detective Ralph Mason. I want you down at the station for questioning—now!”
Another office was driving the car she noted. She had thought about heading in to the police station. But she was instantly on the defensive. Why did he want her?
“Why in God’s name would you question me?” she asked him.
“Miss Cafferty, this all started when you and your Louisiana P.I. friend arrived in town. You and Mr. Quinn have insinuated yourselves into this investigation. You don’t think it’s a little bizarre that a young woman is attacked and you are the one to give the alarm—after you and your boyfriend have been running around insisting that a zombie-nun doll did all this?”
She looked at him, completely aggravated. “Detective, Quinn and I didn’t come down until after Kathy Kennedy was attacked. And while everyone was rushing to the girl, it occurred to me whatever happened to her had happened in the trees—the direction from which she had come running. And, yes, I saw something there—no big surprise! But, now you’ve found it, and I’m assuming that it was a zombie doll and you don’t really know what the hell happened so you need a scapegoat.”
She’d nailed it—and she knew it.
“Get in the car, Miss Cafferty.”
“Fine!”
Danni slid into the back seat of the sheriff’s car. The driver—an expressionless man—looked at Detective Mason.
Mason nodded.
They started to drive.
A moment later, Danni looked out the window, frowning.
She wasn’t from Key West, she’d only been there once before.
But it was an island, and she had a good sense of north, south, east, west, Duval Street, Front Street, Old Town—and how to get off the island.
She knew that they weren’t heading for the station.
She pulled her cell phone from her bag. Before she could begin to dial Quinn, Detective Mason reached into the back seat.
“I’ll take that!” he announced.
And he did.
 



 
Chapter 7
 
“You all right?” Sandra Burnett asked Quinn.
He nodded grimly.  Was he all right? Sandy had called in to find out that there had been another attack—in broad daylight—on the beach. The victim was being rushed to the hospital in Marathon even as they were speeding—as best one could in the Keys—in the opposite direction. She was unconscious, so no one knew what had happened. She’d been with a group of girls down for a bachelorette party; she’d just wandered off looking around at the lay of the area—before she’d come running out screaming to the beach where they’d all been watching the filming of Lucinda.
“I’m not getting an answer now from Danni,” he said.
“Not to worry; there is so much commotion going on. I understand she was the one who alerted them all that there was something in the pines,” Sandy said. “In all that confusion, she might have dropped her cell phone.”
Dropped her cell phone? Sure, it could happen. But, that would be far too convenient.
And what the hell had she been doing on the damned beach? She’d told him that she was going to be at the police department.
And she’d written him that there were definitely at least two dolls on the loose—the doll Davy had described had been different!
“Can you get an officer out there looking for her, please?” he asked Sandy.
“Sure thing,” Sandy promised.
She picked up her radio again; he heard a Sargent Gonzalez come on the line and promise that every officer would be on the lookout for Danni Cafferty.
“I’m sure she’s fine,” Sandy said.
Her voice sounded a little weak.
Nothing was fine.
As they came closer to Key West, they noted the opposing traffic. People were leaving the “Conch Republic” in droves. Quinn felt that they couldn’t get there quickly enough.
“Where to?” Sandy asked him as they turned on to Roosevelt.
“Let’s stop by Colby’s house,” he said. He hoped against hope that maybe she had gone there.
No good.
When he entered the house, something came flying at him; he almost drew his gun.
It was Waldorf.
“Happy to see me, eh, boy?”
He tried to put the cat down. Waldorf’s claws dug into him. He muttered beneath his breath, struggling to remove Waldorf’s claws without too much of his clothing or skin.
Suddenly, Waldorf jumped down—and out into the yard. Swearing, he turned to race after the cat, nearly crashing into Sandy.
“We’ll get him, don’t worry—he’ll head under my car.”
Waldorf did as she said. Between the two of them, they coaxed him out.
Sandy told him, “I know a good vet. Might save the cat’s life to leave him there until Colby is back.”
Quinn had to agree. He hurried back into the house. He called Danni’s name as he went room to room to room.
She wasn’t there.
He looked up toward the attic and then raced up the stairs. Boxes and masks and everything in place.
Downstairs he checked that the windows and doors remained locked. Then he met Sandy back outside.
“Where now?”
“She didn’t go back to the station?” he asked.
She hadn’t; he knew that. But it was hope against hope.
Sandy called in; no, Danni wasn’t there.
“The bar at the end of Duval, where the film people hang out,” Quinn said. He remembered Danni’s message. Was one of them somehow guilty? Was Andrew trying to create an aura of something truly paranormal about his film?
Cars clogged the streets; people were leaving in a frenzy, so it seemed. They passed a bearded man in tattered clothes bearing a sign that read, “The end is near! Repent!”
“What a mess,” Sandy muttered.
Quinn agreed, but he was growing steadily more worried.
And they were barely moving.
“Sandy, thanks—can you let me out here?”
“Sure,” Sandy said. She pulled over.
Quinn hopped out of the car. “I’ll have my cell—call me, if anything. Please.”
“Of course!” she assured him. “And you call me—“
“I will.”
He headed over to Duval at a lope, then down toward Front Street. He saw the little sign advertising the bar just down a side street and he hurried there.
It was quiet. Almost deadly quiet. But, he saw a number of the film crew sitting beneath the thatched roof area by the secondary bar.
“Hey!” Andrew Bracken said, rising to meet him.
The girl introduced to him as Sasha—the one playing the monster in Lucinda--was with Andrew at a table. A number of other extras were there nearby, but he didn’t see Vanessa Green or the leading man, Joe Tybalt.
“Quinn!” Andrew called to him, surprisingly glad to see him. “You’re here—you’re not fleeing like the rats in such a hurry to get out of here.”
Quinn refrained from reminding him that rats were smart enough to flee from a sinking ship as he walked over to join him and Sasha at the table.
“Hey,” Sasha said.
“Hey,” he returned, and then he asked, “Andrew, Sasha, have either of you seen Danni?”
Andrew nodded. Relief flooded through Quinn.
But then Andrew said, “She was at the beach. You know, she’s a stunning woman. I wish she’d take part in the film. Actually, wish you’d take part in it, too. We have a scene coming up—once Kathy is back to do some writing—that involves a couple touring the cemetery. Before they get killed, of course. It has lines and everything. Oh, ooh—very bad taste at this moment, right?”
“Andrew, where is Danni now?” Quinn asked.
Andrew shook his head. “She was with us and then the girl came out of that pine forest screaming—I’m sorry, bad taste or not, that’s some footage, reality, you know?—and then she was super smart. I heard she’s the one who told the cops to look back in the pines when everyone was heading for the girl. They found one, you know.”
“Zombie-nun,” Quinn said.
Andrew nodded sagely. “After that, I don’t know. Hey, you have an in with the police, right? Maybe you can find out what’s going on. They’re going to have to talk to the public—if they want to have any tourists left!”
“Maybe I’ll do that. Where are your stars?” he asked.
“Hanging tight together—deciding on a place for dinner. I think that the natives are mostly staying—I mean, they have no homes outside of here to go to, right? They’re all going to need whoever is still in the city. Man, this place is going to go down like a lead sinker if they don’t fix things fast!”
Andrew Bracken sounded almost cheerful.
Because the publicity could make his little cult flick a huge success.
“Ah, yeah, well, when you find out what you’re doing, will you give me a call?” he asked. “We’ll join up with you—once I find Danni.”
“Sure,” Andrew said cheerfully. He smiled. “Maybe I’ll take you into the film world.”
Quinn smiled.
Not in this lifetime, buddy!
He waved and headed out on to Duval. There were people scattered around the various bars on the street—all staying together.
All talking about the attack by the zombie-nun.
He searched through the crowds, stepped into every bar.
He’d been back in Key West nearly two hours now.
There was no sign of Danni.
Where the hell was she?
 
***
 
“All right. You’re going to tell me everything—absolutely everything—you know about these attacks,” Detective Ralph Mason told Danni.
They hadn’t gone to his station; they’d gone to his house on Angela Street. The officer who had driven was sitting in the living room reading a magazine.
He’d made her sit there for well over an hour, walking around, making tea—feeding his bird!
Detective Mason had Danni seated at his little yellow breakfast table. He paced around her and paused now and then to put his hands down on the table.
She was being interrogated, she knew. He just hadn’t taken her to the station.
“Quinn and I came to Marathon first to meet up with Colby Kennedy at his sister’s hospital room. That was the first I ever heard of zombie nuns—in my whole life. Sad to say, my cultural history does not include a viewing of Zombie Nuns of the Apocalypse. Kathy described the nun that attacked her—whether it really attacked her or it was her imagination, I don’t know.” She hesitated, then decided to tell the truth. “We found the one that Colby had purchased in the attic. We took the batteries out of it and locked it up in the shed in back of his house.” She determined not to hesitate—if she did, she’d most probably look all the more guilty of something to the man. “It was a different doll that Davy Gray saw in the cemetery; I sketched that one from his description. But, you know that. You know that there were three dolls still in existence. Police found one in the woods today—and they will probably find that the girl who was attacked was attacked by that zombie nun—manipulated by someone, perhaps, but the animatronic was used in some way.”
Mason straightened and stood back, staring at her.
She’d told the truth.
And she realized that he knew it.
“Could you give me my phone back?” she demanded.
“Get up,” he told her.
“What?”
“I’m taking you to Colby’s house. And I’d better find a zombie nun in his shed,” Mason told her.
She stood and wagged a finger at him. “I don’t think that this is legal,” she warned him.
“I’m managing this case—the way I see fit,” he told her.
His officer—the driver—had already risen.
“We can walk to the house from here,” Danni said.
“We’re driving; you’re with me and that’s the way it is,” Detective Ralph Mason said, drawing up all his dignity and irritation.
“If you would just return my phone—“
“So that you can call your accomplice and have him clean things up?” Mason demanded.
“Accomplice!” she exclaimed. “Oh, you are desperate, aren’t you?” she asked.
“Let’s go.”
Danni headed for the door; it was opened by the officer standing there.
As they left the house, she realized that it had grown dark. Quinn was certainly back—and probably combing the city for her.
Maybe he’d be at the house.
Mason sat in the backseat with her—as if wary that she might try to jump out.
The ride was just a matter of blocks.
They passed the cemetery. It was still guarded by a number of police cars. She wondered if she should cry out or try to flag down an officer. It would do her no good, she thought.
She was going by in a sheriff’s car.
The officer driving pulled up in front of Colby’s house. “Stay here,” Mason commanded the driver. “And you—open the house.”
Danni walked to the porch and opened the front door; Mason was right behind her.
His behavior was not what one would expect from an experienced detective. She was sure that the way he was treating her was illegal. She could complain later. For the moment, she had little choice but to do as he told her.
In the house, she turned on the lights.
Mason walked in and made a noise of disgust. He wasn’t a fan of movie memorabilia, she decided. He pointed at her. “Where’s the mannequin?”
“I told you—it’s in boxes in the shed,” Danni said. Her hopes that Quinn might have come to the house were not to be fulfilled. He wasn’t there. The house was silent.
“Lead the way,” Mason said.
She did, opening the back door and walking out to the small yard. The shed was just a few feet from the house. It was locked.
She looked through the key chain to find the key to the shed.
At last, she did.
“You’re stalling,” Mason said.
“I don’t live here,” she muttered.
She found the key and opened the shed. “There!” she announced.
“There—where?”
She turned in the shadows to stare into the shed.
The boxes were there.
The seals had been broken; they were empty.
“So, your boyfriend has been here,” Mason said. “I guess that’s it; you’re under arrest, Miss Cafferty.”
“Yes, please, arrest me!” Danni snapped. “I’ll get to make a phone call.”
“And warn your friend to take off?”
“Oh, no, Detective Mason. Quinn would never take off. And I promise you, he’ll see that you’re directing traffic on Duval within a night!”
Danni turned and strode back into the house, anxious to be arrested—and to get to a police station. Mason followed her into the house. She strode for the front door—in a hurry now to get back into the car and get to the station.
But Mason didn’t follow her then. He let out a startled scream.
She turned.
A zombie nun was standing in the house—between her and Mason.
Mason drew his gun.
Too late.
The zombie nun was on him.
“No!” Danni cried, racing for the thing, not at all sure of what she was going to do, but determined to get the thing off the man.
Where the hell did it come from? Did the thing manage to crawl out of the boxes and put itself back together?
She wrenched at it as it attacked Mason.
The police officer was down on his knees, grasping his throat.
The zombie nun turned. It stared at Danni with skeletal empty eyes and a gaping mouth that appeared to drip blood.
She turned and ran, heading as fast as she could for the police car, screaming for help.
The driver didn’t respond. She raced around to him and she quickly knew why; the man was dead.
Screaming as loudly as she could for anyone, help from anywhere, she turned back to the house.
It was still moving—the zombie nun.
And now….
It was coming after her.
 



 
Chapter 8
 
Quinn was nearly frantic.
He had combed bar after bar; he had shouted her name in the streets. He’d called the station again and her cell again. She had completely disappeared.
He decided to return to the house—and if she wasn’t there, he’d tear apart the police station until they sent every officer they had in search for her.
As he headed off Duval, he paused. There was a woman heading down the side street by the old Episcopal Church.
There was something about the way she moved.
She was alone; she walked with her head down and her shoulders hunched—in a hurry.
Quinn ran after her—then kept his distance, watching.
About a block in, she stopped and looked around.
He saw her face. It was Vanessa Green.
“Vanessa!” Quinn called her name and quickened his stride.
“Stop!” she cried, lifting a hand when he would have come close. As he neared her, she thought that she had a look of pure panic.
“Vanessa, its Quinn. Michael Quinn, from Louisiana.”
She nodded and looked around nervously. “What do you want?” she asked him.
“I’m looking for Danni. Have you seen her?”
“Earlier today,” Vanessa said. “She was at the beach.”
“Since then?”
“No, no—I haven’t seen her.” She swallowed and asked him, “Have you see Joe?”
“Joe Tybalt—your leading man?”
“Yes.”
“I saw Andrew and Sasha and some of the others, but not Joe.”
“Where could he be?” she whispered.
“I don’t know where Joe is, but, Vanessa, what are you doing? People are on Duval—your hotel is on Duval.”
“I don’t know!” she said. “I don’t know. I’m scared. We were together. We got separated at a bar…I thought I saw him go this way.”
“Vanessa,” Quinn said, “go back—go back to Duval. Call Andrew and meet up with him and the rest of your crew. Its not safe out here.”
She nodded. “Duval, yes, people!” she said. “I’ll watch for your Danni. I’ll watch for her.” She turned and raced past him—heading back for Duval.
Quinn watched her reach the street. And people. Even with so many deserting the island, he could still see groups on Duval.
Joe Tybalt was among the missing. Joe Tybalt had a lot to gain if the movie they were filming did exceptionally well. In fact, his career might depend on it.
But….
Was that reason enough to kill—and kill in such a bizarre manner?
He turned himself, his feeling of urgency growing. By the time he reached the house on Elizabeth Street, he was running.
At first, he was relieved to see the sheriff’s department car.
Then he saw that the dead man in it.
And the door to Colby Kennedy’s house gaping open.
He rushed in, his cell phone out, dialing 911 even as he entered the house.
There was a man on the floor in the parlor. He hurried to him, hunkering down.
Detective Mason.
There was blood pooled around him on the floor. But, when Quinn felt for a pulse, he found warmth—and a faint beat of life.
Mason had been cut; the slash, however, had missed the artery. Quinn quickly found a towel and wrapped it around the wound. As he did so, he lifted his head, a cry tearing from his lips.
“Danni!”
There was no answer. He could hear a siren coming; he couldn’t leave a dying man.
He couldn’t stay. He had to find Danni.
But, suddenly, he felt a weak touch on his arm. He looked down. Mason’s eyes were open. He was trying to speak.
“Zombie…gone…Danni…ran….”
Police burst into the house.
“Help him!” Quinn shouted.
And he was back out into the night himself.
 
***
 
Danni ran blindly at first—terrified, knowing that the thing was after her.
She realized where she was then, and where she had come from. She was close to Ralph Mason’s house on Angela Street.
Close to the cemetery—where a number of police cars were parked.
She ran toward the cemetery. But, when she arrived on the side street, the cars were gone. One ripped by her, its siren blazing.
Then another…and another.
She sucked in breath to let out a curse tear from her lips. Where were they all going?
In the growing dark, she could make out a figure.
And another figure, not far behind it.
She looped around the block and saw that the entrance to the cemetery had been left open.
Not surprising when the whole city was in panic.
The scraping sound came closer. If she ran straight down the block, she’d be easily seen.
And easily caught….
With all the police cars gone, there seemed to be little choice. She tore into the cemetery and ran quickly behind the old brick style tomb, hunching down behind it. She prayed that the zombie figure would walk on by.
But it didn’t. It paused at the entrance.
Then turned into the cemetery.
Moments later, she saw that it was coming her way, followed by one figure….
And then another.
Almost flat on the ground, Danni crawled away. There was a “stack” tomb just a few feet away. She made her way around it.
Then she heard whispering.
“She is in here; I saw her come in here.”
“No, she ran down the street!”
“Your fault—this got too carried away!”
She knew one of the voices. And the other…She wasn’t sure. Carefully, Danni looked around the cement of the tombs. Straight into the eyes of the zombie.
Somehow, she suppressed a scream. And she ran again, deeper and deeper into the cemetery. She still hadn’t seen the second figure.
In her mind, a question seemed to scream.
Why?
She knew now who was controlling the zombie nuns.
She turned a corner—and she realized that she’d managed to run in a circle—right back into the creature. She stopped, staring at it.
It was just an animatronic. It was stalled. Because the person running the controls didn’t see her yet! Then one of the hands raised.
Out of the corner of her eye, Danni saw a person. A person with a black box that looked almost like a video game control stick.
The zombie started to raise a hand. And Danni prepared to run, but she heard her name shouted—shouted with a thunder that seemed to tear the very air apart.
Quinn.
The zombie doll was moving. She backed away, ready to run, and fell over a gravestone. The zombie nun moved toward her, the skeletal fingers reaching out in the eerie shadows of graveyard.
She couldn’t run; she was on the ground. She could only roll, but could she roll fast enough to escape the razor-sharp fingers?
Reaching for her, grasping out….
And going dead still.
It wasn’t moving; it had stalled again.
Danni rolled and leapt to her feet and saw that Quinn was across the cemetery—over by a row of mausoleums. He was on top of the person wielding the controls.
“Quinn!” she cried, racing for him.
Suddenly she saw the second person; the one’s whose voice she hadn’t quite placed, moving toward Quinn, a massive branch held high with which to attack him….
Danni doubled her energy, leaping angels and cherubs, crying out in warning again.
“Quinn!”
She wasn’t going to make it; she wasn’t going to make it in time.
And then there was something behind her, something coming fast. The zombie-nun, moving again! But then, to her astonishment, the thing moved passed her. It moved past her at high, whirling speed.
And it flew straight into the figure heading for Quinn with such terrible menace. Twirling, flapping, deadly arms and fingers waving.
The person went down.
Danni reached Quinn who was rising then, dragging his quarry up with him.
“The box!” he told Danni. “The control!”
She made a dive for the black box. The zombie nun was wildly spinning and slashing at the second figure in the cemetery.
Danni tried to control it; at first, it went wilder.
Then she saw the off switch and hit it. She moved over to the prone figure.
Vanessa. Vanessa Green.
Vanessa was bleeding from a multitude of cuts.
She wasn’t getting up, not on her own. She lay in the grass, sobbing.
“She made me do it; she made me do it!” Vanessa cried.
And Danni turned to see that Quinn had shoved the woman who had originally been wielding the control box, causing the animatronic to run and whirl and kill.
Tracy Kennedy.
“Hey, you meant when you said you were coming home soon, huh? Had to get into your house, right?” Quinn said, his tone dry and sardonic. He sounded harsh. Of course. He’d been afraid—afraid for her, Danni knew.
“It wasn’t me!” Tracy cried. “It was the zombie nun—from the minute it came into the house, it told me that I had to do kill. It wanted me to control it—it’s evil.”
“Tracy, that’s pathetic,” Quinn said. “This isn’t even the zombie nun that was in your attic. This is one of the others.”
“Oh, don’t be an idiot,” Tracy snapped. “Don’t you get it? My husband had them all; they were in the attic. He managed to bribe a friend to stop the truck with the zombie nuns—he had them all the time. Toys in the attic. They were there…hidden by cardboard, shielded by boxes. They were there—all the time. And….”
She broke off. Danni could hear sirens coming close again. The police. Now, they were coming back to the cemetery.
“They made me do it. They’re evil! Evil exists. They made me do it!”
She was still shouting when the police came for the two women.
And then Danni could at last throw herself into Quinn’s arms.
 



 
Epilogue
 
It was sunset.
A glorious sunset.
Danni looked out the plate glass window of their hotel room to watch as the sky burst into a prism of colors.
She felt Quinn’s arms slip around her and she smiled.
Key West was wonderful, beautiful—spectacular.
Even if there had been zombie nuns running amok—controlled by a vicious woman.
Once Officer Sandy Burnett had come to take control, the story had come out. Vanessa Green had met Tracy Kendall through her husband and Kathy.
Vanessa had been bribed into helping with the absurd zombie-nun murder spree, convinced that she’d become a true star. She’d manipulated the animatronics at times when others saw Tracy—thus giving her an alibi.
And as for Tracy….
The motive they hadn’t understood had been greed. Mrs. Kennedy—Colby’s and Kathy’s mother—was suffering Alzheimer’s disease—and a host of other ailments. She wasn’t long for the world.
Kathy had been intended as the first victim—with the animatronic operated by Vanessa. Others had to die, too, of course, so that the real motive wouldn’t be known. With Kathy gone, when the elder Mrs. Kennedy expired, the old Victorian the family owned would go straight to Colby.
It was worth millions.
Greed. It had always been a key motive for murder. The animatronics had simply provided very bizarre weapons.
“She’s going to try to get off,” Danni murmured. “Tracy. She’ll keep up the claim that the nuns were evil—and that they made her do it. She’ll go for an insanity plea. And Vanessa…she’ll get an attorney to help her with the same plea, or help her to come up with some story about being terrified of Tracy. They killed four people and put three others in the hospital—and they could get off.”
Quinn pulled her closer to him. “No one is going to get off—not even Colby. He was guilty of bribery—and of stealing the zombie nun animatronics. When he learned the truth, I think he went a little crazy himself. He believes that once he owned the property, Tracy would have killed him, too. And he feels a horrible guilt; he just had to have all the zombie nuns. He admitted to the police that he did bribe the delivery driver and stole the other two nuns. I think they did make him a little crazy.”
“Will he do time?”
“I don’t know. He did—unwittingly—set it all into motion. But, whether he does time or not, he’s going to hate himself and perhaps punish himself worse in his mind than anything could that might be done to him by the legal system.”
Danni slipped her arms around his waist and looked up at him. “Do you think that the nuns were evil?” she asked him.
He smiled down at her. “Well, in the end, one didn’t harm either of us—it saved us.”
“True,” she agreed. “So, do they need to come back to the house on Royal Street?”
“No. Officer Burnett—soon to be Detective Burnett—has seen to it that they never go anywhere again. They’ve been shot up to ribbons—including the one in the boxes that ‘disappeared’—into Tracy Kennedy’s car.”
“Ah.”
“All that remains is to go home,” Quinn said softly. He trembled slightly as he held her. “When we can, of course, when we finish with all that still needs to be cleared up with the legal machinations. And, of course, Detective Mason is asking that you come by the hospital so that he can thank you—and beg your forgiveness.”
“He’s going to make it?”
“Thanks to you,” Quinn assured her, smiling. “And, of course, I’ve told Andrew Bracken that we will have lunch with him. He’s torn—horrified by everything that happened—and speculating on what will happen with his movie. Oh, he needs a new leading lady. I think he has his eye on you.”
Danni shook her head. “I think I’m done with robots, animatronics…and, definitely, I don’t want anything to do with an evil mannequin.”
She turned back to watch the sky as the sun fell in its palette of colors, leaning against his chest. “It doesn’t seem as if it should be quite right, seeing such beauty, enjoying it…when so much bad happened.”
She felt Quinn’s hesitation, then he said quietly, “We helped stop a lot of bad things, too, Danni. And, there will be more that happens in the world that’s bad. Evil, even—because we both know, people can be very, very evil. Thing is, that makes it so that you have to appreciate every moment in life that shows what good is all about. Like the sunset,” he added.
“Like the sunset,” she agreed.
She turned into his arms again and kissed him.
And the kiss became much more….
And beyond the window, the sun continued its descent, bursting with color, then fading into pastels, falling gently upon them as they enjoyed the good that could happen in life as well.
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by Brenda Novak
 
“The psychopaths are always around.
In calm times we study them, but in times of upheaval, they rule over us.”
--Ernst Kretschmer
 



 

 



 
California...
 
Prologue
 
He’d found what he needed. At last. After twenty years of waiting, of planning, of purposely blending in to escape notice, he had the thread that would lead him back to the only woman who’d ever really mattered in his life.
The only woman who’d ever been a challenge.
The only woman who’d ever gotten away.
Once his parents had finally gone to bed, and long after anyone would expect for them to have a visitor, Jasper Moore stared down at the envelope he’d recovered from his father’s desk. Inside was a letter from Evelyn Talbot’s father, pleading with Stanley and Maureen to come forward if they possessed any information on Jasper’s whereabouts. It said that Evelyn had been through enough. That the Moores should finally do the right thing and divulge any information they possessed.
But they never would. They were the ones who’d helped him escape in the first place, all those years ago—and they told everyone they hadn’t seen him since before the murders, even though, in recent years, he risked a furtive visit now and then, if he could do it safely.
Anyway, it wasn’t the letter that concerned Jasper. He didn’t give a shit about the Talbots’ emotional plea for justice and closure.
He was far more interested in the return address on the outside.
 



 
Four months later...
 
Chapter 1
 
She’d been attacked. Dr. Evelyn Talbot remembered that right off. From the lights and the noise, she also knew she was in a hospital. She just couldn’t recall how she’d gotten there.
“She’s moving. I think she’s coming around.”
Was that a doctor, or maybe a nurse? She didn’t recognize the voice, but her thoughts were fuzzy, and it was too difficult to open her eyes. She almost sank back into the dark void she’d just emerged from, where she could drift without worry, without having to conjure up the chain of events that had led to this. She didn’t want to fight any of the battles she’d have to fight if she woke up.
But then she heard a voice she did recognize, and that voice spoke directly to her.
“Honey, it’s Mom. Can you hear me? If you can hear me, squeeze my hand.”
Squeeze her hand? Surely, things weren’t that bad. But Evelyn didn’t yet know for sure. She could hear tears in Lara’s voice, so she felt obligated to expend the Herculean effort required to actually break the surface of consciousness.
“She’s pretty drugged. It might be a while,” the first person responded, but that person didn’t realize how much Evelyn stood to lose if her family started to make too much fuss about the risk inherent in her job. What’d happened today (if it was still “today”; she had no idea how long she’d been out) was her own fault. She knew the type of men she dealt with, understood what they were capable of. She’d studied more psychopaths than almost any other mental health professional in America. She’d merely allowed herself to be distracted at the worst possible moment.
“Mom?” she croaked, forcing the word through lips that would barely part.
“Evelyn!” Her mother leaned over her bed. “You gave us such a scare. Are you okay?”
Lara’s white hair and gently lined face, pinched with worry, finally came into focus. A nurse was in the room too—a young Indian woman with a kind smile—but no one else. Where was her father? And her sister? Surely, Lara had alerted them.
Wait...she wasn’t thinking straight. Of course they wouldn’t be here; they’d be back in Boston. Her mother had traveled with her to San Francisco, where she’d had to come on business, so that they could spend some time together before Evelyn moved to Alaska.
“I’m fine. Everything’s...fine.” At least, she hoped it was. It would help if her darn tongue wasn’t so unwieldy... That was due to the pain meds, no doubt; she recognized the effects. “What happened?”
She remembered leaving her mother at the hotel, arriving at San Quentin State Prison, passing through security and waiting to meet with one of the candidates on her list—a serial killer who’d strangled fifteen women...
Hugo Evanski. That was his name. She’d been standing up, reading his file when he was brought into the room, and then...nothing. That was where her mind went blank.
“That animal you went to see?” her mother said. “That murderer? He broke away from the guard and rushed you on sight. Hit you so hard you banged your head against the wall, then fell and hit the corner of the desk. You have several stitches in your temple.”
Evelyn licked her lips, trying to ease the dryness. She felt like the tin man from The Wizard of Oz, with no oil. “Did he...did he do anything else?”
Lara’s eyebrows knitted. “Isn’t that enough?”
“I can’t feel much. I’m...trying to ascertain the extent of my injuries.”
The nurse lifted Evelyn’s arm to take her blood pressure. “According to your chart, you have a concussion and six stitches,” she said and gave her hand a reassuring rub before putting air in the cuff.
“They got him before he could do any more damage,” her mother explained. “But you hit your head so hard that they had to check your brain to see if you were hemorrhaging.”
Not good news. “Am I?”
“No. Thank God.”
Evelyn drew a deep breath. “Then I’m going to be okay, like I said.”
“This time,” her mother responded. “But what about next time? What if something like this happens in Alaska, and they can’t pull the bastard off you soon enough? Or if you’re hurt even worse and they can’t get you to a hospital because of severe weather? Why you’d isolate yourself up there, in the wilderness, with so many human monsters, I have no idea.”
Evelyn couldn’t miss this opportunity, even if her mother didn’t like the idea of her living so far away. It was the culmination of her professional aspirations. “I didn’t get to choose where they built the facility, Mother.” 
The nurse removed the blood pressure cuff, made a notation on her chart and said she had another patient she needed to check on.
“They tried other locations,” Evelyn went on as the nurse hurried out. “Texas. Arizona. South Dakota. Hilltop didn’t protest quite as much.” With only five hundred people in town, they couldn’t have the political influence of a larger community, so even if they’d gone at it with more determination, it might not have made the same difference. But she didn’t add that. Neither did she volunteer that public opinion hadn’t shifted in the facility’s favor until after Hilltop had been adopted as the building site. It seemed as if those in the “lower forty-eight” liked the idea of stashing their worst criminals all in the same place, as long as it was some other place.
“Heaven help the people who live there,” Lara muttered.
“They won’t need heaven’s help.” She stifled a groan for how difficult it was just to talk. “Hanover House is going to be a level 4 facility. All the...the monsters will be locked up.”
The lines in her mother’s face grew deeper. “And you’ll be inside with them.”
They’d been through this... “My office will be in a whole other wing.”
“You’ll have to go to the prison section to observe or meet with your subjects.”
“When they’re brought to a session with me, they’ll be wearing cuffs, ankle bracelets and a belly—”
“Like this guy was? The man who just hurt you?” her mother broke in before she could qualify that statement, as she’d planned.
“Yes, but...I wasn’t expecting him to act as he did. He’d barely walked into the room. I had no idea he’d rush me so quickly.”
Her mother’s hands, with the cuticles around her nails torn up from the way she constantly picked at them, tightened on the bed rail. “Where was the guard, for crying out loud?”
Evelyn allowed her eyes to close. “The officer who escorted him didn’t expect it, either, I’m sure—or he...would’ve been more prepared.”
“So what are you saying? Whoops? It won’t happen again?” The pitch of Lara’s voice shot up an octave. “What if this psychopath had had a homemade weapon? A shank or whatever they call it? He could’ve stabbed you. Killed you. Is that what you’re hoping will happen? What Jasper did when you were in high school was...beyond a nightmare. After surviving such a horrific ordeal, why wouldn’t you do everything possible to avoid men like him? I mean...what are you thinking? Do you have some kind of death wish?”
Evelyn opened her eyes and managed a scowl. Surely by now her mother should know that what she did wasn’t really a choice. She had to do it; couldn’t do anything else, not after what’d happened when she was only sixteen. She’d found her best girlfriends brutally murdered—all three of them! She’d almost been killed by the same boy. After three days of torture, Jasper Moore had slit her throat and left her for dead—and it wasn’t as if he’d been a mere stranger. He was her high school boyfriend, someone she’d trusted enough to give her virginity.
But she was still struggling against the debilitating effects of the meds they’d given her, so all she could say was, “No. Of course not.”
Lara’s head jutted forward. “Then why must you surround yourself with conscienceless men who’ll do anything to hurt other people? Lust killers? You’ve told me yourself that they take pleasure in causing pain. You’re only thirty-six years old, Evelyn. And you’re so beautiful! Regular men trip over their feet when they see you. Of course the sickos behind bars are going to fixate on you.”
Many of her opponents had pointed to her gender, age and physical appearance as reason she shouldn’t be working in the criminal justice system, especially in such an impactful way, but she wasn’t about to tolerate that bias. “Those are all things I can’t change. I...I am what I am, but I won’t let the fact that I was once...terrorized get the best of me.” She could feel the pain in her head growing stronger but she was slowly regaining her faculties and was too caught up in what she wanted to say to pay that dull ache any attention. “At some point, we simply have to...to come to understand why psychopaths act as they do. How they come to be. How to stop them.” She drew a bolstering breath. “Only then can we protect the innocent.”
“And what if there are no answers?” That her mother spoke through her teeth gave evidence of her deep-seated anger—and the fact that Evelyn hadn’t gone through her painful ordeal alone. “Sometimes there isn’t a reason for what people do!”
“There’s always a reason, Mom.” Evelyn had to swallow to be able to continue. “Besides, the more we try to ignore the psychopaths who live and work around us, hoping they’ll...they’ll go away on their own, the more...the more power people like Jasper will possess.” She allowed the volume of her voice to drop. “And the more people they’ll hurt.”
Lara’s dangly earrings swung as she shook her head. “But there’s no understanding crazy!”
The degree of her belief in what she was about to say gave Evelyn an added shot of adrenaline. “I’ve told you before, Jasper wasn’t crazy and neither are the men I study. If there’s one thing I’ve learned, it’s that.”
Her mother straightened. “I don’t care if they’re sane or not. I don’t even care if there’s a great need for your work. You’ve done enough. You’ve convinced the government to build this study facility. Now let someone else take over. Don’t go to Alaska.”
Still struggling to maintain the clarity she needed to continue this argument, Evelyn shifted in the bed. “I have to.”
“Why?”
“Hanover House will need me in order to succeed. Nobody else seems to feel quite as passionately as I do—and, let’s be honest, I’ve been the driving force behind it from the beginning.”
“Why not let one of the other members of the mental health team you’ve assembled take over? Dr. Fitzpatrick has fifteen years on you, much more experience, and he’s a man—not someone those ghouls will be likely to salivate over and dream about raping. Let him take the lead.”
She put a hand to her forehead, felt the bandage. “He’ll be a great help. I couldn’t have brought Hanover House into existence without him. But I won’t relinquish control of what I’ve worked so hard to create.” Not when she was so determined to find the answers she craved: Why was there such a thing as a psychopath? How did such people come to be? Was it nature, nurture or a combination of both that created this fearful anomaly? Was the rate of psychopathy increasing, as some studies indicated? And how was it that such people could very often kill their own mothers, or even their own children, and not feel a second’s remorse?
Evelyn’s curiosity about those things in particular drove her worse than a relentless thirst. And now that the government had agreed to build a high-security federal institution where she and a team of other psychiatrists and forensic psychologists could make an in-depth study of those for whom murder was a delight instead of merely a means to an end, maybe she’d finally find out what made them tick.
Her mother sank into a chair. “What’s it going to take to get through to you? Jasper’s still out there, Evelyn. He could see you on TV or hear about your work in the papers and take it as a personal challenge to find you and finish what he started twenty years ago. Do you realize that?”
She’d had to lobby publicly, shame lawmakers into doing more to protect victims like her. She couldn’t let her fear of Jasper and what he might do stop her. That would only render her useless. She felt like she’d lived through that ordeal for a reason, had to make it mean something. “I can’t let that stop me.”
“Yes, you can!”
“No.” At this point, her head was throbbing, but Evelyn had to make her point. “He murdered my best friends simply for telling me he cheated on me! I found them, Mother! I saw what he did to them! I refuse to care more about my continued safety than I do about what he did to all of us—and what others like him are getting away with every day.”
Lara seemed dazed now that most of the fire was gone from her anger. “But working in this field makes and keeps it all so present.”
“I’ve had plenty of therapy to help me deal with it.” She didn’t add that there were still some nights when she woke up in a cold sweat, convinced that she was lying on the dirt floor of that old shack, her body bruised and broken, the blood pumping from the wide gash in her throat, creating a warm puddle around her. But she knew her mother wasn’t fooled.
Although Lara sat without speaking, she turned a pointed gaze on Evelyn, burying her beneath an avalanche of disapproval.
“Why are you letting our trip to San Francisco go this way?” Evelyn asked, breaking the silence. “Are we going to end up fighting about this, like we always do?”
Her mother pursed her lips but seemed to soften a little. “At least tell me that you’re not going to have the inmate who did this shipped to Alaska.”
Evelyn recalled the brief glimpse she’d had of the man who’d shuffled into the room before he rushed her. No doubt he thought such a demonstration of his “evil” would scare her away, make her set her sights on someone else and leave him in sunny California.
But that was precisely the reason she wouldn’t go to Alaska without him.
“No. He’s going with me.”
The blood drained from her mother’s face. “You can’t be serious...”
“I won’t let him get the best of me,” she said. “Not now. Not ever.”
“You mean like Jasper did.”
She ignored that. “Hugo Evanski’s ideal for my program.”
“You’re letting it get personal, Evelyn.”
“He made it personal. And as soon as I get out of this darn hospital, I’m going to tell him.”



 
Chapter 2
 
To hide the fear that slithered, snake-like, just below her skin, making the hair on her arms stand up, Evelyn paced across one end of the small, concrete cell, pretending to be absorbed in her notes. It’d taken a few days, but she was back at San Quentin, and they were bringing Hugo Evanski to meet with her. Only this time she was prepared for anything he might do—and so were they. The warden had told her that Evanski would be escorted by two correctional officers instead of one, and he wouldn’t be allowed to get out of control again.
When he didn’t appear as soon as she’d expected, however, she set her notes aside and leaned on the desk to draw a deep breath. She’d only been released from the hospital two days ago, still had a bandage covering her stitches and a black eye to show for that earlier incident—embarrassing proof that she’d allowed herself to be hurt by someone she’d known was dangerous. There was no excuse for that, especially because her detractors wouldn’t hesitate to use what Hugo had done to undermine her efforts, if word ever got out. She had to be careful about what showed up in the press; she couldn’t allow Hugo Evanski to jeopardize a program that was still in its infancy and needed time and support in order to grow.
When a clang signaled she’d soon have company, she snatched up her notepad so that no one would be able to tell that her hands were shaking. Although she told herself that the same thing wouldn’t happen twice, no amount of self-talk could overcome the emotional response that welled up whenever the slightest sound, smell or other trigger reminded her of what Jasper Moore had done twenty years ago. And Hugo’s attack definitely reminded her of Jasper. Just about any violence did.
She watched as the heavy metal door slid open and two hulk-like correctional officers walked their charge into the room. They tried to seat him in the steel chair bolted to the floor, probably so that he couldn’t launch himself at her again, and, when he stiffened instead of bending, forced him into it.
“Sit your ass down,” one of the guards growled.
Hugo gave his chains a rebellious jerk but eventually complied, lifting his nose in the air and smiling at her as if he was too preoccupied with and delighted by what he’d done to her face to be bothered by correctional officers who were determined to show him they were in charge. “Looks like you’ve had an accident,” he said to her.
She fingered the tender spot near her temple. “It’s nothing. Someone of your reputation...I would’ve expected you to be able to do a lot more than simply knock me into a table.”
When the two officers on either side of him barked out a laugh, obviously surprised by her response, the smile disappeared from Hugo’s clean-shaven face. “Maybe it won’t go quite so well for you the next time.”
Evelyn’s heart was racing so fast she could scarcely breathe. Like Jasper, this man wouldn’t hesitate to kill her if he had the chance. But she leaned forward anyway. “There won’t be a next time, Mr. Evanski. I’m not stupid enough to allow you another opportunity. At least, you’ll have to work a lot harder for it than you did a few days ago. I merely wanted to come by and tell you to pack up whatever few items you possess.”
“You’re having me transferred to Alaska?”
“You’re brighter than you look.”
The clenching of his jaw gave her some satisfaction. He wasn’t pleased by this news, as she’d guessed he wouldn’t be. She’d just let him know that he wouldn’t control her, certainly not through fear. If she had to guess, that bothered him, too. He wouldn’t like a woman having any authority over him. But, oddly enough, even when he was angry he didn’t look overtly dangerous, didn’t look much different than the middle school teacher he’d once been—before his wife stumbled upon the body he’d temporarily stowed in the shed of their cabin in Bakersfield, California. As a matter of fact, he was so plain Evelyn would even call him nondescript. He had short, dark hair and, after ten years in prison, no scars or tattoos, no evidence of gang affiliations. He wasn’t even particularly muscular, not like so many of the other inmates she saw as she visited various institutions—those who spent the majority of their time lifting weights.
Maybe that was why he’d blended in for so long, why no one had suspected him in the murders of the young women he’d killed even though he’d taught them all in school and had, at two different points, inserted himself into the various police investigations.
The only thing that might’ve tipped anyone off was his eyes. They were brown, not black, but they were just as cold and lifeless as a shark’s. He seemed to have that in common with other psychopaths. Difficult as it was to define, there was always something about the eyes. They held no light, no humanity. Evelyn had heard many victims state the same thing and, as a victim herself, she could attest to the truth of it—at least she’d noticed the lack of emotion in Jasper’s eyes once he’d turned on her and revealed himself to be the homicidal maniac he really was. Before that, she’d detected no appreciable difference between him and the other boys at school.
Anyway, Hugo didn’t need to look mean. He’d proven his capacity for violence in a way she wouldn’t soon forget. The warden had told her he was so cunning and cruel no one dared mess with him. He rarely responded at the time of a confrontation, but he always figured out a way to get even afterwards.
The warden had also said he spent the majority of his time reading, writing or creating clever cartoons parodying law enforcement, which was the reason Evelyn had put him on her list to begin with. He was smart. She couldn’t help thinking that he might be able to teach her something none of the other psychopaths she’d studied could—by being self-aware enough to analyze his own actions or describe his mental processes in less vague terms.
“You don’t want me in Alaska,” he said.
His voice held a low warning, but since the interview had progressed as she’d hoped so far, Evelyn was feeling a little more confident and a little less shaken. “Because you’re so dangerous? Was that the message you were sending me?”
When the guards chuckled again, a muscle moved in Hugo’s cheek. He had an overinflated view of who and what he was—most psychopaths did—so he didn’t take kindly to being laughed at. “No, I hit you for the fun of it.”
“But don’t you see?” She put down her clipboard. “That’s precisely what makes you such a great candidate for my program.”
“Studying me would be a waste of your time,” he said. “I’m no different than any other man.”
“You scored a thirty-seven out of forty on the Hare Psychopathy test—”
“Which means nothing,” he broke in. “That test is a joke.”
The test wasn’t perfect by any means. It’d been highly criticized, even by people in her own profession. And, if it wasn’t properly administered and applied, she could see the potential damage it could do, how much it could hurt someone to be improperly labeled a psychopath. But the PCL-R, as it was called, did give mental health professionals—and prison staff too—something to work with to make sure they were all talking about the same traits.
“I’m not here to debate the work of my predecessors,” she said with a wave of her hand. “Suffice it to say that as far as I’m concerned, a thirty-seven makes you quite different, considering the average score for all incarcerated male offenders in North America hovers around twenty-three or twenty-four.”
He wiggled his fingers as if to depict a ghost or other spook. “And once you pass the magical number of thirty, you’re categorized a monster. If it were that easy to identify people like me, people like you would be out of a job.”
“Now you’re over-simplifying,” she said mildly. “The test has proven successful in calculating recidivism and other things. So why don’t you stop playing games? You murdered fifteen women without compunction, fifteen women who once attended the middle school where you taught. That can hardly be called average.”
“They shouldn’t have resisted my...ministrations,” he said with a shrug. “I warned them that I was their master, and they would submit to everything and anything I wanted, or else.”
“Making what you did their fault?”
“You could say that.”
“No. Only you could say that, which is why you scored so high on the PCL-R. You don’t take responsibility for your actions.”
Leaning back, he crossed his ankles. When the chain linking his feet rattled, the two correctional officers tensed, in case he was about to get up, and yet the movement came off quite civilized, as if he was merely sitting in a restaurant, about to have a cup of coffee. “I’ve seen you on TV, you know.”
That didn’t surprise Evelyn. Most people, at least anyone who’d ever had any interest in the criminal justice system, had seen her on TV. Like her mother said, that probably included Jasper, if he was still in the States. But it was a risk she’d had to take. “I’d guessed as much. That explains your rather...aggressive behavior from the other day, doesn’t it?”
He watched her from beneath half-lowered eyelids. “Alaska doesn’t hold much appeal for me.”
She could understand why. Living behind bars was difficult enough. Very few of those she’d selected for Hanover House wanted to be sent to Hilltop, a small town an hour outside of Anchorage, where it would be that much harder to maintain contact with friends and relatives on the outside. Besides the isolation, fear of the unknown (since her program was the first of its kind), and the lack of sunlight during the long winter, they would have less chance of escape, the hope of which kept some men going. Even if an inmate of Hanover House somehow managed to slip outside the prison, and the perimeter fence surrounding it, there’d be nowhere to go.
“I may be a hunter,” he said, “but Alaska has less women, not more.”
She arched her eyebrows to put him on notice that his words didn’t shock or discomfit her. She’d heard far worse. By the time the psychopaths she worked with came into her sphere of influence, intimidation was the only string they had left to play on, so they became masters at it. “On the other hand, there are plenty of places to hide a body.”
A wry smile twisted his lips. “Now you’re speaking my language.” He clasped his hands in his lap. “Tell me something...”
She perched on the edge of her chair. “What’s that?”
“Do you really think you can do it?”
“Do what?”
“Figure me out. Explain why I like to kill—why I’d do it again if I could.”
“We’ll never know the answer to that question unless I try. And you might be encouraged to hear that there will be certain benefits to moving to your new home. You won’t be locked up in your cell ninety-nine percent of the time, for one.”
“Because I’ll be doing what?”
“There will be an abundance of studies and other activities for you to participate in, many of which will offer incentives that could make your time in prison easier than it would be here.”
He didn’t respond right away. He studied her for a few seconds. Then he said, “Will I get to spend much time with you?”
She felt the creeping sensation he, no doubt, hoped to inspire. She often became a focal point of her patients, especially these sorts of patients. But that type of thing came with the territory. “Most likely. Dr. Timothy Fitzpatrick, also a psychiatrist, is lending his support to the project. He and I will head up a team of seven psychologists. With only a little over two hundred subjects, there will be a reasonable ratio of mental health providers to inmates.” She hoped both her team and the number of psychopaths in the study would grow with time, that the breadth and scope of her studies would one day become quite extensive, but she had to start somewhere—and this was her shot.
His gaze slid down, over her breasts and hips as if she stood before him naked. She wore a skirt, blouse and heels. She’d gotten blood on the only suit she’d brought to California when she hit her head last time, or she would’ve worn it again. Typically, she tried to avoid anything that showed her legs. She received enough sexual interest from the men she studied as it was. She didn’t care to encourage that—although it was inevitable no matter what she wore. They didn’t come into contact with many women, especially women under the age of forty.
“I have to admit, it’s beginning to sound interesting,” he said. “But may I ask what, exactly, you’re studying, Dr. Talbot?”
Dr. Talbot? He’d switched tactics. She got the impression that he was trying to charm her, trying to engage her beyond the usual scope of the interview. But she was equally curious about him, so she was willing to play along—to a point. “All aspects of behavior, but… speech patterns would be a specific example.”
“Because…?”
“The patterns of those who score high on the Hare Psychopathy Checklist—men like yourself—tend to combine words differently than others. I find those differences fascinating and would like to see if I can establish more of a link, discover why.”
He rolled his eyes as if that sounded positively boring. “Who cares about speech?”
“I do. It could lead us to other discoveries.” Studies had already shown that psychopaths sometimes had difficulty monitoring their speech...
“You’re willing to risk your life to figure out why I speak differently than you?”
“Someone’s got to do it.”
He made a clicking sound with his tongue. “Good Lord, you’re foolhardy. Can you imagine what might happen with so many ruthless killers under one roof?”
She’d been confronted with these scare tactics before—not only from the psychopaths themselves, but from her detractors in the media. “There will be plenty of security, I assure you.”
“Doesn’t matter.” He shook his head as if she didn’t quite get it. “All it takes is one breach, and...it’ll be a bloodbath.”
Evelyn folded her arms. “The potential alone should fill you with excitement. Have I convinced you? Are you now eager to join me in Alaska?”
The corners of his lips turned up. “Absolutely.”
 



 
Chapter 3
 
Jasper Moore had changed his identity several times over the years. He now went by the name Andy Smith, which was far more common and unremarkable than “Jasper.” He’d changed his face, too. Considerably. So considerably that sometimes he regretted the surgery. But he’d probably be in prison right now if he hadn’t taken advantage of what his parents had afforded him.
Although he was home alone, he made sure the door to the bathroom was locked before taking the tattered old prom picture from his wallet. He was a fool to keep anything that connected him to the past. But he hadn’t been able to let go of this one item. Not only was he the boy he used to be in that photograph, which he sort of missed, Evelyn was with him. It was the only tangible thing he’d had to remember her by during all the years he’d waited to come into contact with her again.
Filled with longing, he touched her face. Studying it brought him such exquisite pleasure, so much that all of his victims looked like her. The woman he’d picked up last week especially. From a distance, he would’ve sworn it was Evelyn.
Too bad the bitch had opened her mouth and ruined the illusion...
“Andy? I’m home!”
Shit! He’d thought he had another hour, at least, before his wife got off work. After leaving the woman who was bound and gagged at his little hideaway, he’d spent too much time watching Evelyn’s parents’ house, hoping her mother or father would lead him to where she was living these days.
“Hey, where are you?” Hillary called.
With a grimace, he put his precious picture back inside the secret compartment in his wallet and turned on the shower so she’d think he was unavailable. He didn’t care to see her, didn’t want her to bring him down with her complaints about his inability to maintain steady employment. After he’d found that envelope from Evelyn’s parents in his father’s study, he’d convinced her to move to Boston by telling her he’d been promised a good job there. So she wasn’t happy that in the month since they’d been living in Massachusetts no job had materialized.
She’d also be angry that he hadn’t picked up her two brats from their friends’ house after summer camp...
She surprised him by knocking instead of waiting until he was out of the bathroom. “Andy?”
When he didn’t answer, she knocked louder.
“Andy!”
He quickly removed his clothes and stepped into the shower so he could respond without sounding as if he was right on the other side of the door. “What is it?”
“How’d your interviews go?”
“Not so good,” he replied.
There was a pause as she dealt with her disappointment. “What went wrong?” she asked at length.
“I’d rather not talk about it.”
“So you didn’t collect the girls?”
“My last interview ran late, and after hearing so many no’s, I wasn’t in the mood to see anyone.”
There was another long silence. She used to show some sympathy, tell him he’d have better luck tomorrow, that she loved him anyway, that sort of thing. But she was becoming less and less understanding. Now she wanted to let him know that she wasn’t happy with the kind of husband he’d turned out to be.
He wished she’d leave, just walk away and start dinner. He was hungry. Or she could go get the kids, if she was so damn worried about them. But she didn’t. He heard her voice again. “Can I come in? I’d like to talk to you while we have some time alone.”
And air all of her complaints? He’d had enough of that. “Not right now,” he said. “Can’t you give me a chance to rebound a little first? I feel like shit as it is.”
Besides, he hadn’t yet had the chance to wash up properly after leaving the woman he was keeping in the shack he’d built. It was going to take some time to get all the blood out from under his fingernails...
 
***
 
It was late when Evelyn’s father picked them up from Logan International Airport. Grant embraced them. Then he took one look at her stitches and cast a sidelong glance at her mother, who’d no doubt spent every minute Evelyn had been preoccupied with work complaining to him about what’d happened at San Quentin and how it could so easily happen again in Alaska.
“How was the trip?” he asked as he put the luggage in the back of the SUV.
Lara didn’t answer even though the question had been thrown out to both of them, so Evelyn jumped in. “Necessary. Informative.”
Grant closed up the back. “But did you have any fun?”
Evelyn couldn’t claim it’d been fun. Instead of the enjoyable shopping, eating and sightseeing experience she and Lara had hoped for, it’d been strained, especially after that incident with Hugo. Her mother would look at her and shake her head, or she’d reach out and touch the bandage covering Evelyn’s stitches. Most of the time, she wouldn’t say anything. A stark expression conveyed her concern. But if they did talk, the conversation invariably turned to Hanover House and her work and why she insisted on doing what she did.
“I’m glad we had some time together before I have to leave,” Evelyn said, trying to remain positive.
“Speaking of leaving, how much longer do you have left—five weeks?” her father asked.
“Only four.”
“That’s coming right up. Do you have to do more traveling before you go, or will you be home until you move?”
Evelyn got into the back seat; her parents climbed into the front. “I have to go to Pennsylvania next week, but at least that isn’t as far away as California.”
“You’ve been working so hard,” he said. “You’re determined, I’ll give you that.”
She was determined. She’d had to be, or that experience with Jasper would’ve destroyed her. The memory was always there, a constant threat to her peace of mind. Maybe that was why she fought so hard every day. Her parents didn’t realize it, but she was hanging on by a very thin thread. If she didn’t continue to march forward, and take more ground in her battle against psychopathy, she was afraid she’d backslide into the broken person she’d been right after the incident, despite all the counseling and hard-won self-healing.
Besides, what else was there for her except work? She couldn’t meet a nice man, fall in love and start a family, like other women. Jasper had seen to that when he’d destroyed her trust of the opposite sex.
“It’s taken a tremendous amount of effort to make HH a reality,” she said, but even ‘tremendous’ seemed like an understatement. Not only had it been necessary to sell the need for such study to the right politicians, she’d had to petition for the funding, research the psychopaths who might be able to teach her the most, and recruit a mental health team she believed in and who were willing to follow her into the wilderness—literally and figuratively. And, while she did all of that, she’d had to prepare for the move by closing down her psychiatry practice, putting her condo up for sale and having a bungalow built on the outskirts of Hilltop so that she’d have a comfortable place to live when she arrived.
Fortunately, the bungalow was ready and waiting for her. She’d stayed in it and furnished it when she went back to hire the warden who would be running the prison side of the facility. She was just waiting to have the alarm system installed, and the contractor she’d hired had promised it would be in before she moved there.
“We’ll help you pack, of course, but”—her father pulled through the gate surrounding her complex—“what are you going to do if the condo doesn’t sell before you have to go?”
“I’ll have no choice except to leave it empty and hope my Realtor will be able to sell it after I’m gone.”
“I guess that type of thing isn’t too uncommon.” He parked in a visitor’s stall. “Let us know if we can do anything to help.”
Although she wasn’t excited about covering two house payments, she earned enough to make it possible, so she refused to stress over the condo. Part of her was tempted to rent it out, anyway, in case she didn’t like Alaska and wanted to come back. But she was afraid that having a bail-out plan might make it too easy to give up. “I will. Thank you. I appreciate the support.”
“What’s the latest word?” Grant asked, his hand on the door latch. “When will Hanover House be finished?”
She released her seat belt. “We’re hoping to open November 1st.”
“You’re going back so early, I thought that must’ve changed.”
“No. I need to help the warden staff the place, and that’ll take a while. I plan to be fully prepared when my subjects arrive.”
“You mean the murderers, rapists and con-artists who are currently incarcerated elsewhere,” her mother supplied.
At the bitterness in Lara’s voice, her father reached over to rest his hand on her mother’s knee. It was meant to be a comforting gesture, but he didn’t say anything and neither did Evelyn. Thank goodness the “fun” trip with her mother was over. Now she just needed to unwind and get some sleep before she had to start another day with an endless list of details.
“I’ll get your luggage,” Grant said and climbed out.
Evelyn stared up at the light shining through her living room window. She left it on whenever she was gone. Because she was so eager to get a break from her mother, it beckoned to her, promised solitude. But the thought of being alone also made her uneasy. As cautious as she tried to be about keeping her personal information private, she couldn’t live completely off the grid and continue to be a fully-functioning individual. She wouldn’t sacrifice a normal life for anything, not even safety. That meant there would always be some way for the men she worked with to find her.
Only a few years ago, an ex-con she’d once evaluated for the Massachusetts Department of Corrections had broken in and nearly raped her before her neighbor heard all the thumps, bumps and cries. The police arrived in time, but Carl Jenkins, her attacker, would never reveal how he’d come by her address. His silence on the subject sometimes made her wonder if she’d overlooked something obvious, something Jasper could easily dig up...
Stop. That was the paranoia talking. Jasper had to be living abroad. After all the money she’d spent on private investigators, and the many, many times she’d followed up with the Boston Police Department, demanding they do everything possible, they would’ve found him by now if he was in America.
Her father rapped on her window as he carried her suitcase to the sidewalk. “You coming?”
She was tempted to ask if she could spend the night with them. She was so tired. She wanted to feel safe for a change. But such an admittance would only convince them that she wasn’t doing as well as she pretended. So she got out and opened her mother’s door to say goodbye. “I hope you’re not going to stay mad at me.”
“Maybe I will,” her mother responded with a pout. “Why do you have to worry me so much?”
“When I suffer, you suffer. I get that. I’m sorry I didn’t turn out to be a...a nurse or a real estate agent. But...as long as Jasper’s still out there, would anything be safe?”
Her mother said nothing.
“I believe in my work,” Evelyn added. “Knowledge is power.”
Lara held out for another second. Then she pulled Evelyn into her arms and hugged her fiercely. “Please be careful.”
“I will.” Evelyn breathed in the familiar floral scent of her mother’s perfume. “I promise. You know I have a gun inside, and I know how to use it.”
When her father brought her suitcases into the house, Evelyn almost asked him to look through every room, even the closets, despite the fact that her security system indicated no one had been inside the condo since she’d been gone. The little girl in her still craved Daddy’s protection, she supposed. But she’d quit having him do stuff like that after graduating from college, when she’d bought her Glock.
“Your mom loves you, you know,” he said.
She nodded, absently looking for anything that might be out of place. “We’ll work through it.”
He propped his hands on his hips as if he might say more. But he must’ve realized that nothing would convince her to change her mind.  She was going to Alaska no matter what. So, after a sigh, he put his arms around her.
“We both love you,” he said. Then he was gone and she was left to lower the blinds and listen to the settling noises of her condo while wishing she’d insisted they take the time to stop by her sister’s to pick up her cat. The house felt so empty without Sigmund...
Evelyn wondered how many women, like her, had to feel afraid, even inside their own homes. Probably not a lot per capita. But there were other survivors out there. They understood.
She took her gun from the kitchen drawer and went through her nightly ritual where she checked every nook and cranny that could possibly hide a human being. Only when she felt confident that no one was going to jump out at her did she put her gun on the counter, slip off her shoes and turn on the TV.
The nightly news came on. She watched for a few minutes, trying to relax so that she could sleep. She wanted to see if anything about her experience at San Quentin would be reported. But hearing about a missing woman and then a murder downtown didn’t help her anxiety. She kept glancing at the darkness beyond her windows, wondering if someone was out there—and if that someone might try to get in before morning.
She’d just walked over to fix herself a drink when her phone rang.
The Alaskan area code told her it had to do with Hanover House. It was four hours earlier there, so not too late to be calling someone. But Bob Ferris, the warden she’d hired, had taken his family to Hawaii for two weeks, before he had to start work in earnest, so who could this be? A member of the mental health team who’d gone to Alaska to oversee the building of his or her home?
“Hello?”
“Dr. Talbot?”
The deep voice on the other end of the line gave the caller’s identity away before he could provide his name. It wasn’t a member of the team. It was Benjamin Murphy—or Sergeant Amarok, as the locals called him—the handsome Alaskan State Trooper who served as Hilltop’s only police presence, other than the two part-time Village Public Safety Officers he designated each summer to help him enforce the hunting and fishing regulations, which was the bulk of his job.
“Sergeant, what can I do for you?” She caught her breath, feeling that odd rush of excitement that came over her whenever he was around. She wasn’t often attracted to someone like she was attracted to him—and had been from the first moment she’d set eyes on him. Especially someone who didn’t particularly like her in return.
“I’m afraid there’s been some vandalism at the prison,” he replied. “I received a call from the construction crew this morning, and went out to have a look. I left you a voicemail, but when I didn’t hear back, I thought I’d better try again.”
She’d been flying all day, hadn’t yet checked her messages. “Some vandalism?” she echoed nervously. She didn’t need trouble. What she was trying to accomplish was difficult enough...
“Yes. The copper pipes, tubing and wiring have been ripped out,” he explained.
“That sounds more like theft.”
“Except they didn’t steal it. They dumped it on site. And they smashed the windows on the office side, knocked over the portable johns, which created a sickening mess, and spray-painted the walls with...I’ll just say...unfriendly messages.”
“Geared toward who or what?”
“‘Keep your crazies in the lower forty-eight,’ that sort of thing, only with slightly more explicit language.”
“So it was directed at me.”
“Since one word began with a ‘C’ and was used repeatedly, I can only assume whoever did this wasn’t directing their remarks to the men involved in this project.”
“I see.” She rubbed her arms, feeling chilled even though it wasn’t cold. Some of the people in Hilltop were leery about the kind of facility she was building in their backyard, but it was primarily Sergeant Amarok who’d revealed express opposition. Did that mean anything here? It certainly jumped out at her right away. He’d lobbied against the prison—quite vocally—until the mayor and a handful of other key citizens managed to convince him to back off for the sake of the jobs Hanover House would create.
At that point, Amarok had gone silent, as if he’d considered himself outvoted, but Evelyn wasn’t under the illusion that he’d changed his mind. He didn’t want her in his town. He scowled if they ever happened to bump into each other, or had occasion to attend the same meeting—and there’d been several instances when she’d found it necessary to sit down with the mayor and the city council, as well as various prominent Hilltop “influencers.”
Once, when she’d gone to eat at the local diner, Amarok had been there too. She’d thought he might approach her, as a professional courtesy if nothing else, but he hadn’t. He’d remained in his own booth, watching her as if he didn’t trust her a whole lot more than she trusted the psychopaths she studied.
“Do you have any idea who might’ve done it?” She wondered how much it was going to cost, and if this would mean they’d have to delay the opening. That certainly wouldn’t help her new venture get off to a smooth start.
“’Fraid not.”
She was trying to decide if he was taking any pleasure from this unfortunate occurrence, but that wasn’t easy to determine over the phone. “Interesting...”
“Why would it be ‘interesting’ as opposed to some other word?” he asked.
“Because the only person I can name who hasn’t been excited about the benefits of having such a tremendous influx of federal money injected into the local economy is...” She caught herself before she could actually accuse him. She was reacting to the sting of rejection she felt as a result of that graffiti, and the fact that she didn’t want someone she was attracted to knowing—or telling her—that she wasn’t wanted. It wasn’t often she experienced the kind of sexual awareness Amarok evoked. At least 6’2”, with broad-shoulders, a muscular build, thick black hair and the most gorgeous blue eyes she’d ever seen, he was beyond handsome. All he had to do was look at her to make her weak in the knees. But she had no romantic notions where he was concerned. She hadn’t had sex with a man, with anyone, since Jasper. He’d ruined her in that way, made it impossible for her to overcome the memory of his abuse long enough to become intimate.
Besides, if she had to guess, she’d say Amarok was only twenty-seven or twenty-eight. That meant he was nearly ten years her junior, which made even dating him unlikely.
“Because the only person you know who isn’t excited you’re coming to town is...” he prompted.
She could tell he wasn’t fooled, that he knew exactly what she’d been about to say. “Never mind. Are you-are you going to look into it? Will you try to find those responsible?”
“Of course.” He sounded offended that she’d even ask. “Whether I’m excited to have Hanover House as my new neighbor or not, it’s my job to protect it now that it’s here. I’m calling you to suggest you get some security, though. It’s a miracle whoever trashed the place didn’t take that copper.”
Suddenly far more fatigued than she’d been a moment earlier, she rubbed her face in spite of her makeup. “Since they left it, I’m guessing they were trying to make trouble, not money.” And if the press printed something about it, maybe they would be successful. Sometimes it only took a spark to start a firestorm, which was why she’d been so worried that what Hugo had done would reach the media.
That could still happen, and now she had to worry about this too. But she’d known, when she first set out to establish Hanover House, that it wouldn’t be an easy undertaking.
“I agree,” he said. “Problem is they could always change their minds and decide to get a bit more out of it. Or someone else could come along, now that it’s such easy pickings. I can’t sit out there around the clock and guard it. I have other responsibilities.”
When she said nothing, his voice softened. “Did you hear me?”
“Yes. Thank you for calling.”
He didn’t hang up right away. “Are you...okay?”
That he could tell she wasn’t feeling her best surprised her. That he’d asked rather grudgingly didn’t. “Of course.” She put more effort into speaking stridently, confidently. “I’ll be fine. I’ve come this far, haven’t I?”
“When will you be back here?”
She thought of her trip to Pennsylvania next week. If she flew to Alaska as soon as possible, maybe she could offset any future troubles before they cropped up and return in time to keep her appointment with the prison that caged the next psychopath on her list. “I’ll be there as soon as I can catch a flight.”
“You’re not going to let anything stand in your way, are you,” he said.
It was a statement, not a question.
She let her breath go in a long, silent sigh. “No, I’m not.”
 



 
Chapter 4
 
She was dead.
“Andy Smith” frowned as he gazed into the sightless eyes of his latest victim. He’d been planning to kill her eventually. But he’d expected to have a few more days to play with her.
Damn! She’d spoiled his fun. How could he have thought this woman to be anything like Evelyn? This bitch didn’t have half the strength. It’d taken less to kill her than any of his other victims—except the girl he’d kidnapped from the bus stop in Georgia. That one had had diabetes. He’d been curious to see what would happen to her without insulin, so he’d removed her pump—and found out within twenty-four hours. Once she’d gone into a coma, it didn’t matter how much insulin he injected. He couldn’t get her out of it.
He paced back and forth across the dirt floor of his hideaway. What should he do now? He’d been so excited to arrive this morning, so relieved when Hillary had agreed to put the kids into an “after camp” program so he could attend the “technical training” he claimed to have registered for. She didn’t expect to see him until dinner, which gave him all day.
So maybe he’d have some fun with the corpse.
He sat next to it on the old iron bed. He supposed he could see if there was any satisfaction to be gained. As far as he was concerned, she deserved whatever he could devise. Normally after a kill, he experienced such a tremendous release that he could go months before the tension began to build again.
But she’d denied him that, left him hanging—and after he’d gone to the trouble of building this damn shack so that it would be almost identical to the one where he’d kept Evelyn. He wished he could’ve built in the same spot, but even if it wouldn’t have been risking too much, there were houses there now. The most he could do was drive through the area every once in a while and allow himself to enjoy the memory.
He’d never experienced anything more fulfilling or gratifying than those three days with Evelyn. The look of shock on her face when she found her friends dead had been priceless. And that first rush of freedom, when he’d decided he’d do whatever he wanted regardless of what anyone had to say about it... Wow!
After cutting the woman’s hands and feet loose, he took off the blood-encrusted gag. Then he removed the banana he’d shoved into her rectum. He had something else he planned to put there, wanted one final hurrah...
But his body wouldn’t cooperate. This dead woman no longer appealed to him, no longer reminded him the least bit of Evelyn, so he didn’t care to touch her. He figured he might as well vacuum her body with his battery-powered vacuum, sprinkle it with lime, wrap it in plastic and bury it like he had all the others.  
Or maybe he could put off the disposal until later this afternoon. He was sort of curious to see what rigor mortis might do. He hadn’t had the time or the space to experiment with that sort of thing in the past. His wife before Hillary had made good money, but she’d been on him like white on rice...
If he put off the digging, he could spend the morning watching Evelyn’s parents’ house. That also encouraged him to wait. According to what he’d read in the paper, Hanover House was scheduled to open in November. That meant he had only a few months to find Evelyn—and to show her that she wouldn’t have to worry about moving so far away after all.
 
***
 
It was Evelyn’s mother who gave her a ride to the airport. Lara wasn’t happy that Evelyn was leaving again. She made that clear with a lecture on how Evelyn should take better care of herself, which Evelyn did her best to tolerate. She’d asked her father to drive her since she’d known Brianne, her younger sister, had to work, but he’d had a tee time that conflicted. To be helpful, he’d lined up Lara, and once her mother had agreed, Evelyn didn’t feel as if she could change her mind and take her own car. That would not go over well after the difficulty they’d had getting along on their trip to San Francisco.
“You still have stitches in your head,” Lara complained as they reached Logan Airport.
“They won’t be there long,” Evelyn responded, watching the signs for the various airlines slip past.
“Do you know a doctor in Hilltop? Who will take them out?”
Evelyn shrugged. “Maybe I’ll do it myself. It can’t be hard.”
Her mother shot her a dirty look.
“Okay, I’ll drive to Anchorage and have a professional do it.”
At last, they reached the drop off and Lara pulled to the curb so Evelyn could get out.
Claiming she was going to miss her flight if she didn’t hurry, she said a quick goodbye and grabbed her luggage.
She’d rushed off so fast she thought she’d forgotten something when Lara called before she could get on the plane.
“Mom?” She stepped out of the boarding line so that she wouldn’t hold anyone up. “Don’t tell me I dropped something in your car.”
“No, nothing like that.”
“And you haven’t run out of gas...”
“Of course not. Your father would never allow me to take the car if it didn’t already have gas.”
“Then what’s wrong?”
“Maybe nothing. It’s just that...some guy honked at me a few seconds ago, and when I looked over, he flipped me off.”
Evelyn wasn’t sure how to respond to this. Her mother wasn’t that great of a driver. She drove too slow or changed lanes at the worst possible moment, so Evelyn could understand someone getting frustrated enough to make a crude hand gesture. “Did you cut him off?”
“No! I didn’t do anything! I was driving along in my own lane when he came up on the side of me. And it wasn’t as if he was angry. He was grinning like...like he knew me and was excited to see me again.”
A smile didn’t sound in keeping with the road rage her mother normally inspired. “But you didn’t know him.”
“I’ve never seen him before in my life.”
“So...why do you think he did that?”
“I have no idea.”
A woman’s voice came over the intercom. “This is the final boarding call for Alaska Air flight number 1261 to Anchorage...”
Evelyn was out of time. She had to go. “It could be that he thought you were someone else, someone with whom he might joke around. Maybe he was trying to be funny.”
“I guess,” she said.
Evelyn pictured the worried face that would go with that voice. “Where is he now? Can you see him?”
“No. He sped away.”
Then it had to be nothing, a simple case of mistaken identity. None of the psychopaths she’d worked with over the years knew her mother. They didn’t live in the same place they had when she was attacked, and they kept their number unlisted. It would be difficult for anyone to find them, especially randomly, on the road, but if someone was targeting Lara for nefarious purposes, he’d remain in the vicinity, most likely follow her. “Just keep an eye on your rearview mirror, be aware of what’s around you at all times, and keep your phone handy,” she said. “If you see him again, call the police. It’s better to be wrong and safe than right and sorry.”
“Okay,” she said.
All the other people on the flight had boarded and the attendants were getting ready to close up the plane. “I’ve gotta go,” Evelyn said. “I love you.” Then she sighed and turned off her phone. Since Hilltop didn’t have cell service, she wouldn’t be able to use it much in Alaska, not once she left Anchorage.
But she’d had her landline installed at the bungalow, she reminded herself. She could check in on her mother that way.
 
***
 
The surgery had paid off. Lara hadn’t even recognized him. When he’d honked and given her the finger, she’d looked over at him, completely baffled. It was about the funniest thing he’d ever seen.
Everything else had paid off, too, “Andy” decided. He’d stayed away from Evelyn and her family for twenty excruciatingly long years and, in that time, he’d carefully set up the perfect cover, complete with a wife who supported him financially and step-kids who made him look no different than any other family man. And now his patience and planning were going to bring him exactly what he’d craved since he was seventeen. He’d found Evelyn. He’d finally fucking found her, just like he’d always dreamed!
Suddenly, Andy could’ve kissed his latest victim, whether she was dead or not. If she hadn’t croaked, he wouldn’t have gone to Evelyn’s parents’ house quite so early. He wouldn’t have been sitting there when her mother came out. He wouldn’t have been driving behind Lara when she traveled to the gated condo complex where Evelyn must live.
He’d stayed outside the gate, hadn’t dared push his luck that far. But he’d made a note of the unit Lara had gone to, and he’d seen Evelyn in the passenger seat when they passed him.
He couldn’t believe it. He’d been within fifty feet of her. It was almost too good to be true, seemed like just another of the many fantasies he created around her. But it wasn’t. This time it was real. And she’d looked so beautiful, like she did on TV.
He couldn’t wait until he could get close enough to touch her...
That was coming, he promised himself. They’d driven to the airport, where Evelyn had stepped out. It was obvious she was leaving Boston. But that didn’t scare him. Her parting with her mother hadn’t been an emotional one, so he doubted she’d be gone long. And now that he knew where she lived, he could be waiting for her when she got back.
Or...maybe he’d go after her. She’d been dropped off at Alaska Air. He could easily guess where she was going—off to babysit her new “facility,” as he’d heard her call it on TV, currently being built an hour from Anchorage.
Such a remote setting offered so many possibilities, so much privacy and space. He could tell anyone who asked that he was an author, writing a book on the criminal justice system. With the interest Hanover House had been receiving, no one would even question it. He was too good of a liar. And if he was working for himself there’d be no way for someone to check his credentials, even if they did question his story.
It was brilliant. And there was one more thing. If he went to Alaska, he wouldn’t have to come home to Hillary at night, which was a bonus. He’d be alone with Evelyn until he had his fill...
He adjusted himself. Now he was getting excited. He just needed to devise a lie convincing enough to get his wife to buy him a plane ticket to California. His parents would give him money once he got there; they always did. And that would enable him to fly to Alaska.
Imagine the fun he could have with Evelyn if time wasn’t an issue...
 



 
Chapter 5
 
Fortunately, Evelyn had slept for most of the ten hours she’d been on the plane. Without her mother sitting next to her, brooding, it’d been a lot easier to relax.
After she reached Ted Stevens International Airport in Anchorage, she had to grab a bite to eat, rent a car and drive an hour to Hilltop—and yet, because of the time difference, she arrived before nine-thirty, when the sun was just setting. In June, on the longest day of the year, Anchorage received twenty-two hours of sunlight. But from the beginning of August to the end, the days grew rapidly shorter—by almost three hours.
Evelyn had yet to visit Alaska in mid-winter. There’d been no reason to brave the weather. It wasn’t as if she needed to decide whether she’d be willing to come; she knew she’d go wherever the government built her a facility. She’d heard a great deal about the prevailing darkness, however, and wasn’t looking forward to it.
She called Amarok as soon as she spotted the straggle of buildings that constituted Hilltop from the ridge above, and asked him to meet her out at Hanover House, which was ten minutes on the far side of the valley. He agreed, but she beat him there, and she was glad. It gave her an opportunity to stand alone in the dwindling sunlight—before she had to view the damage he’d told her about—and admire the huge stone edifice where she would soon be spending the bulk of her time. Her dream was becoming a reality; this proved it. Fortunately, she couldn’t see any graffiti on the front. The portable toilets weren’t here, either. She could only guess all of that was inside or in the back.
Maybe the people of Hilltop had room to complain about the type of men she’d be bringing to the area, she thought, but they couldn’t say anything about the beauty of the facility itself. The old-world architecture of Hanover House made it look as if it would stand for centuries, like a castle. There were no gargoyles or gothic embellishments, thank goodness, but the lines were a bit Draconian—something others had noticed, too. She’d seen one cartoon that depicted HH as a medieval torture chamber. She’d been lampooned in the same cartoon as the “mad scientist” who was “turning the screws” on the “poor, unfortunate souls” who fell within her power, which was frustrating. If the general populace only knew how well she tried to treat the men she studied, they could never make such an imaginative leap.
She heard a vehicle pull into the lot behind her and turned to see Amarok get out of his government-issued 4x4, which sported a winch and a snowplow. When she saw that he was dressed casually in a flannel shirt and a pair of worn jeans instead of his uniform, she realized that she’d probably pulled him out of whatever he did for enjoyment on a Friday night.
“I’m sorry, I—if you were busy, you should’ve said something,” she told him as he came toward her with that long, confident stride of his. “This could’ve waited until tomorrow.”
His lips twisted slightly. “Don’t tell me you’re surprised that other people don’t work twenty-four hours a day.”
She couldn’t help noting the sarcasm and feeling slightly defensive at the implication. “I don’t work twenty-four hours a day.”
He cocked an eyebrow as if he’d refute that statement, so she glanced away to remove the challenge. That was an argument she’d most assuredly lose. “I agree I work too much,” she admitted, “but there’s no need to exaggerate my hours to that degree.”
“From what I’ve seen, if you’re not working, you’re thinking about work. It’s sort of one and the same.”
“Excuse me?” she said. “You don’t even know me.”
He ignored her response. “What happened to your head?” he asked, indicating her stitches. “Were you in an accident?”
“Not exactly.”
“I’m guessing it wasn’t a bar fight, since I can’t see you even going into a bar.”
She folded her arms. “It was more like a prison fight.”
“You got into it with an inmate?”
“I was blindsided. Nothing I could do about it.”
His eyes slid down to the scar on her neck. “By one of the nut jobs you work with?”
“He isn’t a nut job. He knew exactly what he was doing.”
He scratched his neck. “You’re saying you were attacked. Again.”
She shrugged as if it hadn’t been a big deal, even though it sort of was. “Goes with the territory.”
With a shake of his head—in disgust?—he rested his hands on his lean hips. “God, no wonder you hate men.”
“I don’t hate men,” she argued. “You’ve just decided that you don’t like me because you don’t like what I’m doing.”
“I never said it was personal.” He gestured toward the building. “And I’m not the one who tore out the copper here and broke the windows, no matter what you think.”
“I would hope not, since you’re all I’ve got to rely on as far as bringing those who did it to justice.” Although there wasn’t any snow on the ground, the temperature was dropping significantly with nightfall. She buttoned her suit jacket to ward off the chill. “Anyway, you didn’t have to meet me tonight. You could’ve put it off.”
He shrugged. “I figured I might as well get it over with.”
Feeling rumpled after traveling for so long, she wished they had agreed to meet in the morning. She was worried about the extent of the damage, was eager to see it in case the reality might offset some of the worry, but she couldn’t deny possessing a certain amount of female vanity. She wanted Amarok to think she was pretty, and she could’ve made a better showing—but that was something she hadn’t been willing to kowtow to, hadn’t wanted to acknowledge.
It was harder to be so cavalier, however, now that they were face to face. “I’ll be quick so that you can get back to...to enjoying your evening, then.” She gestured toward the entrance. “Where’s the damage? I suppose it’s inside?”
“It’s everywhere. You just can’t see it from the front. No doubt whoever did it was afraid they’d be spotted if someone pulled in—from the construction crew or whatever.”
“Have you spoken to the construction crew? Did any of them see anyone they didn’t recognize, or anyone who was acting unusual?”
“’Fraid not. Every single one claims everything was fine when they finished up for the night on Wednesday. Thursday morning they arrived to discover the damage.”
“And called you.”
He dipped his head in response.
“Where’s the copper?”
“It was piled in back, but I had them take it inside. With all the windows broken in the office section, and no real divide between that and the prison section at the moment, ‘inside’ provides little protection, but...I figured it was better than doing nothing.”
Evelyn frowned as they entered what was finished of Hanover House so far. “Do you think they were planning to come back and pick it up?”
“If so, they haven’t. I hung out here for quite a while last night, hoping they would.”
“That was nice of you,” she said.
He caught and held her gaze even though she was reluctant to let him. “I’ll take that as your apology for accusing me in the first place.”
“I didn’t accuse you.” She lifted her chin in umbrage. “I just... I know how you feel about this place.”
“Because I’ve made it no secret,” he said pointedly. “But I’m not dumb enough to come out in open opposition and then sabotage the construction.”
Evelyn had been prepared for some damage but what she saw proved even more disheartening than she’d expected. He’d been right about the “c” word. The construction crew had focused on trying to get some of the plumbing back in and had left the more superficial damage for later, which meant the graffiti was right there for her to read. “Apparently, someone feels very strongly that I should die.” She forced a smile with that statement as if it didn’t bother her, but he hesitated as if he could tell it did.
“I’m hoping that’s a figurative statement,” he said at length.
“Even if it isn’t, they’ll have to get in line.” Her heels clicked on the concrete as they walked through the facility.
“This makes me sick,” she said when they’d toured it all. “It’s such a waste to deface property like this. I worked so hard to get the money necessary to build this institution in the first place.”
He said nothing, just leaned against some 2x4’s that would soon be walls, and watched as she made a note of everything.
“Do you think it’ll be reported in the news?” she asked.
“Depends on who the construction workers tell. They’re from Anchorage, which isn’t ideal if you’d rather keep it quiet. I haven’t told anyone.”
She sighed as she turned to face him. “I can’t have this type of thing continue.”
“You’re going to hire a security guard, aren’t you?”
“Yes, but there’s not a lot of money left in the budget, especially now that we need to absorb this.”
He kicked a small piece of scrap wood across the room like a pebble. “From my perspective, you can’t afford not to have a guard.”
“But I’m not even sure it’ll solve the problem,” she said, watching the piece of wood until it came to rest. “The duration of the job will be too short to attract someone who doesn’t already live here. And if I hire someone who’s local, it’s possible he won’t be any more excited to have Hanover House in Hilltop than the person or people who did this. For all I know, I could wind up hiring the culprit.”
Amarok shoved off the studs and came toward her. “Have you ever heard the saying, ‘You can trap more flies with honey than vinegar?’”
“Of course.” She took a step back. “But how does that apply here?”
He held up, but to a certain extent, the size of him still intimidated her. “I suggest you try a different approach, one where you establish a rapport with the community, show them you’re not what you appear to be.”
She smoothed her wrinkled suit. “You’re implying that I appear to be...what?”
“Aloof. An uptight outsider.”
He smelled good, but she didn’t really want to notice that—or the way his dark hair fell across his forehead with a slight curl on the ends. He needed a haircut, and yet she liked his hair exactly as it was, sort of unruly. He was different than any cop she’d ever met, she decided—different than any man she’d ever met. “I have a Boston accent. I can’t overcome the outsider part.”
“You could relax, be friendlier.”
“I’ve been friendly!” she argued, stung that he would suggest otherwise.
He ducked his head to peer into her face. “To the mayor and the city council, maybe.”
“I haven’t had the chance to get to know anyone else,” she said, lifting her hands in exasperation.
“Because you haven’t created the opportunity.”
“And how do I do that? Go knock on everyone’s door and introduce myself?” She struck a prayer-like pose. “Ask if I could please join the community?”
“You wouldn’t have to go that far. All you’d have to do is come down to The Moosehead now and then, give folks a chance to speak to you.”
She shoved the strap of her purse higher on her shoulder. “You really think that would help?”
“I do. Everyone’s curious about you, what you’re doing here, whether it’s going to work out and how it’ll impact their lives. They’ve seen you on TV and they’ve seen you around town, here and there, getting gas or groceries. But you’re largely a mystery. And people are often afraid of the unfamiliar.” He looked around. “Maybe the vandalism is a result of that fear and you could make it go away by offering a little reassurance.”
That actually made sense. She’d been so busy, so focused, she hadn’t even considered that she might be able to change the way she was perceived here, might be able to smooth the path for her move to Hilltop. “But The Moosehead’s a bar, isn’t it?”
At the uncertainty in her voice, he shook his head. “Forget it. There’s no helping you.”
“What?”
“If you don’t want the folks around here to feel as if you’re looking down on them, you can’t act too good for The Moosehead. It’s where they go every weekend, how they socialize.”
“I’m not looking down on The Moosehead. I don’t go to bars because it’s like...false advertising.”
“False advertising?” he echoed.
She could tell she’d caught his interest. “Nightclubs are where people go to find...other people.”
“Yeah, like friends. That’s what I’m talking about.”
“If you’ve seen me on TV, then you know my history. It’s not friends I’m worried about.” She started scooting the trash on the ground around her into a small pile with one foot. “I don’t do well with any...sexual interest. So why go out dancing? That’s like putting goods on display that aren’t for sale.”
When she risked a glance at his face, she saw that he was frowning. “Then you’re not over it,” he said softly.
She could tell he was talking about Jasper’s attack. “Of course I’m over it. I’m as over it as I’m going to get, anyway. I’ll just...never be able to participate in certain...things, that’s all.”
“Like…?”
“Dancing. Making out.” She cleared her throat as if there was more but she didn’t continue.
“And…?”
When she gave him a pointed look instead of answering, she could tell he understood that sex was also on the list, but he didn’t seem as put off as she expected.
“What if you had a police escort?” he asked. “What if I’d be there tonight to look after you? And what if I promised—gave you my word—that I wouldn’t let anything bad happen to you? Would you be able to trust me? To unwind a bit? Maybe have a few drinks and make yourself accessible?”
Everyone loved Amarok. He commanded a great deal of respect in Hilltop. That he was offering to be her liaison with the community might make a big difference. Maybe, with his help, she could build a bridge...
“I think so,” she said, but she couldn’t help envisioning the dark, smoky atmosphere, the smell of alcohol and the close press of bodies on the dance floor, where it would be so easy to get groped. It made her nervous. She didn’t know anyone here, not really. She didn’t even know Amarok. And yet...she felt she could trust him. “Just...I didn’t have time to mess with getting my gun on the plane, so...you-you can’t leave me there alone. You have to keep your word.”
“I always keep my word,” he said. “I’ll be your designated driver, see that you get home safely.”
She bit her lip as she stared at all the hateful messages that’d been spray-painted on the walls.
“Go back to Boston.”
“Pretentious bitch.”
“You’re not gonna change our town.”
And those were the nice ones, the ones without so much profanity.
She drew a deep breath. “Then, sure. Why not? I can do it.”
A puzzled expression claimed his face. “You’re acting as if you’re about to step into a boxing ring where you’ll get your ass kicked. Is it going to be that difficult for you?”
She straightened her jacket. “No.”
“Great. Let’s go,” he said, but she stopped him.
“Wait. Do I look okay? I’ve been on a plane all day. Maybe I should find a mirror—”
“All you need to do is change. Do you have anything that makes you look more...approachable than that suit?”
She gazed down at her clothes. “You don’t like what I’m wearing?”
“In case you haven’t noticed, no one in Hilltop wears a suit—especially to the bar on a Friday night.”
Her mind raced through what she’d put in her suitcase: two more suits and a pair of sweats for when she was alone and hanging out at her bungalow. “I don’t have anything that might be appropriate,” she admitted.
“You don’t have a pair of jeans?”
“Not...not with me.”
He rolled his eyes as if he’d never met anyone quite so socially deficient. And he probably hadn’t. What’d happened to her at sixteen had ruined her ability to form meaningful connections with other people. Since she’d lost her best friends—in the worst possible way—she’d been afraid to get too close to anyone else for fear that person would somehow be taken from her too.
She didn’t care to suffer more loss. It was easier to devote herself to her work and find meaning and purpose there. So she didn’t have “friends”; she had “professional associates.” And she didn’t buy a lot of casual clothing—other than the sweats she wore when she was home alone—because she rarely went anywhere that required jeans and blouses.
“Then we’ll make do with what you’ve got,” he said. “But once we get inside, where it’s warm, at least lose the jacket.”
“Okay,” she said and followed him back to town.
 



 
Chapter 6
 
Amarok sat at the bar with Evelyn and bought her a drink. He wasn’t sure why he was trying to help her mitigate the hostility the folks in Hilltop felt toward her. He was pissed that she’d managed to get that monstrosity of a prison built so close to his town. But, from the news reports, he had a small inkling of what she’d been through in the past. He felt bad about that. And, if he was being honest, there was just...something about her—besides the fact that she was beautiful. When she quit acting so formal and let down her guard, just a little because it never went down much, it was almost as if he could see the sixteen year old girl who’d been so terribly hurt staring back at him...
That made him angry. Protective.
She’d essentially admitted that she couldn’t make love, which was a damn shame. Not only was she beautiful, she was smart, accomplished, dynamic. And now that she’d had a drink and was laughing and talking more freely, he was starting to like her—probably more than he cared to. It wasn’t fair that she would be denied such an important and fulfilling part of life.
“So this is the best you can do?” She was talking to Shorty, who owned The Moosehead and had just handed her a new drink. A small, wiry man in his late fifties, he was one of Amarok’s favorite people and had been since Amarok was a kid. He’d started flirting with Evelyn the moment she sat down, but he was going about it so outrageously that Amarok could tell she wasn’t feeling threatened.
“A drink doesn’t get any better,” Shorty insisted.
“I’ll decide that for myself once I taste it,” she teased and nudged Amarok. “What do you think? Do you like it?”
“I think he just made it up,” Amarok said. “Because I’ve never heard of a Wild Bill.”
“Then you have to try it.” She held out her glass to him, something he was fairly certain a completely sober Evelyn would not have done.
He took a sip. “Can’t say as it does much for me. I prefer a decent beer.”
She finally sampled it herself. “I like it,” she said. “I like it a lot.”
As the night progressed, various townspeople came over and Amarok introduced her. Most nodded politely, then watched her with a wary reserve. But the more she drank and opened up, the more they did the same.
Before too long she seemed to be having a great time. Amarok got the impression she hardly ever let go, that this was an unusual but much-needed release, and was glad he’d brought her—until Ken Keterwee, who owned a well-drilling and septic tank business, asked her to dance. Amarok had seen him standing off to one side, trying to screw up the courage, and had planned to head him off before he could reach her. But Ken, a big, barrel-chested man of about forty, with hands the size of bear paws, had made his move while Amarok was distracted by something Shorty had said. So Amarok was a little late when he jumped in.
“Not tonight, Ken,” he said.
“I wasn’t asking you,” Ken joked.
Before Amarok could reinforce his “no,” Evelyn got off her stool. The stubborn smile she wore let him know she was determined to rise to the challenge he’d given her by bringing her here.
“It’s okay,” she said. “I-I can dance.”
She’d told him she couldn’t, so Amarok knew she’d feel more secure staying with him, here at the bar. The floor was fairly crowded, which meant she’d get jostled, and once Ken and some of the other guys got a few drinks in them, they might not think about what she’d been through and how the most innocent physical contact could affect her. At the very least, Ken would probably step on her feet a few times with those big cowboy boots of his. “Maybe you can get on the floor next time you come here for a drink,” he said to her, but she waved him off and allowed Ken to lead her away.
Because he’d promised to be her designated driver, Amarok limited himself to a single beer as he watched. She seemed to do fine with Ken. She seemed to do fine when Johnny Milner, a butcher, asked her to dance after, and then Jim Studemeyer, who built cabins and bungalows and had built hers. It wasn’t until a slow song came on that she threw him a glance filled with any hint of distress. Then he knew she’d had enough of socializing with her new friends and strode out to rescue her so that she wouldn’t have to say no herself.
“Whoa, boys, I bet Evelyn’s head is spinning,” he said, pulling her away before Ken could get his beefy arms around her. “We’d better let her sit down for a bit.”
“What the hell, Amarok?” Ken complained. “I’ll buy you a drink if you’ll just leave us alone and go back to the bar.”
“I am going back to the bar, and I’m taking Evelyn with me,” he said. But they’d only gone a few steps when she tugged on his hand.
“Something wrong?” he asked.
She didn’t answer. Curving her lips into a sweet smile, she slipped her arms around his neck as if she wanted to dance with him.
“You suck,” Ken grumbled in his ear as he passed them in search of another partner.
Amarok ignored Ken. At the moment, he had other things on his mind, like how surprised he was that Evelyn had wanted to dance with him when she wouldn’t dance with anyone else. “Just say the word when you want to stop,” he told her.
“Okay.”
They moved in silence for a few seconds. Then she said, “So how am I doing? Do you think they like me?”
He could see a number of men standing along the periphery, waiting impatiently to replace him. “There’s no question the men do. I can’t imagine their wives will, though.”
Her eyes widened. “What?”
“Never mind. It was a joke.”
“You said they like me, right?” Her head dropped back as she gazed up at him, and he realized by her dreamy expression that she was more inebriated than he’d expected. She hadn’t had that much to drink, but she also didn’t weigh a lot, and, suddenly, the alcohol seemed to be hitting her hard. “I told you I’m not stuck up,” she said. “I’m a nice person.”
“A nice person who’s had enough to drink.” He fought the impulse to bring her closer, if only to offer her some support. She was no longer all that steady on her feet. But he made sure they had at least six inches of space between them, in spite of that. “I’m going to have Shorty cut you off.”
“Why? I’m not drunk.”
“You are definitely drunk.”
“Maybe I am,” she conceded. “But at least I’m more sus-susceptible.”
“Susceptible to what?” he asked wryly.
She giggled, which was something else he’d never expected to come out of such a sophisticated woman. “That wasn’t what I meant to say. I mean...ax...ac-ces-ses-si-ble.”
Even when she found the right word she couldn’t say it in her current state. “True. You might be more susceptible, too, but I’m keeping an eye out like I promised,” he teased.
Ken flipped him off from a place at the edge of the dance floor where Evelyn wouldn’t be able to see him. Amarok offered him a benign smile. Then he glanced down to check on his partner again. He thought she might be growing anxious; they were dancing much closer than before.
But she didn’t seem anxious so much as...preoccupied with... his neck? “What are you looking at?” he asked.
She didn’t hesitate. “That spot right there beneath your jaw.”
“Why?”
“It looks delicious.”
He stiffened in surprise. Personally, he preferred lips to necks and couldn’t help wishing she’d take more of an interest in his. But a neck was about as nonthreatening as a body part could be, so he could understand why she might feel safer admiring an area that couldn’t demonstrate any desire.
“That’s the booze talking,” he said.
“No, it’s not.” She slanted a flirty gaze up at him. “Even a sober woman would want to taste all that smooth, warm skin, Sergeant.”
He told himself to leave that comment right there. She couldn’t mean what she’d just said. But then she closed her eyes and ran her nose up under his ear. “And you smell good too.”
Amarok’s plan to get her to loosen up had worked a little too well. Not only had the alcohol relaxed her, it’d stolen her inhibitions. The buffer of space between them had all but disappeared, to the point that he could feel her breasts smashed up against his chest. They weren’t dancing any closer than anyone else, but it felt more provocative—maybe because he knew it was rare that she’d even let a man hold her.
Fortunately for his peace of mind, the song was ending. He figured they’d better sit down as soon as possible, before he had a raging hard on. But she didn’t let go of him. She kept her arms locked around his neck and continued to sway against him as if she still heard the music in her head.
She was in her own little world, and yet he could tell she was very aware that he was there with her, especially when he felt her lips brush over that spot under his jaw that had become such a fascination for her. He tried to convince himself that she’d just been turning her head. But he was glad he’d maneuvered them into the shadows, where Ken and the others could no longer see them so clearly when she proved him wrong about that contact being incidental and began kissing his neck in earnest.
The movement of her tongue, and the wetness of it, turned Amarok’s heart into a jackhammer. His natural inclination was to palm the back of her head while he nuzzled her neck in return. But he was afraid if he made any move it would spook the hell out her. So he closed his eyes and let her have her fun. After what she’d been through, she deserved to be able to act on the desire she felt. But she evoked such a powerful response in him, it wasn’t easy to resist the temptation to show her that a man’s touch didn’t have to hurt.
He almost slid his hands up her back before he gained control and ordered them to remain at her waist. If he gave her the chance, maybe she’d feel safe enough to invite him to participate, to get him involved. Surely, at some point, even she’d have to admit that it would be more fun...
But the movement of her mouth on his neck was making him rock hard—and he hated to think what would happen if a woman who’d been raped, and at such a young age, felt a boner pressed up against her abdomen. He didn’t want her to feel intimidated, rushed or overwhelmed; he hadn’t even had a chance to jump in yet. So he put some space between them—but that was all it took to break the spell.
Dropping her hands, she stepped back, as if he’d shoved her away instead of adjusting their respective positions by only a few inches.
“I’m so sorry,” she said, looking completely abashed. “I can’t believe I did that. I swear I...I thought I was only thinking about tasting your neck. I never dreamed I’d really do it.”
His skin tingled where her mouth had brought the blood to the surface. “Don’t worry,” he said. “You owe it to yourself to do something out of character every once in a while.”
“But that kind of behavior is...is sexual harassment.”
He shouldn’t have let her have that last drink. How much alcohol had Shorty put in the damn thing? “I think you’re getting your words mixed up again. It’s not sexual harassment. We don’t work together. We’re just two people dancing at a bar.”
Her eyes filled with tears. “We’re professional associates! And you’re a lot younger than I am, which makes it kind of creepy on top of everything else.”
He caught her face, lifting it so that she had to look at him. “Creepy? Who gives a shit about the age difference between us? We’re both plenty old enough to do what we want.”
“No.” She shook her head. “I don’t know what I was thinking. I was doing good, being nice, dancing with everyone and then”—she seemed to have trouble figuring out how she’d even wound up in his arms—“I guess I went too far in the other direction. All I could think about was you, and the way you look in those jeans, and that smile—God, that smile does crazy things to me.”
“If you’re trying to turn me on, you’re doing a damn fine job,” he said.
She scowled. “Don’t joke around like that.”
He wasn’t joking!
“What I did is completely not acceptable or professional or—”
“Stop making a big deal out of it,” he broke in, to let her know she was being ridiculous. He hated the pain he saw in her eyes. In so many words, she’d told him at the prison she was broken. And now she was frustrated that she couldn’t seem to get it right even when she tried to be more trusting and friendly. “You’re human like the rest of us.”
The careless way he spoke finally seemed to get through to her. At least, she managed to gain control of her emotions and stanch the tears that were about to fall. “Right. I’m only human.”
Movement in his peripheral vision caused Amarok to look to the side. “Ken’s already making his way over,” he said. “We’d better go.”
“That’s a good idea. I need to get some sleep. I’m not thinking straight. I—I’ll start over tomorrow.”
“You’re fine. Everything’s fine. Tell him we’re leaving. No more dances with anyone. Then wait at the bar with Shorty until I come get you.”
Her eyes widened. “Where are you going?”
He couldn’t tell her the truth, that he needed to give his erection time to go away, so he simply gestured at the restroom.
“Oh.” She acted slightly embarrassed that she’d reacted with a bit of panic, but then she grabbed his arm. “You won’t leave me here without a way to get home, right? I promise I won’t...you know...come on to you again. I’m sobering up.”
“For the last time, you didn’t do anything wrong. Just wait with Shorty. I’ll be right there,” he said and turned away. Obviously, she could tell he was shaken up by what’d just happened, but she’d completely misjudged the reason. He could still feel the pull of her mouth at his neck. The memory alone sent a fresh shot of testosterone to his groin. She was starving, he decided. Starving for a little male attention. And he wanted to give it to her.
But he couldn’t. That was the very thing that frightened her most.
Once he entered the bathroom, he breathed a sigh of relief to find himself alone. He splashed some cold water on his face. Then he pulled his collar back.
Holy shit. She’d given him a hickey. Dr. Evelyn Talbot, the driven but remote, highly educated psychiatrist who was bringing the worst psychopaths in America to Hilltop had put more fire and passion in the way she’d kissed his neck than he’d ever imagined she possessed.
This was the woman he’d heard the mayor call an “ice princess”—and yet she’d just brought him to his knees.
And she’d done it so innocently too.
 
***
 
There was a gun on the nightstand, and it was too big to be hers.
Squinting to clear her vision, Evelyn leaned up on one elbow to get a better look. Then she fell back because her head felt like it was about to explode. Where was she?
Immediately, visions of the shack where she’d been held captive twenty years ago rose up. Since Jasper had never been caught, the possibility of being taken somewhere similar felt like fate at times.
She was just about to panic when the memory of the night before came tumbling back to her.
She was in Alaska, in her bungalow. She’d gone drinking with Amarok. And then...
She was no longer frightened—she was mortified, because then she’d embarrassed herself by falling all over him on the dance floor, letting him know she wanted him. (Had she really told him he tasted good?) And, as if that wasn’t bad enough, she’d thrown up in his truck on the way home, which had to have been such a wonderful way to cap off the evening.
Squeezing her eyes closed, she pulled her extra pillow over her head. She remembered telling him she could let herself into the house, that he should leave, but he wouldn’t go. He’d helped her inside, cleaned her up as best he could without actually seeing her naked and put her to bed, which explained why she had towels wrapped around her. He’d been too afraid it would freak her out if he took them off so he could dress her once she’d managed to get her wet clothes off—since he’d put her in the shower with them on.
He’d told her he was going to stay, just to be sure she was okay, but she’d argued with him. In her altered state, she’d needed a gun to feel safe, since she didn’t have hers. So he’d finally relinquished his to get her to settle down and sleep.
Was he still in the house? He had to be, didn’t he? Surely, if he were going to leave, he’d get his gun...
She threw off the pillow she’d used to cover her head. If she had company, she was going to shower so that she could face him with a little dignity. Whatever had possessed her to go to The Moosehead last night, she didn’t know. Maybe she’d scored a few points with the locals, but she’d humiliated herself in front of Amarok.
Now she wished she never had to see him again...
“I guess he’ll know better than to go drinking with me,” she muttered.
It wasn’t until she was gingerly making her way over to the bathroom that she saw the note on her bedroom door. “Don’t shoot me,” it said. “I’m one of the good guys.”
She chuckled despite her hangover. She was pretty sure he was one of the good guys.
But once upon a time, Jasper had seemed like a good guy too.
 



 
Chapter 7
 
Amarok was sacked out on her couch with nothing but her small lap quilt for a blanket. His head and bare chest stuck out on one end, his bare feet stuck out on the other, but she could tell he was still wearing his jeans. Where he’d put his shirt, she couldn’t fathom—it wasn’t lying on the floor or the furniture.
But then she remembered. She’d tripped when he was trying to help her into the house, and he’d muttered something about the fact that she already had stitches and swung her up into his arms, which meant he’d gotten vomit on him. He’d taken off his shirt when he’d been trying to clean her up.
Maybe he’d even thrown it away...
Should she go on about her business and let him sleep? Or should she cook him breakfast, apologize for her behavior last night and send him on his way?
She was about to slip out and save herself the humiliation of having to face him. With any luck, they could go the next few months without having to bump into each other. She liked that idea—the idea that maybe he’d forget about the worst of last night, the most embarrassing parts. But he opened those startling blue eyes of his and looked up at her before she could peel her gaze away from the mark she’d left on his neck.
“Hey,” he said. “I see you’re in another suit. That’s a good sign. You must be feeling more like yourself.”
“I have a terrible hangover, but I deserve that and more.”
He covered a yawn. “I think you got the ‘more’ part last night.”
“True. And, sadly, you paid a price too, even though you were mostly an innocent bystander.” She took a deep breath, preparing to deliver the apology she owed him. “I’m really sorry about—”
With a grimace, he lifted a hand. “Please don’t apologize again. Humans aren’t always perfect, Evelyn. I asked you to be real, asked you to come down off your high horse and visit the people of Hilltop where they like to hang out. And you did. I respect that and can understand the rest. You don’t normally drink, didn’t know exactly what was in those fruity concoctions Shorty kept shoving at you, and you wound up overdoing it. It’s not a crime.”
She liked his dark five o’clock shadow, loved how his hair was going every which way. Somehow seeing him fresh out of “bed” made him even sexier, which was rather...unsettling, since such thoughts were so unusual for her. “Okay, I appreciate your generosity. So why don’t I go out and clean your truck, and then we can agree to forget about it?”
“Since I’ve already cleaned my truck, we can forget about it even sooner.” He gave her a grudging smile. “I didn’t think the smell would get better with time.”
She returned that smile simply because it was hard not to smile at a man who looked so good. “I can’t fault your logic, and of course I’ll pay to have it professionally detailed.”
“Like I said, I took care of it. It’s not the first time I’ve encountered someone who’s gotten sick.”
“Well, it’s the first time I’ve ever humiliated myself in that way.” And if she had to do such a thing, why couldn’t she have done it with someone else?
“I can’t say that’s anything to pride yourself on,” he said. “It’s hard to humiliate yourself in front of others if you never hang out with anyone to begin with.”
“I have friends!”
“That you go out and have a good time with? Or are we talking about an occasional intellectual discussion—an intellectual discussion about, wait for it, deviant behavior. I’m sure that’s just what you need. More examples of men who have raped, murdered and maimed.”
She fisted her hands on her hips. “I’m not sure you can use last night as an example to show me what I’ve been missing all these years.”
“You could be more cautious next time—now that you’re aware of your limits. Most people figure that out when they’re teenagers, but...”
“But I didn’t go through my teen years the way most everyone else did. Yes, I know.”
He tossed her lap quilt aside and sat up. “You did great last night, by the way. Everyone liked you.”
She couldn’t help feeling gratified by that comment. “Do you think I won over the people who damaged Hanover House?”
“Tough to tell, but in this small of a town, I’m sure word will spread that you’re not as bad as you seem. It was a step in the right direction.”
Although it required some effort, she lifted her eyes from his chest where they tended to drift without her express permission. “Would you like some coffee—and maybe some oatmeal?”
“Oatmeal?” He grimaced. “How about eggs and bacon? Or biscuits and gravy?”
“I don’t have any eggs and bacon or—or biscuits and gravy.”
“Figures. You’re even uptight when it comes to food.”
She blinked at him. “Is there something wrong with oatmeal?”
“It’s just so...healthy.” He looked around as if he wanted to put on his shirt but couldn’t find it.
“You must’ve thrown it away,” she said.
“Thrown it away?”
“Aren’t you looking for your shirt?”
“I was. But now that I remember, I put it in the washer along with your jacket.”
Her jacket? Oh no! It would be ruined! It needed to be dry-cleaned, but she didn’t say anything about that. “I’ll move it to the dryer for you.”
“Great. While we wait for it to dry, and you make me that delicious oatmeal you promised, can I use your shower?”
Her heart skipped a beat at the prospect of Amarok stripping off those jeans. He looked amazing in them, but she had no doubt he’d look even better without them—which was another scary thought, at least for her.
“I can let you hold my gun, if it makes you feel any better about allowing a man in your shower,” he said when she hesitated.
She laughed. “Stop it. I was drunk when I asked for your gun.”
“You didn’t just ask for it. You demanded it. Wouldn’t go to bed without it.”
“I can’t believe you let me have it! You realize I was drunk, right?”
He reached into his pocket and pulled out a handful of bullets. “Exactly why I unloaded it first.”
She let her jaw drop in mock outrage. “You gave me a false sense of security?”
She thought he might grin. She knew he could tell she was teasing, but he sobered instead. “I wouldn’t let anything happen to you.”
Her heart began to race for no apparent reason—actually, there was a reason, and she knew what it was, but she wasn’t willing to accept it.
She cleared her throat. “Yeah, well, thanks for that, but you should’ve left. If something like that ever happens again—which it won’t—feel free to dump me on the doorstep.”
“I promised to take care of you, remember? I would never dump you on the doorstep.”
She wasn’t sure how to take that statement. To save herself from having to decide, she gestured toward the bathroom. “There’s a shower down the hall. Actually, wait. There isn’t any soap or shampoo in that one. I haven’t stocked it since...well, since there’s probably no need to ever stock it. I’ll get what you need.”
He cut her off before she could reach the hall. “There’s no need to move anything. I’ll use the one you use.”
Acutely aware of how close they were standing, she backed away. “Sure. Okay. Whatever you want.”
He didn’t move. He just watched her intently.
“What?”
His nostrils flared slightly. “What if I want you?” he asked point blank.
Her heart jumped into her throat. She’d assumed they’d attribute what she’d done on the dance floor last night to the alcohol and never mention it again, never refer to the feelings it’d stirred. “Definitely do yourself a favor and look for someone else,” she said. “In case you haven’t noticed, I’m totally screwed up.”
He reached out to take her hand and held it lightly, coaxingly. “You have to get over what happened sometime.”
She wished that time was now, that she could bust through the barrier of the trauma she’d been through and finally outdistance those bad memories. Her psychologist, when she’d had one, had encouraged her to “get back on the horse,” which was a terrible yet effective cliché for what he’d suggested she do.
But she couldn’t risk failing, not with Amarok. She figured she’d embarrassed herself enough where he was concerned.
“I’ll have to give it a shot sometime—with someone else,” she clarified.
His eyebrows snapped together. “Why someone else? What’s wrong with me?”
That mark on his neck reminded her of how wonderful it’d felt to act on the desire he evoked. Even now, her fingers burned to touch his chest, his arms, his flat stomach—maybe more. She couldn’t remember a time, not since Jasper, when she’d craved a man like that. “You’re too young.”
“That’s an excuse and you know it. We’re both adults.”
But a man his age... She couldn’t hope to retain his interest for long, even if she could give him everything a normal woman could. That made it sort of pointless to try. “If I ever make love to you I want to be able to do it right,” she admitted. If she had to encounter him around town afterward, she’d prefer not to be remembered as the worst lay he ever had.
He let go of her. “You’re saying you won’t sleep with me because you actually want to? I’m not sure that makes any sense.”
She gave him a sad smile. “See?” she said. “And that’s just the beginning.”
 



 
Chapter 8
 
Amarok sat at his trooper station with Makita, his Alaskan Malamute, at his feet, poring through all the articles he could find on Jasper Moore, the murder of Evelyn’s friends and her kidnapping and rape. He’d looked it all up before, when he’d first heard that the government was considering Hilltop for the location of Hanover House, but he’d given it only a cursory read, enough to figure out who she was, why she was coming to town and whether or not he’d approve of her agenda.
He didn’t. That hadn’t changed. But the level of his personal interest had.
“Beacon Hill Killer Still at Large” was one of the first headlines he came across, which interested him enough to read the article.
After brutally murdering three sixteen-year-old girls and attempting to murder a fourth, the Beacon Hill Killer continues to elude police. Jasper Moore, only seventeen, hasn’t been seen since a passing motorist spotted Evelyn Talbot nude and bloody and stumbling across the road. She told authorities she’d been held captive and was tortured by her boyfriend for three days in an abandoned shack before he slit her throat, started a fire to destroy the evidence and left.
“Someone had to have helped him escape,” Evelyn Talbot’s father, Grant Talbot, told an NBC affiliate this morning. “My wife and I firmly believe that his parents purchased him a plane ticket and got him out of the country as soon as they learned he was wanted by police. A boy his age simply does not have the savvy or the resources to disappear on his own.”
Irene Tillabook, principal of the exclusive private school the four victims and the alleged perpetrator attended, disagrees. “The Moores are as heartbroken as everyone else. I’ve spoken to them. I highly doubt they would protect Jasper in such a way.”
“Except that he would likely face life in prison without the possibility of parole if they didn’t do something,” Amarok muttered. That could easily cloud a parent’s judgment.
The lead detective in the case was quoted in the next paragraph, saying essentially the same thing. Although he did not formally accuse Mr. and Mrs. Moore, he did say he was “looking into all possibilities,” and that included them.
Amarok skimmed the rest of the article, then skipped to the next link.
Ten Years Later—Where is the Beacon Hill Killer?
A boy of only seventeen murdered three female classmates before the fourth victim got away. And then he disappeared. Where did he go? No one knows. His family claims they haven’t seen or heard from him since the night Evelyn Talbot emerged from some trees with her throat slit. Although there have been various leads and “spottings” over the years, none of them have panned out. It seems that Jasper Moore has gotten away with murder.
So what about that fourth victim? Evelyn Talbot finished high school, went on to Boston College and will be graduating this spring with a doctorate in psychiatry. She plans to make the study of violent offenders her life’s work, so instead of shying away from the kind of individual who nearly took her life, she will study men who are at least as dangerous in an effort to unlock the secrets of the psychopathic mind.
The heading for the next article read, “Meet Victim Number Four” and was written by a journalist for The Boston Globe.
Dr. Evelyn Talbot, a beautiful young woman, sits across from me at a corner coffee shop wearing an elegant, tailored suit. When I called her office, she readily agreed to speak with me because “there needs to be more awareness, more information on how to spot and avoid the dangers psychopaths pose,” she said over the phone. This morning she tells me, “The conscienceless live among us. They make up four percent of the population. That means that most people will meet at least one during the course of his or her life. Fortunately, not all of them are serial killers. Some are subclinical and don’t kill at all. But they do act in their own self-interest, which means they often get arrested for other crimes, crimes like embezzlement, robbery, assault. Bottom line, they destroy innocent lives, and we need to figure out why they don’t possess the same behavioral controls as the rest of us.”
After examining the photograph of Evelyn as she’d been that day in the coffee shop, Amarok read the caption: Evelyn Talbot was kidnapped at sixteen, held in an abandoned shack and tortured for three days before her abductor slit her throat and left her for dead.
He pictured the scar on her neck as he moved on to another article. This one focused on the fact that Evelyn was not abducted and tortured by a stranger. She was nearly killed by the man—or boy since he was only seventeen at the time—that she’d been dating for several months.
“I thought I knew him. I thought he loved me as I loved him,” she was quoted as saying. “It wasn’t as if I was in the wrong place at the wrong time. I was just living my life as a normal teenager, going to school, attending prom and planning for my senior year, when someone I trusted proved to be very dangerous. Not only did he murder my best friends, he decided, once I saw what he’d done and he couldn’t lie his way out of it as he’d initially planned, that I could no longer live, either. Then he’d taken great pleasure in making what he thought were my last days hell on earth.”
Never did Evelyn say what kind of torture she’d experienced. Amarok figured that was too gruesome for the papers. But he was curious. Exactly what happened in that shack? What had she been forced to endure?
“Bastard,” he grumbled as he studied the photograph of Jasper that had been posted in the yearbook that year. From everything Amarok could find, he’d been a popular boy, an intelligent boy, even a talented baseball player. There’d been nothing to warn Evelyn that he might turn on her, which was probably the reason she’d become so obsessed with finding out why psychopaths like Jasper did what they did.
Amarok clicked on another link, which gave a little more information on Jasper’s wealthy and powerful banker father. Apparently, right after the incident they’d pulled up stakes and moved to California, and every time they were asked after that, they claimed to have had no contact with their son.
Amarok wasn’t buying it. Jasper’s parents had helped him. They had to have. They claimed he might’ve killed himself off in the woods somewhere, but if he did that, why hadn’t his body been discovered in the past twenty years? Amarok also found it highly suspect that it was his family who put forth the idea, who claimed that he was suicidal. Evelyn insisted on the exact opposite. She said he’d enjoyed inflicting pain on her, said that he’d laughed at the people who were searching for her during the time he had her tied up in that old shack.
Makita lifted his head and barked, signaling he had company even before Amarok heard the outer door open. Sometimes in the afternoons, Phil Robbins, who did the cooking at the local diner in the mornings, volunteered to act as a receptionist of sorts in the afternoons. Summers were always busy, what with the influx of hunters and fisherman. But even if Phil was off at the diner by now—it had to be getting to be that time—it was Saturday. He’d be going to Anchorage to visit his mother, so Amarok was on his own.
“Hello?” he called to draw his visitor toward him.
Ken Keterwee stepped into his office and crouched to give Makita, who’d circled around to greet him, a scratch behind the ears.
“Hey,” Amarok said. “What’s up?”
Ken straightened and hooked his thumbs in the pockets of his jeans. “Saw your truck outside. You’re working today, huh?”
“I’m taking care of a few things, yes. What are you doing?”
“Just had some pancakes down at The Dinky Diner.”
There weren’t many places to eat in Hilltop. Just The Dinky Diner, where Phil worked and Ken had just had breakfast, which was only open until three each day, a drive-in and the limited menu of appetizers and burgers Shorty served at The Moosehead in the evenings. For anything else, folks had to drive to Anchorage.
“Is this about last night?” Amarok asked, since he didn’t generally hear from Ken a whole lot.
Ken shifted nervously. “Yeah. I was curious about Evelyn—I mean, Dr. Talbot.”
“Curious in what way?” Amarok asked, but he was fairly certain he could guess.
“She isn’t nearly as bad as I thought—definitely not the cold bitch everyone has been making her out to be.”
Amarok minimized his screen. “Some folks aren’t happy about Hanover House. They consider her guilty by association, I guess.”
“You haven’t been happy she was coming to town,” he pointed out. “Are you one of those people?”
“I have nothing against her,” Amarok clarified.
“So you like her.”
“Yeah, I like her.”
“But...you’re not dating her, are you? Last night it was sort of tough to tell. Sometimes it seemed like you were together, and other times it didn’t.”
Amarok felt possessive, which was uncharacteristic of him, but he had no claim on Evelyn. “No.”
“I didn’t think so. In order to have all the schooling she’s got, and to have established what she’s established in her life, she’d have to be a bit older than you are, right? I’m guessing she’s thirty-five or so.”
“She’s thirty-six.” She’d made such a big deal about the age gap between them that it was the first thing Amarok had checked by adding the twenty years it’d been since her “experience” with Jasper to the age she’d been when he did it.
“There you go. I’m thirty-nine, so she’s closer to my age than yours. What are you? Twenty-eight?”
“I’m twenty-nine. But what does it matter?”
“It doesn’t—unless you’re interested in her.”
“Even then?”
Ken hesitated. “So are you interested in her.”
With a sigh, Amarok shoved a hand through his hair. “It won’t make any difference no matter who’s interested in her, Ken. She’s been traumatized. She doesn’t even date.”
He rubbed his big hands together. “She seemed to enjoy herself last night.”
“She was drunk, something she considered embarrassing in the end. I doubt she’ll let that happen again.”
“So you don’t think she’ll come back to The Moosehead?”
“I doubt it.”
“That’s too bad. She’s sure beautiful, ain’t she?” He whistled. “We don’t get many women out here like her. You know...that are so pretty and educated and everything.”
“There are plenty of women in Anchorage.”
“I guess. If you care to drive there.”
Amarok wasn’t sure why he’d said that. He didn’t go to Anchorage to meet women, either. Maybe he just wanted Ken to do so—and leave Evelyn alone. “You don’t happen to know who vandalized Hanover House, do you, Ken?”
He hesitated. Then he said, “It wasn’t me.”
Amarok had never thought it would be. “Then who was it?”
“Don’t know,” he said, but he sort of mumbled it, which told Amarok he knew more than he was saying.
“You haven’t heard anything?”
Ken focused on Makita again. “I can ask around, see what I can find out.”
“I’ve been asking around. No one’s talking.”
“Because they know you’ll have to do something about it if you catch the guys who are responsible, and I don’t think too many people are keen on seeing them punished.”
“I can’t turn a blind eye when someone breaks the law, Ken. And I’m sure Evelyn would be grateful. She’s understandably upset about the damage.”
The big man took off his ball cap and scratched his head. “I know. She mentioned it last night. She believes she’s going to be able to do so much with that place.”
Amarok rocked back in his chair. “It’s her hope for making sense of the world, making sense of what happened to her.”
Ken rubbed his chin with his thick, callused fingers. “That puts Hanover House in a different perspective, doesn’t it?”
“I guess it does,” he agreed.
“What kind of man could slit a woman’s throat?” Ken asked, crouching to give Makita another pat.
“The kind of men she’s bringing to town,” Amarok said. “But that doesn’t mean I’ll tolerate anything that might hurt her or Hanover House. Maybe you should pass the word along.”
“I will,” Ken said.
“So you’re really not going to tell me who did it?” Amarok asked.
Ken’s eyes widened. “Come on, Sergeant, I’m no narc. I’m surprised you haven’t heard already. They were bragging about it at The Moosehead right after they did it. They thought you’d be glad they were fighting back. It wasn’t until yesterday, when everyone figured out you weren’t happy that they clammed up.”
“I’ve never allowed anything like that to go on. What would make folks think I’d start now?”
“Because it was Hanover House! Because you don’t want it here, either!”
“We had our chance to stop it. We didn’t do enough, and now we have to live with the outcome.”
“I understand. And I’ll make sure everyone else does, too.” He started to go but Amarok called him back.
“It wasn’t Chad Jennings and his brother, was it?” Amarok had sort of wondered that from the beginning. They were only nineteen and twenty and wild enough that they were usually to blame for whatever hell-raising went on in Hilltop.
When Ken said nothing, Amarok came to his feet. “Damn it! Their parents have been through enough.”
“It’s not them,” Ken muttered and hurried out.
Although Ken hadn’t been very convincing, Amarok couldn’t help hoping it wasn’t the Jennings boys. There was no way they’d have the money to make restitution. And if they went to jail, it’d be their parents who suffered. Chad and Tex were paying the bills since their mother had been diagnosed with multiple sclerosis and their father had quit his job to take care of her.
With a sigh, Amarok sat down and picked up the phone to call Evelyn. Because so many of Hilltop’s residents felt unsure about Hanover House, he thought it would still be wise to hire a security guard for the next few weeks, until the construction crew could get the perimeter fence up and secure the premises. Someone else, someone with more criminal intent than the reckless Jennings boys, could come by for that copper. So he wasn’t going to stop her from establishing some security, but he did want to assure her that the vandalism wasn’t part of a bigger scheme to make sure Hanover House never opened—and that he’d keep a close eye on the people who might’ve done it to be sure they weren’t stupid enough to do anything like that again.
 



 
Chapter 9
 
So this was Hilltop. How was it that Evelyn thought she could tolerate such a place? It wasn’t much more than a trading post. And the people! Nothing but stupid hicks.
He was going to have a field day here, “Andy Smith” decided as he cruised slowly down the main drag. It only lasted for a few blocks. Then he had to turn his rental car around to drive back the other way. He’d spotted one small motel with a chain of twelve rooms at the far end. It wasn’t fancy, but he supposed it sufficed for the hunters and fishermen who came here, so he figured he could get by with it, too. At least there was some place to stay. The farther he drove from Anchorage, the more he’d begun to worry that there would be no lodgings.
While braking at one of the three intersections that heralded the main crossroads of this remote dot on the map, he took a second to check his reflection in the rearview mirror. It was the first time he’d be putting his new face to the test. Well, he supposed returning to the States fifteen years ago had been one sort of test. And flipping Evelyn’s mother off had been another. But instead of mingling with masses of people who may only have seen pictures of his former self on TV or the internet, or flashing his mug to someone in a car, he’d be confronting the one person who knew him better than anyone else. The one person who knew what he was capable of and had lived to tell about it.
Of course, when the time came and he was ready to make his move, he’d wear a ski mask until he could subdue her. These days, he always wore a mask until he’d secured his victim. But he could bump into her by accident before then—maybe at the diner—and he felt certain that if anyone would recognize him despite the surgery, it would be Evelyn.
So coming here raised the stakes considerably. He’d be hiding in plain sight—which was daring but exciting too. He’d been waiting so long to be able to see her up close, to touch her, that he was ready to take the gamble. And he was fairly confident. Not only had the surgeon done his job well, twenty years had passed since they’d been together in that shack. He’d put on a good twenty pounds of muscle and kept his hair dyed brown to cover the blond. The color of his eyes was the only thing he hadn’t been able to change—colored contacts looked so ridiculous they drew more attention rather than less, so he didn’t bother with them.
Besides, most people had brown eyes. He hardly considered that a distinguishing characteristic.
He rolled down his window to test the air. It had to be in the mid-sixties—a nice day for somewhere notorious for being cold. He figured he’d check into the motel using an old ID, from one of his earlier identities. Then he’d grab a bite to eat. He needed to familiarize himself with the area, figure out the best places to hide, should he ever need to hide, and where every road led, even the nondescript dirt ones. From looking at a map, he was pretty sure if something went wrong he’d have to get back to Anchorage in order to have half a chance of disappearing again, but having only one escape route wouldn’t give him many options. He’d be wise to do some investigating and open up other possibilities—at least find a few places where he could hide until he could use that main road.
Some of the people he passed on the street watched him drive by. Obviously, they noticed when there was a stranger in their midst. But he wasn’t worried. It was hunting season, so he doubted his was the only unfamiliar face. And, thanks to Hanover House, he had the perfect cover.
He wondered if it might be possible to hold Evelyn hostage at her own house, if she had one...
Why not? he asked himself. Who would stop him in this two-bit town? He doubted there was any law enforcement to speak of. Even if there was, he couldn’t imagine the force would be very well trained, not way the hell out here. If he could outsmart the best cops in the lower forty-eight, he doubted Hilltop would have anything he’d need to be afraid of.
He imagined sitting on Evelyn’s couch, waiting for her to come home late one night, and chuckled.
Wouldn’t that be the best?
 
***
 
Amarok thought Evelyn might call him to report on whether she’d managed to hire any security at Hanover House. But he didn’t hear from her. So he went over to The Moosehead. He was hoping she’d show up, even though he knew it was highly unlikely. She wouldn’t go to a bar on her own; she’d told him as much. After last night, she’d probably be even more cautious about that than she’d been before. He just didn’t have any excuse to drive over to her side of town, which was what he wanted to do, and thought the bar might offer a distraction.
He proved himself right—that she wasn’t at The Moosehead. Then he hung out for a while, drank a beer and listened to the music.
“Hey, where’s your pretty doc tonight?” Shorty asked when he came to collect Amorak’s empty glass. Shorty’s sister, who was visiting for the summer, had poured his beer, but she was in the back, probably doing dishes.
“My pretty doc?” Amarok said.
“I heard you two were making out in the corner last night.” Shorty leaned over the bar, which wasn’t easy for such a small man, and pushed Amarok’s collar back by a few inches. “Yep. There’s proof.”
Amarok fixed his shirt before anyone else could take notice. “You can’t make anything out of a little monkey bite. She was drunk, didn’t know what she was doing.”
“And yet she remained selective.”
“Meaning...”
“She chose you, didn’t she? It’s not as if she tried to suck on Ken’s neck, although he was dying for it.”
So he and Evelyn had a physical attraction. That didn’t mean it’d go anywhere. Matter of fact, she’d pretty much told him it couldn’t. “She might’ve given Ken a hickey if he’d been dancing with her at that particular moment.”
Shorty lowered his voice. “You’re saying there’s nothing going on between the two of you.”
“That’s what I’m saying,” Amarok said.
The bartender’s grin widened. “Ralph Hazard told me earlier that he saw your truck out at the doc’s place this morning.”
Amarok stiffened. He knew he lived in a small community, and that he stood out because of his job, but this was getting ridiculous. “Doesn’t anyone mind their own business anymore?” he asked. “What was Ralph doing way the hell out there?”
“Picking up a couch for sale next door.”
Amarok didn’t question that; he’d known Ralph his whole life. But what were the chances he’d have reason to be in the area? Evelyn had built on the far side of town, where there were only a handful of people, and very few houses. “She got sick on the ride home,” he explained. “I only stayed over to make sure she was going to be okay.”
“Of course,” Shorty said. “You were just doing your civic duty.”
Amarok leaned closer. “Stop with the sarcastic bullshit.”
“What sarcastic bullshit? We’ve all been wondering when you’d meet a woman capable of catching your eye.” His grin slanted to one side. “Or, failing anything more serious, putting the rest of you to good use. I know many have tried and failed. Watched it all play out here at the bar. At least now we know it takes a beautiful, whip-smart older woman to get our diligent state trooper excited.”
Amarok came to his feet. “For Christ’s sake, she’s not that much older than me!”
Shorty hooted with laughter. “I thought that might get a rise out of you. You’ve got it bad.” He lifted a warning finger. “But I can’t imagine she’s going to like it if she ever learns that you’re not too keen on her baby.”
“Her baby?”
“Hanover House.”
“She knows. I haven’t kept my feelings on that a secret.”
“And now your feelings for her aren’t much of a secret, either,” he said with another laugh. Then someone called for a shot of tequila and, with a wink, he hurried off.
After that, Amarok wasn’t interested in hanging out at The Moosehead. It was always a good place for law enforcement to be. If there were going to be problems after the sun went down, it was generally at the bar, which was why he dropped in most weekends. Typically, he enjoyed that aspect of his job, despite the number of fights he had to break up, but tonight he couldn’t quit thinking about Evelyn. So he gave up trying to hold out and drove over to her place, just to make sure she was okay.
Once he parked in front of her house, however, he almost changed his mind. On the drive, he’d told himself there wasn’t any reason they couldn’t be friends. She’d soon be living in the area; he might as well accept her, get used to having her around for however long she might stay.
But he wasn’t really interested in friendship, and he knew she couldn’t give him anything else.
“So why are you here again?” he mumbled to himself, but he climbed out of his truck anyway.
She was wearing gray sweats when she came to the door. They weren’t revealing—not by a long shot—and yet he preferred the way the soft cotton hugged her curves to the harsher lines of the business suits she normally wore.
“Apparently you do dress down occasionally,” he said.
A few strands had fallen from the messy bun that held the rest of her hair back. He liked that, too.
She tilted her head back to look up at him. “You’re not suggesting I should’ve worn this to The Moosehead...”
“No.” It was just nice to meet the woman behind the “tough girl” mask she normally showed the world. She was so defensive—she had good reason to be—but it made him want to peel back the layers until he could get through to the soft part she was trying so hard to protect. “How’d it go today?” he asked. “Did you manage to find someone to stand guard over at HH?”
“I have a couple of possibilities, but I didn’t want to hire anyone without getting your opinion first, since you probably know both men.”
He found it oddly gratifying that his opinion mattered to her. “Did you call me?” He couldn’t imagine she had. Since there was no cell service in Hilltop, he didn’t own a smart phone. But until he’d left for The Moosehead, he’d checked the voicemail connected to his land line after every time he went out, just in case. There’d been no word from her.
“No. I got caught up in some psych evals I had to do, and by the time I finished, I was afraid it was too late. I blew your Friday night; I didn’t want to ruin your fun on Saturday, too.” She gave him a sheepish grin. “Since you’re here, however, do you have a minute to come in?”
“Sure.”
When she stood back to admit him, he was careful not to touch her as he brushed past, but that wasn’t because he didn’t want to. He was determined to give her plenty of space. He felt it was important that she come to him—like she had last night.
He just wasn’t sure she ever would...
“So who responded to your ad?” he asked. “Who do we have to choose from?”
“Jayden Willoughby.”
He’d been crossing her living room, but at this he pivoted to face her. “Jayden hasn’t even graduated from high school yet.”
“True. He’ll be a senior. But he’s got two weeks before school starts, and he said he could come out on nights and weekends if I need him longer. The construction crew is there the rest of the time, so that could work.”
He did nothing to hide his skepticism. “Is he even eighteen?”
She gestured for him to sit down. “Yes. Had his birthday in June.”
“And option number two?” he said as he dropped onto her couch.
“Mason Thornton.”
Amarok remained seated but shoved himself forward. “He’s an alcoholic!”
“I could tell by the way his hands were shaking. He also volunteered that information, which I respect. He said he’s trying to sober up, so I thought giving him some work might help.”
She was considering someone who had such an obvious problem? Amarok shook his head.
“What?” she said.
“You are so much kinder than you seem.”
“Yeah, well, don’t tell anyone. It’ll ruin my image.” She gestured toward the kitchen. “Would you like a drink?”
“What do you have?”
“Not a lot. Actually, nothing, except milk or water.”
He made a face to let her know he wasn’t impressed with the selection, and she laughed. “Sorry, I haven’t really stocked my fridge or my cupboards, since I won’t be here on a permanent basis for another month.”
“So what have you eaten today?”
“I had some canned soup earlier.”
“What else?”
She shrugged. “A few crackers?”
“That’s it?”
“Like I said, I don’t have a lot in my cupboards, and once I took off my makeup and washed my face, I wasn’t about to drive to town. If you’re thirsty, water should work.”
He got to his feet and pulled out his keys.
“You’re leaving?” she said.
“Yes, and you’re going with me.”
“I just told you—I’ve already taken off my makeup. I don’t want to be seen in town.”
“I like the way you look—and nobody else matters.”
Her jaw dropped, as if he’d surprised her with that statement. “Okay, but...where are we going?”
“To get a bite to eat, of course.”
“This late? There’s nothing open!”
“Shorty serves a limited menu. We’ll go to the back of The Moosehead, right by the kitchen, and his sister’ll grill us a burger.” He extended his hand.
She eyed it. “Amarok—”
“Take my hand, Evelyn.”
“I can’t.”
“Sure you can.” He ran a finger lightly down her arm. “Going to get a burger with me is harmless.”
She looked slightly troubled as she stared up at him. “But what I feel when I look at you isn’t.”
Carefully, but very obviously, he weaved his fingers through hers. “See? This isn’t so bad, is it?” he murmured and felt a certain warmth when she let him lead her from the house.
 
***
 
Evelyn put her feet up on the dash of Amarok’s truck and stared at the stars beyond his windshield, which were so much more vivid in Alaska than anywhere else. She was fairly certain she’d never tasted anything as good as the bacon and cheddar quarter pounder he’d brought her from Shorty’s kitchen—or felt more secure or happy than kicking back with him in the parking lot of The Moosehead, where they could hear the music from inside drifting out onto the cool evening air.
“It’s beautiful here,” she said. Maybe Hilltop didn’t have a lot of other things to recommend it, but it certainly had stunning scenery.
“I like it,” he responded, following her gaze up into the sky.
“How long have you lived here?”
He was making quick work of his meal, much quicker work than she was. “All my life.”
She took another bite of her own burger. “What kind of a nickname is Amarok?”
“It’s Inuktitut.”
“The language of the Inuit people.” She’d read about some of the various Alaskan natives once she’d heard where Hanover House would be located.
“Yes.”
She selected one of the crisper French fries from the basket in the seat between them. “What does it mean?”
“Wolf.”
“Have you been called that all your life?”
He swallowed the bite he’d taken of his own burger. “For most of it. My friends gave me the nickname after some bully picked a fight with me in grade school.”
“You must’ve won that fight.”
“That kid never messed with me again,” he said with a cocky grin.
She stuffed another fry into her mouth. “So, let’s see...when that was happening to you, I was...what? In college?”
He slanted her a look that said he wasn’t happy with the topic of conversation. “We’re going there, are we?”
“Don’t you think we should?”
He scowled. “Definitely not.”
“Because?”
“What’s the point?” he said with a shrug. “As far as I’m concerned, it doesn’t matter.”
She sat up. “Of course it matters. Relationships are hard enough when both people are at a similar stage of life. And that’s when you’re dealing with ‘normal’ people. We both know I’m not ‘normal.’”
“Everyone has their challenges.”
She laughed without mirth. “Not many people have my challenges. We have too much stacked against us, Amarok.” As far as she was concerned, whatever spark they felt they’d be wise to smother right away. It would be far easier to end things now, before either one of them could be hurt—before they could get carried away with hope only to be disappointed by the limitations imposed by her dysfunction.
“That’s it, then?” he said.
She was fairly certain he’d never had a woman tell him no, and she could understand why. “Maybe I haven’t been clear enough, but”—she lowered her voice even though there wasn’t anyone else around to overhear her—“I can’t have sex.” She figured she might as well be blunt, get it out there. “I’m guessing that’ll be important to you.”
He wiped his mouth. “Important but not everything.”
Her appetite suddenly gone, she put her burger on the wax paper it’d been wrapped in. “You’re serious.”
“Is that all you think I want?”
She drew a deep breath. “I’m not sure what you want, but I’m pretty sure I can’t give it to you, regardless.”
He caught her wrist before she could come up with a napkin to wipe the ketchup and grease off her right hand. “I don’t believe that,” he said and proceeded to lick her fingers clean.
Something deep in her belly reacted so strongly to the sensual nature of what he was doing that Evelyn gasped. It felt like she’d just come screaming over the first hill of a roller coaster.
“See?” He knew she liked it; she could tell by his satisfied expression. “It wouldn’t be all bad.”
She was far more afraid of it being good. The physical element was one thing—that was a big challenge. But it was falling in love that terrified her most. Not only had Jasper hurt her body, he’d broken her heart, betrayed her trust and destroyed her confidence.
She pulled her hand away while she still had the will to do so. “It’d be a mistake to even try,” she said. “Please, take me home.”
He studied her for several long seconds. She could tell he was conflicted, that there were so many things he wanted to say. The obstacles she faced were difficult for someone who’d never been through the same type of trauma to understand. But he didn’t attempt to argue with her; he started the truck.
Once they reached her bungalow, Evelyn almost jumped out before he could come to a complete stop.
“Thanks for dinner,” she mumbled.
He caught her arm, then let go right away as if he’d reacted out of instinct but wanted to show her that he would never be forceful with her. “Will you do me one favor?”
Tamping down all the useless desire he evoked, along with the frustration of feeling that desire and not being able to act on it, she swallowed around the lump in her throat. Tears seemed to be her only outlet, but she wanted to get away from him before she broke down, didn’t want him to see her cry. “What’s that?”
“Just give me a chance,” he said softly.
“Isn’t it a little premature for...for this?” she asked. “You barely know me.”
“I figure, in our situation, it’s especially important not to play games. I’m putting my heart out there, trying to make it easy for you. That’s why I’m telling you so soon. I’ll help you get through whatever your issues are. I just need you to try and trust again.”
“I’ll think about it,” she responded and fled.
 



 
Chapter 10
 
It wasn’t until Amarok heard the word “vandalism” that he realized Eric Bilichek, a plumber he’d known for years who sat a few seats down from him, and the stranger next to Eric, were talking about Hanover House. Then he couldn’t help but eavesdrop, just in case they said something about who had damaged the building. Amarok didn’t want to charge the Jennings boys, if they were even to blame. But if they committed the crime, and he had enough evidence to arrest them, he had to do so. He was the law around here, and the law couldn’t turn a blind eye no matter the reason he might personally want to.
“So who did it?” the stranger asked, holding his morning coffee loosely in his hands.
“No clue.” Eric shoved what was left of his breakfast away from him, so that Sandy Ledstetter, the only waitress currently working the bar at The Dinky Diner, could pick it up. “I wouldn’t turn the guy in even if I did,” Eric added with a humorless chuckle. “He just did what we’ve all been tempted to do—make our feelings known. But the fact that it happened just goes to show that you’re right. Folks here are worried, not sure we should’ve let Hanover House come to town.”
“Can’t blame ’em for being skeptical of a place like that,” the stranger said. “I mean, who is this chick—Evelyn Talbot? And what does she think she’s going to be able to do, anyway?”
Eric wiped his mouth and put his napkin on his plate. “She’s supposed to be a pretty good psychiatrist.”
“Doesn’t matter how good she is. Psychiatry in general is a joke—a pseudo-science. No one can figure out what other people are thinking—or control behavior. And having Hanover House here will change the whole community, bring in a lot of outside attention. Is that what folks here want? Did anyone even bother to ask?”
“Some asked, but there aren’t a lot of ways to earn a living in such an out-of-the-way place. I think most people decided it could be a blessing to those who need the work.”
“A blessing!” he scoffed in disbelief. “You want to know what I bet? I bet before long she’ll be pushing the government to expand, maybe even build other facilities here. There’s a place in Arizona that has seven prisons. Can you believe that? They have more inmates than citizens.” He shook his head. “Whoever let that happen was crazy.”
“One prison is plenty,” Eric responded. “We don’t want any more.”
“Then you’re going to have to make sure Dr. Talbot doesn’t get her way again. Fight her and everyone who stands behind her. If the people in the lower forty-eight can dump all their human garbage where they no longer have to smell it, they will. And if just one of those bastards ever gets loose”—the stranger whistled—“you and everyone else here will be totally fucked. It’ll be like shooting fish in a barrel!”
“Not necessarily. Most folks in these parts are armed,” Eric said. “I promise you—anyone who comes after me is going to get a bullet between the eyes.”
“Easy to say.” The man lowered his voice. “But have you ever killed a man?”
Amarok couldn’t help leaning forward to get a better look at the stranger’s face. He didn’t like his tone, or his bravado, either. He also didn’t see why someone from outside the area would have such a strong opinion on Hanover House. Why did this jerk care so much?
“Of course I haven’t killed a man,” Eric said. “But only because I’ve never had to.”
“It takes a certain kind of person,” the guy responded.
“Anyone can kill,” Eric argued.
“No way. You’ll never see it coming. These are hardened murderers we’re talking about, people who delight in fear and degradation and pain. There won’t be a damn thing you or anyone else can do, least of all Evelyn Talbot. It’s not as if she’s like some animal trainer who’ll have a special rapport with the men she counsels. She’ll probably be the first to take it in the ass and then have her head lopped off.”
Eric finished his water. “If one escapes, the police will catch up with him eventually.”
“What police? From what I hear, you have only one state trooper in the area—and he isn’t even thirty years old.”
Eric must’ve seen Amarok walk into the diner, because he turned and glanced down the bar with a “I didn’t say that,” kind of look. Eric was familiar with him, but the stranger would have no way of knowing he was that state trooper. It was Sunday morning, so he wasn’t in uniform.
“Sergeant Amarok’s all right,” Eric told the guy. “Believe me, what he doesn’t have in age, he makes up for in ability. He’s been an Alaskan State Trooper for at least eight years, and he’s done a damn fine job of it so far.”
“A damn fine job of handing out citations for hunting or fishing in the wrong places?” the stranger said. “Or removing animal carcasses from the road?”
Eric cleared his throat. “Maybe you didn’t notice me look that way a second ago.” Or he didn’t care. That was the impression Amarok got. “But that trooper you mentioned? He’s sitting right there. And he just heard you.”
The stranger leaned forward and met Amarok’s gaze, but instead of acting embarrassed or apologetic, he grinned with an insolence that made Amarok want to punch him in the face.
“I was just stating my opinion. That’s not a crime, is it, Sergeant?” he called down.
“No, it’s not a crime at all,” Amarok responded. “What brings you to town?”
“Oh boy. Now he wants to know what I’m doing here, which means I’ve gotten on his bad side.” The stranger’s smile widened, as if he was enjoying this exchange. “I’d better be careful not to speed or run a stop sign.”
Eric tossed his new “friend” a grimace. “Sorry, Amarok,” he said as he laid some bills on the counter. “I barely met this dude, didn’t realize he was such a prick,” he said and walked out.
The guy’s smile didn’t waver despite Eric’s words. “Oh no. Now I’ve also offended a friend of yours.”
“He merely stated his opinion,” Amarok said. “That’s not a crime, remember?”
Sandy had started toward them with the coffee pot but, hearing what was going on, she froze. “Excuse me, but we’re all friends of Amarok’s,” she said. “So I’d be careful what you say about him.”
Laughing softly, the guy came to his feet. “This place is great.”
After he paid his bill and left, Amarok got up to watch him climb into his car. It was a nondescript, white sedan—a rental car.
Sandy came around the counter to stand next to him.
“Have you ever seen that guy before?” Amarok asked her.
“No. Never.”
“Then you don’t know his name.”
“Actually, I do. Said his name was John. He was flirting with me before you came in. Told me he likes brunettes.”
Sandy was only nineteen. “He’s a bit older than you, isn’t he?” Amarok felt a bit hypocritical pointing that out after protesting the age difference between him and Evelyn, but this was a much wider gap.
“By like twenty years!” she said. “He seems to think a girl like me, stuck out in ‘the middle of nowhere,’ as he put it, should be happy to catch the attention of a guy like him.”
“You didn’t accept his offer?”
“No. He’s...I don’t know. Disrespectful. I’m not interested.”
Amarok rested his hands on his hips as “John” paused to wave before pulling out of the lot. “Did he happen to mention his last name?”
“No, but he said if I wanted to have a good time, I could stop by the motel tonight, so that must be where he’s staying.”
“Good information to have,” Amarok said. That meant Margaret Seaver down at The Shady Lady would be able to provide a full name and possibly a home address.
As soon as Amarok arrived at his trooper station, he called Margaret and got the information he wanted. Then he ran it through his computer. If John Hanson was hitting up innocent young girls like Sandy and weighing in on local matters, matters that shouldn’t concern him, Amarok figured it might be worth checking to see if he had any outstanding warrants.
But his record was clean. He didn’t even have any citations.
“Too bad,” Amarok muttered. It would’ve been an absolute pleasure to arrest him.
 
***
 
A security guard came out to meet Jasper almost as soon as he parked in the as yet unpaved lot at Hanover House. It hadn’t been hard to find the construction site. When he’d asked what the place looked like, several people had explained how to get to it, and no one seemed to find the fact that he’d be interested odd. Probably because Evelyn’s pet project had received so much outside interest already—from job applicants to activists to journalists. On top of that, almost everyone in town was talking about the prison and the vandalism that had occurred recently, so it was top of mind.
Jasper wondered how Evelyn had taken the news that not everyone here would welcome her with open arms. Had that come as a surprise? Or had she already known she wasn’t a popular figure?
Did she even care?
Yes. The girl he’d known would care. That was what had fascinated him so much. She cared about everything.
“Excuse me, sir!” The guard was almost jogging in his hurry to reach Jasper. “This is a construction site. It’s not yet open to the public. I’m afraid I’ll have to ask you to leave.”
The red-nosed man seemed a bit over-zealous about his job. But he was also twitchy, nervous. Or maybe he wasn’t nervous so much as he was a drinker, Jasper decided. That made him an odd choice for a security guard, but Jasper supposed he shouldn’t be surprised by anything he found out here. The people in Alaska did things a little differently—not to mention there weren’t a lot of people in the labor pool to choose from, so maybe whoever had hired him hadn’t had much choice.
“Sorry. Didn’t mean to alarm you,” he said. “Is Dr. Talbot around?”
The guard drew himself up short and calmed down when Jasper pretended to have a legitimate reason to be there. “No, sir. I’m afraid she’s not.” He lifted a hand to protect his eyes from the sun. “Was she...was she supposed to meet you here?”
“No. I was just hoping that I might be able to catch her.” He smiled with confidence. He hadn’t expected to encounter a guard, but once he’d seen that someone with a radio had been posted to look out for the development, he couldn’t turn around and leave. That would only make his actions more suspicious.
“She was here earlier,” the man said. “But she’s gone back to her place now. She can’t work without internet service, and there’s nothing like that out here quite yet.”
“Of course not.” He stood back to stare up at the building. “Would you look at this place?” he said and part of him was sincere in his admiration. How had the broken girl, the girl he’d left on the dirt floor of that shack with blood pouring from her neck, managed not only to recover but thrive? To bring such a major project to pass?
“It’s going to be something,” the man agreed.
“It should definitely prove interesting.”
The way the guard hooked his thumbs in his pants and stood in a slouch gave Jasper the impression he no longer felt threatened. “Are you one of the psychologists who’ll be working with Dr. Talbot?”
“No, I’m a writer. I’ve read about this place, think I might like to include a bit about it in a book I’m doing on advancements in the criminal justice world. But I haven’t yet decided if I’d really call this an ‘advancement.’”
The red-nosed man rubbed his face. Then he said, “Because...”
“I’m not quite as convinced as Dr. Talbot is that there’s anything anyone can do to curb a man’s lust for killing.”
The guy blinked in surprise. “Why not?”
“Because everyone’s so different. Generalities cause problems whenever they are applied to humans. What may be true about some psychopaths might not be true about others.”
“I-I wouldn’t know about that,” he said.
Convinced that he’d already established a rapport, Jasper studied him. “What’s your name?”
“Mason Thornton. And you are?”
“John Hanson. From Texas, most recently.”
“It’s nice to meet you, sir.” The guard accepted his hand and shook it rigorously. “I’m sure Dr. Talbot will be sorry she missed you.”
“It’s not as if we had an appointment,” he said. “I wanted to do a bit of research before contacting Dr. Talbot. But I’m definitely interested enough to speak with her now. Maybe I’ll go by her place—if I can find it.” He gestured toward the road that’d brought him here. “I know I go out and turn toward Hilltop. Then I make a left at the first road—”
“No, that’d be a right,” Mason Thornton corrected. “You go down to the bottom of the hill on Greenscape, make a left on Edison and then, after about five miles, take a right by the big water tower, where you’ll find a little street called Great Basin. Turn left there. Her house is the fourth one you’ll come across.”
“That’s it. I guess I got turned around.” He smiled pleasantly. “But I’m sure I can find it now. Thank you so much for your help.”
“It was my pleasure,” Thornton said, and Jasper waved as he walked back to his car.
This was going to be too easy.
 



 
Chapter 11
 
Evelyn admitted she wanted to sleep with him. That was the part that drove Amarok crazy. She wanted him—and he wanted her. So it seemed as if they should be able to overcome all the rest, no matter what stood between them.
“Dammit,” he muttered as he wandered listlessly around his house. It was getting late. He should go to bed. Tomorrow would be the start of another work week. But instead of heading down the hall and peeling off his clothes, he kept eyeing his keys and thinking about the beautiful psychiatrist who was staying for only a short time on the other side of town.
She’d let him get a lot closer to her than anyone else, maybe since Jasper. He liked that she trusted him that much. He also liked the rather shy way she’d let him take her hand before they drove over to get that burger.
But would what they felt go anywhere?
He couldn’t remember another woman ever getting under his skin quite like this.
Of course, he’d never met anyone quite like Evelyn Talbot. As much as he disagreed with the risks she took, he had to admit that she was something special, a woman unlike any other.
When his phone rang, he hurried over to grab it, but it wasn’t her. Caller ID showed his father’s number.
Amarok wasn’t eager to talk to Hank. Typically, they got along well. Amarok even liked his stepmother, Joanne, who was a fairly recent addition to his father’s life. But the three of them were in the middle of a disagreement over how he should handle his real mother.
Amarok would’ve let it go to voicemail, except he figured it would give him something to think about besides Evelyn, and that seemed kind of important at the moment. “’Lo?”
“What’s going on?” Hank asked.
“Not a lot.”
“Prison finished yet?”
“No, and it won’t be for a couple of months.” He considered telling his father about the vandalism. Hank wasn’t the type to blab about it to anyone. Since he’d moved to Anchorage almost as soon as Amarok had become an Alaskan State Trooper, he wasn’t all that invested in Hilltop. But Amarok didn’t care to talk about anything that reminded him of Evelyn. The idea behind accepting this call was to forget about her for a while.
“Are you still angry it’s there?” Hank asked.
“I’m not excited about it.” Just the woman behind it...
“So...have you decided?”
Amarok could tell by the tone of Hank’s voice that he was changing the topic. “I gave you my answer when we talked last time, Dad.”
“I was hoping you’d change your mind.”
“No.”
“Come on, Amarok. Your mother’s specifically requested that you be there, and she’s not getting any younger. What’s the point of holding a grudge? It’s time to forgive her.”
Just last week his twin brother, Jason, had called from where he lived in Seattle to say the same thing. “She left me, Dad. She dropped me off at a friend’s house, took my brother and moved to Seattle without even telling us. I can’t believe you’re the one who’s asking me to forgive her.”
“She wasn’t happy in Alaska. And since I didn’t have the money to go after her, I was just glad she didn’t take both of you.”
He sank onto one of the chairs at his kitchen table. “She could’ve called me occasionally. Remained part of my life. But she didn’t. She’s the one who cut contact, not me.”
“But don’t you see? That was something else I was grateful for. I didn’t want you begging me to leave Hilltop too—to go to your mother and brother.”
“So you didn’t tell me I had a brother? You let me be blindsided when Jason called me on our eighteenth birthday?”
The phone went silent. Then his father sighed audibly. “I’m sorry for that. I’ve apologized before. I figured what you didn’t know wouldn’t hurt you.”
“Dad, I love it here. It’s in my blood. I’ll never leave.”
“I understand that now. I wasn’t as sure of it then.”
“Yeah, well, thanks for the lack of faith.”
His father ignored his sarcasm. “Then you won’t come to your mother’s 50th birthday party? We’ll all be there—for the first time in years.”
“I won’t be there. I don’t wish her ill; I just don’t care to associate with her.”
“All right. I won’t ask again,” he said. “So, will you be visiting Anchorage any time soon?”
Amarok rubbed his forehead. His father seemed happier than he’d ever been. His seafood exporting business had been picking up, and Joanne treated him a great deal better than his first wife. Amarok was grateful for that, didn’t want to ruin it. “I’ll come this weekend or the next.”
“Great. Let us know what day you pick. We’ll make you a nice dinner.”
“Thanks,” he said. Then he told his father he had to go, that he had to be up early and took Makita outside before heading to bed.
 
***
 
Evelyn felt uneasy. She wasn’t sure why. She supposed she was still getting used to her new home. She was also beginning to regret building where she had. While the other doctors on her team had chosen to live close together, in a small, rather exclusive enclave north of town, she’d come out this way to take advantage of the view. She’d also wanted some space, the ability to break away from those she worked with, at least at night. But the only neighbor she’d met so far had a mentally handicapped son who stared at her whenever she drove by, without blinking or waving or responding in any way. And that gave her chills, even though she knew it was just her background coming into play. She saw danger lurking around every corner. The mayor and several other people had told her that Kit was harmless and, when she was thinking clearly, she believed it.
Determined not to succumb to the fear that could so easily creep into her consciousness, she tore her gaze away from the darkness behind the edges of the blind that covered her office window and continued to pore over the file she’d been reading on a man by the name of Cary Wolff. Like Jasper, Cary had started killing when he was only in his teens. Unlike Jasper, Cary had been caught and was currently in a Colorado maximum-security prison.
She wanted to add him to the roster for Hanover House, but that meant she’d have to forego another inmate she’d already put on the list. She was just trying to decide which one to replace when a noise from outside brought her head up. It sounded like a vehicle had pulled into her drive, and yet, when she went out into the living room and parted the drapes to look out, she didn’t see anyone.
Feeling even more anxious, she dug her cell out of her purse and stared at the “no service” message at the top. She hated that she couldn’t use her smartphone in Hilltop. She’d come to rely on it for almost everything, from email to directions to listening to music to reading and watching movies.
At least she had a land line, she told herself. It wasn’t as if she was completely cut off.
“Why did the government have to pick Alaska?” she mumbled and was about to head back to her study when she spotted a pair of headlights. She might not have thought anything about a car being in the area—she did have a few neighbors—but they were down the street to her right, not her left. Her street turned into a dirt road that led up into the mountains about a mile after her place. Why would anyone be up that direction so late at night?
And it was odd the way they were angling their car, because it made the lights shine right on her house.
Could it be a couple of kids, making out? She could see someone parking on the hill to enjoy the few scattered lights of Hilltop below. But why would they park in such a strange fashion—and why wouldn’t they turn off their lights?
Once again, she wished she’d brought her gun, knew she’d feel safer if she had it. But she’d been in too much of a hurry. When she traveled with it, she had to disclose that she had one even though she always checked it with her baggage, and that extended the time it took to get through security, because they had to search her bag to make sure it was in a locked case and that she’d conformed to their other rules and regulations.
For this trip, she hadn’t been planning to be gone long, had figured the chances of anything happening to her while she was here had to be minimal. None of the psychopaths she was bringing to town had been moved yet, and Hilltop hadn’t had a murder or anything like it in years.
Now she felt as if letting those practical concerns overcome her usual caution had been a mistake, however. Staring back at those headlights gave her the creeps. What was that person—or people—doing? Why were they there?
She thought of Amarok, wanted to call him. She’d wanted to call him all night, but now she felt as if she might be justified. Like she’d told her mother, it was better to be safe and wrong than not safe and sorry.
After staring at those headlights for another several seconds, during which that vehicle didn’t move, she hurried over to her phone.
But when she lifted the receiver, she couldn’t get a dial tone.
 
***
 
Jasper put on the backpack he’d prepared in Anchorage. Then he pulled on his ski mask. There wasn’t anyone around, but in case the worst happened, he didn’t need someone who knew what he looked like these days helping the police build a composite sketch, and he sure as hell didn’t care to set himself up for more surgery. With all the empathy his parents felt for others, they wouldn’t be able to justify helping him if they learned that he’d killed again. They’d only done it the first time because he’d told them he was high on acid when he killed Evelyn’s friends and thought they were zombies—and then Evelyn had surprised him, and he’d panicked.
No, it was far more practical to protect his identity, to mitigate the risk. Although at first, he’d hated having to wear a mask, he’d used it so much in the past twenty years that it had become part of the fun. Feeling the heat of it, the scratchy fibers against his cheeks, signaled to his brain that he was about to engage in what he loved most.
That excitement nearly consumed him now. He wasn’t going out to kidnap another woman who looked like Evelyn; he was going to confront Evelyn herself.
He’d parked his car such that he’d been able to shine his lights on her house long enough to let her know something terrible was about to happen. He liked the idea of giving her a good scare, of making her wonder if her day of reckoning had come. Invoking that kind of terror was an important part of the foreplay, and he’d always been good at foreplay.
Since then he’d moved his rental car down the windy street and parked it off the road behind some trees. He was a stranger in the area. He didn’t want anyone else to spot it. The more careful he was, the less likely it would be that he’d have to answer for this later—and what good would it do to finally finish off Evelyn if he went to prison for it?
Careful not to make a sound, he crept around to the far side of the bungalow. He wasn’t concerned that she would figure out he was about to break in. She couldn’t get away, regardless. She couldn’t even call for help, since he’d cut her phone line. He was only being so quiet because he wanted to check things out before he made his move. He’d be a fool to underestimate her: She could be armed.
If he could get another glimpse of her, it would help him know if she was carrying a weapon, he thought, as he moved silently from window to window...
But she wasn’t in the living room anymore, where he’d briefly caught sight of her from the car. And he couldn’t tell if she was in the bedroom. There were blinds instead of drapes in the bedroom, and those blinds were down.
“Where are you, Evelyn?” he breathed to himself and paused to listen. He even put his ear to the back door.
Nothing.
He figured he might as well break a window. Someone with her background would have deadbolts on all the doors, so he doubted he’d be able to kick one in.
Closing his eyes, he reveled in a rush of anticipation while imagining how the next few seconds would go. If she had a gun, the noise he was about to make would most likely draw her to him—and he’d have to make sure, if she fired, that she missed. If she didn’t have a gun, she’d probably try to run.
Either way, he’d have to move quickly to subdue her. But she’d be scared shitless. She’d have to be. And there was nothing more debilitating than fear. He’d seen it so many times: people who could usually think and act quite rationally freezing up in terror. Since Evelyn, of all people, would have a clear knowledge of what was in store for her, he didn’t think it would be hard to gain the advantage. Even if she had a gun, she’d be lucky to get off one shot, which would probably go into a wall or the ceiling, before he could shove the barrel of his own firearm in her mouth.
He was fairly certain that would put an end to all resistance. Then he could put the gun in other orifices—and with someone as strong as Evelyn, the torture could last for days.
It had before, hadn’t it?
Choosing the widest window, he pulled out the small area rug he’d shoved in his backpack. It was thick enough to protect him from the broken glass, thicker than a blanket or a towel. But before he could lift the butt of his rifle, he heard the sound of a vehicle coming down the street. Then a car door slammed, a dog barked, and, almost right after, someone rang the doorbell.
 



 
Chapter 12
 
“Were you the one sitting down the street?” After checking the peephole, Evelyn had opened her front door to find Amarok, and the beautiful Alaskan Malamute she’d occasionally seen with him in town, standing on her front stoop.
Amarok seemed taken aback. “Sitting down the street?”
Pressing a hand to her chest in an effort to slow her heartbeat, Evelyn leaned out of her house to be able to see where that car had been. It wasn’t there any more. It had driven away ten or fifteen minutes earlier. She’d definitely taken note of that. But the memory alone made her uneasy. “Someone was parked right there.” She pointed to the spot. “They stayed for several minutes, but...I’m pretty sure it was a car, not a truck.”
“It wasn’t me,” he said. “Did you happen to get the make and model of the vehicle?”
“No. It had its headlights shining right on the front of my house. I couldn’t see anything for the glare.”
“When I was driving here, I didn’t pass anyone on this street.” He looked at her with concern, as if he could tell she was badly shaken. “Are you okay? Did whoever was driving that car threaten you in any way?”
She shook her head. “No. To my knowledge, they didn’t even come on to the property. But...my phone’s dead, which seemed significant, since there’s been no storm, no reason for it to go out—especially at the same time I have someone shining their lights into my house so late at night.”
He glanced up and down the street, which was perfectly dark and quiet. “Go back in and lock the door,” he said. “I’ll take a look around.”
She caught his arm. “Wait. How did you know?”
“How did I know what?”
“How did you know to come?”
“I didn’t,” he replied.
“So why are you here?”
When he paused, she didn’t think he was going to answer. But then he lifted her chin with one finger. “I wanted to see you before you left. I was afraid you’d go back to Boston in the morning and decide”—he shook his head as if he wasn’t convinced he should continue, but he did—“decide to carry on as usual, without giving me another thought.”
She didn’t know how to respond to that. What she wanted and what she could allow were two different things. But she was glad he’d shown up when he did. She’d had herself talked into all kinds of craziness—that Jasper had finally caught up with her, or one of the psychopaths she’d evaluated over the years had come to kill her. Even with her phone out, that seemed like an overreaction now, but it’d felt incredibly real a few seconds earlier.
When she slipped her arms around Amarok’s neck, she could feel his surprise. But then his hands slid up her back, and he held her against him. She needed the embrace, needed his warmth and the reassuring firmness of his body to help her stop shaking.
“It’s okay,” he whispered as his lips brushed the temple that didn’t have stitches. “I’m sorry you were frightened. But nothing bad’s going to happen. I promise.”
The problem was...she knew that something bad could always happen. “My phone’s out,” she said, going back to that. “Why would my phone be out unless—”
“Don’t assume the worst,” he broke in. “I’ll check it, see what’s going on. But even if someone cut the line, what you’ve been through is no secret. Whoever did it could simply be trying to scare you.”
They’d succeeded. It didn’t take much. Although she hated to admit it, those scars—the ones on the inside—made her so vulnerable. She’d probably always be easy to spook. A lot of times, even when she had her gun with her, she would lay awake at night, listening to every sound. “You think someone wants to scare me away from Hilltop? That it might be...might be the same person who vandalized Hanover House?”
“That, or it’s possible someone just thinks it’s funny. But if I find out who that someone is, I’m going to make them awfully sorry.” He stepped back and told his dog to go inside with her. “Makita will stay with you until I check things out.”
She nodded and closed the door so that Makita wouldn’t be tempted to follow his master.
She would never be without her gun again, Evelyn promised herself, would never leave herself so vulnerable, even if she was going to miss her plane or be gone for only a few days.
As she crouched in the middle of the living room and held Makita against her, she could see the shifting beam of Amarok’s flashlight through various windows as he moved around the house.
He knocked when he got back to the front. “You’re right. It looks like someone cut your phone line, but I can’t tell if they were also trying to peep in the windows. You have a cement pad that doesn’t show any footprints since there’s no mud or snow at the moment.” With a scowl, he rested his hands on his hips and faced the more populated end of the street. “Whoever did it doesn’t seem to be around now, though. Nothing else was disturbed. But why don’t I leave Makita with you and drive around a bit, see if I can find anyone lurking in the shadows?”
She thought of the graffiti scrawled all over the inside of Hanover House, telling her to stay out of town, to go back to where she was wanted, to shut her “bleeping” big mouth, and felt foolish for getting so frightened. She’d let some disgruntled native who was leery of having a prison like Hanover House in the area reduce her to panic. “I doubt you’ll find anyone,” she said. “Whoever it was already did what they wanted to do—they scared me without even having to confront me.”
He frowned at her. “The two boys I believe vandalized Hanover House are troublemakers. I could see them thinking a prank like this would be laughable. I’ll talk to them tomorrow, see what I can find out. Until then, let me do some more searching. You can keep Makita here with you.”
He was gone much longer this time. Evelyn curled up on the couch with his dog while she waited, but soon she couldn’t keep her eyes open. The after-effects of the adrenaline were hitting her hard. Now that she felt safe, exhaustion soon overwhelmed her.
 
***
 
He’d go back later, Jasper thought. He’d wait until that cocky young trooper left, then he’d punish Evelyn for ever getting involved with the bastard in the first place.
Was she sleeping with him?
The thought of her in bed with that man in particular, the man who’d looked at him with such a blatant challenge in his eyes at the diner, enraged Jasper. Sergeant Amarok, or whatever he’d been called, had no respect. And Evelyn was such a liar. She’d been on TV, telling everyone how terrible it’d been to be a victim, and how the past had cost her the ability to have a real relationship. But if she had young men showing up at her house in the middle of a Sunday night, she couldn’t be struggling too badly. He’d watched her step right into the arms of that cop!
Jasper had imagined himself as being the only one to have ever been inside Evelyn, and he didn’t like learning that he might have company. It ruined the fantasy. She belonged to him; she always had. He’d been her first.
But, no matter what she’d done in between, he’d be her last. That much he promised himself.
Breathing hard even though it had been at least ten minutes since he’d rushed to where he’d hidden his car and returned to the motel, he continued to pace the worn carpet between the bed and the bathroom. He’d been so close to what he wanted! One minute later, and he would’ve been inside her house!
But he had to admit it was better that the trooper had appeared when he did. Otherwise, they both would’ve had a nasty surprise, and maybe he’d be in cuffs right now. Jasper didn’t plan on underestimating the sergeant, either. He looked strong, and there was no question he was confident. Maybe someone in Hilltop—that someone—would pose a challenge.
Or maybe not. Jasper wouldn’t let anyone outsmart him. He was lucky too. He was free, wasn’t he? And no one had seen him. That meant he’d have another chance.
He glanced at the digital alarm clock on the nightstand. Had the trooper left Evelyn’s house yet? Or was it possible he was staying over?
The thought of that drove Jasper wild, especially because tonight was supposed to be his night. He longed to check, to see, but he had to be careful about how many times he drove over there. Someone could get a description of his car and report that it was in the area. The less he risked being spotted, the better. So he had to wait as much as an hour or two before heading back. Then he’d take the chance. He’d park in the secluded spot he’d used before and walk up to see if the trooper’s truck was still there.
“It better not be,” he grumbled and started to imagine all the things he’d do to make Evelyn suffer for such a betrayal. He’d waited twenty years for this moment; he wasn’t going to have some hotshot cop take his place between her legs.
Or...maybe he shouldn’t wait until the trooper was gone. Maybe he should break in while they were sleeping. He could hold them at gunpoint, then tie up the cop and make him watch what he did to Evelyn.
The idea of that excited Jasper beyond anything he’d felt in a long time—even finding Evelyn again.
Yes, he’d make the bastard watch, Jasper decided. That would satisfy the rage pouring through him. He’d go in another hour or so. He couldn’t imagine they’d stay up even that long. It was already midnight.
He set an alarm for one-thirty—as if he’d need one—and turned on the TV to distract himself. He’d never been a patient person. He wasn’t easily entertained, either. Quickly growing bored with the drama he’d put on, he flipped listlessly through the rest of the channels before throwing the remote aside and calling to check his messages. He had to use the landline to access his voicemail since there was no cell service in Hilltop, but he hadn’t spoken to Hillary in two days, knew she’d be upset.
Since he was already angry, he figured this was as good a time as any to hear all the bullshit she had to say.
His wife had left him several messages. Bitching, bitching always bitching. Chelsea had sprained her foot at recess. Miranda had lost her lunch money. Who the fuck cared?
He was so sure all her messages would be the same he almost didn’t listen to the last one. His finger hovered over the button that would delete it, like the others, when he heard her say something that made his heart jump into his throat.
 
***
 
Amarok hadn’t been able to find anyone around the houses near Evelyn’s. He’d even driven slowly back to town, searching for vehicles that might be loitering about the area—or were carrying the Jennings boys. He didn’t see Chad or Tex or anyone who seemed remotely suspicious, so he went all the way to the Jennings’ house to feel the engine of the only vehicle the family owned. It was an SUV, not a car, but he figured Evelyn could’ve gotten that wrong. She admitted she hadn’t caught a good look at her visitor or visitors.
But the engine was cold. And the house was dark.
He stood at the edge of the property, waiting to be sure no one was moving around inside, but nothing changed in fifteen minutes or more.
If it had been the Jennings boys, they’d sure managed to get themselves home and in bed fast, he thought, especially considering they had no idea he’d be coming by.
Should he knock? He wanted to see how quickly they’d answer the door. But he took pity on their poor parents and decided he could talk to them tomorrow, like he’d told Evelyn he would. Someone had cut her telephone line. Even if that someone had only done it for kicks, as a scare tactic, he wanted to know if the Jennings were responsible. He also wanted to make it clear that he’d consider it stalking and would act accordingly.
By the time he returned to Evelyn’s house, it was after one, and he could tell when she let him in that his knock had dragged her from a deep sleep.
“Don’t wake up,” he said. “Just go to bed. Makita and I will be out here, on the couch. So you don’t have to worry about anything.”
“You don’t have to stay,” she mumbled, but he took her by the shoulders, turned her around and pointed her down the hall, and she didn’t attempt to argue again.
“Hey, boy,” he said to Makita and shooed him off the couch so he could lie down.
 
***
 
As Jasper rushed back to Anchorage, so he could catch the first flight out in the morning, his wife’s words kept echoing through his head. “Andy? I don’t even know if you’re listening to your messages. You’re probably not. I haven’t heard a word from you since you left. And I don’t have any other number to reach you by. But the police came to our door this morning, while I was making breakfast. They asked a lot of questions about our car, wanted to look in it. Apparently, some teenage girl claims she saw the same make and model not far from where a woman was kidnapped two weeks ago?”
Hillary had sounded frightened, tentative, which told him that she was afraid the police might have had good reason to ask about him—and that alarmed him more than anything. He needed her on his side, needed her to retain confidence in him. How she made him appear to the authorities could be the difference between being overlooked or examined more closely.
“I-I told them that you were at job interviews that day,” her message had said. “But they want to talk to you anyway. They said they’d be back. I don’t know when they’ll be coming. I couldn’t even tell them the day you’d be home.”
He was returning a lot sooner than he’d planned. He had no choice. He had to get back and reassure Hillary, so she’d stand by him and insist that he could never harm anyone. He also had to make sure that he destroyed any and all evidence left in his hideaway, in case they wound up arresting him and went searching in that area because he or his car had been spotted down there, too.
And while he was in clean-up mode, he figured he might as well do a much better job of burying the last woman he’d killed. He’d grown over-confident, had barely thrown a few shovelfuls of dirt over her body, thinking that she could wait until he returned from having his fun with Evelyn.
He had a lot to do, and he wasn’t sure he’d have the time or the opportunity to do it. But he’d be an idiot not to at least try and fix what he could while he had the chance. It could mean the difference between getting off—or going to prison for the rest of his life. He had a comfortable lifestyle, someone to pay the bills and provide sex—sex that wasn’t nearly as exciting as what he got elsewhere but sex all the same—and a home. He didn’t want to lose all that, didn’t want to have to provide it for himself. He’d tried that before, and it was a hard and boring existence.
Still, it bothered him to be driving away while Evelyn was probably moaning with pleasure beneath that young trooper.
Jasper had had such fabulous plans for them both...
But he’d catch up with her, he promised himself, gripping the steering wheel that much more tightly. He knew where she lived in Boston, too. Maybe it would be even more satisfying to kill her there, and bring the whole thing full circle.
 



 
Chapter 13
 
“I swear I’ve got to buy you some groceries,” Amarok said as he peered into her empty fridge.
Evelyn turned from where she was standing at the stove. “You’re not excited about another bowl of oatmeal?”
He quirked an eyebrow. “Do I look excited to you?”
“Not especially.” But he did look good. He always looked good.
“Let’s go out,” he said.
“I don’t have time. I’ll miss my flight. I have to leave in an hour.”
“So miss your flight. Stay here.”
She paused from stirring. “Are you kidding?”
“No.”
“I can’t do that! I have meetings and conference calls and... myriad things on my to do list.”
“Myriad,” he repeated dryly.
“Yes.”
“Don’t you ever act irresponsibly? Do something simply because you want to?”
“I wouldn’t get very far with my goals if I did that.”
“Okay. Never. We can work on that too.” He leaned against the counter. “So when are you coming back?”
“In a few weeks.”
When he didn’t say anything else, she glanced over and found him watching her with a look that made her catch her breath. “What are you thinking?”
“I want to try something.”
This made her a little nervous. “What?”
“I want to hear you talk dirty.”
She gaped at him. “You can’t be serious!”
“Why not? They’re just words. Words can’t hurt you. It’ll be a great place to start.”
“Start what?”
He smiled. “Getting to where we both want to go.”
She didn’t bother trying to tell him she wasn’t interested, because she was. And she was intrigued by his suggestion, in spite of herself. “How dirty?” she asked. “Give me an example.”
“Ah, so you like the idea,” he said, obviously pleased.
She felt a flash of embarrassment, and a bit of insecurity too. “I’m not sure I’m capable of it.”
“Sure you are. It’s not hard.”
“So you would like me to say...what?”
The volume of his voice dropped, and his eyes took on fresh meaning. “Are you going to fuck me when I see you again?”
Her mouth went instantly dry. “Yeah, um, that’s probably not something I’d ever say, but I have to admit that it would probably work for you. With someone else.”
He slid a little closer. “There’s just one problem with that.”
His gaze suddenly felt like a laser that could melt bones. “What’s that?”
“I’m not interested in anyone else.”
She returned her attention to the oatmeal. “Amarok, you know my story.”
“We’re not going to discuss ‘your story’ today. That’s in the past. We’re moving forward, and in that spirit I think you could use a few lessons.”
“On talking dirty.”
“Yes.”
She propped one hand on her hip in a challenging pose. “And you’re going to teach me?”
“Why not?” His grin went a little crooked—not to mention a little lecherous, but endearingly so. “We can practice while you’re gone,” he said. “And don’t tell me you’d rather see how you do with someone else first. That’s bullshit.”
She shook her head. “You don’t know what you’re getting into. I’ve barely kissed a man since—”
“Barely?” he interrupted. “Or you haven’t kissed a man?”
“There’s been one or two.”
“Dates?”
“Work associates. I pretty much steer clear of dating.”
“Did you want to kiss them?”
“Not really.”
“Well, there you go. That makes a big difference, right?”
Her gaze lowered to his lips. She wanted to kiss him. She’d wanted to kiss him since the first day she’d seen him pacing like a caged panther in the mayor’s office, angry that she’d even propose an institution like Hanover House be built anywhere near his beloved hometown.
“Do it,” he murmured.
Obviously, she’d given away her thoughts. “Do what?” she asked, playing dumb in hopes of a reprieve.
He wasn’t about to allow her to back off now. “Kiss me. I can tell you’re tempted. I’ll let you, and I won’t do anything, I swear. I won’t even touch you.”
She studied his square jaw, the slight cleft in the middle of his chin, the razor stubble that covered that area—and his full, soft-looking lips. “I’m afraid of where it might lead,” she admitted.
“I just told you. It won’t lead anywhere.” He gripped the counter behind him as if to show that his hands would stay there. “One kiss before you leave. That’s it.” He winked. “And maybe you’ll like it well enough to want another when you get back.”
This was an opportunity she didn’t think she could refuse—and yet she hesitated, trying to summon the nerve. Was she really going to take the initiative and kiss a man—after twenty years? Especially a man as virile as Amarok?
This wasn’t just his neck. And she was sober.
“Evelyn?”
“Be prepared,” she said. “I’ll probably be really bad at this.”
“There’s nothing to fear. I won’t be grading you.”
Placing her hands on his chest, she rose up on tiptoe and touched her lips to his. She could feel the sudden intensity rise up inside them both. The power of it frightened her. But there was no refusing the compulsion that prompted her to continue.
Although his mouth opened slightly, as if he was suggesting a wetter kiss, he didn’t just stick his tongue down her throat like the last guy. He waited until she opened her mouth, too, and licked his bottom lip before he responded by taking a small taste of her. He did it cautiously, gently, as if he was only exploring a little—and he didn’t grab hold of her, as promised. That left her free to withdraw at any moment, and having that “out” made it so much easier to continue.
Pressing her lips more firmly to his, she deepened the kiss and felt him stiffen—but in a good way. That he liked what she was doing encouraged her. He tasted like the minty toothpaste he’d just used in her bathroom, and he smelled like her soap. “Nice,” she breathed and slid her hands up his arms and over his broad shoulders until she could grab fistfuls of his thick, silky hair.
She wasn’t sure exactly what happened next. Her body seemed to act of its own volition, to override her brain, because soon they were kissing so hungrily her whole body tingled with the desire to be touched. She was pretty sure she even groaned, and he did too. She was having thoughts of slipping her hands up under his shirt and kissing and licking his chest.
But then she smelled the oatmeal burning and pulled away to take the pan off the burner.
“It-it’s ruined,” she said while trying to come to grips with the influx of hormones that’d nearly swept her away.
He didn’t respond immediately. He seemed to be holding himself rigid, trying to rein in what he was feeling, too. When he did speak, he sounded shocked. “I thought you said you weren’t going to be any good at that.”
“So...I did okay?”
He caught her face and turned it toward him. “The fact that I can hardly breathe right now should answer that question.” He lowered his voice. “Did you like it?”
Heat rose to her cheeks. She found it frustrating that she could be in her thirties and still feel so young and shy. Even that was embarrassing, especially because she was the type of person who always liked to be in control of herself. But she nodded, because it was true, and he responded with a huge smile.
“Good. We’ll get where we want to go,” he said. “Just call me tonight for your first lesson. For someone so buttoned up and proper, I have a feeling that talking dirty might not come as naturally as kissing.”
When he stepped away and called Makita, she said, “You’re leaving?”
“I think that’s a good note to end on, don’t you?”
“What about breakfast?”
“I’ll grab something in town.” He leaned in to give her a quick peck as if he felt like he had to steal even that simple of a kiss. “Nice job on the zero to sixty in nanoseconds, full-on openmouthed blow-my-mind kiss, by the way. Your skills in that area won’t require any work at all.”
 
***
 
The next two weeks were probably the happiest of Evelyn’s life. Although she canceled her trip to Pennsylvania and stayed in Boston—Tim said he’d take care of that interview—she continued to work. She was too disciplined not to. But she had Amarok on her mind almost all the time, and she loved the long conversations they had on the phone at night. By the end of those two weeks they were talking even more than at night. He’d call her over lunch to say hello or to see how her day was going. Or she’d call him whenever she had a break in her schedule, just because she couldn’t wait to hear his voice.
She’d never thought she’d be looking forward to moving to Alaska for any reason other than to dig in to the studies she had planned. But it now held a different kind of attraction, one that had her humming to herself for no particular reason, or staring off into space, smiling vacantly while reliving that kiss in the kitchen of her bungalow. Although she was frightened that she was finally starting a relationship, Amarok made it all seem safe, doable.
But...maybe that was because he was so far away. Sometimes she wondered how they were going to fare, given her phobias and history, once she didn’t have a 3400-mile buffer.
“You’re learning,” he’d told her last night, in a husky voice, after she’d described, in great detail, everything she wanted to do to him.
“I’m growing bold since I don’t really have to act on my words,” she’d admitted with a laugh.
“The thought’s there,” he’d said. “That’s where it all starts.”
He was right. The thought was there. She could think of little else.
“Focus!” she told herself, as, once again, she tried to draw her mind back to what she was doing. She’d been packing up her office all day and still had a lot to accomplish before leaving Boston. She even had several things on her list that didn’t include Hanover House business or preparing for the big move. Tonight, for instance, she had a cocktail party for Dr. Fitzpatrick—or Tim, as she was starting to call him. She wasn’t really interested in attending it. She didn’t like the attention she received in those types of social situations. But he’d invited her personally, and since he was closing down his practice to relocate to Alaska and help make Hanover House a success, she felt as if supporting his birthday party was the least she could do.
She checked the time on her phone. Eight o’clock. Darn, she should’ve left already.
With a sigh, she tucked her hair behind her ears and surveyed what she had yet to pack. She had to sort through her desk and box up the contents, but she didn’t have to be out for another few days. The lease didn’t expire until the 31st.
Even with her busy schedule, she’d make it, she told herself, and hurried to the bathroom to repair her appearance for the party, which turned out to be far less crowded than she’d expected. It was only her, Tim and two colleagues she’d met at various forensic conferences, which made her especially glad she hadn’t bailed out. They talked about Hanover House, the list of psychopaths they were having shipped there, a few new and particularly gruesome crimes that were as yet unsolved and the type of person who’d probably committed those crimes. Then they talked about Jasper and where she thought he might be living these days. That he’d never been caught seemed to come up in whatever group she was with.
Evelyn would’ve left after an hour, once she’d put in an appearance. But with such a small crowd, she knew it would reveal her lack of true interest. There was no melding into the background and slipping out in a gathering of four. So she stayed for several hours despite the fact that she was dying to get home and call Amarok.
Even after holding out for so long, when she left, Tim seemed disappointed. “We were just getting started!” he complained.
“I’m moving to Hanover House before you, and have so much yet to do. I’m sorry. I’ve really got to get some sleep.”
He put his hand over hers in what she hoped was merely a “caring” gesture. “Then...should we call you a cab?”
“No. I’ve only had a little wine.”
He’d had much more, which was evident in the way he squinted at her glass. “Really?”
“It’s mostly been soda water for me,” she said with a laugh.
After she told everyone goodbye, she rushed to her car. Finally, she was free.
As she got in and buckled up, she listened to the voicemails Amarok had left. “God, you’re all I can think about. Call me,” was message number one. “I can’t wait to see you again,” was message number two. And “Damn! Are you ever going to call me back?” was message number three.
She chuckled to herself as she pulled out of the lot and used Bluetooth to call him back.
“There you are,” he teased as if she’d been missing for days. “Where are you?”
“Driving from Arlington to Chestnut Hill.” She told him about the cocktail party and that she’d almost finished packing up her office. And he told her that the parents of two young men—Chad and Tex Jennings—had come forward to turn in their sons for vandalizing Hanover House.
“So we know who did it?”
“I suspected them before, which is why I spoke to them and their parents.”
“What kind of punishment can they expect?” she asked.
“Restitution. Probably a fine on top of that. Maybe even a few days in jail.”
“Are they also the ones who cut my phone line my last night in Hilltop?”
“They claim they didn’t, but maybe they’re too scared to confess. They know they’re already in a shitload of trouble.”
“It had to be them,” she said. “There’s no other explanation for it.”
“I think so too.”
“Did they say why they did it?”
“They were just out acting stupid, which is sad, because their parents need the income they earn.”
“Is this their first offense?”
“They’ve done other petty stuff—taking a neighbor’s gnome from the yard and putting it up on the roof, skinny-dipping in hot tubs they don’t own, throwing parties that get a bit too loud when their parents have been in Anchorage for medical treatment. This is by far the most serious. Most of the time, I actually like them.”
“If it would help to have me talk to the judge at sentencing, I will.”
“We’ll see how it goes. Maybe they deserve a good scare. Maybe it’ll make them take life a little more seriously.”
“I just feel bad for their parents.”
“So do I. But I’m merely the enforcer. I don’t make the laws or have any input on the punishment.”
She adjusted the heater. “Being a cop must suck sometimes.”
“No more than being a psychiatrist. You must hear some terrible things.”
“I do.”
“How do you handle all the negativity?”
“I look for answers in it—ways to improve our penal system. Someone has to—”
“Just a sec,” he broke in and covered the phone. When he came back on he said, “Can I call you back? I’ve got some hunters here who have questions.”
“Of course,” she said and got off I-95 at the Yankee Division Highway. She was almost home, couldn’t wait to get inside and go to bed—and maybe visit with Amarok a bit more before falling asleep. She didn’t mind losing another thirty minutes if it meant she could talk to him.
But she never made it home. Just as she came to a full stop at the traffic light a few blocks from her condo, a car slammed into her from behind.
 



 
Chapter 14
 
He’d chosen the perfect time. It was late enough that the roads were deserted. But he may have hit her too hard.
Jasper waited to see if Evelyn would get out of her BMW and come to collect his insurance information and driver’s license number. What he’d done couldn’t be classified as a major crash, but he’d jolted her pretty good and rumpled both fenders. She should get out to at least view the damage—and when she did, he’d have her. It was too dark for her to see into his car, too dark for her to be able to ascertain that he was wearing a mask. He’d just keep his head down until she got close, as if he was hurt, and then he’d grab her. Even if she screamed, it should be okay because it would take only a couple of seconds to drag her into the car. They’d be gone before anyone could react.
But she didn’t get out of the car. She remained inside even after the light turned green, as if she was shocked and uncertain—or maybe hurt...
“Come on, damn it,” he muttered, but he realized in that moment that he’d underestimated her, after all. She was too smart to allow herself to be so easily fooled, too smart to make herself vulnerable despite normal protocol. She certainly wasn’t going to risk getting hurt over a little car damage. Maybe she’d even heard of this type of trick. Since she worked in the criminal justice world, she’d probably heard everything.
Anyway, she didn’t get out; she punched the gas pedal and tore around the corner.
Jasper had only a split second to decide what to do. Did he let her go again? Or did he chase her down?
Afraid he may never have another chance, he stomped on the gas pedal and flew around the corner, too. She wasn’t going to get away from him this time, he decided. He’d smash her whole damn car, kill her that way, if he had to. How dare her think that she could stand up to him? That she could get away no matter what she did?
He thought he would wind up killing her when he raced up to the side and swerved into her. He didn’t have time to mess around. He had to bring this little car chase to an end right away.
He could see the terror in her eyes, could see her mouth open in a scream—right before he forced her car into the curb. It probably would only have stopped her, if she hadn’t been going so fast. Instead, it turned her car over.
Was she dead? Maybe. But he wasn’t about to leave her there, wasn’t about to risk that she might still be alive.
Slamming on his brakes, he skidded to a stop, shoved the transmission into park and rushed over before the noise he’d caused could drag the people in this quiet neighborhood from the depths of sleep. She was dangling upside down, but she wasn’t dead. She wasn’t even unconscious. She was moaning and grabbing her seat belt as if she wanted to get it off.
“Don’t worry, I’ve got you,” he said and cut the strap before pulling her out through the broken window.
“My phone,” she mumbled. “The police.”
The glass had cut her in several places. He could see blood rolling down her arms. But she seemed too disoriented to fully comprehend what was going on, which was fortunate. She only knew she was afraid.
“I’ll call them for you,” he said and dragged her over to his car, at which point he threw her in the trunk and took off.
 
***
 
As soon as he got a few blocks from where he’d left Evelyn’s car, Jasper slowed down and removed his mask. His desire to get away from the crash site as soon as possible had to be tempered by the threat of drawing attention for driving like a bat out of hell. It was important to act as if he was just an every day guy, someone with nothing to hide. He’d found if he could sell that well, most people would believe whatever story he told or whatever image he portrayed, and acting bold and confident contributed to his success.
So he calmed down and pretended as if he hadn’t just kidnapped the psychiatrist so many people would recognize from TV. 
He hoped he’d escaped without anyone spotting his car. It seemed like it. No one had come running. But even if he had gotten away cleanly, there was the issue of his banged up vehicle. It was obvious that it had been in an accident. As soon as possible, he needed to get off the road and stay off the road.
Which he planned to do as soon as he reached Waltham. That would take fifteen minutes. It’d be another five or ten before he could get to his hideaway.
Jasper didn’t want to stop before he reached his safe spot, so he wasn’t pleased when Evelyn started to scream and kick at the trunk lid. He’d disabled the release the manufacturer had installed, so she couldn’t get out, but she could certainly draw attention, which meant he had to do something.
After pulling into an alley, he opened the trunk and covered her mouth with a rag dosed in a homemade version of chloroform.
“That should do the trick,” he muttered when she went limp, and hopped back behind the wheel.
 
***
 
As soon as Amarok got home for the night, he tried calling Evelyn. It’d been only thirty minutes since he’d talked to her before, but he couldn’t reach her. “Hey, it’s me again,” he said as he turned on the TV and lay down on the couch. “You’ve probably gone to bed. You could use the sleep. Good luck finishing the move out of your office tomorrow. Wish I was there to haul things around for you.”
When he hung up, he didn’t expect to hear from her until morning. So he was surprised to receive a call from her number only seconds later. “There you are,” he said, and silenced his TV with the remote.
The person who responded wasn’t Evelyn; it wasn’t even a woman. “Who is this?”
“Who is this?” Amarok responded.
“Officer Pierce Schwartz, of the Arlington Police Department.”
Amarok sat up. “Police department! Why do you have Evelyn’s phone?”
“Can I get your name, please?”
“Of course. It’s Sergeant Benjamin Murphy. I’m an Alaskan State Trooper living in Hilltop. I’m also a friend of Evelyn Talbot’s. What’s going on?”
“I’m afraid she’s been in an accident,” came the response.
Amarok’s stomach twisted into knots. “Where? How? Is she okay?”
“We don’t know,” he said. “She’s gone.”
 
***
 
Once he pulled deep into the copse of trees to make sure his car would remain hidden even if someone came out to this remote area, Jasper left Evelyn in the trunk and trudged down the hill to get the wagon he used to transport supplies. It was dark and there was no one around—he’d never seen anyone here—so he was breathing easier now that he was off the beaten path. But he was growing worried about the fact that she hadn’t woken up yet. Had he used too much chloroform?
Those chemicals could be dangerous. And he’d been acting so fast. It wasn’t as if he’d had the opportunity to measure...
As soon as he got her into the wagon, which wasn’t easy since it’d been created for children and her limp body sprawled all over, he checked for a pulse—and breathed a sigh of relief when he found one. Good. Her heart was beating. That was fortunate.
Using a flashlight to avoid the briers and bigger rocks, he carted her down the hill and dumped her on the bed inside the shack.
“Welcome home,” he said. “I think you’re going to like what I’ve done to the place. For one, I haven’t set it on fire yet, so that’ll be an improvement.” He’d been tempted. That visit Hillary had received from the police had sent him into a full-blown panic. But he was glad now that he’d held off and hadn’t gone too far. Since he’d been home he’d kept a close eye on the news. He’d also spoken to the detectives who’d come by, and they didn’t seem particularly suspicious of him. They were checking every car within a twenty mile radius of the kidnapping that had the same make and model as what the witness had seen and, fortunately, a lot of people in the Boston area had blue Toyota Camrys.
“Can you believe we’re back together? After so long?” he said to Evelyn’s inert form. “It’s unbelievable, isn’t it? We haven’t seen each other since high school.”
He took out the picture he kept in the secret compartment of his wallet and taped it to a chair, which he put in front of the bed. He wanted that to be the first thing she saw when she woke up, wanted her to know he’d be coming back for her. Then he set about tying her to the iron frame like he had the last woman. He didn’t think she’d mind the old, crusty pools of blood. It wasn’t easy to get a mattress down here.
“I guess I can’t ask if that’s too tight around your wrists,” he said. Then he laughed, since he didn’t give a shit anyway. He hoped it was good and tight, hoped it cut off the blood and made her miserable. It’d give her a taste of what she had to look forward to.
He was almost done when his cell phone rang. His wife had flown off to meet her sister in New York City so they could see a Broadway musical and spend the night at a hotel in the theater district. So what the hell was she doing calling him in the middle of the night?
He hesitated, wondering if he should answer it. If he were asleep, he wouldn’t answer it. So he let it go to voicemail. Then he checked to see if she’d left a message.
“What the hell’s going on?” she cried. “Chelsea just called me crying. She said she’s sick. That she’s throwing up, and you aren’t anywhere to be found.”
“Son of a bitch,” he muttered and hurried up the hill to where he’d left the car so that he could get a better signal before calling her back. He’d given the girls some cough medicine that was supposed to help them sleep. He’d expected them to be knocked out until morning. So what was Chelsea doing up? He couldn’t have given her too much. He’d been careful about the dosage. But maybe she was allergic to it.
Hillary answered on the first ring. “Andy? Where are you?” she asked. “You told me you’d watch the kids so that I could have this little trip with my sister!”
“I am watching the kids,” he said. “I just ran to the store to get some Pepto Bismal. I’ve been sick, too. Haven’t been able to keep anything down.”
“Why didn’t you call me?”
He stared up at the clouds moving over the moon. “Because I didn’t want to bother you, didn’t want to ruin your trip. And what can you do about it?”
“So you left the kids alone?”
“For like fifteen minutes! They were both sleeping soundly. I checked on them before I left. And I knew I wouldn’t be gone long.”
“You realize child protective services could take them away from us if we were to get reported, don’t you? Miranda’s eight and Chelsea’s only six! What if you were to get in a car accident? What if you couldn’t get back to them?”
“Stop freaking out!” he snapped. “I’ll be with them in a minute. Don’t you even give a shit that I’ve been puking my guts out?”
There was a long pause. “I do. I’m sorry. I just...I was so scared there for a minute. I couldn’t imagine what you could be doing this late at night.”
He thought of the car and the fact that he was going to have to tell her he’d been in an accident. That wouldn’t fly now. He’d have to leave the car right where it was, walk a few miles to reach a more populated area and call a cab. It’d be better, for everyone’s sake, if he woke up in the morning and pretended it’d been stolen after he returned from the store. He couldn’t risk having anyone notice that the paint scratches matched those on Evelyn’s car, anyway, not after the police had already been around once to ask about his vehicle.
“Don’t worry about anything,” he said. “I’m going to be fine, and I’m taking good care of the kids.”
She sniffed but seemed to be calming down. “Okay. That’s nice to hear. Will you...will you call me when you get home? The kids aren’t answering now.”
And once he called them and instructed them to leave the phone off the hook, under the guise that he wanted to be able to hear how they were doing, they wouldn’t be able to answer later, either—not until after he could get home. “Just go to bed. I’ve got everything handled. We’ll check in come morning.”
“Okay,” she said, but he knew she’d be checking back regularly. He had to get his ass home as soon as possible, and that was going to take some time, especially now that he had to stop by an all-night drugstore.
“Damn kids,” he muttered after he disconnected. Someday, he was going to kill them too.
 



 
Chapter 15
 
The birds were chirping so loudly that at first Evelyn thought she was sleeping outdoors. The smell of fecund earth seemed to indicate the same thing. She was close to trees and water and... nothing else that she could determine. Was she in the country?
No matter how intently she listened, she couldn’t hear any cars or people or activity. What was going on?
It wasn’t until she managed to lift her heavy eyelids and look around, to see the sunlight peeking through the boards of the roof overhead, that she realized where she was. Then her heart jumped into her throat, nearly choking her, as if whatever had been stuffed into her mouth wasn’t enough to contend with.
She was back in the shack! Back where she’d nearly been killed!
Automatically, her hands tried to come up, to see if she was bleeding out. Had he cut her throat? She was too numb with fear to be able to feel the pain, if it was there, but she couldn’t check. Although she had her clothes on, she was tied, spread-eagle to an iron bed frame.
A whimper caused her to turn her head to see who could be making that frightened sound.
Then she realized it was coming from her. Her brain was so foggy, so...sluggish—and despite the numbness that’d invaded the rest of her body, her head felt like it was about to explode. The golf ball in her mouth, held in by a gag, made it so difficult to breathe. Only if she remained calm could she get enough air by dragging it in through her nose.
What’d happened? How did she come to be here? Was the person who’d abducted her a psychopath she’d studied? Or maybe another enemy—someone who didn’t agree with her approach to treatment—trying to recreate the trauma of her past?
Because as much as this place looked like the shack where she’d been tormented for three days at sixteen, it couldn’t be. After he’d left her for dead, Jasper had torched it.
She thought it had to be a copycat—until she saw the picture. Then her stomach cramped and she gasped, nearly sucking the ball in her mouth down her throat.
“Oh no! God, no!” she moaned, but it didn’t sound like actual words. She wasn’t able to articulate.
“Help me!” came out like more of a scream. “Please!” didn’t sound much different. Jasper had found her. That was who’d run her off the road last night!
No, she tried to tell herself. The driver of the blue car had to be some other man, any other man.
But she knew in her heart it wasn’t, and that knowledge made her tremble. Soon, she was shaking so badly she could feel the bed jiggling beneath her.
Where was he? The shack was so small that, unless he was under the bed, she’d be able to see him. That meant he had to be in the regular world, living whatever life other people thought he lived—like before, when he’d go to school and baseball practice as if he didn’t have her tied up in a place just like this. He wasn’t someone who acted odd or reclusive. He was a chameleon who behaved however he had to behave in order to blend in, be liked, escape notice.
But he wouldn’t stay in the regular world for long. Evelyn had no illusions about that. He was too sadistic. No doubt he was already counting the seconds, anxious to return, to inflict what pain he could—which was considerable—so that he could watch her suffer.
She’d been through this once, knew what he had in store.
Squeezing her eyes closed, she tried to hold back the tears that welled up. She couldn’t allow her sinuses to fill, or she’d suffocate. Even more importantly, she had to subdue her fear, which was also rising, or it would drive her mad before she could even attempt to save herself.
Concentrate! She had to put whatever minutes she had left to good use. Once Jasper returned, it wouldn’t take much time for him to rape her. That was where he’d start. And it would be brutal, would probably leave her so injured she wouldn’t be able to escape even if he left her untied. So, as impaired as she felt by fear and the aftereffects of whatever he’d used to drug her, she was at her strongest right now. She had to use that strength to her advantage; it was all she had.
Breathe. That’s it. In and out...
Despite this self-talk, tears rolled into her hair as she looked around. Had he left anything behind that she might be able to use to get free? Her wrists and ankles were tied so tightly, the situation felt hopeless, but she couldn’t succumb to despair. She’d never make it out of this alive if she did.
Honestly, it wasn’t the dying part that scared her. It was everything that would happen before.
She saw a wagon inside the sagging front door, which had a rope tying it shut. A small table took up one corner of the shack. The chair with the picture taped to it had been arranged in front of her. Jasper had gone to great pains to recreate the “hut” they’d furnished together at one time, she realized—the lover’s hideaway he’d turned into her torture chamber. There was even a throw rug similar to the one she’d once pulled out of a Dumpster so that they could make “their” place a little more comfortable.
She whimpered again, unable to help it. This was unbelievable, her worst nightmare.
Keep looking. Figure out a way to help yourself!
Besides the furniture, she saw a small refrigerator, just like they used to have for soda and alcohol, even though there was no electricity, piles of rope and cord, zip ties, a lantern, a few whips—Oh God, she knew what those were for—sacks filled with she couldn’t guess what, and two or three old, dirty blankets. One looked like it had blood on it already, which made her nauseous on top of everything else.
Don’t get sick! If she threw up, she’d choke on her own vomit...
Doing everything possible to gain control, to swallow the revulsion that caused the sickness, she tried to pretend as if she was just home and in bed. This was nothing but a bad dream.
Except she couldn’t pretend that for long. She had to face reality, had to get out. And nothing she saw would help her, even if she could get hold of it. There were no knives, no scissors.
She was just going to have to work at her bonds until they came loose, she decided. That was her only hope.
Flexing her hands to allow some of the blood back into them, she thought of Amarok and wished he’d come, even though it was impossible. She thought about the night he’d shown up when her phone line had been cut and how she’d stepped out of her house and into his arms. It’d felt so reassuring, so good. He wouldn’t want her to go through this again, she told herself. He wouldn’t want her to suffer. He was trying to help her heal. Just what he’d done so far had made her feel more alive than she’d felt in twenty years.
She had to keep fighting...
She yanked on the ropes that held her feet in place, but there was little give. She tried the same with her arms. They were tight, too. But if she could get the damn gag out of her mouth, she might be able to lean over far enough to be able to use her teeth to untie one of her hands. This was an old bed, not quite a double.
She’d started by concentrating on nothing except the need to roll that gag down so she could spit out the ball in her mouth.
Pulling her chin back toward her neck as far as possible, she used her tongue to push the ball against the fabric that was holding it in. It did no good, but she kept at it, hoping to create enough flex that she’d eventually be able to shove it through the opening she was trying to create. Then she would at least be able to use her jaws.
It was a painstaking process, so painstaking that she was soon soaked with sweat. She could hear the rasp of her own breathing, felt as if she was just this side of suffocating at all times. But it was the heat of the sun, beating down on the shack outside that frightened her most. That’s what told her it was no longer early, that time was slipping away...
“It’s not going to work! He’s going to get here before I can even get close!” a voice wailed in her head. But somehow she silenced it, drew as much breath as she could muster and kept straining against the gag.
 
***
 
By the time Jasper got the girls off to summer camp, it was nearly nine. Then he had to report the Camry as stolen, which took another hour of dealing with his wife and her shock, the insurance company and then the police. By the time he was finished with it all, it was almost eleven and he felt like the day was nearly wasted, especially because Hillary wouldn’t be home until late this evening, so he’d have to be back by three to pick up the girls. It’d made Hillary mad enough that he’d sent Chelsea to camp despite having thrown up in the night; Hillary wouldn’t hear of her spending any time at a friend’s after. “They need to spend time with their father,” she’d said, making sure he understood that he was supposed to stay home with them regardless of any job interviews, training or other conflict.
Having Hillary go out of town was what had made it possible for him to kidnap Evelyn, but it was also making it difficult to spend any time with her, because he had to fulfill all the responsibilities that Hillary normally handled.
“Bitch,” he muttered, hating his wife and her girls. He needed them. He knew that. He’d have to figure out a way to pay his own rent and living expenses without them. And yet he couldn’t help resenting them at times. He’d often felt the exact same about his parents when he was growing up.
But he was free for now—for the next four hours. With drive time, that’d give him only three with Evelyn, however, which wasn’t as much as he wanted.
He glanced over at the sack he’d put in the passenger seat of his wife’s minivan. It contained a few new toys he was eager to experiment with. One was a stun gun.
He promised himself he’d start out easy so he wouldn’t lose her as fast as he’d lost the last one. He preferred to make the pleasure last.
Once he reached the turn-off, which was merely a nondescript dirt road going into a wooded area, he watched for signs, as he always did, of other people. He couldn’t see why anyone else would come here. It wasn’t a place that attracted hikers or joggers. It wasn’t particularly scenic, either. It was just a piece of wasteland, owned by the railroad.
Fortunately, he saw no signs of trouble. He also checked to make sure that the car he’d left the night before couldn’t be seen, and was satisfied that he’d hidden it well enough. He wouldn’t be able to hide the one he was driving quite as completely, but he wouldn’t be at the shack for long.
Releasing his seat belt, he grabbed the sack that held the stun gun, as well as the new restraints he’d bought at an S&M store, and opened his door.
 
***
 
Evelyn had heard the car pull up. That sound, and what it signified, brought the same sweeping, sickening fear that she’d found so debilitating when she first woke up.
Jasper was back. She was out of time—too soon. After all she’d done to escape—after getting that gag out of her mouth and freeing her hands—she was still trying to untie one foot, and she wasn’t having much success. She’d torn up her wrists; they were bleeding all over. Her hands were swollen, too—so swollen she could hardly make her fingers work.
A car door slammed.
Oh God! “Come on, come on,” she murmured, but the panic rising inside her made her feel like she was about to faint. And knowing Jasper would appear within seconds had stolen the hope that’d kept her going despite the difficulty and pain involved.
This is it. It’s got to happen now. Now, now, now! Focusing all her mental power on untying that last knot, she blocked out the sounds she was hearing and everything else. Pull, damn it! Pull if you want to live! Make your fingers work! 
It was almost a surprise when the knot gave and she was able to drag her leg free. She could get off the bed—but where would she go? Jasper wasn’t far. She could hear the rocks his feet dislodged rolling down some sort of incline as he drew closer. If she tried to run, he’d see her.
She’d have to incapacitate him instead. Frantically searching for some sort of weapon, she got up—and immediately collapsed. She couldn’t feel her feet, couldn’t walk.
The sounds of his approach grew louder. But there were no weapons, nothing she’d be able to use to fend him off—just the whips, and she had no confidence in her ability to use one of those. He’d only laugh as he took it away. Then he’d turn it on her...
There was nowhere to hide, either—except maybe under the bed, which would be so obvious it wouldn’t be worth her time trying to slide under there.
She was free, and yet she was still trapped. After the valiant effort she’d put into getting away, and all the pain she’d suffered pulling and straining at those ropes, she wasn’t even going to have the chance to escape.
That seemed grossly unfair...
Should she stand behind the door and try to knock him off balance when he came in? Maybe then she’d be able to get around him and run—except that her legs felt like rubber. She wouldn’t make it far, and the chase would only make him angrier, more violent. She knew from past experience how explosively he reacted to any defiance.
Then her gaze landed on the mini-fridge. It was so small, too small for most human beings. But if she could unlatch the door, as if she’d left, and shove whatever he kept in the fridge under the blankets so she could squeeze inside, he might assume she’d already escaped and panic, flee for fear she was getting the cops.
It was her only chance, she decided.
The only problem was...even if he fell for such a trick, she knew she’d be just as likely to suffocate inside that fridge as survive.
 
***
 
Jasper’s stomach plummeted the second he saw that the rope he used to tie the door shut was dangling loose. Who’d opened it since he left last night? Had someone stumbled across this place and found Evelyn?
“No!” With his heart beating out a rapid tattoo, he threw the door open and stared at the bed. Sure enough, Evelyn was gone. But it didn’t look like she’d been found; the fresh blood smeared all over the mattress made it look like she’d escaped.
“Son of a bitch!” he cried and upended the bed, threw the chair against the wall and tossed the table to the other side of the room. This was Hillary’s fault, damn it! If she wasn’t such a demanding bitch, always so concerned with her bratty children, he could’ve come earlier—and then maybe this wouldn’t have happened.
How long had it been since Evelyn freed herself?
He had no idea. She could’ve woken up as soon as he left.
But it couldn’t have been easy. The fresh blood attested to that. It also attested to how determined she was, that she insisted on fighting him.
Damn her! Where was she?
He ran outside and covered his eyes to block out the glare of the sun as he scanned the area. He didn’t see anything. But even if she was close, she could be hiding in some trees or be snuggled down behind a berm. He called out for her, but it wasn’t as if she’d answer him. Even if he spent all day searching, he might not find her.
And what if she’d made it to the road already? Been picked up?
Surely, if the police weren’t on their way, they’d be coming soon.
“Shit!” In a final, last-ditch effort to see if he could recover her, he checked the ground for drops of blood, hoping that might give him some indication of where she’d gone and how far she’d gotten. But he couldn’t see any blood—or footprints. With all the vegetation, that’d be unlikely, anyway.
There was no other option—he had to destroy the shack and get out of there.
After hurrying up the hill to his wife’s minivan, he grabbed the gas can he kept in the back and returned to his hideaway to pour it all over the mattress. Then he tossed a match on that mattress and, before he left, torched the Camry too.
 



 
Chapter 16
 
Evelyn couldn’t believe Jasper hadn’t seen that the door to the fridge was ajar. When he’d gone outside, she’d had to open it to gulp for air—or she’d pass out—and he’d surprised her by returning. Then she hadn’t been able to get it shut all the way. But he’d been so intent on what he was doing, she didn’t think he’d noticed.
She would’ve been glad about that, relieved—if she hadn’t smelled gasoline.
The shack was a tinderbox to begin with, and he’d just added an accelerant. If she didn’t get out fast, she’d burn to death. But the loud crackle made it difficult to know where he was, since she could no longer hear him. Was he outside watching the place burn? Could he be hoping to flush her out?
Paranoia tempted her to think that way, to believe that he knew more than he probably did. The frightened child inside her tried to convince her to remain hidden, because that fridge, especially now that it was encircled by fire, seemed like the only place he couldn’t reach her. She was afraid if she scrambled out and headed for safety, she’d only run into him, and she had no illusion that it would be any better fate than dying where she was.
But then she thought of Amarok, and her parents and sister, and her work. She’d told herself for years that she wouldn’t allow Jasper to get the best of her. She’d fought that first experience with everything she had. Why would she let him win in the end?
She wouldn’t, she decided. She was going to survive. Again. And then she’d do everything in her power to see that he was finally punished so he could no longer hurt her or anyone else.
The heat was already unbearable, and smoke hung so thick in the air, she couldn’t breathe. Coughing and gasping, she pushed herself out of the fridge and onto the dirt floor. She could see flames licking their way up to the roof, knew the whole shack could crumble on top of her any second. Yet she could hardly move, still didn’t have complete control of her body. Curling up inside that fridge had done nothing to get the blood flowing back into her limbs, so she was as numb and tingly as she’d been before—not to mention weak, hungry and exhausted.
Move! Now! she ordered herself. The fire was consuming the shack like a piece of paper. If she waited any longer, she’d burn right along with it.
Remaining low to the ground, she dragged herself to the entrance. The flames had caught hold of the door, but she grabbed that old, bloody blanket she’d spotted earlier and used it to protect her from the flames as she crawled across the threshold.
Part of her believed Jasper would grab her immediately. But once she reached the cool embankment of a creek and rolled over onto her back to stare at the sky overhead, she realized she was alone.
She stayed there, gulping for breath until she also realized something else—if she didn’t get up, he’d escape. She had to get a good look at him, note the license plate number on his car, something. Otherwise, she could spend the rest of her life as she’d spent the past twenty years, wondering if he was around the very next corner.
Driven by sheer determination, Evelyn staggered to her feet. But she’d been unconscious when he brought her here, had no idea where she was, or, now that she was no longer in the shack, from which direction she’d heard his car approach. Fear, panic and desperation had a tendency to distort perceptions, which was also a problem.
By the time she saw the smoke of a second fire, and could walk well enough to climb the embankment to reach it, she was fairly certain he was gone—and so were the license plates on the burning vehicle he’d used to abduct her.
 
***
 
The man and woman who picked Evelyn up on the side of the road wanted to take her to the hospital, but she’d demanded they drive straight to the closest police station. She had some superficial wounds—bloody chafing on her wrists and ankles, cuts on her arms and the sides of her mouth and some burns on her legs (even though she hadn’t been aware of ever coming into direct contact with the fire). But it was probably her headache that bothered her most. She needed to be treated at some point, if only to have the stitches from Hugo’s attack removed and to make sure that whatever Jasper had put on that rag hadn’t caused permanent damage.
But she didn’t dare waste any time. She wanted to tell the police everything she knew, get them out searching the area where she’d been found before the evidence Jasper was trying to destroy could be destroyed—if it wasn’t too late already. That was also why she’d used the man’s cell phone to call 9-1-1 the instant she got the couple who’d helped her to pull over.
“You really shouldn’t be sitting here. We can talk in the hospital.” This came from a young, clean-cut detective by the name of Mike Hampton. Evelyn was sitting in his office with a blanket draped around her shoulders and a cup of coffee waiting on the ledge of his desk.
“Admittance takes forever,” she said. “We need to act now.”
“We are acting now,” he assured her. “I’ve got a team out there, but they can’t do anything with that building he burned, or the car, until it all cools off.”
She pressed her fingers to her temples. “How long will that be?”
“A few hours, maybe more.”
“And then it’ll be dark,” she muttered, irritated by the limitations that hampered police progress while Jasper seemed able to get away with whatever he pleased.
Detective Hampton ignored her sarcasm. “Meanwhile, why don’t I take your statement, write down everything you recall while its fresh in your mind?”
Evelyn was eager to go over it all. She told him what she’d told the sergeant at the front desk when she first hurried into the police station, only in greater detail. But as she spoke, she realized that she didn’t have a lot to offer as far as the kind of details that might differentiate Jasper from any other man.
“So you didn’t get a look at his face,” the detective said.
She hugged the blanket closer. “No. He-he was wearing a ski mask.”
“When he came this morning, too?”
“I can’t say. I was crammed into the refrigerator by the time he entered the shack.”
Hampton checked his notes. “You said the door to the refrigerator was open when he came back, that you were shocked he didn’t notice.”
“That’s true, but...I couldn’t see him, couldn’t see anything. My head was curled into my knees. I’d used my elbow to crack the door to give me a little ventilation, which is why I couldn’t pull it closed fast enough.”
“And you’re sure the car he burned is the car he used to abduct you?”
“It had to be. It was a blue sedan that ran me off the road. I was in too much of a panic to get his license plate number when he was coming after me. I was just trying to get away, to survive. But this morning I looked for license plates, and...he’d taken them off.”
“Then I’m guessing he filed the VIN number off, too,” he said with a frown. “But...we’ll look for that, of course, when we can.”
She nodded.
“What makes you so sure the man who nearly killed you twenty years ago is behind this latest attack?” he asked. “Did he say something specific, or…?”
She craved the bolstering effects of the coffee he’d provided, but her hands weren’t steady enough to bring the cup to her lips, so she continued to let it grow cold. “No. We-we didn’t have a chance to interact. It was that picture he left taped to the chair that told me.”
“Your prom picture.”
“Yes. Who else would have access to that?”
He didn’t bother to answer that question. “What about a description?” he asked. “I understand you didn’t see his face. But can you tell me anything about his general size and body shape?”
“He was tall, strong—pulled me out of my overturned car as if I weighed nothing.”
“Can you guess at his height?”
She hesitated. “I can only give you those details for when I knew him in high school.” Damn it! Nothing else was clear enough.
“And he could’ve grown since then. Some boys do.” The detective bent his head as he read over his notes. “Well, we’ll see what we can find at the scene. Maybe we’ll get lucky and come up with a shred of evidence that will give us an indication as to where he’s living.”
“Thanks,” she said and tried to remain hopeful. But later that day, when they could actually start looking, they admitted that everything had been destroyed. The only thing they found was a shallow grave not far from where the shack had been.
It contained the body of a woman who’d been abducted three weeks earlier.
 
***
 
By the time Hillary got home, Jasper had half the house packed.
“What’s going on?” she asked, obviously shocked.
The kids were asleep, so he kept his voice down. “We’re moving.”
She dropped her purse. “Why?”
“Because you never wanted to come here to begin with.”
“But...what about my job?”
“You’re a nurse. You can get a job anywhere, especially with your references. You don’t like the hospital you’re at right now, anyway, remember? You’ve told me as much.”
“I didn’t say I couldn’t make do, get used to it.”
“You shouldn’t have to.”
She came deeper into the room. “There are other considerations, Andy. What about the lease on this house?”
“What about it? It’s month-to-month. We’ll give our landlord a check for September and be out of it.”
“That’ll cost us an extra thousand bucks!”
“Won’t it be worth a thousand bucks to be able to live in Arizona, like you wanted to begin with?”
She thought about that for a moment. “I-I guess,” she said at length. “But...what about the Camry? Will we leave without it?”
“Of course. Either the cops will find it, or the insurance will replace it. That’s no reason to stay.”
“It’s just...this is so sudden. And we haven’t been here very long.”
He taped another box closed. “I know. It was a mistake to come. I really thought I’d get that job, that I’d be able to make our lives better. Then I didn’t, and you’ve been so disappointed that I haven’t been able to find something else. Maybe we’ll have better luck in Phoenix. At least we’ll have a mild winter, right?” He grinned at her. “I want to give you what you want for a change. You deserve it. Think about it...if we bail now, it won’t affect the kids half as much as if we wait. It’ll just be like we had a...a six-week vacation in Boston one summer.”
Her eyes filled with tears. “So we can really go where I want to go? By my family?”
“Of course. Since you’ve been gone, I’ve realized how much you do every day. I don’t support you enough, Hill. I need to pitch in more, make sure you’re happy. And getting you out of here is the first step.”
She dashed a hand across her cheeks. “So you still love me.”
The disbelief in her voice prompted him to put his arms around her. He didn’t love her—sometimes he even wondered what love was—but he knew she’d expect such physical comfort. “Of course I do. You’re the best thing that’s ever happened to me.”
“You’ve been so remote lately. So...moody and...and angry. I didn’t know what you were thinking. I assumed...I assumed you were tired of me, or bored, or—”
“I’ve just been depressed,” he said. “Who wouldn’t be? I haven’t been able to get a job. That makes me feel worthless. But I’ll find something in Arizona. I’m going to make you proud. I promise.”
Her arms slid around his neck, and she buried her face in his shoulder.
It irritated him how gullible she was. If he really cared about her, she wouldn’t have to wonder. That seemed obvious to him. But she was reacting exactly as he’d hoped, so he played into it, as if he felt far more than he really did. “Are you okay?”
She sniffed. “I’m fine. Just...happy that everything’s still good between us, I guess. And that I’ll soon be living close to my mom and sister.”
“Every couple has their hard times,” he said. “But that doesn’t mean there isn’t something that draws us inexplicably together.” Take him and Evelyn, for example. She infuriated him, so much that he was tempted to go after her again right away. But he knew that wouldn’t be wise; she’d be ready for him this time. So he’d sit back for a year or two, until she began to feel comfortable again. Maybe she didn’t realize it, but he knew where she was going. He even knew the specific house where she would soon live. So he’d keep an eye on the news, follow developments in her career and what went on at Hanover House. Then, when the time was right, he’d pay her another visit.
And this time, she wouldn’t get away.
“Inexplicably?” Hillary echoed. The confusion on her face told him he’d used the wrong word, a word she didn’t find as reassuring as she would’ve liked.
“Undeniably,” he corrected. “I couldn’t live without you.” At least not for free. “We’re going to make it,” he promised and gestured at all the boxes. “So are you in? Should we get out of here?”
“As soon as we can,” she replied.
He smiled. “I don’t see any reason we can’t drive off by tomorrow night.”
 
***
 
Since she’d been abducted the night before, Amarok had stayed in close contact with the police. They told Evelyn he’d been so worried that he’d booked a flight to Boston so he could look for her himself. It was only that he’d heard word she’d been found that stopped him.
She was glad he’d decided to stay. She’d be returning to Alaska soon enough; it wasn’t necessary for him to leave Hilltop. That he’d even considered coming to Boston surprised her. This city would be so foreign to him. And they hadn’t been friends for long enough to warrant such an expense.
But she knew he was worried about her. So, after letting her parents know she was safe, she called Amarok.
“They’re not going to catch him,” she said into the phone, after explaining exactly what’d happened and assuring him that she was just fine.
“He’s smart,” Amarok said. “Bold, too.”
“He’s been out there killing for twenty years. As far as I’m concerned, the body they found proves it. Surely, that’s not the only one. He’s still active, and he’ll remain active until someone stops him.”
“It must be hard to know that.”
She pulled the blankets higher. “It is. It was easier to think he’d mysteriously disappeared—or killed himself, as his parents suggested.”
“The police will catch him someday, Evelyn.”
She knew he was just trying to comfort her. It was very possible they’d never catch him. He was too damn smart, too damn good at killing. “I can’t believe I got away. When I look back... It was a miracle,” she said, unable to explain how she hadn’t ended up in a shallow grave like that other woman.
“How’d he find you in the first place?” Amarok asked. “That’s what I want to know.”
“He must’ve been following me.”
“But he couldn’t have run across you randomly.”
“Oh, you mean to begin with. I have no idea. But if he’s back in Boston, why haven’t the police been able to find him?”
“There are a lot of people in Boston, and it’s been a long time. I’m guessing he looks different. That can’t sound like much of an excuse to you, but...it’s not easy to catch a lust killer, and if anyone can say why, it’d be you.”
“I know. I just can’t believe I’m going to have to continue to live with the thought that he’s out there, somewhere.” She thought of all the other victims in the world, who never achieved resolution, and felt guilty for complaining. Why should she be any different? And what about those who’d lost their lives? At least she’d survived and escaped. She should be grateful, not allow her bitterness to overtake her gratitude. “But I’m not the only one dealing with this type of thing,” she added. “I realize that. I’ll cope with it, somehow.”
“I don’t want you going back to your condo, not even to get your stuff,” he said. “Send half a dozen brawny men to get it for you, and be done with that place.”
“Agreed. I won’t go back. Tomorrow, when I get out of the hospital, I’m going to rent a room from someone in Cambridge. My parents want me to stay with them, but I can’t. I have to find a random place, a place where I know Jasper would have no way of finding me.”
“Or you could move here right away, instead of waiting.” He said that like he wanted to see her, to watch over her.
“This couldn’t happen in Hilltop, could it, Amarok?” she asked, suddenly uncertain that she’d be safe anywhere. “That night when my phone line was cut—”
“I’m hoping that was just scare tactics,” he broke in. “Like we talked about. It’s the best explanation we’ve got, at any rate.”
She stared up at the ceiling. “So you think I’ll be safe there.”
“I want to say you will. I’ll do everything in my power to look out for you. But the truth is, that kind of shit could happen anywhere. It all depends on how determined Jasper is, right?”
“At least I’ll be 3400 miles away from Boston. So many bad things have happened to me in this city. I’m ready to leave. Now even my mother wants me to get out.”
“Whoa, Lara’s finally supportive of Alaska?”
She allowed her eyes to close. “I wouldn’t say she’s supportive. At this point, Alaska’s just the lesser of two evils. What she’d really like is for me to get a safer job, stay out of the media and disappear into another city, like Los Angeles or Seattle.”
“I thought she didn’t want you so far away?”
“She claims they’ll move with me.”
“And your sister?”
She covered a yawn. “She’d probably stay. She likes Boston. She’s got a great job running a major hospital, so she makes good money, and she loves her work.”
“You and your sister are definitely high achievers. So...are you tempted by what your mother suggests?”
“I was for a second,” she admitted. “It just sounds so...safe.”
“You’d give up Hanover House?”
She snuggled lower in the bed. “No. You’re right—I couldn’t. It’s hard to explain, but...I have to do what I’m doing even if my folks don’t like it.” She gripped the phone tighter. “Even if you don’t like it. Because nothing’s really changed. I won’t let Jasper or anyone else drive me into a corner. Not when I can use the knowledge I’ve gained, and what I might learn in the future, to fight back, to make a difference.”
“It’s what’s bringing you here, so I’m not complaining,” he said.
She smiled at his response. “Would you like to know how I hung on mentally? How I got through it?”
“Of course.”
She rolled onto her side and spoke more softly. “By thinking of you. I wanted to live so that I could see you again.”
“I like that,” he said. “But if that’s the case, why can’t I talk you into coming tomorrow?”
She laughed. “Because I have too much to do here! I’ll come as soon as I can.” There was a noise at the door as her parents and sister rushed in, carrying flowers and balloons and candy.
“Evelyn!” her mother cried.
“Amarok, my family’s here,” she said into the phone. “And I’m exhausted—and a little groggy from the relaxers they’ve given me. Can I call you tomorrow?”
“Of course.”
“Goodnight.”
“I can’t wait for you to return,” he said.
Evelyn thought of those words an hour later, after her family had left. That was the last thing to go through her mind before she fell asleep, and the first thing when she woke up. As a matter of fact, she was still thinking about Amarok mid-morning, when a courier carried in a dozen long-stem red roses.
The card read: “I’ve never had a better kiss. Amarok.”
 



 
Epilogue
 
Two weeks later, Evelyn was packing her suitcase for her big move—she flew out the next morning—when her father came in with her mail. She’d had what was going to her post office box forwarded to a different post office entirely—and a box in his name—and asked him to pick it up for her, since she wouldn’t go anywhere she’d ever been before.
“It looks like you’ll be up late, if you plan to read through all of this,” he said, dropping a big stack on the bed.
Evelyn sat down to sort through it. She needed the break.
Most were letters of support from other victims. A lot of those letters contained checks from people wanting to contribute to her research. Evelyn was always touched by the fact that so many people were willing to get behind a good cause—and was glad that at least a portion of the population understood the need for what she was doing.
But amongst all the letters and checks, bills and junk mail, she found a postcard of San Quentin State Prison and knew, even before she turned it over, that it was from Hugo Evanski.
Dear Dr. Talbot,
I was saddened to hear of your recent and very unfortunate experience with Jasper Moore. How interesting that he has surfaced after so long. You must be shocked—or maybe not. You, of all people, must understand just how determined a killer can be.
I can’t help but admire his tenacity. But if I admire his tenacity, I also have to admire yours. Kudos on saving your own life. You’re obviously very spirited—a worthy opponent.
I look forward to getting to know you better in Hilltop.
Yours truly—Hugo Evanski
 



 
HANOVER HOUSE is the digital prequel to Brenda's new suspense series, which will be released from St. Martin's Press in 2016. You can join Evelyn Talbot and Sergeant Amarok as Hanover House opens its doors in Book #1, WHITEOUT. In the following excerpt, you will meet Anthony Garza, one of its chilling new psychopaths:
 
They’d had to sedate him. That was what the marshals told Evelyn. They’d said he was so difficult and dangerous, to himself and others, that the only way to get Anthony Garza safely from one place to another was to medicate him. A registered nurse at ADX Florence in Colorado where he’d been incarcerated before had administered 300 milligrams of Ryzolt four hours ago. There was a note of it on his chart.
But the tranquilizer had worn off by the time he arrived at HH. According to the correctional officers in receiving he’d come in slightly agitated and, despite his chains and cuffs, had quickly grown violent, going so far as to head-butt an officer. At that point, someone had sounded the alarm while others wrestled him to the ground and replaced his cuffs with a straightjacket, further restricting his range of motion. Now he had four officers flanking him instead of two. Although they stood with him in the holding cell across from her, even had to support him so he wouldn’t trip on his ankle chains, he wouldn’t settle down. He was raving like a lunatic, threatening to dismember anyone he came into contact with.
“I won’t stay in this Godforsaken place!” he cried. “You’ll all be fucked if you make me. Do you hear?”
“Should we take him to his cell?” It was Officer Whitcomb who asked. He obviously doubted she’d be able to get anything meaningful out of Garza when the man was in such a state, and she had to agree. She’d been about to suggest they take him away and give him a chance to cool off. But the second Mr. Garza realized she was on the other side of the glass, he fell silent and went still.
“Who are you?” His dark eyes shined with anger-induced madness as they riveted, hawk-like, on her.
Prepared for an ugly encounter, should it go that way, Evelyn fixed a placid expression on her face. She couldn’t, wouldn’t show this man how unsettled he made her. If he thought he was the first to use intimidation, he was sadly mistaken. Even the sudden reversal in his behavior came as no surprise. Sometimes the men incarcerated at HH reminded her of actors in a play with how quickly and easily they could slip in and out of whatever character suited them best.
“Ah, you’re coherent after all,” she said. “So what have you been doing, Mr. Garza? Putting us on notice that you’re no one to be messed with?”
He didn’t answer the question. “Who are you?”
She put on the glasses she used to alleviate eyestrain and jotted a note on his chart. Low frustration tolerance. Possibly disorganized thinker and yet...seems more calculating than that. Aggressive when fearful or uncertain or presented with unfamiliar stimuli—
“Hey! I asked you a question!” He half-dragged the C.O.s along with him so he could shuffle up to the glass.
The guards started to yank him back, to show him that he’d better not get out of control again. No doubt they were angry about before. One of their fellow officers had been shuttled off to medical nursing a broken nose because of Garza hitting him with his head. But, lowering her clipboard, Evelyn motioned for them to leave him be. She was here to study, not punish. That distinction was important to her own humanity. “I’m your new doctor.”
“No, you’re my next victim,” he said. Then he made kissing noises and smiled, revealing the jagged, broken front teeth he’d gotten from gnawing at the cinderblock wall of his last cell.
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Chapter One
 
I might not be the best expert on the subject, but in my opinion, marriage is pretty awesome.
Jack and I had spent the last three days soaking up the sun on a Caribbean Island the size of a table napkin. The population was small enough that we weren’t tripping over people on the beach, and our cabana was isolated from the main roads and all the other cabanas. Which was probably a good thing since we’d spent ninety percent of our time naked. It turns out married sex isn’t boring. Married sex is very, very good.
“We can put another tally mark on the wall,” I croaked out.
My heart pounded like a drum in my chest and a sheen of perspiration and salt water from the spray of the ocean coated my skin. I was sticky, hot, and probably getting a sunburn in places that were going to be really uncomfortable later on. I didn’t care one bit.
“No,” Jack said. His hand lay limp across my stomach, his tanned skin a blatant contrast to my own. “I don’t have the energy. Your tally mark idea is going to put me into an early grave. I need some rest and some food, woman. We’re on sex hiatus for at least an hour. ”
“Pussy,” I said, shaking my head. “I didn’t know marriage was going to make you so whiny.”
His fingers danced along my ribs and I laughed. “I beg your pardon? What did you call me?”
The problem with being married to my childhood friend was that he knew all my weaknesses, including the fact that I was ticklish on just about every space on my body.
“Nothing,” I snorted. “You must have misunderstood.”
We rolled from the large beach towels beneath us and sand went into a bunch of places sand had no business being. Palms swayed lazily overhead and the sky was cerulean and cloudless. Waves crashed to shore a few feet away, the sound hypnotic and soothing. I couldn’t imagine a more perfect day.
“Don’t think you’ll get another round out of me by wrestling and getting me all worked up. I’m on to you, Doctor Graves.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” I bit his shoulder, laughing as I felt life return to certain parts of Jack’s body. “I’m just trying to use you as a sun shield. There are parts of my body that should never see the sun.”
“Baby, I hate to break this to you, but I’m not sure that any part of your body has ever seen the sun. I shouldn’t be able to lose you on a white sand beach.”
I laughed and hitched my leg around his hip. “Very funny. Besides, I’ve gotten a little color since we’ve been here.”
“Yes, now you’re white instead of clear.”
“Are you trying to piss me off as a way to get out of sex?”
“Never,” he said, grinning. 
Jack was one of those people who was a pleasure to look at. He stood a little over six feet and had the kind of body that showed discipline and training. There wasn’t an ounce of fat on him. Anywhere. He also had the kind of face that made women stop and stare, dimples that he always used to his advantage, and eyes that turned the color of dark chocolate when he was angry or aroused. He was one of the two at the moment, because they were almost black. Based on the fact that something hard was poking my hip, I was betting on the latter of the two.
His hair was dark and he always kept it buzzed close to the scalp. Mostly because when he let it grown long it had a tendency to curl. There were times when I had trouble focusing if Jack was in the room because I pretty much wanted to jump his bones every time he crossed in my general path. Fortunately, he was always very accommodating.
His body had scars—plenty of them—telling story after story of the life he’d led as a cop. And Jack wasn’t the type of man to sit comfortably behind a desk. He wanted to be in the action—leading the pack and taking the chances. Even now, as Sheriff of King George County, Virginia he made sure he knew what was going on in every department of the sheriff’s office. He wasn’t just a figurehead. 
“I mean it,” he whispered, slipping inside of me. “This is the last time.”
“Agreed. I’m already sick of you. Lets get a divorce.” And then my eyes rolled back in my head and I stopped thinking all together.
A half an hour later, Jack was spraying sunscreen across my shoulders and back while I dumped sand out of my bikini top. I managed to put on my bathing suit despite the fact that my legs weren’t quite working, and I tied a bright blue sarong around my waist. My body was satiated and relaxed, and all I wanted was to crawl into one of the hammocks outside of our cabana and sleep. I’d had precious little rest and relaxation over the past several years.
My time as county coroner, as well as the owner of Graves Funeral Home, didn’t always allow me to get a solid eight hours of uninterrupted sleep. Why was it that death always happened in the middle of the night? Fortunately, I was conditioned to function on little sleep and gallons of coffee from my time as an ER doctor. Of course, my ER days were back before my parents had driven their car over a cliff and changed my life forever.
I swayed and steadied myself on Jack’s arm. “I think there was something in the wedding vows that said you have to carry me if I’m unable to walk due to sexual bliss.” Our cabana was barely a speck in the distance, and I wasn’t sure I’d be able to make it without falling on my face.
“I’m not sure whose wedding you attended, but I don’t think it was ours.” Jack smacked me on the behind and took my hand as we strolled toward our cabana.
My legs felt like lead, the sun was starting to get to me, and I needed a fruity drink with an umbrella in it in a bad way. I’ve never really been on vacation before, but I’ve discovered I’m pretty good at it. I kept my head down, focusing on putting one foot in front of the other, so I didn’t see the man standing on our front porch until we were almost right on top of him.
 



 
Chapter Two
 
Jack always noticed everything—part of the job description—so he nudged me as we got closer. “I told you we’d get caught doing it in that restroom at the restaurant last night,” he hissed. “That woman must’ve really had to go to the bathroom. She tattled on us.”
I looked up and noticed Joe Kingston at our door, his hand up in mid-knock. He was dressed in loose shorts and a Hawaiian shirt with big yellow flowers all over. It bagged over his hip holster, but the outline of his weapon was still visible. He wore a straw hat that was frayed around the edges and flip-flops.
Joe was the island cop, and in the tradition of things, cops had a sixth sense about other cops. So we weren’t on the island a full day before Joe had sought out Jack and made an introduction. And by saying Joe was the island cop, I meant he was the only island cop. I’d never been anywhere with a police force of one before.
Most of his time was spent dealing with petty thefts, domestic violence issues, and drunken tourists. He’d told us the first day there was never any serious crime because the locals knew how important the tourist industry was to the economy.
“I’m not taking the rap for that by myself,” I hissed back. “You could’ve said no.”
“Are you kidding me? You did my favorite thing. I’d have to be an idiot to say no.”
“Your favorite thing? I thought that thing we did this morning was your favorite thing.”
“It’s all starting to blur together. Listen, let me handle this. If Joe’s like any other cop he’ll give me a high-five and then we’ll have a beer.”
“What about me?”
“I’m sure he’ll give you a high-five too if you really want one.”
I elbowed Jack in the ribs, but couldn’t get the silly grin off my face long enough to be serious. But the closer I got to Joe the more I realized that whatever was bothering him was very serious. Jack must gotten the same impression because he let go of my hand and took the porch stairs two at a time.
“Hey, Joe. You okay?” They shook hands, but it was very obvious Joe wasn’t okay.
I hurried up beside Jack, automatically checking Joe’s color and wanting to grab his wrist and check his pulse. His skin wasn’t a good hue and he was clammy with sweat. And his eyes were dilated to the point they looked more demon than human.
“Why don’t you sit down,” I said. I didn’t give him a choice. I grabbed him, discretely checking his racing pulse, and led him to one of the white rocking chairs. “Jack, maybe some water?”
“No, no,” Joe said, pulling from my grasp. “There is no time. I came right away. You must both come with me.”
Jack’s eyebrows rose, but there was no other expression on his face. Jack was a hell of a poker player, and unless you knew him well it was impossible to know what he was thinking half the time. I knew him better than anyone, and I still hardly knew what he was thinking. But part of Jack’s job as a sheriff was to be a politician. He knew how to win people over, calm them down, and be compassionate when the time called for it. It’s what had made him such a great street cop and commander too. And it’s what made him an exceptional sheriff.
“The body is still very fresh. Still warm.” He nudged us both in the back to get us going and he headed back down the stairs.
“Wait a second,” I said. Things were starting to come into focus, but I needed a little more clarity just to be sure. “You’ve got a body you need us to look at? A dead body?”
“Yes, yes. Very dead. Very murdered. Things like that don’t happen here. We don’t know what to do. You are experts, so you come do it for us. Yes?”
I looked at Jack in question and I could see the resignation in his sigh. All we’d wanted—needed—was a break from our day-to-day lives and the horrors that often plagued us both.
“We’ll come,” Jack finally said. “Let us change clothes and you can take us to the scene.”
There was no escape from the dead.
 



 
Chapter Three
 
The island was only a couple of miles in either direction, and Joe maneuvered the bright yellow Jeep off the main road and down one of the cobbled narrow side streets. We sped between brightly colored houses, each connected to the next, and laundry lines hung from the balconies of the apartments overhead.
The streets were full of bike traffic and people going back and forth from the outdoor market, carrying baskets of fruit and other goods, but Joe just beeped the horn and kept speeding through the melee.
I hung onto the roll bar with one hand and Jack’s thigh with the other as we bumped along and watched people get out of our way at the last possible second. The engine was loud, so Joe had to yell to be heard.
“It’s been about an hour since it was reported,” he said. “The phone lines have been down on the island today and cell service isn’t the most reliable, so they had to come get me and bring me to the scene. And then I had to find you.”
I closed my eyes as our wheels drove up on the sidewalk and scattered a bunch of chickens. I wasn’t an overly religious person, but I started saying every prayer I could think of. The women in my family had a tendency to die young and tragically, and I was hoping to break that streak, though it didn’t feel like I was going to be successful at it. 
“Father Fernando found the body in the church courtyard between masses,” Joe continued. “I’ve never been a mainland cop, but I know enough to know the scene is not how you would like it. Mass is well attended and you can imagine everyone’s curiosity. And Father Fernando isn’t one to think that outside help is needed in matters like these, so he wasn’t exactly worried about preserving the scene.”
I winced, knowing we were already playing with a stacked deck. I didn’t have a useable lab or hardly any resources at hand that I’d normally take with me, so a contaminated crime scene and a reluctant priest were the least of our worries.
Jack pushed his sunglasses higher on the bridge of his nose. “No one noticed the body when the earlier Mass let out?”
“It wasn’t there before or directly after the three o’clock service.” Joe maneuvered a sharp turn and barely avoided hitting a flower cart. He beeped the horn and waved and didn’t look back. Apparently everyone was used to Joe’s driving. “The courtyard is located between the clergy house and the church, and parishioners use the front entrance of the church for the five o’clock Mass, so the courtyard area in back is always clear. Father Fernando and Father DeCosta were coming from their quarters to hear confession when they noticed the body. Father Barthe heard the commotion and came out to join them soon after.”
“Is the victim a local or a tourist?”
“A local. Leon Stein.”
I felt Jack relax beside me, and I knew where his sigh of relief was coming from. It was going to be a lot easier to deal with a local than a foreign tourist getting murdered while on vacation. There’d be less hoops to jump through for us if we were going to help and less, if any, media attention.
“No offense, but Stein doesn’t exactly sound local,” I said.
Joe smiled, his teeth starkly white against his dark skin. “Leon has been here more than seventy years, shortly after the Second World War. He says he came to the island for vacation and decided to stay the minute he laid eyes on a girl named Maria. She was fifteen at the time and they were married within a few weeks. It’s hard to find someone on this island not related to Leon and Maria. He would’ve celebrated his hundredth birthday next week. We were planning a big celebration.”
“Are you related to them?” Jack asked Joe.
Joe smiled again. “Oh, somewhere down the line a few times removed. It’s the way of things here. Maria will have heard the news by now. I need to go by and see her.”
“We’ll need to talk to her,” Jack said.
Joe sighed and his smile disappeared. “I know you will. She’s frail and not in the best of health. Be easy on her.”
“We can step back at any time. This isn’t exactly how we planned to spend our honeymoon.”
“No, this is the right thing to do. Besides, you’ve got the look of someone who could use a break from their honeymoon, if you know what I mean.” Joe covered his smile with a cough and I shot Jack a narrow-eyed stare.
“Whimp,” I whispered.
He turned his head so his lips touched my ear. “Baby, all those SWAT ops in my past had nothing on you.”
“You’re a sweet talker, Jack Lawson. I’ll give you a reprieve so we can solve this case. But after that you’d best watch out.”
“I have excellent hearing, so no need to whisper,” Joe said. “And you are a lucky man, Sheriff. Maybe she has a sister she could send my way. It would be nice to have some fresh blood on the island. You’d think in a place where women outnumber men two to one it would be easy to find a wife.”
“Wow, you’d think,” I said, surprised by the ratio.
“Jaye is an only child, thank God,” Jack said. “I’m not sure she’s the kind of fresh blood this island could handle. She’s a little rebellious.”
Joe tipped his sunglasses down to the tip of his nose and looked at me. “I could’ve guessed that. She’s got that look about her. The church teaches that a wife should be obedient.”
Jack looked at me with his brows raised and his eyes full of the devil. “Yeah,” he said. “Obedient.”
“I can see why he’s having trouble finding a wife despite the ratio,” I whispered out the side of my mouth. “Besides, there are times I like being obedient.” I waggled my eyebrows and smirked. “Can we do that thing with the zip ties again?”
“Ssh, woman. Stop giving away all my secrets.”
I grinned, despite the circumstance that had put me in a Jeep bouncing along rutted roads instead of bouncing on a mattress. A few days of marriage to Jack had done more for my soul and sanity than the lifetime I’d spent praying for relief from the constant shit storm that plagued anyone with the last name Graves.
“You don’t happen to have a spare medical bag or gloves with you,” I asked Joe.
“Medical bag, no. Doctor Hizumi is the only physician on the island and he’s on a house call. An American tourist spent too much time in the sun this morning.
“But I brought gloves, and I’ve got a few supplies in a box in the back. I wasn’t sure what might be needed. I sent my nephews to go and clear space for you to work at the police station. It’s not a large building, so unfortunately our makeshift morgue will be in the jail cell. And of course, Jack can use my desk for whatever he needs.”
I pursed my lips together to keep from saying anything I’d regret. I was on my honeymoon and I’d get to spend the foreseeable future in a jail cell with a dead body and no air conditioning. Jack gave me a comforting squeeze on the shoulder and I exhaled, releasing the tension from my body.
St. Miguel’s was small, but beautiful, and sat on a higher elevation looking out over the water. The architecture was decidedly Spanish—pale yellow stucco and ornately carved wooden doors. It was obviously well tended to, the grounds neatly mowed and the wild growth of tropical flowers in the flowerbeds maintained. To the left was a small cemetery, the headstones and crosses lined up like soldiers.
The stained glass windows gleamed in the late afternoon sunlight and a small fountain with a statue of the Virgin Mary sat between two of the cathedral style windows. A crowd had gathered in front of the church and they gossiped in hushed whispers.
Joe parked the Jeep in front of the church, and I noticed most people made the sign of the cross as they saw who was arriving. Joe received looks of relief from the crowd. The looks they gave me and Jack ranged from confusion to hostility. From what I’d observed during my three days on the island, it was a close-knit, hard working community. There wasn’t wealth here. Just what the tourists brought in. But the raw, natural beauty of the island was its own wealth with white sand beaches and greenish-blue water that was so clear you could see straight to the bottom of the ocean before it got too deep. 
I gave Jack a quick glance, but he was absorbed in the surroundings. I’d learned the thing about being involved with a cop was that he was always a cop. Those instincts didn’t take a vacation. His focus was on the crowd, cataloguing anyone who might look suspicious or who didn’t fit. Just because the country was different didn’t mean a killer’s mentality would be. They liked to watch for the most part. To see the reactions of police and witnesses alike.
I let Jack do his thing and hopped out of the Jeep, grateful to have my feet on solid ground. People immediately swarmed Joe, rapidly firing questions. The death of Leon Stein was obviously catastrophic to the community. He was loved and had built his legacy here. Had a wife and children here. But what made someone kill a man like Leon Stein just shy of his hundredth birthday? That’s what we had to find out.
I felt underdressed in the navy shorts and white linen top I’d put on, but I hadn’t exactly packed with a crime scene in mind. I figured I could bleach the shirt if I got blood on it and the shorts were dark enough to hide any stains. I’d learned to be practical when it came to dressing in my line of work. I hardly ever wore makeup and I’d been living in sunscreen and moisturizer for the past several days. My toes still had polish on them from the wedding and my hair had been trimmed and given some kind of rinse so the tropical humidity didn’t make it frizz. My hair had never frizzed. It was straight and black and swung just at my chin. But they assured me at the salon it was better to be safe that sorry. I’d pulled it back in a stubby ponytail at the back of my neck so it wasn’t hanging in my face.
I was a pretty low-maintenance kind of woman. I’d spent too long in the medical field, where being a woman was still considered inferior. We’d had to work harder and be smarter to make it through residency. So I’d learned to ignore the things that made a woman feel more feminine. It was a shame really. I’d always thought a third year female student should be able to do rounds without being told she was sleeping her way to the top because she was wearing mascara or lipstick.
Jack was dressed in a pair of loose khaki cargo shorts and a black Tommy Bahama shirt. The relaxed clothing didn’t take away from his physical appearance. He was a true Alpha male in every sense of the word. When he went somewhere people paid attention. They watched and listened and stayed back. Because despite the vacation clothes, Jack looked dangerous. 
“Please, please,” Joe said, holding up his hands and quieting the crowd. “I know you are upset, and we will have answers soon. These are my police friends from America, so they are very experienced with violent death and horrible crimes.”
I raised my eyebrows and looked at Jack. It was kind of sad to say we were experienced with horrible crimes and violence, but we were probably the best chance this community had of finding out what had happened to Leon Stein.
Joe broke away from the crowd and came to the back of the Jeep where we waited. He dug out latex gloves from a cardboard box and handed them over.
“What should we do now?” he asked.
Jack blew into his glove and pulled it on easily. And then he did the same with the other. “You know everyone here?”
“Yes, everyone,” Joe answered.
“That’s good. Start talking to them one-on-one. See if anyone saw or heard anything. Construct a timeline of events. Who saw him enter and exit the church. Where he sat. Who he talked to. Things like that.”
“I see,” he nodded. “Like TV. That’s a good idea.”
“Yep, just like TV,” Jack said deadpan. “See if anyone noticed what cars were parked nearby. And watch their body language. If anyone seems nervous or their behavior is off make a note of it and we’ll follow up. Doctor Graves will be able to determine if Leon was killed here at the church or his body was moved there. Whatever the case, someone had to have seen something. And someone killed him.”
“All of these people are good people,” Joe said, shaking his head. “They would never do anything like this. We are very peaceful, and Leon was one of our own. He was a good man. It had to be a tourist.” A ferocity came into Joe’s dark eyes, and I could tell he was offended at Jack’s suggestion. He was loyal to his community, and that kind of loyalty would never find a killer.
The unfortunate truth about our line of work was that everyone was a liar until proven they were telling the truth.
“I’m not saying it wasn’t a tourist,” Jack said, speaking softly. Jack had a way about him. He was one of those men who never had to raise his voice. When he spoke people listened. He had a natural authority and ability to lead. “And it’s probably a good idea to suspend boat and ferry services off the island for the time being. You can think of an excuse to shut them down. All I’m asking is that you collect information and listen and observe. You’re a cop. You might not be an experienced one, but your gut will tell you when you’re on the right track. Sometimes people don’t realize they know something until you ask the right question. They know you and trust you. The biggest majority of police work is documenting the facts. That’s all you need to do.”
Some of the starch went out of Joe’s posture and he nodded in agreement. “I can do that. Do you want me to show you the body?”
I dug through the box and shoved some plastic baggies in the back pocket of my shorts, along with a little black leather pouch that had tweezers and other small motor skill tools in it to collect evidence. I could take photos from my phone. That was pretty much the extent of our equipment. I didn’t even want to think about how we were going to transport the body.
“Nah, we’re comfortable finding our way around,” Jack said. “But let me know how involved you want us to be once we start. We don’t want to step on any toes. You’re welcome to take over at any time.”
“No, this is best,” Joe said. “Leon deserves someone with experience. And I don’t have that. Thank God.”
Jack nodded and put his hand on the small of my back, and we walked around the side of the church and away from the crowd.
 



 
Chapter Four
 
The church was deeper and more sprawling than it looked from the front, and it rose up in elevation, so by the time we made it to the courtyard that connected the church and the clergy house my shirt was sticking to my back and I was breathing heavy.
The courtyard was protected by a black wrought iron fence overflowing with bright purple bougainvillea. It should’ve been a peaceful area. Shaded and serene. A place for reflection. The gate stood open and we passed under the arch. Wild vines scraped the top of my head and caught in my hair as we walked beneath it. The courtyard was small and private with benches placed in the shaded areas. It was sandwiched between the church and a small plain house in matching stucco.
A statue of a saint stood rigid and fierce in the center of the courtyard. I would’ve been scared to face my sins too if I’d had to stare at him for very long. He held a sword and a shield as if ready for battle. Maybe he was. There were a lot of demons in this world to fight.
I hadn’t grown up Catholic, and it had been a while since I’d stepped foot in a church of any denomination. I’d spent a lot of years angry at God, and questioning why I’d been dealt such a shitty hand. Getting word that my parents had driven over a cliff in a double suicide, finding out they’d been under investigation by the FBI for using the soldiers returning home in caskets to smuggle illegal goods, and then discovering my dad was still alive and into some very shady shit had been about all the reality I’d been able to stand over the past couple of years.
I did thank God for Jack. I’d have been lost without him through all of that.
“That’s definitely a dead body,” Jack said, coming to a stop beside me. “And an interesting one at that. Don’t ever tell anyone I don’t know how to show a woman a good time.”
I ducked my head so no one would see me smile. I had a feeling the priests wouldn’t see anything amusing. In truth, we didn’t see anything amusing either, but gallows humor was pretty typical at crime scenes. And we’d seen enough atrocities over the years in this business that we had to laugh. It was a hell of a lot better than breaking down in tears.
The frail body was precisely laid out just below the statue of the saint in a funereal pose. His ankles were crossed, one on top of the other, and his arms were crossed over his ribs. A knife with an ornate hilt stuck from the center of his chest, and a black cloth lay over his face.
“Jesus.” My eyes widened at the sight of the knife. It took a lot of strength to stab someone in the heart. It was pretty much the last place you should try to stab someone unless you were trying to make a statement. I was guessing that the killer had wanted to make a statement with Leon.
The courtyard was clear of everyone except three priests in black robes. They stood like sentries, their backs turned toward the body, as they kept watch.
“Damn, those priests are creeping me out. They haven’t moved an inch since we walked into the courtyard. They haven’t even made eye contact.”
“Geez, Jaye. We’re at church. Don’t swear.”
“Relax, it’s not like we’re inside the church. Besides, damn is in the Bible. It’s not like I said shit.”
Jack shook his head. “You are headed straight to hell.”
“If we’re not headed there already after what we did in that bathroom last night then the Devil needs to reevaluate some things.”
“You shouldn’t talk about sex in church either.”
“You’ve got a lot of rules all of a sudden now that we’re married.” I crossed my arms over my chest and stared at him. “Why can’t I talk about sex? We’re married. Churches love married sex.”
“Jesus,” he said, scrubbing a hand over his growth of beard.
“I’m pretty sure that was blasphemy. For shame, Jack Lawson.”
He arched a brow and nudged me with his elbow. “I wouldn’t want you to spend eternity in hell by yourself. I take my wedding vows seriously.”
Jack approached the priest standing closest to the body. He was probably somewhere between forty and fifty, but it looked like his life had been a hard one so he could’ve been as much as ten or fifteen years younger.
His walnut-colored skin was deeply creviced and his eyelids bagged so much that I wondered how he kept his eyes open. He was dressed simply in black vestments and a white collar. His hands were clasped in front of him, and the only sign of agitation or discomfort he showed was the index finger that tapped in a steady rhythm against his other hand.
“Are you Father Fernando?” Jack asked, extending a hand.
The Father shook hands briefly and pulled back. “No, I’m Father DeCosta. Joe said that Americans would come take care of Leon.”
“We’re going to do our very best.”
“I’m Father Fernando,” another priest said, stepping forward. “And this is Father Xavier. He’s visiting from the mainland for a little while before he’s sent to his own church.”
Fathers Fernando and Xavier were dressed identically to Father DeCosta. Father Fernando was quite old, his hair white and his body frail. He was a small man, but carried himself in a way that made his seem bigger than he was, and he wore a heavy gold cross around his neck.
Father Xavier was the youngest of the three, probably late twenties, and his sandy hair was thinning on top. He wore round wire-framed glasses and looked like he was scared of his own shadow. Or maybe he was just afraid of Father Fernando.
“I disagree with Joe on this,” Father Fernando said. “This is clearly an attack against the church. Leon was simple the vessel the message was delivered in. This is not the work of one of our people. I can guarantee whomever did this has already left the island. You won’t find what you’re looking for here. Leon was a holy man. And we should honor him as such and put this all behind us. He needs to be mourned and buried properly within the rules of our faith.”
“We’ll make sure the body is well taken care of,” I said.
“Who found Mr. Stein’s body?” Jack asked.
“Father DeCosta and I found him together.” Father Fernando was apparently going to be the spokesperson for the trio. “We hear confession half an hour before each Mass and we stumbled upon him on our way. Of course, we were quite surprised and must have made some noise because Father Xavier heard us and came rushing outside. And the parishioners arriving at the church must have heard us too, because they came around the side of the church to see what was happening.”
Most people we interviewed offered more information than what we asked for. It was a way to deal with the nerves by filling the silence. I’d learned from watching Jack that if you were quiet long enough you learned all kinds of things about people.
“Is the body just like you found it?”
“I believe Alexandra and her son Dominic might have moved him. That’s Leon’s granddaughter and great-grandson. They knelt down beside him and shook him a bit to see if he was really gone. And of course, I placed the cloth over his face as a sign of respect. But he’s generally how we found him.”
“I appreciate the time,” Jack said. “We’ll work as quickly as possible so as not to interrupt your schedules.”
“We’ve cancelled the evening Mass considering the circumstances. We’re heading to console Maria during her time of need. She’s been quite ill and might suffer a relapse.”
I watched them go and then looked at Jack. “Priests can’t lie, right?”
“I wouldn’t say can’t lie. Everyone has the ability built in. But no, they’re not supposed to lie. Much less three priests lying for each other.”
“That’s what I figured. I think I’m impatient to get this over and done with.”
“Babe, we can always tell them no.” Jack laid a hand on my shoulder and I sighed. I really didn’t want to do this. I needed a break. “We can leave it in Joe’s hands and go back to our cabana and not resurface for the next two weeks.”
It was a tempting offer, but I knew what we had to do. “No, I’ve already seen the body. We’ll follow it through as far as we can.”
He squeezed my shoulder and we got to work. I snapped pictures with my phone of the scene while Jack combed the area for evidence. But with as many people who’d been in the area it was going to be hard to figure out what was what.
“I’ve got blood on the edge of the gate,” he said. There was a fence and gate that mirrored the one we entered through on the opposite side of the courtyard. He took a picture and then swabbed the area, putting the sample in one of the plastic baggies.
“Where does that exit lead to?”
“There’s a path that winds down to the cemetery. And then back to the front of the church. No prints that I can see, but it’s a crushed shell path. We’ll take that way down and see if there’s any more blood.
 
I knelt down beside Leon and looked him over, taking more close up pictures of the way his hands and feet were crossed. Rigor mortis hadn’t started to set in, so he was still pliable. I bagged his hands in case Leon had had the opportunity to fight back and we were able to collect DNA.
“A guy is a week shy of his hundredth birthday and someone decides he’s worth killing,” I said. “Why?”
“That’s the question, isn’t it? Makes you wonder why they didn’t let nature take its course.”
“Do you think it’s like Father Fernando said? A tourist already back on the mainland?”
“Not one bit. This is the community church. How many people come to Mass while they’re on vacation? Of those people who do come, how many would know about this courtyard? The killer is someone familiar with the area and familiar with the victim.”
I removed the black cloth from over Leon’s face. Then I patted him down gently, checking all his pockets, and withdrew a worn leather wallet. I handed it over to Jack.
He flipped open the wallet and riffled through it. “An ID belonging to Leon Stein,” he said. “A small amount of cash, a couple of credit cards, and a torn piece of paper with the name Juno Jackson and a phone number.” Jack dropped the wallet in one of the plastic baggies.
“Not a robbery then. He’s not dressed like he has money.” I fingered the worn fabric of his cotton dress shirt. “The wallet is intact and his wedding ring is still on his finger.”
I looked up around the neck and noticed the gold chain, a small round medallion of a patron saint hanging from it. I used my index finger to carefully lift it so we could get a better look.
“Who’s that?”
“Saint Joseph,” Jack said. “Looks like Leon wanted the extra protection.”
“Looks like he needed it.” I checked to see if there was any bruising around the neck while I was in the area and then opened the eyelids to see if there were any broken capillaries or signs of asphyxiation. The dagger through the heart was most likely the cause of death, but it was always good to see if anything had led up to that moment. The human body was capable of telling a really great story if you looked close enough.
“There are no outward signs of a struggle or physical abuse, but he’s got a couple of scrapes along the side of his face, probably from where he fell. And believe me, we’d be able to see every mark of struggle like a road map if there’d been one. A guy with skin as papery and fine as this guy’s can’t even withstand a small bump without bruising or tearing the epidermis. You can see what I’m talking about on the back of his hands.”
I removed one of the plastic baggies and ran a gloved finger along Leon’s hand, still crossed over his ribs. The skin was spotted with age, but dark blue bruising was evident where he’d obviously bumped it on something.
“All it would take to make a mark like that is a knock against a doorframe or a countertop. I’ve seen a lot of elderly injuries where they don’t even know they’re hurt, and then they look down and they’re covered in blood.”
“Getting old sucks.”
“This guy was almost a hundred. Think how many years it’s been since he’s had sex. To me, that’s the most depressing thing about getting old.”
“That’s why it’s best to use it as often as possible before you lose it.”
“What about this guy?” I asked, pointing to the statue the body was positioned under. “Do you think that has any significance?”
“Maybe. Maybe not. Or it could be just window dressing to complete the scene.”
“What saint is that anyway? He’s terrifying.”
“Saint Miguel. Or Saint Michael. He fights off Satan’s army. And a bunch of other stuff I don’t remember.”
“How come you know so much about the saints?”
Jack grinned, the dimple in his cheek making an appearance. “I dated a lot of Catholic girls. I learned a lot. ”
I arched a brow and then rolled my eyes. Jack had pretty much “dated” most of the available women in a tri-state area. As long as I was the last in the line, I didn’t care about his history. I was mostly grateful he’d had all that practice. He knew things.
“I appreciate all the research you did on my behalf.”
“Hey, I knew you’d look my way at some point. I wanted to be ready when the time came.”
“Do you think other couples flirt with each other over dead bodies?”
“Maybe. If they spend most of their time around dead bodies like we do. But I wouldn’t bring it up to a therapist. It could be cause for concern.”
“Good call.” I removed the necklace and bagged it and then I focused on the dagger. “Interesting hilt,” I said. “Looks old. Some of the engraving is worn away so it’s a smooth, but it looks like an eagle.”
The eagle was carved at the end of the hilt, but the hilt itself looked like it was made from a polished ivory or bone. I didn’t have a ruler to measure the hilt, but it stuck out of his chest a good four or five inches.
“Hold him steady,” I told Jack. I got a good grasp on the hilt and removed the knife.
“Whoever did this has some strength behind them. Stabbing someone in the heart isn’t as easy as it looks on TV. It’s always better to go for the soft tissue areas.”
“Is that writing on the blade?” Jack asked.
I took a closer look and sure enough something was inscribed on the blade. “I can’t make out what it says. We’ll need to look at it under better light, but it doesn’t look like English. That blade is probably close to ten inches. Very unusual.”
“We don’t have a lab, and I doubt Joe’s going to authorize the expense of sending it off to a bigger city for examination. We can do some Internet searching and send a photo to any of the known collectors. If it’s as old as it looks it might not be too hard to identify.”
“He’s still in primary flaccidity, but rigor is starting to set in because of the heat. It can speed up the process. But I’d say his death is less than two hours old. That works with Father Fernando’s statement of when he found the body. It’s just after six o’ clock.”
I looked at the area around the body and then lifted Leon’s shirt and looked at his back. “He was definitely killed here. There’s no sign that the body was moved and blood has started to settle in the lower parts of the body.”
Jack shook his head. “Man, that’s a killer with balls of steel. There was basically a thirty-minute window of time to make the kill, position the body, and escape. And during that time anyone could’ve come upon them. How much would you estimate Leon weighs?”
I shrugged and looked him over. He was thin and bony, but he had height on his side which would add to his weight. “Maybe somewhere between a hundred and fifty to a hundred and seventy-five.”
“Lets say for the sake of argument and time that Leon agreed to meet the killer here. The killer knows time is short so he doesn’t bother with conversation. He walks right up and stabs him in the heart with the dagger. By looking at the worn patches of his trousers, I’d say Leon fell to his knees before falling to his side on the ground where he scraped the side of his face. The killer has blood on him after a deathblow like that. No way to avoid it. He then straightens out Leon’s body and positions it the way he wants him to be found. Then he escapes out the side gate, not realizing he brushed up against the iron bars and leaving blood behind. That is efficiency at its best.”
“Damn,” I said for lack of anything better. “Lets get Joe and figure out how to transport the body without making it a circus.”
“I’ll tell you again. We don’t have to do this, Jaye. It’s our honeymoon. We can say no.”
“I know, but Leon Stein deserves better than what this island’s resources can give.”
“That’s only one of the reasons I love you. I’ll go find Joe and see about getting the body back to the jail. Maybe he found out something interesting from one of the parishioners.”
I didn’t ask, but I was curious to know some of the other reasons Jack loved me too.
 



 
Chapter Five
 
“Heat and dead bodies are never a good combination,” I said to Jack and Joe a little while later. “Can you at least bring me in extra fans? Otherwise this is going to be very unpleasant for all of us in a very short amount of time.”
“Sure, I’ll call my nephew and have him bring some by. Hopefully the added power doesn’t blow the circuits. Though it should cool off considerably when the storm rolls in tomorrow.”
“We’ll take our chances with the power. Decomposition isn’t an easy smell to remove. You’ll thank me later.”
“When can I tell the family the body can be prepared for burial?”
“I’d say you can take it in the morning. I didn’t see a funeral home on the island.”
“No, Father Fernando is of the old church. There is no embalming or cremation. Nothing to interfere with the natural process of the body returning to dust. I’ll tell the family they can retrieve him in the morning to be cleaned and prepared for the wake. They’ll want to have an open casket.”
I pressed my lips together at that. “Generally victims that have had their brains removed and put back in don’t get an open casket funeral.”
“Is it necessary to remove the brain? It seems to me there would be no reason since there was a knife in his heart.”
“I can do however little or much you want me to. It’s about documentation and making sure the victim gets the justice he deserves. But I’d agree with you in this case. There’s no reason to remove the brain and study it.”
“Thank you,” Joe said sincerely. “Leon’s funeral would be the talk of the island for years to come. Joe took a bandana out of his pocket and wiped the sweat from his face. “Everyone knows everyone’s business and they have an opinion about it. And a lot of times they know your business before you do. It takes some getting used to.”
“Believe me,” I said. “We understand. Our town is pretty much the same way. Jack’s mother always told me when we were growing up that if we did anything bad she’d know about it before we got home.”
“Jack’s mother?” Joe asked. “She raised you?”
I pressed my lips together and smiled, not willing to talk about my parents, especially on my honeymoon.
The police station was made from stacked cinder blocks and painted a bright turquoise. There were two square windows at the front, one of which couldn’t be opened because some thoughtful soul had painted it shut. There were no windows on the backside of the square box, so there was no cross breeze. The ceiling consisted of three heavy beams across and sheets of tin laid flat on top of it for the roof. Two ceiling fans were attached and wired precariously from the center beam and they ran on the highest speed—meaning just fast enough to move the air around a little. It was like being trapped in a concrete oven.
Joe had a metal desk that held an ancient computer and a filing cabinet stood against the wall. There was one cell in the back corner of the room and rusted iron bars made up two sides of the square. There was bed attached to the cement block wall, a metal toilet and sink on the other wall, and there was a giant drain in the floor meant for things                                                   I had no desire to think about.
It was a far cry from the sterility of my lab at home, and I still wasn’t convinced this was the best decision that could’ve been made. Joe could’ve called the main island and had investigators from there come take over, and he could’ve sent the body to an actual morgue. But he said he’d do the investigation himself before he sent Leon to the mainland.
According to Joe, the mainland investigators would file Leon away as an unsolved homicide, most likely committed by a tourist with no hope of tracking them down. There was enough crime on the mainland that they stayed busy on their own and didn’t have time to deal with the smaller islands. And they didn’t want to either. It hadn’t sounded like there was any love lost between Joe and the mainland cops.
“Were you able to get the supplies I asked for?”
“Yes, they should be here any moment. Doctor Hizumi is sending his son with them.”
“What about the electronics?” Jack asked, helping me move the body to the table.
A strange look came over Joe’s face and he cleared his throat. “The rest is being gathered by a—friend. It’s the best equipment on the island.”
I removed Leon’s clothes and pulled a white sheet over the lower half of his body. There were no table drains, and I was extremely thankful for the drain in the floor.
A knock sounded at the door and it opened before Joe could reach it to stop whoever was entering. Jack and I immediately moved to the front of Leon’s body, shielding the poor person who was coming in from the surprise of a lifetime. Not everyone dealt well with the dead.
My clothes were soaking wet and clung to my skin, and my face was flushed from the heat. I would’ve given anything for closed toe shoes and the big leather butcher’s apron I wore during autopsies. I’d had to make due with industrial size trash bags with head and armholes cut out.
“Hey, Joe,” the man at the door said. “I’ve got that stuff you asked for.”
The closer I looked, the more I realized he was still more boy than man. His size was deceptive. He was brawny and broad through the chest and shoulders, and it was obvious he spent a lot of time outdoors by the brown tint of his skin. But he still had the softness in his face of someone in their late teens or early twenties. His hair was dark and he had it pulled back in a stub of a ponytail.
His gaze kept going to me and Jack and Leon Stein, and his dark eyes got round and large.
“Thanks, Will.” Joe turned to us. “This is my nephew Will Hizumi. Will, this is Sheriff Jack Lawson and his wife, Doctor Graves. They’re helping us out here with Leon.”
“We sure do appreciate that,” Will said. “Leon was a good guy, but quiet. He minded his own business, and my dad says that’s about the best thing you can say about anyone. Speaking of my dad, he sent all the medical supplies from that list you made. He didn’t have a bone saw, but he had one in the garage from when he built those bookshelves in his office last year. You remember that, Uncle Joe?”
“I remember it was a mess and I heard about it from your mother for weeks. Will’s mother is my sister.”
“Did your dad want to be here?” I asked. “If he’s the island physician he’s welcome to do this. I’m happy to assist if he’d prefer.”
“Oh, no. Dad isn’t a surgeon anymore. He says he enjoys the people and delivering babies. He treats pretty much everyone on the island, and if he can’t treat them he goes with them to the mainland to act as their primary physician. He says it’s a special job.”
“I can imagine,” I said impressed. “There aren’t many people who get to be so entrenched in an entire community.”
“Dad’s great. You’ll like him. I brought those extra fans you asked for. Uncle Joe said it would get pretty awful in here without the extra air.”
“It’ll get awful sooner rather than later in this kind of heat,” Jack said. “We appreciate the fans.”
“Not a problem. People were happy to donate them for Leon.”
Will and Joe went out onto the front steps and collected the box of supplies and the fans. When they came back in there was a woman with them, and the heat in the room went up by about a hundred degrees.
There were some people who exuded raw sex appeal from their every pore. It hovered around them—a sway of the hips or a toss of long dark hair—a flirtatious look from exotic eyes the color of coal or lips lush and full enough to make every man in the room wonder what she could do with them.
She was the kind of woman that made other women want to hate her on sight. A cobalt blue sarong was tied loosely at her hips, showing impossibly long legs. And two triangles of fabric in the matching color covered the most perfect breasts I’d ever seen.
“I brought the laptop and scanner you asked for,” she said. I was surprised to hear she didn’t have a hint of an accent. “Where do you want me to set things up?”
Even her voice sounded like sex. I snuck a glance at Jack and he winked at me, taking a drink of his bottled water and then passing it to me. I trusted Jack with everything—including my life. But I had to admit it was a nice feeling to not see him react to her the way the other two men were. I wouldn’t have blamed him. Even I wanted to stare.
Jack had once told me that I was his fantasy. I’d been skeptical at the time. I’d never paid much attention to my looks or put a lot of effort into them. But I knew I was above average as far as attractiveness. I had good bones and skin, and my eyes were an unusual shade of gray. I was slim of hip and breast, more of an athletic build than anything on my five foot eight inch frame, but Jack didn’t seem to mind my lack of curves, and I’d stopped wishing for them once I realized I could shop right off the rack and never had to try on clothes before I bought them.
The testosterone in the room was so thick I could almost taste it, and Joe looked like he was about two seconds from marking his territory and howling at the moon. Will was still young enough he wouldn’t have a clue what to do with a woman like that. His mouth was still hanging open.
“Thanks, Camille,” Joe said. “You can use my desk.”
“You got it.” She moved around the two men, impervious to their stares, and went to setting up the equipment on Joe’s desk.
I found it interesting that Joe didn’t bother to introduce Camille to us like he had Will.
She glanced in our direction, and her gaze settled a little longer on Jack than I was comfortable with. But then she noticed the silver band on his ring finger and shrugged as her attention turned to me. And then her gaze traveled to Leon and rested there.
“My grandma told me someone killed Leon. She was at Mass right before it happened.” Camille crossed herself and went back to setting up the scanner and modem so we had internet access. “She said she was surprised no one had done it sooner.”
“Your grandma didn’t care for Leon?” Jack asked.
Joe opened his mouth to say something, but Jack gave him a look and he closed it again.
“Grandma doesn’t much care for anyone who isn’t blood related, and even half of those she’s not too fond of. About forty years ago she and Leon had a run in at the market over the last of the fresh chicken. They haven’t been on speaking terms since.”
“Did your grandmother see Leon at the church?”
“Yeah, she said he was at the three o’clock Mass and that he must have had a lot of sins because he took forever in the confession with Father Fernando. And then she said he sat right in the front pew of the church like he was trying to get in good with God since he would probably die soon.”
“What about after Mass? Did she see him leave the church?”
“She didn’t say, but when Father Fernando discovered Leon’s body and called out for help she went to the courtyard with most of the other parishioners who were still there.”
“What about Leon’s wife?” I asked. “Where was she during all this?”
“Maria has become somewhat of a recluse over the past several months,” Joe said. “She had pneumonia about a year ago and never quite bounced back from it. She only goes to Sunday Mass now. Leon or her children do her errands for her.”
Will had set up the box fans and plugged them in, and the breeze felt like heaven against my overheated skin. Joe handed me the box of supplies and I took them into the cell. I’d already set up a tray next to the body so I could work more efficiently.
“Thanks for your help, Will,” Joe said, dismissing the younger man. He took some money out of his wallet and passed it over. “Tell your dad thanks. And you and your friends try to stay out of trouble tonight. You put me in an awkward situation having to answer why I’ve never ticketed you for a drunk and disorderly.”
Will’s face flushed red and his fists bunched at his sides. “If it puts you in that awkward of a position just give me a ticket next time.” He didn’t look at any of us as he left the police station and slammed the door behind him.
“Poor Will,” Camille said, clicking her tongue. “You embarrassed him. We’ve all been that age. If you don’t get a little drunk and disorderly from time to time you’re not living life.”
“He’s young and stupid with it. Hopefully he’ll grow out of it and settle down.
“Oh, lighten up, Joe. As I recall, you were once young and stupid with it too. There’s something to be said about being young though, wouldn’t you say?” She looked up and winked. “The young always have a lot of energy and…enthusiasm. Remember?”
It was Joe’s turn to flush red with embarrassment, and I felt a little like a voyeur. But then Camille smiled and I suddenly felt sorry for any man who happened to cross paths with her.
“Enough, Camille. No one likes visiting memory lane.”
She propped a hand on her hip, deliberately provoking, and Joe’s gaze dropped slowly down her body.
I elbowed Jack and whispered, “It’s like we’re in our very own soap opera. A dead body and lots of drama.”
“Ssh,” Jack said. “I want to hear.”
“Really?” Camille asked. “Memory lane is one of my favorite places. Don’t you wish you could recreate those frantic and sweaty nights? Of course, there’s something to be said for maturity. Experience always trumps enthusiasm. Wouldn’t you say, Joe?”
Joe cleared his throat and was starting to look a little overheated, so I thought it might be a good time to remind them they had an audience and a dead body, neither of which was conducive to successful seduction.
“Did your grandmother get a good look at Leon in the courtyard?”
Camille smirked and dropped her hand to her side, and then she went back to the desk and opened the laptop, making sure everything was up and running.
“Oh, she saw him all right.” She gave the sign of the cross again. “She said he was dead as a doornail and God probably delivered the final blow himself. And that it was no less than he deserved.”
Joe winced. “Don’t speak ill of the dead, Camille.”
“I didn’t say it,” she said. “You know how grandmother is. She speaks her mind. I’m all finished up here.” She turned to Jack and me. “The internet connection isn’t great, but it’s as good as you’re going to get. Unless a storm rolls in. Then you’re shit out of luck, as my grandmother likes to say. Now if you all will excuse me, it’s long past the end of the work day and I can catch a couple of hours of beach time if I’m lucky.”
“Thanks for getting us set up,” Jack said. “You’ve saved us a lot of time and hassle.”
“Tell me that when you’re waiting for dial up. I went to college in the states and got my degree in computer science. I was used to the best of the best when it came to technology. Then I moved back here when my mama got sick, and it was like being thrown into the stone ages. I thought I’d die from the boredom of how long it took to get connected to the outside world. Fortunately, I’ve found other things to keep my interest. At least until I can get back to the states.”
I felt a little sorry for Joe. His expression turned to one of disappointment as she mentioned leaving, but he perked up again when she brushed her breast against his arm and batted long eyelashes at him.
“Why don’t you come buy me a hamburger before you get bogged down in all your police work. I watch TV. It could be days before you get to see me again. All this talk of memory lane has made me…curious.” She pouted prettily, and I knew we wouldn’t be seeing any of Joe for the rest of the night.
Joe cleared his throat again and put on his straw hat. “Sure, I guess I could buy you a burger. It’s been a long day. Unless you need me for something?” he asked, remembering we were there and doing his job for him.
“No, we’re going to be here a while,” Jack said. “Though if you’ve got copies of all the statements you took this afternoon that would be helpful. I can start going through them with fresh eyes. We can follow up with whomever we need to tomorrow.”
“Sure,” Joe said, nodding. “Though you’d best make it an early day tomorrow. Rain will be coming in by mid-afternoon. You’re going to want to be holed up in your cabana by then.”
Joe gave one more look at Leon laid out on the table, shrugged his shoulders at us with a sheepish smile, and then followed the sway of Camille’s hips right out the door.
“Twenty bucks says they do it in the car before they make it to memory lane,” Jack said.
“That’s a sucker’s bet. We could be doing that if we weren’t stuck here with this body.”
Jack sighed and looked down at Leon Stein. “Then lets get it done. My patience for being helpful is about at its end. We didn’t come here to do all their work for them. And they don’t seem too in a hurry to find out who did it.”
“Maybe no one liked Leon as much as Father Fernando said. Though it seems like someone would’ve killed him a long time ago instead of waiting until the week before he turned a hundred.”
“So we’ll keep looking for answers. At least for a little while. But twenty-four hours is probably going to be our limit on this. If we don’t find the killer by then we’re going to enjoy the rest of our honeymoon and say to hell with it. I want to visit memory lane too.”
 



 
Chapter Six
 
“Victim is identified as Leon Stein. Male. Age 99. Height is five feet, eleven inches. Weight is one hundred and sixty-two pounds. No birthmarks or tattoos. There’s a large incision scar down the sternum, indicative of open-heart surgery. And more incision marks near the pelvis, indicative of hip double hip replacement surgery.”
I turned off the recorder and looked at Jack. “See, that’s what sucks about getting old. You start to fall apart and end up like a patchwork quilt of other people’s organs and body parts.”
“Maybe by the time we’re that old everything will be robotic and we’ll be like the Bionic Man.”
“I’m telling you, the minute things start falling apart on me you should just put me down like a dog.”
“Technically I could do that now. You know how your knees creak every time you walk up the stairs.”
“It’s not nice to bring that up. I saw you squinting at your computer screen the other day. Don’t worry. I don’t mind putting you out of your misery too. I wouldn’t want you to be old and falling apart all by yourself.”
“That’s very thoughtful of you.”
“I’m a giver,” I agreed.
I took Leon’s fingerprints and transferred them to the cards so Jack could scan them into the computer to see if we could get a hit on prints. A man that had lived to be almost a hundred had to have an interesting past. I was curious to know where he’d come from and what had brought him here.
“I’m going to give Ben a call and see if he can run things on that end so we can get some answers before our flight leaves next week. Camille wasn’t kidding. This connection is slow.”
I’d already documented all the marks on the body and checked for head wounds or any other injuries that might have been related to time of death. But Leon was clean except for the stab wound to the heart and the scrapes he’d received when he’d fallen to the ground.
Though seeing the lateral incision on his chest made it clear as to why the dagger had entered through the breastplate so easily. Between the brittle bones of age and the fact that he’d already been opened up before, the killing blow wouldn’t have needed near as much strength behind it as we’d originally thought.
“You think the killer knew he’d had the surgery?” I asked.
“Probably. Joe said everyone knows everyone else’s business, though Leon would’ve had to go to the mainland for surgery. Someone who knew him killed him for a reason. And it was up close and personal. They were pissed. So digging into Leon Stein’s life is our best hope for finding out who did this to him.
Jack dialed Ben Carver and then put the phone on speaker. Ben was a good friend of Jack’s and had worked for the FBI for a number of years. No one was really sure what Ben did for the FBI, but we’d learned over the course of a few investigations that he had top level security clearance and pretty much had autonomy when it came to investigations. He was also a genius with computers and had an unnatural relationship with a laptop he’d named Miranda.
A couple of weeks back Carver had been in a car accident with Jack and I when a killer had tried to run us off the road. Carver had been knocked unconscious and Miranda hadn’t survived the crash. But the first thing Carver had done once he’d been released from the hospital was buy Miranda a new body and get her up and running again.
“Agent Carver,” Ben said when he answered the phone.
“That’s very formal of you, Agent Carver.”
“That’s because I’m still mad at you. You and Doctor Death are nothing but trouble. And I also think my wife might be pregnant again. I’m thirty-six years old. I don’t remember condoms being so difficult to use when I was younger.”
“TMI, Carver,” I called out. “You do know what causes pregnancy, don’t you?”
His sigh was audible and pitiful and I stifled a laugh. “I thought I did, but now I’m not so sure. All I know is that my wife is making me sleep on the couch until I figure it out. I’m cool with that though. We have a toddler and an infant. There’s no room for me in the bed anyway. See what you guys have to look forward too?”
“Yes. Except we know how babies are made. Jaye is a doctor after all.”
“I’m assuming there’s a reason why you’re calling me on your honeymoon instead of doing baby-making test runs?”
“We’ve got a crime scene we need your help with. We don’t have a useable lab down here and our connection to the outside world is precarious at best. We need somebody who can do things quickly and efficiently while we feed the information.”
There was a long moment of silence and I wondered if we’d lost the connection. “Do I want to know why you’re working a crime scene on your honeymoon?”
“Probably not. The details are boring. But we’re here and they wanted our help.”
“So of course you volunteered and then decided to drag me into another one of your ridiculous cases where I end up dodging bullets or getting a concussion like the last few times I’ve worked with you. You know you guys aren’t normal, right?”
“Normal is boring.”
“That’s very true. But I’d like you to know that my wife said I’m not allowed to play with you guys anymore. You’re too dangerous and you get me into trouble.”
“You’re wife is making you sleep on the couch,” Jack said. “She’s probably upped your life insurance without you knowing it.”
“Good point. I was wondering why she was trying to get a blood sample the other day. And lucky for you Miranda is back up to speed. She’s had a rough couple of weeks after the car wreck. Haven’t you, darling?”
“Talk about not normal,” I said.
“Fill me in on what you need from me,” Carver said.
“Our vic is a man a week shy of his hundredth birthday by the name of Leon Stein. Someone stabbed him in the heart with a very cool looking dagger. I’ve just loaded his prints into the database. I need everything you can dig up on this man.”
We could hear the clatter of keys over the line as Ben worked his magic. “Seems kind of a bummer to kill him before the big centennial like that. You’d think they could’ve waited a week.”
“I’ve also emailed you the photographs of the dagger. You know a couple of collectors in the DC area who might know where it came from or how old it is.”
“I’m assuming there’s a good reason why you and the Doc are on the case instead of the locals. What’s my time frame here? It’s getting late.”
“All you have is a lonely couch to go to. You might as well work.”
Carver sighed again. “Good point.”
“I need it as soon as you can get it to us. We don’t want to spend the rest of our honeymoon buried in chest cavities.”
“That’s a lovely image. Thank you for that.” There was another rapid-fire click of keys and Ben said, “Leon Stein. Married to Maria Sophia Castile, and they celebrated their seventieth wedding anniversary last December. Whew, she was fifteen and he was thirty when they married back in 1945. That’s a little icky. But I guess it’s worked out for them okay. They’ve got eight children. Thirty-two grandchildren. And I can’t even count all the great and great-great grandchildren. But I’ll send you a comprehensive list along with financials.”
“Great,” Jack said. “And do me another favor.”
“I’m going to hate this one. I can tell by the sound of your voice.”
“There’s a Father Fernando at the local Catholic church. He’s the one who discovered the body, and he didn’t particularly think it was necessary to find out who killed Stein. See what you can find on him as well.”
“Dude, you know it’s all kinds of wrong to be doing background searches on priests.”
“Yep, which is why you’re going to do it. You love the wrong stuff. Check Father’s DeCosta and Xavier while you’re at it.”
“Fine, but the least you can do is get me seats behind the dugout at a Nationals game.”
“You’re not a baseball fan,” Jack said.
“No, but I can sell them to Special Agent Drummond for an exorbitant amount of money. He’s a dumbass like that.”
“Fine, but I need answers as soon as you get them.”
“When I get them you’ll have them. But it might be tomorrow on the knife. Not everyone dances to your tune like I do.”
“I appreciate it, Carver.”
“I know you do. And I’d also appreciate a long weekend away with my wife. To somewhere tropical. And a babysitter to keep the kids.”
“That could probably be arranged too. And just think, you’ll be sitting behind a desk the whole time for this case. You won’t get shot at or banged up in a car crash.”
“It’s the only reason I’m helping you out. I’m getting too old for this shit. There’s a reason I never worked in the field.”
“Because you could never pass the shooting requirements?”
“That too. Catch you later.”
Carver hung up and I knew we were in good hands. If there were secrets to find out Carver would have them before too long. No one could keep a secret from him.
 



 
Chapter Seven
 
“He wouldn’t have lived more than a few months past his birthday,” I said once I’d completed the autopsy. Or at least the parts that I could.
My supplies were limited and I didn’t have on site testing capabilities, so the samples I’d taken would go to the mainland. What they did with them was up to them. But it didn’t take sophisticated equipment to see that Leon Stein’s body was riddled with cancer.
“He had a few blockages in his heart, but not at the critical stage yet. But the cancer in his lungs would’ve shut him down before too long. We should probably check with Doctor Hizumi to see if he was being treated. But official cause of death was caused by the dagger to the heart. It pierced the anterior wall of the left ventricle. There were no other signs of struggle.”
Jack had rigged up a white board next to Joe’s desk. While I’d been looking at Leon’s internal organs, he’d been making a timeline of events and running background checks and financials on Leon’s family.
“So time of death is narrowed down to somewhere between four and four-thirty. That’s not a lot of time to make the kill and pose the body. According to Joe’s notes, they keep the doors to the courtyard blocked after Mass so the priests can go back to the clergy house and pray and rest between services. So no parishioners followed the priests in that direction. And all three priests said the same thing. They walked back to the clergy house together and no one was in the courtyard when they passed through.”
“That’s all fine and good about parishioners not be allowed to go through to the courtyard after Mass, but Leon Stein was in that service and you’re telling me no one noticed that he walked back there?”
“Sister Teresa and Sister Magdalena both say they saw him leave the front of the church. They noticed Leon specifically because one of the parishioners had to steady him on the way out. They said he was moving slow and wasn’t looking well.”
“Certainly not well enough to fight back against whoever had the dagger.” I sewed Leon back up and pulled the sheet up over him. “So no one saw him outside the church or slip around the side of the building to get to it that way?”
“No, in fact, a couple of different people mentioned that they saw him get on his bike and head toward his house.”
“What the hell?” I said. “This doesn’t make any sense.”
“Tell me about it. There were more than a hundred people in that church on a Saturday afternoon. Everyone saw Leon inside the church and dozens of people saw him leaving. No one puts him in the vicinity of the courtyard.”
“Where’s Leon’s bicycle?” I asked.
“Good question. It wasn’t at the crime scene.”
“So maybe Leon circled back around to the side of the church for a meeting he didn’t want anyone to know about, his killer stabs him in the chest, and then escapes by stealing Leon’s bicycle and making a clean getaway.” It sounded ridiculous the moment the words started coming out of my mouth. But it was all I had at the moment.
“Yeah, pretty much. Something isn’t adding up. Someone is lying.”
“That’s a huge surprise,” I said, batting my eyelashes. “Everyone is always so good at telling the truth. You think it’s the priests?”
“That’s the most logical explanation if you’re just looking at time of death and location. But it’s the explanation that doesn’t sit well with my gut.”
“What about motive? Anything popping that will tell us why Leon was killed?”
“Not a thing. I’ve checked financials. This island isn’t exactly an economic hotspot. And by island estimations, the Steins were considered well off. They own some of the businesses in town. A gas station, a flower shop, the boat rental place, some of the cabanas along the water. They’ve got everything diversified in safe places and they don’t spend above their means.
“Three of Leon and Maria’s children are deceased. Their two sons are both retired—one was a doctor and the other an attorney—and they’ve both lived in the states with their families for more than forty years. The three remaining daughters all still live here on the island with their families. They manage some of Leon and Maria’s properties, collect rents, and stay on top of upkeep. One of them has some gambling debts, but Maria and Leon have always bailed her out of trouble. And I’m not seeing anything that pops from the younger generations either.
“Everything is in both their names, so if one passes the other inherits. I’ll need to see if Leon had a will. Maybe he made some recent changes to it that Maria didn’t agree with.”
“We need to talk to her too. But if her health is as bad as people are saying then she wouldn’t have the strength to kill her husband.”
“I know, but we always look at family first. Ninety-nine times out of a hundred, the spouse or family member is responsible. Especially when it’s up close and personal like that. That takes a lot of rage to look into the eyes of someone you know and plunge a knife in their chest.”
“That’s something else,” I said. “We know the killer was covered in blood. He got brushed up against the fence and left evidence. It would’ve been really hard to intermingle back with the crowd without being noticed.”
I peeled off the latex gloves and took off the trash bad I’d used to protect my clothes. My skin could breathe again and I rolled up all the soiled material and dumped it in another trash bag, tying it up tight. And then I stood in front of one of the fans and held my shirt out away from my skin.
“Maybe he was wearing all black.”
“Maybe. But we’re not talking about a little blood. We’re talking arterial blood. He would’ve been saturated. I’m surprised we didn’t find more blood farther down the path to the road.”
I backed up from the fan and went to stand in front of Jack. ”If I’m stabbing you in the chest I’m going to give the initial strike, and then I’m going to put my entire weight behind it. Especially as a woman.”
“So a woman could’ve done the job?”
“Sure, but you and I both know the knife isn’t a particularly favorite method of killing by women. So the percentage is small. But it exists.”
I demonstrated by making a fist and striking Jack in the middle of his chest. And then I used my other hand and my body to push against him. My entire front was pressed against him with the effort to show how much force would be needed to push the knife into the heart.
“See. The killer would’ve been covered in blood. Even the neck and face if he was shorted than Leon.”
“Don’t get me wrong,” Jack said. “I always enjoy it when we do the reenactments. But you don’t smell all that great right now, so maybe we can go through the motions from a distance.”
I rolled my eyes and gave him a middle finger.
“Ooh, that’s a very romantic proposition. I’m happy to accommodate you after a shower.”
My elbow connected with his gut and he groaned dramatically. And then he smacked me on the behind.
“You’re pushing it, mister. I’m tired, grumpy, smelly, and hungry.”
“And yet, I’m still proud to call you my wife.”
“Have you been drinking while I’ve been doing an autopsy? Because you have entirely too much energy considering the day we’ve had.”
“I’m punch drunk and running on fumes. Lets lock up and head back to the cabana. There’s chocolate cake and champagne in the fridge.”
“That’s a dinner I can get behind.” I went back into the cell and made sure everything was as clean as I could get it. I’d used the hose attached to the wall to clean the floors, but if I was Joe, I’d power wash the whole thing with bleach before I put anyone in there.
“I don’t like the idea of leaving the body in here like this. There’s got to be a better way to lock him up safely.”
“I’ve already tried Joe’s number. It went straight to voicemail. I can’t imagine what he could possibly be doing.”
“Or who. It’s such a mystery,” I said dryly. “We’ve got evidence and a body, and no place to lock them up tight. A half-hearted kick to the door and someone could be in here in a heartbeat and steal the body.”
“Joe doesn’t seem particularly worried about theft.”
“Joe doesn’t seem particularly worried about anything that’s not contained in the space between Camille’s thighs.”
Jack snorted out a laugh. “We’ll lock the cell just to be safe and take the evidence with us. Once Joe joins the land of the living again we’ll hand everything over. Knowing Carver, we’re going to have a late night ahead of us.”
“Then it’s a good thing we’re having cake and champagne. That’s brain food.”
I got a whiff of myself and grimaced. Standing over a dead body for the last couple of hours without proper ventilation, combined with the fact that I’d run out of sweat from dehydration about an hour ago, and I could barely stand to be in the same room with myself.
I locked the cell door and Jack gathered up the electronics, the bags of evidence, and the statements from witnesses, and put them in a box. I closed the windows and shut off the lights and we locked the door behind us. It was then we both realized we didn’t have a car and would have to walk back to the cabana. Fortunately, the island was only a couple miles in either direction, so we didn’t have far to go.
“There is a silver lining to all this,” Jack said, as we started toward the beach to walk the shoreline.
“Oh, yeah? What’s that?”
“I’ve officially had enough time to recuperate and can now have sex again.”
I stopped in my tracks and Jack went a few steps ahead before he realized I was no longer beside him.
“What?” he asked, looking back over his shoulder.
“I’ve spent the last two hours hunched over a body and I smell of things that no living person should smell of. And you want to have sex?”
“You’ll be good as new once you shower. Twice.”
I narrowed my eyes and started walking again, a little faster this time. “If by sex you mean you giving me a full body massage and letting me sleep for a couple of hours, then yes, I’ve recuperated enough to have sex too.”
Jack hefted the box under one arm and then took my hand. “Look at you, already making excuses for why you can’t have sex. And you thought you weren’t going to be any good at marriage.” He squeezed my hand and then nudged me playfully.
“Shut up,” I said. “And maybe ask me again after the cake. Cake fixes a lot of things.”
 



 
Chapter Eight
 
Jack had been right. It had taken two shampooing’s and scrubbings before I was able to stand myself, though the second one might have been more for Jack’s benefit.
He’d brought me a piece of cake and a glass of champagne to eat in the shower. Jack had grown up wealthy—the son of a tobacco farmer—and I’d always imagined that this was how the other half lived—eating chocolate cake in the shower and having a man who looked like my husband pouring cold champagne over my very heated skin.
“The cleaning lady is going to be really confused,” I said a little while later. “It’s probably not often she has to clean crumbs out of the drain.”
“Think of it as we’re bringing a little excitement to an otherwise monotonous job.”
I dried off quickly and ran my fingers through my damp hair, and then I walked naked into the bedroom and fell back on the bed under the ceiling fan.
“This is one of those times that’s really confusing to a man,” Jack said, coming in behind me.
I took a moment to look my fill. I was a lucky, lucky woman. Not only for the fact that he was just about the most perfect example of the male species I’d ever seen, but the fact that underneath the sarcasm and the need to play the occasional practical joke, he had the most giving and loving heart of anyone I’d ever known. I wasn’t sure what I’d done to deserve that kind of loyalty or love, but I was grateful every day.
“What’s confusing?” I asked, much less interested in his thought processes than I was in the towel hanging precariously from his hips.
“It’s one of those times where a normal man would wonder if a woman was laying naked on the bed because she was trying to seduce him, or because she was trying to cool off. Fortunately, I’m not a normal man.”
“Praise Jesus for that. So what conclusion did you come to? Am I trying to seduce you or cool off?”
“First of all, you seduce me with every breath you take.”
I snorted out a laugh and he grinned, dropping the towel.
“Well now, I can see you were telling the truth and you have, in fact, recuperated.”
He grabbed my ankles and pulled me toward the edge of the bed. “Stop trying to distract me, woman. I was in the middle of telling you the conclusion of my hypothesis.”
“I apologize. Carry on.”
“Thank you.” He cleared his throat and said, “Second of all, I know you well enough to know that you’re too lazy to dig out pajamas from the suitcase, so you’ve just decided to go naked until I either dig them out for you or give you one of my shirts to wear.”
“I don’t like being pigeonholed like that,” I said primly. “There could be any number of reasons for my nakedness.”
“Oh yeah?” he asked, pushing my knees apart with his hands and crawling between my thighs. “Like what?”
My breath hitched as he came down on top of me, taking a nipple between his teeth. My hands grasped his biceps and my legs twined around his hips. “What was the question?” I asked.
He laughed and then slid deep inside of me. “I’ll tell you later.”
 
***
 
Jack’s cell phone rang and my eyes opened slowly. I was completely disoriented and so tired I couldn’t remember where I was. But I recognized Jack’s arms around me, and held a little tighter as the phone continued to ring. We’d fallen asleep on top of the covers and I’d finally started to cool off.
“You’re phone is ringing,” I muttered against his neck.
“I know. It’s Carver.”
Jack rolled us so I lay on top of him and he could reach his phone on the nightstand.
“Lawson,” he said and then after a second, “Hold on and let me put it on speaker so Jaye can hear.”
Jack hit the speakerphone button and then set it back down on the nightstand.
“Y’all are not freaking going to believe this one,” Carver said. “I don’t know how you do it. It’s like you’re magnets for the most bizarre crimes of the century.”
“Jesus, Carver. It’s almost three o’clock in the morning.”
“Oh, I’m sorry. Did I wake you? Because I’m just sitting here holding a colicky baby and getting information on one of the most hated men in history. But it’s cool. I’ll call back in the morning.”
“Hello, drama,” I said, snuggling against Jack’s chest.
“I heard that,” Carver whispered. “If I wasn’t holding this child I’ve finally managed to get to sleep after hours of walking the floor I’d give you a piece of my mind.”
“A piece of your mind?” Jack asked, his chest rumbling with laughter beneath my cheek. “Did we time travel to 1955? What did you pick up that’s so earth shattering?”
“Leon Stein is none other than Friedrich Josef Durst of the Third Reich.”
“Excuse me?” Jack asked. He sat up and I came up with him.
I was really wishing I’d dug my pajamas out of the suitcase because I was freezing. Jack had already rolled out of bed and pulled on a pair of shorts, and he tossed a T-shirt at me so it hit me square in the chest.
“I’ve never heard of Friedrich Durst,” I said. “Should I have?”
“Not unless you’ve studied Hitler’s henchmen. Durst was a commander of multiple concentration camps, and he’s to this day still considered a Nazi War Criminal. According to his file, he alone was responsible for the deaths of more than half a million men, women, and children. He fancied himself a doctor and experimented on those who caught his eye—mostly young girls from the age of fifteen to twenty. I’ll spare you the details and send it to you in an email. I’ll just say it makes my stomach turn, which is saying something considering I’ve seen about everything there is to see in this job.”
“That seems like a good motive for killing someone,” I said. “Maybe Leon’s old identity wasn’t as well hidden as he thought it was.”
“Possibly. Or maybe the motive has more to do with the ten million dollar price on his head, payable until his hundredth birthday. Dead or alive.”
“Jesus,” Jack said. “You’re fucking kidding me.”
“I wish I was. And let me tell you something else. The minute those fingerprints went into the system things lit up like the Fourth of July. I hadn’t expected that kind of response, so I didn’t have it protected. Every agency in the world knows those are Friedrich Durst’s fingerprints. You’d best prepare yourself for the shit storm.” 
“Hell. How long do you think we have before we’re descended upon?”
“You’ve probably got twenty-four hours, and that’s being generous. If you’re going to find out who killed Durst then your window of opportunity is very small.”
“What do you mean if we find out who killed Durst?” Jack asked.
“Come on, man. You think anyone is going to convict someone for killing a man like Durst? They’ll be considered a hero.”
“That’s not for us to decide,” Jack said, stiffly. “Murder is murder.”
I pressed my lips together to keep from saying anything. The thing about Jack was that he believed in the system. He believed in right and wrong. And he believed that two wrongs didn’t necessarily make something right. By Jack’s way of thinking, a man like Durst might deserve to die, but the man who killed him shouldn’t be lauded as a hero. He was still a murderer.
My conscience wasn’t quite as honorable as Jack’s. I had a tendency to bend the line for justice every now and again. I believed in shades of gray and that sometimes people got the justice they deserved. Justice that a court of law couldn’t always deliver. Which was why I was keeping my mouth shut. A honeymoon probably wasn’t the best place for an argument on ethics.   
“Settle down, cowboy,” Carver said. “I know you well. Go do what you do. I’m just telling you to expect company, and that not everyone is going to thank you for what you’re doing.”
“They asked for help. That’s all I can do. What did you find out about Father Fernando?”
“He was born on the mainland. Led a very sheltered life. Was raised by his mother after his father was killed in a boating accident. He entered the priesthood at twenty and has been at his current church just over twenty years. He seems to be your every day, garden-variety priest. No skeletons in the closet that I could find. Now the other one, Father DeCosta, is a different story. He’s got a sealed juvie record.”
My brows rose at that. “I don’t supposed he’s handy with a knife?”
“Nope, at least not that he got caught with. Armed robbery and assault for the good Father. Grew up in a rough area. Single parent household. But looks like one of the local priests took an interest in him and got him straight.”
“What about Xavier?”
“He’s scared of his own shadow. I almost fell asleep reading his file. He might be the most boring person on the face of the planet. Not even a smudge on his record.”
“That at least gives us something to go on tomorrow,” Jack said. “Someone is lying.”
“After I found out who Stein really was it wasn’t too difficult to find your murder weapon. It’s an officer’s dagger carried by all of Hitler’s closest advisors. He had them especially made in1937, and the engraving on the blade says Arbeit Adelt, which translates to Work Ennobles. It was a shout out to the Reich Labor Service and all it stood for. They’re a collector’s item and sell for around three thousand dollars each if in good shape.”
“I appreciate the help, Carver.”
“I’d tell you any time, but you pretty much already do that. And all kidding aside, be careful out there. If someone thinks you two are going to get in the way of a ten million dollar pay day then you might be next on the list for a knife in the heart. I’d hate to see that happen to the Doc, especially since I’m probably next in line to marry her if anything happens to you.”
“I’m sure your wife would appreciate that, Carver,” I said.
“Hey, she watches Sister Wives. She’s very open-minded.”
“She’d have to be to be married to you.”
“That’s hurtful, Doc. Damned hurtful.”
“Go put your baby to bed and get some sleep,” Jack told him. “I’ll call you if I need you.”
Carver sighed. “I bet the two of you are going to have way more fun going to bed than I am. But in seventeen years and ten months my wife and I will have our lives back and we’ll be able to have hot sex again.”
“Unless she’s pregnant again,” Jack said.
“If I was nearby I’d punch you right in the face for saying that. Oh, by the way, the way the body was buried could be coincidence, but did you know Saint Michael was considered the patron saint of Jews?”
“I don’t believe in coincidences,” Jack said.
Carver hung up and I shook my head. Dealing with Ben was like dealing with an energetic toddler. He was fun in small doses, but I was always exhausted by the time he left.
“There’s nothing new that won’t still be waiting for us in the morning. We might as well try to get some sleep.”
I didn’t need to be told twice, so I crawled under the covers and waited for Jack to join me, and then I snuggled against him as he wrapped his arm around me. It wasn’t long before I felt myself drift to sleep, but I knew that Jack lay wide awake. I could practically hear the worry. But no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t make myself stay awake long enough to ask him what was wrong.
 



 
Chapter Nine
 
Joe had been wrong about the storm coming in mid-afternoon. By the time we woke up the next morning it was like a monsoon. The wind howled against the thin walls of the cabana and the rain was horizontal. The waves, which had been peaceful the day before, raged, slapping against the shoreline.
The phones were out, and we waited until after ten, hoping the rain would let up. But it was obvious from the roiling gray clouds that the storm would be around for a while. So we had no choice but to put on rain jackets and run out to the 4x4 we’d rented. I had the box of evidence shoved under my jacket, and I slid on the rocks, catching myself as I hit the side of the car.
Jack had been quiet for most of the morning, and I knew he was thinking things through in his head. He had an ability to put pieces of the puzzle together like no one I’d ever seen before. There was something in his expression that had me worried. Whatever was rattling around in his brain wasn’t the conclusion he wanted.
We passed the police station and I looked at him curiously. “Where are we going?”
“I figured it’s probably a good time to visit Maria Stein. Ben’s right. Our time here is limited. If we don’t find Stein’s killer now we won’t ever find him.”
I looked at him and asked seriously, “Does it really matter?”
He turned his head from the road and looked at me and his fists tightened on the wheel. And then he relaxed and looked back at the road. The wipers swished back and forth, but they couldn’t go fast enough to make things more visible. We could barely see past the hood of the car.
“You know it matters. It isn’t our call to be judge and jury. It never has been. It’s to find out the facts when a crime has been committed. How many deaths have we worked where the victim was a criminal in their own right? We still worked the cases and documented the facts. And then we let the system take over from there. It’s what we do. It’s what I believe in. I have to or everything I’ve done over the course of my career—good and bad—is for nothing.”
He was right. We fought for the dead. No matter who the dead was. I didn’t like it, but he was right. Taking shortcuts or passing judgment would compromise the work we did. And there were plenty of dead who didn’t have skeletons in their closets. You couldn’t compromise one without compromising the other. It was a slippery slope.
One of the things I loved about Jack the most was he never wavered from his moral code. I might not always agree with it, but he was who he was and did the job he did despite the scars it had left on his soul. The day he started compromising his principles was the day he’d leave the job.
“I know you’re right,” I told him. “And I’ll always stand beside you, no matter what’s decided. My worry is what happens when we find out who the killer is and they walk away without consequence. What does that do to you?”
“It is what it is at that point and we walk away. But at least we know the answers. And I’ve always believed if a person doesn’t get what they deserve in this life they’ll get it in the hereafter.”
It was something to think about. Situations like this one made me question why we do what we do. But then I remembered that the dead didn’t have a voice. We were their voice. It didn’t matter who the victim was. Someone had to speak for the dead.
Jack drove carefully down the coastal road. The elevation was higher and the houses were spread farther apart on this side of the island. The trees were denser. The bungalows were built right on the road and since cars weren’t the norm on the island, most people didn’t have driveways.
He parked as close to the front door as possible, and we got out and ran to the little covered porch. It was a white bungalow with yellow shutters and two rocking chairs on the front porch.
Jack rang the bell and we waited patiently to see if anyone answered. The door opened and a woman, stooped with age, stared at us out of rheumy brown eyes. Her hair was the color of steel wool and pulled back in a severe bun and she wore the black dress of someone in mourning.
“Can I help you?” she asked, her voice weak with age.
“Are you Maria Stein?” Jack asked.
“I am. You must be the Americans Joe told me about. Come in. My family will be back soon. They’ve barely given me a moment to myself since the news came that Leon was dead. The wake is tonight so they’ll be back in full force. Sometimes I can’t wait until I’m dead so I can just get a little peace and quiet.”
I pursed my lips as Maria stood back and let us pass.
“We’ll sit in the living room. It’s got a good view of the water.” We followed her into a little room at the back of the house. It was decorated in muted colors of yellow and green and a large picture window across the back gave an incredible view of the ocean. I was only a little concerned about a palm tree flying through the window and killing us all.
“Do you have children?” Maria asked.
“No,” Jack answered.
“Don’t have them. They’re a pain in the ass. And very expensive.”
I coughed to cover my laugh and decided I liked Maria Stein. She had guts. And attitude.
“You’re here about Leon. Have you found out anything? I watch the American television crime shows. Am I a suspect? They always suspect the husband or wife first.”
Jack’s face was very serious when he asked, “Where were you between three and five o’clock yesterday afternoon?”
She looked more thrilled to be asked than insulted. “I was here. I’m afraid I don’t have an alibi. My health isn’t what it used to be and trips into town are very exhausting. And I find I just don’t like people as much as I used to, so I try to stay away from them.”
“What about Leon? When was the last time you saw him?”
“Just after breakfast. Around seven-thirty or eight. He liked to go into town and play dominoes at the café until it was time for Mass. He liked going to the three o’clock because he said that’s when all the pretty girls went. Leon and I were married seventy years you know.”
I felt myself start to choke up at the thought of being married to someone that long and then suddenly being without them. I didn’t know how she was keeping it together as well as she was.
“I’ve outlived three of my children and a couple of my grandchildren as well, so I’ve been around the block a time or two. Do you know what made our marriage successful?”
She looked at both of us and I could tell Jack was just as captivated by her as I was.
“What?” I asked.
“Separation,” she said. “Leon left after breakfast every morning and didn’t come home until dinner each night. The longer we spent apart the less he got on my nerves. And believe me, when a man starts to get older they’ll get on your nerves a lot.” She looked at me as if she was telling me the world’s greatest secret.
“Joe said Leon came to the island back in 1945 and decided to stay after one look at you. He said you were married just weeks later.”
“It sounds more romantic than it was,” she said, shaking her head. “The war had just ended, and we even felt the aftermath here, secluded as we were. Then one day Leon shows up, rigid and German, and says he’s come for an extended vacation. His English wasn’t so good back then.
“To be fair, I looked older than I was back then. And I didn’t dissuade him when he started showing interest. I don’t know if Leon and I would’ve ended up together if my father hadn’t caught us in a very compromising position. I got the beating of a lifetime. My father was very religious. Staunch Catholic. So Leon and I were married within the week. And eight months later our first child was born.”
“Did you ever meet Leon’s family?”
“He said he didn’t have any living family. It was just him.”
I’d read the file Carver had sent us on Friedrich Durst over breakfast that morning, and I hadn’t been able to finish eating. Durst had had a wife and two daughters he’d left behind when he’d fled Germany. He also had the reputation of culling out the prettiest girls, usually between thirteen and sixteen, while he commanded the concentration camps. His experiments and torture of those girls would be stuck in my mind forever. And it explained why a thirty-year-old Leon found fifteen-year-old Maria so desirable. 
“When did you find out Leon was Friedrich Durst?”
The question came out of the blue and it took a moment for it to process. Maria went completely still and I realized I was holding my breath. And then I realized Jack was right. Maria knew exactly who her husband was.
 



 
Chapter Ten
 
“Well that went well,” I said a few minutes later.
We sat in the SUV with the engine running, and I was still in a state of shock. The rain had lessened and the wind had died down some, so Jack put the car in reverse and we went back down the coastal road at a faster speed than when we’d arrived.
“How’d you know?”
“Just a gut feeling,” he said. “She was trying too hard. And her hand was shaking.”
“She’s eighty-five. Of course her hand was shaking.”
“It was the way she talked about Leon.”
“What way? She didn’t say anything bad. I thought she was just teasing about the secret to a long marriage.”
“Every time she said his name you could see the hatred in her eyes. She made it a point of saying she didn’t know if she and Leon would’ve ended up together if her father hadn’t caught them. What do you want to bet Leon raped her like he raped all those other girls? And Maria’s father was staunch enough in his beliefs to force her to marry her rapist.”
“Jesus,” I said, rubbing my hands over my eyes.
“Did you look at the side of the house?”
“No, I apparently missed every subtle clue while we were at Maria’s.”
“There was a little lean-to attached to the house. And inside were two bikes sitting side by side. What do you want to bet one of them is Leon’s?”
“You can’t possibly think Maria had the physical capability to kill her husband.”
“No, but I guarantee she knew about it ahead of time. And she knows who killed him.”
“A ten million dollar reward for a Nazi War Criminal. You think money fits the motive?” Because that’s what was stumping me. This was a simple island. And simple people. Money of that caliber wasn’t something they considered as necessary.
“I need to talk to Ben again. And then I think it’s time we had a meeting at the church.”
 
***
 
It had taken Jack a couple of tries to get hold of Carver. In Carver’s words, he still had a day job that consisted of something other than being Jack Lawson’s bitch. But once Jack got him on the phone things started falling into place.
It hadn’t been hard to get Joe to make an announcement to those who’d been at the church during Leon’s murder. Jack had asked for everyone to meet back at the church that evening before Leon’s wake. He knew how small communities worked. They’d all be too curious to find out what was going on to stay away.
The rain had been relentless all afternoon, and I was finding that I’d become tired of island life. I wouldn’t have minded packing our stuff and getting the hell out of dodge. Especially after Maria’s reaction to Jack’s question earlier in the day. And by the hostility on everyone’s faces as we gathered at the church, I was guessing Maria had complained loudly about the American couple upsetting her time of mourning.
“I’m not sure this is appropriate,” Joe said while everyone was taking their seats. Jack had run through everything with me after talking with Carver and my mind was still spinning about the killer. “Maybe it would be best to let this go. I’m sorry I interrupted your honeymoon. But I agree with Father Fernando. I think Leon’s death is the result of an assault committed by a tourist. We’ve had a lot of problems with drunks lately.”
“That’s perfectly fine,” Jack said. “I’m happy to hand the reins over to you. But I’d appreciate you giving me the floor for a few minutes. As sworn officers of the law, it’s our duty to uphold the law, no matter how much we agree or disagree with it. And the very core of our integrity would be compromised if we knew of a wrong committed and stood back and let it happen. Don’t you agree?”
Joe swallowed once and then nodded in agreement. “I didn’t know,” he said. “If I had I wouldn’t have asked her your help.”
“I came to that conclusion myself,” Jack said. And then he turned to the congregation. He stood at the front of the nave, facing the pews. I sat off to the side, wondering if we were going to have to make a quick getaway.
“I want to thank everyone for indulging me this evening. My wife and I have truly enjoyed the hospitality of your community. It’s a community that takes care of its own, works hard, and supports itself on the means it has. It’s very impressive what you’ve built and how you’ve thrived.
“You can all imagine my surprise when Joe asked my wife and I to help yesterday when one of your own was murdered.” Jack put an emphasis on the word and paused to let it soak in. “The teachings of the church are very clear about cardinal sins.”
There was some uncomfortable shifting in the pews and the tension skyrocketed.
“I did a little research into your community, and I discovered that the entire south side of the island is actually owned by Sunshine Inc., which is headquartered over on the mainland. I noticed it the other day when I was driving around that it’s the only undeveloped land on the island, and the beach is closed to tourists.
“And then I started digging a little more and discovered early last year Sunshine, Inc. decided it was time to develop that area of land and the plans were drawn for three high rise resorts right there on the beach. When the hotels were filled to capacity it would double the size of the island instantly. And all of a sudden the community you know and love is no longer yours. You’re working harder and longer hours, and the view is obstructed by ugly buildings and too many people.
“And then last summer Father Fernando went to the mainland on the community’s behalf and asked if the land could be purchased to prevent the building of the high rise. And Sunshine, being respectful of the church and Father Fernando, agreed and offered to sell the property for just over eight million dollars. The problem was no one on this island had eight million dollars. And even combining your resourced you fell several million short.”
“We don’t need a history lesson, young man,” Father Fernando called out from the lectern where he’d been standing quietly. “We all know the outcome of my meeting with Sunshine. You’re wasting our time here when we should be morning the man in the casket behind you.”
“Where could you possibly come up with that amount of money?” Jack asked, ignoring Father Fernando and keeping eye contact with the crowd. “And then I started doing deeper background checks and discovered Maria Stein had spent several weeks on the mainland last year.”
He paused to look at Maria who was seated on the front pew. Her children and grandchildren surrounded her, and though her back was stiff as a board there was a smile of satisfaction on her face. I couldn’t say I blamed her.
“At first I thought it was because she’d suffered from pneumonia and she was being treated. But come to find out she’d found papers from a bank she didn’t recognize and a key. And the law here gives you the right as his wife to have access to Leon’s personal accounts and storage units even if your name isn’t on them.”
“Get to the good stuff, boy,” she called out. “I’m ready to wake my husband.”
“You’ve waited a long time for him to die, huh?” Jack asked. “You should’ve conspired to have him killed much sooner.”
Her children gasped in outrage, but her gaze stayed steady on Jack’s. 
“What did you find in the storage unit your husband had rented?” he asked her.
“Paintings, letters, photographs,” she said. “Horror. Cruelty. Brutality.”
“But you already knew who he was. Had known since the moment he’d forced you the first time.”
Her lips pursed together and tears filled her eyes. She nodded her head and didn’t waver. “He delighted in telling me. And when my girls came of age I sent them to boarding school until they were too old for him to have any interest in. He deserved to die.” She said the last words on a whisper.
Jack nodded and I could see the compassion and respect in his gaze for this woman. A woman who’d shown years of patience and had sacrificed her own life and happiness for something better for her children and the place she loved. All because she’d had the misfortune of being married to a monster.
There were sniffles in the audience and I saw more than one person dab their eyes at her words. These were the people who loved her. Loved her enough to sin against the church that was their foundation and ask forgiveness later.
“How did you find out about the reward money?”
“He never told me his real name,” she said. “I knew what he did and where he was and the acts he committed. But never his name. And when I walked inside that locked storage room it was like a shrine to the man he was. He had newspaper clippings and flyers and letters written by government officials trying to find him. His reward was higher than all the others because he killed the most.” She shook her head and looked away. “Do you know how it sickens me that I shared a home and a bed with that monster for more than seventy years?”
“You did what you had to do to survive,” Jack said. “No one blames you for that. It was a clever plan. And I would’ve never figured it out if anything else had made sense. But everything was too perfect. Everyone’s alibi’s and stories were the same. And I kept thinking that one of your priests might be dirty. It was the only thing that made sense. That he might forsake everything and lie, or commit the crime himself. But not all three would condemn their souls to hell.
“So there was only one other alternative. You all devised a plan to get rid of Leon. You did it for Maria, so she would be vindicated after all these years and know peace in her last years. And you did it for your entire community. Because the reward money from killing and turning in Friedrich Durst would keep your island yours and the way it’s always been. You protected your priests from compromising their vows.
“I couldn’t believe how many people came to Mass on a Saturday afternoon. And then I started checking the attendance of prior Saturdays. Service was well attended, but never that well attended. And then I remembered pieces of conversation about confession. Everyone was irritated in their statements that Leon took so long in his confession, because the lines were long that day. Because you all knew Leon was going to die and needed to confess the knowledge.”
Jack looked at Father Fernando, and the old man had taken a seat by Maria. He took her hand and patted it gently.
“And your priests were bound by the rules of confession. Your secret was safe with them. And when they found Leon’s body they could say truthfully that they didn’t see anyone in the courtyard or know who killed him. Because the killer didn’t go to confession that day. Isn’t that right, Doctor Hizumi?”
I’d only seen a picture of Lee Hizumi, but he looked very much like his son, Will. He sat a couple rows back from Maria next to a pretty woman I assumed was Joe’s sister.
“Who would know better how to kill?” Jack asked. “Than the man’s own doctor. You knew he’d had open-heart surgery. And you knew the best way to deliver the blow. Maria had taken the officer’s dagger from the storage unit, so it was symbolic to use it.
“And Leon never left the church on his bicycle, despite the statements some of you gave to the contrary. The timeline was just too tight for what had to be accomplished. He was ushered right out the back doors and directly into the courtyard where he was told to meet someone. You killed him and left.
“He never even rode his bike to services that day. He played dominoes every day at the café. He’d leave his bike there and walk to Mass. And then he’d walk back to the café for more dominoes until it was time to leave for dinner. The only thing you didn’t anticipate was that Father DeCosta would be so quick to call Joe before you could tell him. And you sure didn’t plan on Joe bringing us in on the matter.”
“So what?” Will asked, sitting next to his father. “What can you do?”
“Not a thing,” Jack asked. “You’ll probably be overrun with several government officials from several countries wanting to verify Leon’s identity. And if all goes according to plan, you’ll get the reward money and be able to pay off Sunshine, Inc. This isn’t my battle to fight. It’s not me Leon or any of you have to answer to.
“A life was taken. And I don’t care whose life it was, how horrible he was, or if he deserved it. Taking a life is something that weighs on the soul forever. And no amount of prayers or confessions will make you forget it. Now if you’ll excuse me, my wife and I are going to salvage what’s left of our trip.” 
 



 
Epilogue
 
It was a bittersweet exit from the island. Sometimes the bad guys did get away with it. And sometimes the really bad guys got what they deserved. Jack and I agreed on both accounts.
We watched the island get smaller as the boat took us toward the mainland so we could catch an early flight. It was still dark and the water was choppy. Jack sat still and silent next to me. He hadn’t said much of anything since the gathering at the church the day before, but he took my hand and squeezed it.
“Some honeymoon, huh?” I said over the engine.
“Very memorable. What do you say we extend it for another couple of weeks?”
“You can do that?”
“Honey, I have so much vacation time saved up we could honeymoon until you walked like John Wayne.”
“Very romantic, Lawson.”
“Thank you. The department is in good hands, and I’m not quite ready to share you with everyone once we get back home. We didn’t get the relaxing vacation we’d hoped for.”
“Parts of it were very relaxing,” I said, winking. “You don’t owe me anything, Jack. I didn’t miss out on anything. And with the exception of the dead man and the dozens of people that conspired to kill him, it was the most perfect trip I’ve ever had.”
Jack laughed softly and squeezed my hand again. “It is what it is. And it was never ours to begin with. I’ve accepted that. It’s always the ethical cases that are the toughest. And I get questions from cops all the time. Why isn’t it okay to kill the child molester ourselves instead of making a clean arrest? And I know the cops that ask those questions will never last. They don’t have the spine for the job or the strength of character it takes to do what we’re sworn to do. I don’t have to agree with the law or my own wishes to uphold it.”
Jack might have accepted the outcome of Doctor Hizumi getting away with murder, but I knew it would be one of those things that weighed heavy on his heart for the rest of his life.
I squeezed his hand and held on tight. “Where do you want to go?” I asked on impulse.
I wasn’t ready for our time together to be over either—to go back to the funeral home and serving the dead. To the erratic and sometimes long hours.
“How about a cabin in the mountains?” he said. “And this time I say we lock ourselves in until it’s time to fly back home. The only adventures I want are the ones happening in our bedroom.”
“You make a convincing argument, Sheriff Lawson. You can count me in.”
“I always do, Doc. I always do.”
He twined his fingers with mine and I leaned against him for the rest of the ride. Our adventures were just beginning.
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Chapter 1
Warren County, Virginia
 
He stood in the shadows watching. This part had always come naturally to him. He could blend in anywhere whether it was a forest with dying autumn leaves or a busy sidewalk café. He was a chameleon ready to change colors, shed his skin if necessary. He could change his hairstyle, wear a suit and tie as easily as a barista apron. He could be thin or fat, grow old, perfect an accent and even pretend to be blind. Last month for three days he was a war vet with a limp.
A chameleon playing charades.
Of course with each change came a new name. This week he was using Stucky. Last week it was Casey. He’d seen both on several gas stations in the Midwest. Nothing wrong with gas station names.
He wouldn’t even be here right now tromping through pine needles if this guy hasn’t been such a hothead, stopping him and getting in his face. Stucky had planned on being in Florida by now and this idiot had delayed his trip, hell-bent on humiliating him, intimidating him.
It would be so easy to gut him and be on his way. Hang him from a tree like a deer. Slit his belly open while he was still looking at him. Watch his insides slide out and fall to ground.
But he decided to wait. There was something about the guy that intrigued him. Something familiar that convinced him to follow the bastard instead of simply killing him. At least for a few days.
He kept his vehicle hidden from view, too. It was parked on an old dirt path in-between a grove of trees. No one else probably would have noticed the road. Lone Wolf certainly hadn’t. That’s what he called his new prey. Actually he was using Loner for short. He should be calling him Loser but something told him this guy might be more interesting. Or maybe it was just him hoping this wasn’t a waste of time.
Either way, Loner was a generous nickname considering what the guy had done. For now he’d let the bastard live but he expected his generosity to pay off. However, two days of stalking had proven mostly boring.
Until now.
Loner was parked at the end of a long driveway. A line of pine trees hid his vehicle from the occupants of a double-wide trailer. He’d been there for about an hour. Loner had done this the day before then drove twenty miles to stop at a liquor store in another county before driving home.
Boring.
But this time when Loner started up his vehicle he actually turned into the driveway. Stucky waited thinking he must just be turning around. He couldn’t see much of the property from where he stood up in the trees. He’d been more focused on Loner than the residents. By the time he realized the asshole had driven onto the property and all the way to the double-wide, Stucky was scrambling for a better view.
He hurried along the treeline only able to get a glimpse – bit and pieces between the trees. He was too far away. Still, he kept his eyes focused where he expected the property to be. He rushed through the forest, anxious to see. Branches slapped in his face. Vines snagged his pant-legs. Leaves crunched underfoot. And he still saw nothing.
Finally he decided to hike back to his vehicle. He’d drive by. Find another spot.
Damn it! It was taking forever.
He glanced at his watch. Okay, not forever. It had only been fifteen minutes since he watched Loner turn into the driveway. Fifteen more minutes to get to his own SUV. He needed to slow down. Play it cool. See but not be seen.
He found a place in a muddy field to turn around.
Tick-tock. Ten more minutes to navigate the dirt-patch road.
He could hear clumps being kicked up and hitting the tirewells. Again, he tried to slow down. Almost to the main road when suddenly a vehicle zoomed past.
Loner.
He recognized the silhouette behind the wheel even if it was in a flash.
Stucky hit the brakes. Watched Loner’s taillights blink on, only for a second before they disappeared around a curve. Then he was gone.
Had he even noticed Stucky’s SUV? Or had the trees along the dirt road blocked his movement? He waited expecting the asshole to backtrack. He didn’t move, foot still on the brake, hands on the steering wheel. He was used to watching. Used to playing statue. Used to blending in and becoming invisible.
Twenty-two minutes went by and Loner never returned.
Stucky shifted into gear.
“Okay, let’s see what the hell you did.”
 



 
Chapter 2
Quantico
 
“Agent O’Dell. Come in.” Assistant Director Cunningham waved to Maggie after only a glance. His head remained down, eyes focused on the yellow notepad that he continued to scribble on.
Maggie O’Dell had never been summoned to her boss’s office. Nicknamed “the Hawk,” Cunningham rarely missed a detail. He also rarely smiled. Now that she thought about it, he didn’t raise his voice either. He didn’t need to. His agents knew when they disappointed him. And none of them wanted to do that. It was like losing your father’s trust. Once lost, an uphill battle to win it back.
“Agent O’Dell?” He looked up this time
Only then did she realize she hadn’t yet come into the room yet. Her mind kept trying to think of what she had done wrong to deserve this summons? Usually everyone left her alone in her cramped windowless office. Cunningham tossed files on her overloaded desk on a regular basis. Otherwise there was a conference room meeting once every week. But if he wanted to reprimand her he’d do it in private…in his office.
“You can sit,” he told her.
Now that she had made it to the front of his desk he pointed to the lone chair.
“I’ll be just a minute.” And his head went back down.
She sat. Hard back chair. Hard seat. He didn’t want his guests to be comfortable nor did he want them to stay long.
This close she caught a glimpse at the open file folder on the corner of the desk’s pristine mahogany surface. Her name was up at the top. Her file.
This couldn’t be good.
He was scribbling again on the notepad. Blue ink, not black. Notes filled the margins. Block printing used for emphasis. Crazy the things she noticed. She wanted to shake her head. Not everything needed to be analyzed. Maybe her husband, Greg was right. Her professional life was starting to consume her private life.
This morning she couldn’t order eggs for breakfast without wondering if there was a correlation to the type of people and the way they liked their eggs prepared. Were hardboiled people more disciplined, for instance? It took fifteen to twenty minutes, after all to boil an egg. Did the preference for sunny-side up suggest a more flexible personality? What about scrambled?
“Agent O’Dell?”
“Yes, sir.”
She sat up straight. Stopped short of flinching and giving away the fact that her mind had wandered. But Cunningham still caught it. She could see it in his eyes as he studied her, now giving her his full attention.
“I don’t think I ever asked you where you’re from.”
“From?”
“Where did you grow up?”
It wasn’t at all the question she expected and she waited a beat too long as if waiting for the real question.
“I was born in Green Bay, Wisconsin.” That detail would be in her file, and she stopped her eyes from darting to the corner of his desk and the open file. She didn’t add the fact that she’d only lived there until she was twelve. That was the year her world fell apart. Her mother moved them to Richmond, Virginia, leaving behind all their friends, neighbors and family along with Maggie’s childhood.
“Your father’s deceased.”
Another question – not really a question but he was waiting for an answer. Again, she didn’t see it coming. Why was he doing this?
“That’s correct.”
This wasn’t a subject she wanted to discuss.
“How did he die?”
“He was a firefighter. He died in the line of duty when I was twelve.”
Maggie held his eyes as if daring him to ask more. She loved her father. No, she adored him. And she missed him every single day. How many times did she catch herself wondering what he would think about something? Wondering what he’d say. If he’d be proud of her. She still wore the medallion he had given her. She could feel the chain around her neck, tucked inside her blouse, the small medal pressed against her chest.
Thankfully Cunningham’s eyes released hers as he looked over at the file folder and picked up the top sheet, giving it only a glance.
“Pre-med, masters in behavioral psychology, forensic fellowship here at Quantico, now special agent…All very impressive. And you’ve been very successful in using the skills you’ve acquired.”
For almost two years now Maggie had been helping to solve murders from across the country. But she had been doing it without leaving her cramped, windowless office in the bowels of Quantico. Law enforcement officers sent her whatever they had – Polaroids, evidence bags of trace, written reports and autopsy findings.
“Tell me what you see,” Cunningham would ask her. “Tell me who did this.”
Time after time she’d been able to supply investigators things about the killer. What type of job he had, the model of car he drove, whether he lived close to the crime scene, or even how old he might be. She’d like to believe it was statistics and logic, but maybe some of it was dumb luck. It certainly wasn’t magic, but Maggie knew that’s what some of her colleagues called it behind her back. She guessed it was better they called it magic than voodoo. Whatever it was, she had garnered a reputation.
Profiling a murderer was as much a process of elimination as it was a fact finding mission. Motive, opportunity, signature – all pieces of the puzzle. Cunningham kept bringing her the cases, one test after another. As the head of the Behavioral Science Unit at Quantico he had been her teacher, her mentor since she arrived as a forensic fellow.
Now as she sat across the desk from him she realized there wasn’t a reprimand. He was getting ready to present her with another test.
“It’s not just about skills,” he said. “You have something special, Agent O’Dell. Perhaps it has absolutely nothing to do with your background, your childhood or the fact that you lost your heroic father --” He waved his hand over the file folder like it didn’t matter.
Then he leaned forward, elbows rested on the desktop, fingers tented. He held her eyes again. “You have a talent for seeing things that others miss. Details that appear insignificant at first. Somehow you’re able to know things about people…about killers. While all that is, indeed, a skill, a talent – whatever you want to call it – while it all seems like a good thing…I want you to know there often times is a price to pay for climbing inside an evil man’s head.”
She stayed quiet, not breaking eye contact, trying to take in his message. Still the good student wanting to learn.
Until Maggie was twelve her father made sure she went to Catholic school and mass every Sunday. She remembered catechism lessons about evil. When her father gave her the medallion he told her it would “help protect her from evil.” It all seemed like part of the mythical realms of religion, like heaven and hell. You had to believe in heaven in order to believe in hell. Wasn’t that the same thing about evil? She didn’t wear the medallion because she actually believed it would protect her. She wore it simply because it was precious gift from her father.
And now, she was surprised to hear Cunningham use the word “evil” as if it were a term from one of the textbooks he’d co-written on criminal behavior. But before she had time to response he announced the reason she was here – why she had been summoned in the first place.
“I think you’re ready for a real crime scene.”
 



 
Chapter 3
Warren County, Virginia
 
“I’ve never seen so much blood,” Sheriff Geller warned them. “It’s like a slaughterhouse in there.”
Maggie knew he was referring to the double-wide trailer that sat in the middle of the acreage.
“Smells like one, too,” he added.
Hard to believe. From outside Maggie thought the property looked like picturesque rural Virginia. A forest lined one side of the long driveway. Tall pine trees grew so close it was impossible to see between them except for splashes of red and orange leaves. Less than a hundred feet away she could see a riverbank and the shimmer of rolling water.
Quiet and tranquil – the type of place people go to escape.
“Your deputies didn’t touch anything?” Cunningham asked.
Geller shook his head. “We didn’t go in. Saw enough from the doorway.”
From the look on his face he wouldn’t be joining them.
Maggie tried to take in everything. Mental notes. The yard had two well-maintained berms with mums still in bloom and several ceramic gnomes. A cobbled-stone path led to the front door. In the back she caught a glimpse of bed sheets hung from a clothesline, flapping in the breeze. From somewhere she could hear a windchime’s soft delicate tinkle. Someone had made this place a home. And now it was a crime scene with yellow tape stretched from tree to tree all the way to the poles of the clothesline.
The sheriff and his deputy – introduced only as Wilson – had parked a safe distance away as they waited for A.D. Cunningham and his three agents. Turner and Delaney were veterans. They didn’t flinch at Geller’s warning. They’d probably seen worse. Maggie had seen dozens of bloody crime scenes as well. But they had all been virtual, viewed from photographs or – if she was lucky – videotape. This crime scent – this one would be her first real one.
Of course, it didn’t take long for her to understand there were benefits to her virtual crime scenes.
The first thing she noticed was the smell. Then the heat.
Agent Delaney opened the trailer’s door and the wave of hot foul air hit them all. No amount of training could have prepared Maggie for this. She fought her gag reflex. She didn’t want the men to notice. Didn’t want to remind them this was her first scene.
“Whoa! Son of a bitch.” It was Delaney who complained.
When he took a step backward and delayed their entrance Maggie tried to refocus, grateful for his hesitation and the opportunity to suck in a few more breaths of fresh air.
She could do this. She had to be able to do this.
She felt Cunningham tap her on the shoulder. Immediately she thought he was prodding her forward, ready to observe her initial response. But when she glanced back his hand stayed outstretched. It took her a few seconds to realize he was handing her shoe covers, latex gloves and a small jar of Vicks Vapo Rub.
She took the covers and gloves but started to wave off the Vicks. The last thing she wanted was special treatment, but then she got a whiff and saw the greasy ointment smudged on his upper lip. Turner already had some, too, and out of the corner of her eye Maggie could see Delaney waiting for his turn.
When Delaney opened the front door to the trailer a second time, the smear of menthol under her nose made no difference.
 



 
Chapter 4
 
At first glance it looked as though every surface had been splattered with blood. The walls were a Jackson Pollack masterpiece of horror, spaghetti streaks that crisscrossed in layers. One of the victims hung from the ceiling. Electrical cord tied his feet and hands. Although his body was now bloated Maggie knew it was his blood on the walls. It didn’t take a blood spatter expert to speculate that his throat had been slashed after he was hung upside down.
“Looks like he fought for a while,” Turner said what the rest of them were thinking.
She had to look away and that’s when she noticed the bloody prints on the carpet.
“Someone was barefooted.”
All of them looked up at the man’s feet, corded together at the ceiling and still laced up in tennis shoes. Turner took off down the narrow hallway to the back of the trailer, careful where he stepped. Maggie could hear him opening doors.
She tried to concentrate. She needed to look at this no differently than she would look at the photos she received of other crime scenes.
Focus, she told herself.
But the smell was overwhelming. Like suffocating inside a Dumpster filled with rotting meat. It didn’t help matters that she couldn’t shake an annoying buzz from inside her head. And the heat – she was burning up.
“Feels like he cranked up the furnace,” Cunningham said.
So it wasn’t just her. Little relief came with that revelation.
“Heat accelerates decomp,” Maggie told them, all the while fighting the acid backing up from her stomach.
“And speeds up the work of our little friends.” Delaney pointed at the mass of black, a stain on the victim’s T-shirt.
She thought it was dried blood, a possible stab wound to the abdomen. But now she saw movement.
Maggots! She hated maggots.
She swallowed bile. Tried to breathe.
Stupid gag reflex.
Yes, there were many advantages to observing a crime scene from photographs and video.
Concentrate. Focus.
Then she realized the buzzing wasn’t in her head.
Flies. There had to be hundreds although she couldn’t see them. They had finished here and were working in the next room. A mass of them swarmed what looked like dinner left on the kitchen table. One plate was black with flies. So was the melted puddles surrounding it.
“Victim number two is in the bedroom,” Turner announced from down the hall. “Female.”
Cunningham shot at glance a Maggie. If he was worried about protecting her sensibilities it was a little late.
“Throat’s slashed. Clothes haven’t been pulled down or off. Her hands are tied in front. And she still has her shoes on.”
“Electrical cord?” Maggie asked.
Turner looked back into the bedroom then said, “Yah, looks like it. What are you thinking?”
Maggie pointed to a capsized lamp. It’s cord had been cut. “He didn’t bring rope or ties. He used what was already here.”
Turner nodded.
“The killer wasn’t organized. He didn’t come prepared,” she said.
“Or is he cocky enough that he knows he could kill them without much preparation?” Cunningham asked.
“So are the bloody footprints his?” Turner asked. “Could we be that lucky?”
“If they are, he’s a small guy,” Cunningham said.
“Charlie Manson’s only five foot two,” she told them as she tried to follow the smeared bloody steps.
“Come on now,” Turner said, sliding the words into his jive on purpose. “Don’t it freak you guys out that she can come up with crap like that so casually?”
Maggie had worked with Preston Turner and Richard Delaney before. Turner was the charming one – linebacker frame that stopped the bad guys but a wide smile for the ladies and a knack of being the life of any party. Delaney was the quintessential Southern gentleman, crazy about his wife and two kids. His idea of relaxing was to loosen up his tie – not take off, of course. Just loosen it.
“No forced entry.” Delaney was examining the doorjamb. “I didn’t see any broken windows. Chances are they let him in.”
The bloody steps seemed to start at the upside down body. They backed up, they turned around in small smeared circles then headed in the other direction.
“If he didn’t bring restraints maybe he didn’t bring the weapon either.” Maggie followed the steps. They turned to go down the hallway. She continued to the kitchen.
What were the chances that he used a knife from the victims’ own utility drawer? It certainly wouldn’t be the first time. A wood block with knives sat on the counter by the sink. Several were missing from their slots.
It was difficult to concentrate with the buzz of flies. Despite putting distance between herself and the hanging victim the smell was strong in the kitchen, too. But it was different. Less metallic. More like sour milk.
Cunningham was already at the table when Maggie turned to take a closer look at what had the flies so interested.
“Did he interrupt lunch or dinner?” Cunningham asked.
“Only one plate.” Maggie noted.
“Melted ice cream?” Cunningham pushed his eyeglasses up and bent over it, waving off a couple of flies not pleased with his presence.
Maggie joined him but already the smell was making her nauseated again.
“Pie alamode,” she said just as she realized that there was something added on top.
This time there was no pushing back the bile. She covered her mouth with her hand and raced out the door, barely getting down the steps. The retching seemed to last forever until there was nothing left in her stomach. She felt a hand on the back of her neck, the soft swipe to remove a strand of hair from her cheek and then she saw Cunningham’s polished shoes peeking out from the protective covers. As much as her stomach hurt, the embarrassment hurt more.
All of that was shortlived. Still on her knees she had a perfect view of the storm cellar about fifty feet away. At this angle she could see the heavy wood door was tilted open several inches. Just enough for someone inside to be watching them.
 



 
Chapter 5
 
Maggie eased herself up, grateful that Cunningham didn’t offer to help. He was pretending this was no big deal and yet she could see concern in his furrowed brow.
She waited until her back was turned to the storm cellar. Waited for Cunningham’s eyes to meet hers. Then she said as quietly and slowly as she could, “We’re being watched.”
He didn’t flinch. Kept his eyes on hers. Slowly he shifted his weight, spreading his feet a little farther apart. All of this done casually as though they were simply chatting. He crossed his arms and she saw his fingers tuck in close to his shoulder holster.
Maggie’s mind was racing trying to remember if she had noticed another door to the trailer. There had to be one. The clothesline was in the backyard. She remembered a small utility room – sink, washer and dryer. No windows. Dark. She pictured Delaney coming out announcing that there had not been any forced entry.
“Ready to go back inside?” Cunningham asked.
His eyes darted around now but his head stayed tilted as if he were listening intently to her.
She nodded.
Even as they stepped up into the trailer she noticed that he followed her moving sideways and never turning his back until the last second.
“Where?” he asked as soon as the door was closed.
“The storm cellar.”
Maggie was already walking past Turner and Delaney to where she remembered the utility room.
“What’s going on?” Turner asked.
“Agent O’Dell thinks we might have company in the cellar.”
“Crap!”
“Wouldn’t be the first time a killer came back to watch,” Cunningham said. “But would he choose a place where he could get trapped in?”
Maggie’s pulse was racing. With her stomach empty the smell didn’t affect her as much. The buzzing flies still set her on edge. It took her a second to realize Cunningham was asking her and waiting for a response.
“They don’t believe they’ll get caught. Edmund Kemper met with his psychiatrist while he had a body in the trunk of his car. Berkowitz started fires then stood and watched with other bystanders.” Her husband Greg hated that she could conjure up this kind of trivia with little effort. But here and now, it could justify their next move.
“Then we proceed like it’s him,” Cunningham told them.
“If we can approach from the backyard he won’t be able to see us.” Maggie headed for the utility room and the others followed.
“He’ll hear us,” Delaney said.
“Not if it’s only one of us. And not if there’s a distraction in the front yard,” she said. Glancing into the room she saw a plain wood-paneled door to the outside.
“Agent O’Dell.” Cunningham’s voice stopped her. “This is your first time in the field – sorry, but you’re not going to be the one opening that storm cellar.”
He didn’t wait for an argument. Instead, he waved for Delaney to move around Maggie to get to the back door.
“The clothesline is between here and the cellar,” she told Delaney.
He stared at her, waiting for an explanation.
“Bed sheets,” she said as though that should be enough. When she saw that he still didn’t understand, she added, “They were whipping around in the breeze. Should provide some cover.”
Delaney nodded.
“The bedroom at the end looks out that direction,” Turner said.
“Good idea,” Cunningham told him and Turner started down the hall to take up his post. “Give us a chance to get in position,” Cunningham reminded them.
 
Sheriff Geller’s cruiser was the closest. Cunningham started telling the sheriff and his deputy about what they’d found inside the trailer. She knew her boss’s reasoning for not immediately telling the two law enforcement officers about the cellar. He didn’t want their surprise blowing his plan. Instead he manipulated the conversation and the men so they followed him around to the trunk of the vehicle, lessening the risk if the killer was armed.
When he was certain they were out of earshot of the storm cellar Cunningham explained the situation.
“Son of a bitch,” Geller mumbled. “Didn’t even think…”
By now Delaney had made his way across the backyard. The storm cellar looked like a mound of dirt with a wooden door on this side of the mound. Someone inside would never be able to see Delaney sneaking around the back. Once he was able to position himself on the hinged side of the door, the intruder still wouldn’t be able to see him. Now in position, he stood silently in place waiting for Cunningham’s signal.
When Delaney heaved the door open there was a flash of movement. Too quick. Someone retreated down the hole.
Cunningham led the way, his weapon gripped firmly in both hands. Maggie followed, matching his movements, her heart pounding. They joined Delaney, keeping to the side but close enough now that Maggie could see the concrete steps that disappeared into darkness.
Sheriff Geller and his deputy had been instructed to stay back but both had their weapons drawn, too.
“FBI. We’ve got you surrounded,” Cunningham yelled. “You just as well come out. Or we’ll start throwing down tear-gas.”
They waited.
Maggie didn’t dare look away. Not even for a second. Sweat trickled down her back even though the breeze was chilly. The heat of the trailer had dampened her hair. Strands stuck to her forehead but she resisted the urge to wipe at them.
Suddenly there was movement.
Maggie could feel it as both men tensed beside her.
Then slowly out of the darkness a young girl peered up at them.
“Please don’t shoot me.”
 



 
Chapter 6
 
He watched from his hiding place. He’d found a new one. This one closer. With the aid of binoculars he could see the surprise in the investigators gestures. And he had to admit, he was as surprised to the see the girl as they were.
He pressed the binoculars against his eyes, squinted and adjusted the focus.
Still too far away.
He wanted to see their faces but to get any closer would be too risky. He could see the girl’s pale white skin and her long tangled blond hair. She looked like a ghost. Maybe she was. That would explain how he had missed her.
Where the hell had she been?
He had gone in and out lickety-split. He simply wanted to see what Loner had done. Thirty minutes out of his sight and the asshole had managed much more than Stucky had ever expected. And yet, he couldn’t say he was surprised. After all, he had seen something in Loner’s eyes during their brief encounter. Not only seen it but recognized it. That was the only reason he had allowed the asshole to live. Because he knew what the guy was capable of doing and he wanted to see it for himself.
Yet for as much as they had in common, Loner was an amateur. That’s why Stucky needed to leave a little something extra in that mess of his. But Stucky had been careful. Always careful. So how the hell did he miss seeing this girl?
Had she been inside the trailer? Hiding? Was that possible?
Could she have seen what happened? Watched it from some hiding place?
He caught himself licking his lips. Her skin looked white and creamy. Young ones were usually so soft, like slicing into butter. Such a shame he had missed her.
Earlier he’d been pleased with himself as he watched the woman investigator race out the door and end up on hands and knees puking out her insides. He loved the reactions to his work almost as much as he enjoyed doing it. Their curiosity was usually followed by a double-take like they couldn’t believe their eyes. Then the sheer horror crossed their faces. 
Priceless.
The discovery made it a shared experience. What artist didn’t enjoy sharing his masterpieces?
But the girl…It bothered him that he missed seeing her. What was more interesting was that Loner had missed her, too.
He couldn’t help but smile at the irony of it all. He had followed that cocky son of a bitch for three days waiting for an opportunity to trip him up. Just a little fun and games. But as it turned out, this ghost of a girl was about to trip up both of them.
 



 
Chapter 7
 
The sky started to turn gray with heavy rain clouds rolling in and threatening to burst. With them came a damp, cold breeze.
Delaney went to wrap his suit jacket around the girl’s bare shoulders. She flinched and he stopped short. She kept blinking and wiping at her eyes. Even the gray sky seemed too bright. Delaney continued talking to her, gentle and slow and without taking another step. Instead he explained to her who they were, that they were there to help.
“No one will hurt you. I promise.”
Maggie watched, mesmerized by him, lulled by the tone of his voice and she could see the girl was, too. Delaney specialized in hostage negotiations. He knew how to convince criminals that he was on their side, that he was willing to listen and help, but Maggie realized this wasn’t just the hostage negotiator talking. This was a father talking to a child. A very cold, hungry and scared child who was also in shock from what she had seen.
Obviously the girl hadn’t witnessed the murders or she wouldn’t still be alive. But there was no doubt in Maggie’s mind that she had seen the dead bodies. One look at the girl’s bloody bare feet and she knew the footprints on the carpet were not the killer’s.
“My name’s Rich,” Delaney was telling the girl. “What can I call you?”
She batted at her hair but didn’t answer. She wore a white tank top and cropped denim pants. Maggie remembered that three days ago the weather had been unseasonably warm. Eighty-degrees and sunshine. The next day, fall returned.
Three days – that sounded about right considering the condition of the bodies. Good Lord, this girl may have been hiding in the dark, damp cellar for three days!
“Katie,” she finally said so quietly it was almost lost in the breeze and the whip-snap of the bed sheets on the clothesline.
“How old are you, Katie?”
But now she just stared like she didn’t hear him.
Maggie guessed the girl was eleven or twelve. Unfortunately, she understood all too well what it meant to be twelve, to be scared and to be alone. She noticed that Katie kept glancing back over her shoulder as if she were looking for someone.
The killer hadn’t seen her, but had Katie seen him?
“Your parents,” Delaney started to say and Maggie could see him struggling with the next question. “We’ll find who did this. Maybe you can help us.”
Cunningham and Turner had backed off. They’d left Delaney and Maggie, giving the girl space. Now Maggie could see Cunningham on his cell phone. But Katie wasn’t interested in the law enforcement men she was glancing back in the other direction. Back toward the river. She didn’t look like she was listening to Delaney anymore either.
“My daddy,” she whispered and then she pointed. “He fell in the river.”
“Your dad?” Delaney shot a look at Maggie.  “He’s not in the trailer?”
She shook her head, a quick back and forth like she was shaking the image out of her mind. “Uncle Lou and Aunt Beth.”
Maggie started walking toward the riverbank. Delaney stayed with the girl and called out to Cunningham. Her fingers slipped inside her jacket, settled on her grip of her Smith & Wesson.
Did Katie’s father fall into the water or had he jumped in after killing Uncle Lou and Aunt Beth?
 



 
Chapter 8
 
Dense fog had settled in like smoke hovering above the surface of the water. Maggie guessed they had two hours at most before they lost daylight. Thankfully it wasn’t raining yet, but the breeze had turned brisk especially here on the river’s bank. She wished she had more than the thin windbreaker. Everywhere on her body that had moments ago been hot and sweaty was now cold and damp.
She thought the rowboat looked new. So did the fishing gear inside. It was tied to a post, gently rocking with the river’s current.
“That’s a beauty,” Cunningham said, coming up behind her. “It’s a kit boat. Red and white cedar. Still freshly polished. Probably just put it in the water.”
“Kit boat?”
“Build it yourself. You order it. Comes in pieces.”
Maggie was more interested in the surface of the water. With the fog it was difficult to see more than ten feet. If Katie’s father was out here, his body might be miles downstream.
“CSU team and the medical examiner are on their way,” he said.
Cunningham stepped up beside her on the riverbank. In silence they studied the area, looking and listening. Both stood motionless. The slush-slap of water against the boat was the only sound. Twice Maggie saw something riding the current. Once it was a branch. The second time was debris.
“What are you thinking, Agent O’Dell?” Cunningham finally asked and she wondered if he was asking as a mentor testing his student or simply as her boss looking for an answer?
“I don’t think Katie’s father is the killer.”
“Why not?”
“A father who’d let his daughter witness that? Even if she just saw the aftermath. If he let her see that he probably wouldn’t have a problem killing her, too.”
“So that means if she’s still alive…”
“Her father is most likely dead.”
She felt his eyes on her now. Without looking she could see him push up the bridge of his eyeglasses and cross his arms. A gesture she was used to seeing.
“I think you’re right.” And he stared back out at the river.
They stood side by side, again, in silence. Several minutes passed and suddenly Cunningham’s arm shot out.
“There. On the other side of the river.” He was pointing to his right, head tilted, body bent at the waist, trying to get a better view.
Maggie saw it now, too. Something bobbing in the water. Something large but not moving with the current. Obviously tethered down.
“Let’s check it out.” Cunningham started to untie the boat.
He caught her off guard. Was that the way they did things in the field? Weren’t the CSU techs supposed to recover the bodies? What about evidence? And she found herself digging in her pockets for another pair of latex gloves.
Cunningham glanced up and saw her hesitancy.
“We’re just going to take a look.”
“But the boat –”
“It’s pretty clean. If it has been used we’re adding only our prints – easy enough to discount.”
She wasn’t so sure about that, but how could she argue with her boss who was already climbing down into the boat.
She looked over her shoulder. No one else had followed. From this angle the double-wide seemed far away and insignificant. The bed sheets continued to flap on the clothesline blocking her view of Delaney and the girl. A good thing. The girl was dehydrated and in shock. The last thing she needed was to watch them fish the bloated body of her father out of the river.
 
Cunningham rowed. It was obvious he’d done this before. He knew how to maneuver the oars to keep the small boat going in the right direction despite the current. Surprisingly it wasn’t any easier to see once they were in the water. What had looked to be a large mass suddenly disappeared as the fog moved in thick layers. Twice Cunningham stopped rowing and waited until one of them could spot it again.
“There.” Maggie pointed at what looked like a pile of debris bobbing and bumping against the opposite bank of the river.
Three feet away she could see the arms tangled in the branches. As Cunningham brought the rowboat parallel to the rubble Maggie saw the bloated face of a man before his head dipped under the surface again. The constant wash of water was probably the only thing that discouraged the insects.
“I don’t think his throat was slashed like the others,” she told Cunningham who was working to keep the boat beside the debris while she got a better look.
Frustrated, she grabbed at the vines and branches that made it impossible to see. The water was cold but the biggest tangle was just beneath the surface. Cunningham didn’t stop her. Instead he worked the oars encouraging her to tell him what else she could see.
“Do you think he drown?” he asked.
“I have no idea.”
Maggie pulled and tugged at prickly twigs. The water was murky. She couldn’t see what was anchoring the body down. His arms were twisted inside the debris. At times his face bobbed up, eyes open almost as if staring at her, imploring her to help. She tried to focus instead on the tangled mess that kept him submerged, working her fingers until her hands were numb from the cold water.
“Is it possible he was hiding out here?” Cunningham asked.
“Why not hide in the cellar with his daughter?”
“Maybe he was trying to lead the killer away from her so that she could hide.”
“She said he fell in the water,” Maggie said, sitting to rest. “But she didn’t say anything about the killer. Do you think she saw him?”
Cunningham shrugged. “Might not make a difference. You know how reliable witnesses are. Compound that with the shock and her being just a little girl. But I know someone who can help her remember.”
Maggie turned back to the debris.
“Stop Agent O’Dell. Your hands – they’re bleeding.”
She hadn’t even noticed.
“There isn’t anything more we can do. We’ll let the CSU techs bring him in.”
He focused on turning the boat around against the current. Maggie rubbed her hands, trying to warm them and wiping the blood on her jeans. She’d pricked several fingers and scraped the back of one hand. It looked worse than it was. Not that big of a deal.
But something didn’t feel quite right. That’s when she realized that somewhere in the murky water she had lost her wedding ring.



 
Chapter 9
 
Maggie tucked her hands under her arms trying not to shiver. She stayed back at the crime scene while Cunningham and the sheriff took one of the CSU techs to the river’s edge and offer directions. The rest of the CSU team unpacked equipment onto the front lawn while they waited for the medical examiner to arrive.
Deputy Wilson had offered Maggie the backseat of the cruiser. She noticed he didn’t make the same offer to any of the men. Tempting as it was, she shook her head. She didn’t want any special favors.
Cunningham had insisted that Delaney crawl into the ambulance when Katie had refused to get in. Not just refused but started screaming, arms flailing, bare feet ready to kick if anyone dared to grab her.
“I can’t leave without my dad.”
Maggie wasn’t sure what Delaney told her, but somehow he had convinced her. The role he had taken on – negotiator, friend, father – was now the only bond the girl had. The ambulance had left just as the CSU mobile crime lab pulled into the long driveway.
Turner and Maggie waited for Cunningham. Their work here was finished as the next set of investigators took over. With his boss gone Wilson suddenly became talkative.
“Pretty gruesome inside, huh?” Wilson was watching the three CSU techs. “Sheriff didn’t want us contaminating the scene but I got a pretty good look.”
Maggie guessed the deputy was around her age, early thirties, but something about him seemed younger. Too much swagger. A bit too cocky. He was as tall as Turner but smaller built, narrower in the shoulders and waist but still lean and muscular. His gray uniform shirt fit tight across his chest. His shirtsleeves bulged at the biceps, almost as though he wore a size smaller to emphasize his physique.
He wore no jacket and didn’t seem affected by the cold damp weather. He kept the brim of his hat low over his eyes and stood with legs spread apart and his thumbs looped on his utility belt. He reminded Maggie of gunslinger in a classic Western.
“I’ve seen worse,” Turner finally answered shooting a look at Wilson. “That piece of pie though – that was the craziest freakin’ thing I’ve seen in a long time.”
“What are you talking about?” Wilson wanted to know.
Immediately Maggie saw Turner’s face register regret. There were details of a crime that you held close. Certain things that only a handful of investigators and the killer knew. Technically the deputy was part of the investigation but Maggie understood Turner’s regret. The deputy obviously had not gotten a good enough look.
“Son of a bitch left something on top of a plate.” Turner glanced at Maggie, checking to make sure she was okay since this was what sent her out the door to vomit up her breakfast. “Looked like pie alamode with something added.”
“What? Whadya mean, something added?”
Turner looked at the deputy and he raised an eyebrow waiting for the man to figure it out. But Maggie could see Wilson still mulling it around like it didn’t make sense.
“That doesn’t sound right.”
“Tell me about it,” Turner said. “Ruined one of my favorite desserts.”
“Sheriff is convinced we got a serial killer on our hands,” Wilson told them. “You think that might be the case?”
This time Turner didn’t blink. Maggie was too cold to have this conversation. She glanced over her shoulder and was grateful to see Cunningham and the sheriff on their way back. Wilson noticed, too, and his entire demeanor changed like he’d flipped a switch. Hands went in his pockets and he leaned against the cruiser as if he was returning to the same stance he was in when his boss left.
“How bout I buy you folks a drink,” Sheriff Geller offered. “Before you head back home?”
“Any chance that drink comes with a cheeseburger and fries?” Turner asked.
After all they’d seen and been through Maggie was surprised that actually sounded good.
 



 
Chapter 10
Washington, D.C.
 
Dr. Patterson’s heels clicked all the way down the tiled floor of the hospital hallway. She had been heading out to the Kennedy Center when Kyle Cunningham called her. Her date was with a professor at John Hopkins – tall, dark and handsome with an M.D. and a Ph.D. behind his name. He had invited her to see the Washington National Opera’s performance of Carmen and drinks at the Columbia Room afterwards. She hadn’t had a swanky night out like this since…forever. And yet, the second she heard Cunningham’s voice she felt that damned flutter in her stomach. Her palms were sweaty and by the end of the conversation she had made a promise to him that completely derailed her entire evening.
Damn it!
She hated that he had that effect on her. He was a married man – off limits. But the chemistry between them was so tangible she swore others had noticed, no matter how careful Gwen had been.
They had worked together only a few times – three to be exact. Gwen was a psychiatrist and had her own successful practice in the District. Her clients – she referred to them as clients, rarely patients unless they required hospitalization – included senators and congressmen, even a five-star general, but she specialized in criminal behavior. Sometimes she wondered what the hell she was thinking, but the subject fascinated her.
She’d written a book, published dozens of articles and suddenly became the go-to-expert in the media. A year ago her guest appearance on a national talk show had attracted the attention of the Assistant Director of the Behavioral Science Unit at Quantico. He wanted to hire her as a consultant on a murder case. Then came another case and another. It didn’t take long and Gwen was wishing Kyle Cunningham would think of her without there being a dead body involved.
She thought this might be the time when she answered her phone and he said, “Gwen, I need you.”
Yes, those very words and the tension in his voice had made her knees go weak though she tried to blame the cracked sidewalk and three-inch heels. He’d literally caught her on the street before she climbed into the waiting town car.
Even when he asked his favor and it was all about business she didn’t once consider saying, “no.”
What in the world was wrong with her?
Why hadn’t she told him that she had a hot date and tickets to the opera? That she was wearing a little black dress with a slit up her thigh – totally inappropriate attire for a hospital visit. Not to mention that the three-inch heels were already killing her feet.
He asked his favor and she before she knew it she heard herself instructing him which hospital to use and telling him, “I’ll be there as soon as I can.”
Then she got in the town car, redirected the driver and made the phone call to cancel her swanky night out. That’s just what friends did for each other, she told herself, knowing full well she and Cunningham were not really friends. But that was how she explained it to Professor Hottie.
Now she stopped as the nurse’s station. The unit secretary looked up at her and Gwen didn’t flinch as the woman’s eyes traveled down checking out Gwen’s dress but without a flash of judgment. She had probably seen stranger things in the last several hours. She thought the woman looked familiar but didn’t take anything for granted and introduced herself.
“I’m Dr. Gwen Patterson. I’m meeting a young girl the FBI’s bringing in.”
“Already here.” She pointed down the hall. “They have her in room 233. Finally got her sedated.”
“I was hoping they’d wait for me to talk to her before they did that.”
“If they’d waited you would have needed a helmet.”
“That bad?”
“Mostly scared.  They said her daddy was one of the victims.” The secretary got up from behind the counter and grabbed something from a drawer. She handed it to Gwen and said, “No sense in ruining a perfectly awesome dress.”
Gwen unfolded the garment. The white lab coat would be too large but she smiled and said, “Thanks.” She slipped it on and started rolling up the too-long sleeves as she made her way to room 233.
Before she got to the door, a man came out of the room. His hair was tousled, his tie loosened and his suit wrinkled. He looked exhausted. She barely recognized him.
“Agent Delaney,” she called out to him.
Relief crossed his face as he ran his fingers through his hair with one hand and offered her his right.
“Thanks for coming Dr. Patterson.” Then he noticed her dress and heels. “Looks like we interrupted a special evening.”
She shrugged like it didn’t matter and told him, “I’ve seen Carmen a half dozen times. I already know how it ends.” It wasn’t Delaney’s fault, after all. She could have said, “no.”
He nodded and smiled then led her farther down the hallway so the girl couldn’t hear them talking outside her door.
“Her name’s Katie. They had to sedate her, so I’m not sure you’ll get anything more out of her. A.D. Cunningham was hoping she might tell you a last name or what other family she has. If what she’s told us is true, she lost an aunt, an uncle and her father.”
“Did she see what happened?”
“We’re not sure. General consensus is that if she had, she wouldn’t still be alive. But there were footprints on the carpet and she was barefoot when we found her with bloody soles. Not from cuts on her feet. So she might have wandered in and saw the aftermath.”
“How bad was it?”
“Bad.” Delaney’s eyes darted back up the hallway, making sure no one was in earshot. “Uncle Lou was hanging upside down from the ceiling when his throat was cut.”
Gwen closed her eyes. Shook her head. No little girl should ever have to see such a thing.
“It’s possible she spent two or three days in that storm cellar. Attending doctor says she’s dehydrated. Still in shock.”
“And her father?”
“She said he fell in the river. They were still retrieving his body when we left the scene.”
“Does she know he’s dead?”
Delaney swiped his hand over his jaw. “She asked me about him in the ambulance. Wanted to know if they were taking him to the same hospital.” He met Gwen’s eyes and she could see the pained look when he added, “I didn’t know what to tell her.”
“You did fine, Agent Delaney. She was lucky to have you there with her. How old is she?”
“Maybe eleven or twelve. I’m guessing she’s about the same age as my oldest daughter.”
That explained why this was extra hard for him. Gwen knew he wasn’t just comparing the two girls’ ages.
“I’ll talk to her. Go on home Agent Delaney.”
“You sure you don’t want me there?”
“I promise I’ll be gentle with her. It’s actually better if she only has me to lean on. If you’re there she’ll look to you as a mediator. Go home and hug your daughters.”
She watched him leave then Gwen found the girl’s room. The sedatives had kicked in. Katie was asleep. She looked tiny and fragile in the hospital bed with IV lines going into her thin arms.
Gwen glanced at her watch as she sat in the chair next to the bed. She had cancelled her entire evening to sit and wait. It wasn’t the first time she’d done this with a client and it most likely wouldn’t be the last.
She slipped the heels off and stretched her legs out in front of her, crossing them at the ankles. She studied the girl’s face – it was calm except for a slight pouting of her lips. Every once in a while her eyelids twitched.
There would be nightmares and possibly a fear of the dark. Maybe even claustrophobia. She would grieve for her aunt and uncle. She would cry for her father. There was nothing Gwen could do to make any of that hurt go away.
But maybe if they were lucky, the girl would lead them to the killer. And hopefully she could do so before he realized he had left a witness behind.
 



 
Chapter 11
 
He was beginning to get bored with Loner. The guy was becoming boorishly predictable.
It was one thing to leave an amateur mess like he had in the trailer. But it appeared he’d left another body in the river. And then of course, there was the girl.
He didn’t even need to follow the asshole this time. He knew exactly where Loner would show up next. All he had to do was wait for him.
Stucky left his SUV in the far corner of the parking lot. Then he went through the front doors, walking into the place like he had been there many times. He crossed the lobby with confident strides and passed the reception desk without even looking at the woman behind it. He needed no directions or instructions and just kept walking. It wasn’t until he stood in front of the elevators that he allowed himself a glance at the directory sign.
When he saw that no one was looking at him, he left the elevators and continued down another hallway until he found a door marked Employees Only. He tried the door handle. Not locked. He pulled it open and walked inside the small supply room. By the time he exited the room he was wearing a janitorial uniform and pushing a rolling bucket and mop.
He took the elevator to the first floor of patient rooms. The rollers on the bucket were tricky. Splashing water would draw attention. At the same time he couldn’t afford to look tentative. He stopped at the nursing station and waited for the woman behind the counter to notice him. He needed to be polite and patient – neither trait came easily for him.
When she looked up, he simply said, “They sent me to clean up some little girl’s vomit. Said the ambulance just brought her in about twenty minutes ago. Didn’t give me no room number or anything.”
She pulled out a chart and started flipping pages. She didn’t even question his lack of information.
“Only patient we admitted by ambulance in the last hour is up on second floor. Room 233.” Then she shook her head and looked back up at him. “Poor thing. Hopefully she won’t be sick all night long.”
“You and me both,” he told her and she smiled at him before turning back to her charts.
He headed back for the elevators, a kick of adrenaline making it difficult to keep his pace slow and the bucket from sloshing over its rim.
This was almost too easy.
 



 
Chapter 12
 
Maggie could smell ashes, something burning – no, the fire was already out. It wasn’t smoke she smelled but singed hair and burnt flesh.
She searched but couldn’t see through the fog. Where was the smell coming from?
Then she saw it.
Another boat was floating on the river. She kept her eyes fixed on the boat while she pointed at it.
“Row up a little closer,” she told Cunningham without looking back at him.
He didn’t say a word but obeyed.
Closer, just a little bit closer.
The fog grew thicker. Now she wasn’t sure if it fog. Or was the air filled with ashes?
Suddenly the boat appeared right in front of them. Too late to stop. Their rowboat crashed into it. Only it wasn’t another boat.
It was a casket.
Smooth, dark wood, polished with brass rails and soft, tufted fabric peeking over the edges. The lid was gone but Maggie hesitated to look inside. Her stomach felt sick again. She was shivering from the cold, damp air. She could hardly breathe without sucking in the thick ashes.
She didn’t want to look. Suddenly she felt like she was twelve years old again. She already knew what she would find inside. It was the same every time, and she didn’t want to see her father lying there in a crisply pressed brown suit that she’d never seen him in before.
She couldn’t bear to see the side of his face where the mortician had painted over his burned flesh in an attempt to salvage what skin remained. She remembered the crinkle of plastic under his sleeve when she touched him. She remembered how his hair was combed all wrong. She had reached up to brush it off his forehead and snapped her hand back when she saw the blisters and the Frankenstein scar that the flap of hair had been hiding.
“I told you not to touch him,” her mother scolded her.
But how could she not touch her father?
And now this casket was floating here in the river. It couldn’t be her father’s. That was ridiculous.
Maggie stood up in the rowboat. She braced herself and leaned over the edge of the casket to see inside.
Empty.
“It’s empty,” she told Cunningham, relieved and able to breathe again.
Then she turned to look at him. But Cunningham was gone. Her father sat in his place. He smiled at her, dressed in the brown suit with his plastic-wrapped hands gripping the oars.
Maggie jolted back so suddenly that her feet slipped. She fell backwards over the side of the boat.
Falling with arms flailing.
Falling and falling.
Where was the water?
She jerked awake. Sat up and searched the dark surroundings. Her heart pounded in her ears. Her breathing came in gasps. Sweat drenched her body. In the shadows she searched for the boat, searched for her father.
Then finally she recognized her own small living room. She heard the familiar hum of the refrigerator behind her. Smelled the air freshener Greg insisted they use. She eased herself back down on their worn but comfortable sofa. The afghan she had covered herself with was in a tangled ball at her feet, and she pulled it up now that she was shivering.
Her pulse still raced as she tried to calm her breathing, as she tried to remember.
She had gotten home late last night. All she wanted to do was wash the smell of that trailer full of death off her body. She wanted the water and the steam to return some warmth deep inside her. She wanted the smell gone. After a hot shower she snuggled down on the sofa under the afghan, not wanting to wake Greg.
Truth was she didn’t want to talk to him about any of it last night. She was too exhausted. And he’d have questions, which he’d be sure to follow up with a lecture. She already knew he wouldn’t be happy that Cunningham had taken her to such a bloodbath for her first real crime scene.
She was so tired and wanted to give in to the exhaustion. Closed her eyes. Tried to think about something other than the crime scene – of the body hanging from the ceiling, of Katie’s father bobbing just under the surface. But her dream hadn’t included any of those images. Instead it had been her father, his casket…Her father replacing Cunningham in the boat.
She needed to just shut off her mind? She could do that. She used to dream about her father inside his casket.
Used to. It had been a while.
Had Cunningham’s questions about him prompted the nightmare’s return?
Or was it Katie?
Maggie could relate to the girl’s loss. Earlier that feeling of vulnerability, of fear – all of it had been palpable.
She kept her eyes closed. Concentrated on her breathing. If she tried hard enough she could conjure up images of good times with her father. Saturday afternoons watching college football. Or Sundays if there was a Packers game on.
Her mother didn’t have the patience to learn the rules. She’d go shopping and leave the two of them in front of the TV. They’d have popcorn. Sometimes they’d order a pizza. If Maggie thought about it hard enough she could even smell the Italian sausage and Romano cheese. Her dad’s favorites became her favorites.
She used to wear his old Packers jersey as a sleep shirt until Greg complained.
She needed to find it. She no longer cared what Greg thought or said.
That decision made, she started to fall asleep as she tried to remember where she might have packed it away. Like counting sheep, Maggie opened and closed drawers in her mind. She unfolded and folded, looking for the jersey. She knew it was here. Maybe at the back of the closet. There was no sense of panic. Instead it became a quiet and lulling search. Comforted by the memory of its softness. For a long time it even smelled like her father.
She had drifted off when the banging of pots and pans woke her up. Behind the sofa in the kitchen she could hear a skillet pulled from the hanging rack. The refrigerator door opened and closed. A metal whisk click-clacked against a glass bowl. Fresh brewed coffee filled the air.
Greg never made breakfast. He even picked up coffee on his way to work. But of course, he would make breakfast this morning. And she realized she hadn’t avoided anything by going to great length to not wake him last night. Instead she had only made things worse. He was upset. She hadn’t avoided his lecture. She’d only just delayed it.
 



 
Chapter 13
Washington, D.C.
 
Gwen had left the girl’s side only once to get some coffee. And only then because a nurse had come in to go through her checklist. A sheriff’s deputy was posted outside Katie’s room. He simply nodded at Gwen when she returned, watching her step carefully over the freshly scrubbed floor in the hallway. The slick floor was one more obstacle to make her regret the three-inch heels.
She barely sat back down and the door opened again. Cunningham hesitated, glancing at the girl then Gwen.
“Has she said anything at all?”
“She hasn’t woken up. They had to sedate her before I arrived.”
He came in slowly, almost on tiptoes, holding the door as it closed to keep it from making a noise. Then he approached the bed with the same caution. When he looked at Gwen a second time she felt his eyes run over her.
“I pulled you away from an evening out.”
She wondered if he was surprised. But instead he looked genuinely sorry.
She shrugged but stopped herself from using the same line she’d used with Delaney to make it sound like it wasn’t a big deal. Maybe she wanted Cunningham to think it had been a big deal.
Just then she noticed the girl’s eyes flutter open. She made a slight groan.
Cunningham looked to Gwen and she put a finger up to stop him from moving. Then she sat up and leaned in. She touched the girl’s hand and waited a second.
“Hi Katie.”
The girl’s eyes darted around the room. She noticed the IV, saw the needle in the back her hand. Panic sat her up and Gwen came out of the chair, calming her with gentle but firm hands on her shoulders.
“It’s okay. You’re safe. You’re in the hospital but you’re okay.”
The girl’s head swiveled, taking in the surroundings. She saw Cunningham and seemed to recognize him.
She asked him, “My dad…he fell in the river. You went to look for him.”
Again, Cunningham looked to Gwen but instead of waiting for instruction he said, “We found your dad in the river, Katie.”
Gwen rubbed the girl’s shoulder and back, keeping her hands close in case she needed to hold her down. She didn’t want Katie to jump out of the bed and rip the needle out of her hand. Gwen glanced around to see where the call button was. Maybe they should have a nurse here.
But the girl sat still. Silent tears slid down her face. The sedative was probably still in her system. There was no hitch in her throat, no thrashing around like the night before. Just a sad, quiet acceptance of what Cunningham had said and what it meant.
“Katie,” Gwen said, waiting for the girl to look at her. “I’m Dr. Patterson. This is Mr. Cunningham. We’re here to help you. We’re going to make sure you’re okay and that nothing bad is going to happen to you.”
Gwen sat on the edge of bed now and put her hand over Katie’s. She gestured for Cunningham to sit in the chair. She didn’t want them towering over the girl. They needed to appear on her same level, less threatening and more sincere.
“Are you hungry?” Gwen asked.
She knew one of the IV lines was probably providing some nutrients but sometimes food was one of the best ways to gain a child’s attention and trust.
“How about we order you some soup? Do you like grilled cheese?”
The girl nodded. Gwen glanced at Cunningham. Without a word he scooted the chair backward so he could reach the phone.
“Katie,” Gwen said, waiting again, for the girl’s eyes. “Did you see what happened to your dad?”
She stared at Gwen then her eyes drifted over Gwen’s shoulder and she shook her head. “He told me to hide. Something was wrong.”
“So you went down into the cellar?”
She nodded but her eyes didn’t return to Gwen’s.
Cunningham was finished ordering the food and now she could see him sitting as still as possible, watching and listening.
“Katie.” Another few seconds waiting until the girl looked at her. And then Gwen asked the million-dollar question. “If you were in the cellar how do know your dad fell in the river?”



 
Chapter 14
Quantico
 
When Maggie arrived at the forensic lab she realized she shouldn’t be so relieved to be at work instead of at home. But she felt like she had dodged a bullet. She had made it through breakfast and even managed to switch the conversation quickly from her first real crime scene to Greg’s upcoming trial. His law firm was taking on a mega lawsuit and Greg would be the lead attorney.
When they met in college he couldn’t wait to get into a courtroom. They used to laugh about how Maggie would hunt down the criminals and Greg would put them behind bars. Somewhere along the way he decided to take on the bad guys in corporations instead of killers and rapists.
Actually she was glad he enjoyed what he was doing. She only wished he felt the same way about what she was doing. These days, too many of their conversations turned into yelling matches. If he wasn’t lecturing her, he was trying to convince her to come work for his law firm as an investigator.
“Seriously, Maggie, wouldn’t you rather be digging through computer files than Dumpster-diving for body parts?”
Maybe something was wrong with her, but the thought of spending hours going over cell phone records and credit card statements, hunting for indiscretions of a scandalous nature seemed mind numbing to her. And yes, as crazy as it sounded and as nauseated as she felt back at that double-wide trailer, she would not trade places.
Thankfully this morning Greg was more anxious to share his good news than he was about sharing hers. And she almost got out the door before he noticed her hands.
“What happened to your wedding ring?”
She knew he would be angry but less so if it was something he already expected.
“You were right. I should have been more careful.”
“Oh Maggie, for God’s sake! I told you a dozen times.”
“I know. At least a dozen.”
“What am I always telling you? Take it off when you’re washing dishes or you’ll lose it down the sink.”
“I’m sorry I wasn’t more careful.”
On the drive to Quantico she wondered why she wasn’t more upset about losing the ring. Yes, she was sorry she hadn’t been more careful. But why wasn’t she upset? In some ways she wondered if losing the ring was just another piece of their relationship that had slipped away.
 
She walked into the lab and saw that Keith Ganza had already started without her. Pieces of evidence were lined up on the counter – at least those that didn’t require refrigeration.
He nodded at her as she gloved up. Yesterday had been her first visit to a real crime scene but Ganza and her had been working together on evidence and trace for a couple of years. The law enforcement departments that sent in crime scene photographs for her to analyze also included bags of evidence. The two of them would work the puzzle pieces.
Ganza reminded Maggie of an aging drummer for a rock band. Tall and lanky, he slouched a bit and looked out of sorts in the long white – more gray than white – lab coat. Underneath he had on a black T-shirt and blue jeans. He kept his stringy hair tied in a ponytail. Sometimes he wore a goatee. Lately he was sporting a soul patch.
“Heard you won a trip to your very first rodeo yesterday.”
Immediately she felt the heat flush her face, but Ganza remained bent over a slide he was preparing.
“So you heard about me flipping my cookies.”
Now he looked up, eyeglasses almost at the tip of his nose.
“No, I didn’t hear about that.”
“Seriously?”
“Turner just said what I just said – that you won a trip to your very first rodeo.”
She could see he was telling the truth. She was surprised.
“Sorry about the cookies,” he said and went back to his slide. “Was it the pie?”
“More or less the combination of pie and flies and whatever he left on top.”
“It’s a spleen.” He pointed to a photograph to his left. It looked like the CSU techs had managed to keep the gooey masterpiece all together. “Dutch apple pie and French vanilla ice cream.”
“You can tell that it’s French vanilla?”
“CSU tech found the container in the freezer. Bought it in for us to test.”
“How can you be sure it’s a spleen?”
“I have the plate zipped up in the frig if you want to take a look,” he said. “Wenhoff’s doing the autopsies later today. He’ll make the final determination but I’m pretty sure it’s a spleen.”
“It doesn’t make sense?”
“You mean mixing Dutch and French?”
She rolled her eyes at him. He grinned, pleased with himself.
“Killers have done stranger things,” he told her.
“The scene was chaotic. He improvised. Used electrical cords from a couple of lamps at the scene to tie their hands and feet. I’m guessing he took a knife from their kitchen to slit their throats. Doesn’t seem like the type of guy who’d know where the spleen was let alone expertly extract it.”
“Expertly?”
“I saw the two bodies. Other than slitting their throats he didn’t carve them up. A spleen isn’t something you slice open a body and accidentally pull out. It sits under your rib cage tucked in at the upper left part of the abdomen. And it’s actually toward the back.”
Ganza was staring at her and bobbing his head. “Interesting,” he said. 
He pulled off his latex gloves and washed his hands, drying them as he headed for the refrigerator in the corner. For a second she thought he was going to pull out the bagged plate, but thankfully he grabbed a couple cans of Diet Pepsi instead.
He handed one to Maggie and popped the tab of his, guzzling it. It used to freak her out that he kept his lunch and his stash of Diet Pepsis in the same refrigerator that housed the specimens from crime scenes. When he wasn’t looking she wiped down the can. Maybe it did still freak her out a bit.
“Here’s one for you,” Ganza said. “Maybe the spleen doesn’t even belong to either of these two victims.”
“He doesn’t bring rope to tie them up. He uses a knife he finds in their kitchen but he remembers to bring the spleen he cut out of someone else?”
“Again, I remind you – we have seen stranger things.”
 



 
Chapter 15
Washington, D.C.
 
Katie had no answers for them. Instead, she shut down. Gwen saw it coming. Even expected it, but she had needed to ask that question anyway.
In medicine, they called it “the critical hour.” In criminal investigations, they called it “the first 48 hours.” If investigators don't have a lead, a suspect or an arrest within forty-eight hours, their chances of solving the case were cut in half. And with eyewitnesses it was even more important to capture their account while it was still fresh and not manipulated by hearsay or second-guessing.
Cunningham insisted they let Katie rest. She actually looked interested in the chicken noodle soup and her grilled cheese sandwich. A nurse was with her when they left the room.
Cunningham stopped to talk to the uniformed deputy stationed outside the door. He called him by name. She heard the man ask if the girl had told them anything yet. Cunningham shook his head then offered to bring the man something from the hospital cafeteria.
As they got on the elevator Cunningham explained to her that the Warren County sheriff had volunteered his deputies to watch over the girl. The investigation was too complex for the county sheriff’s department handle, but he and his men had insisted they would contribute even if it meant driving to D.C. to sit in the hospital hallway.
It wasn’t the first time Gwen had seen such cooperation. Usually it was the other way around – a battle of jurisdictions.
“You must be exhausted,” he told her when they finally settled in at a table in the corner. The cafeteria was almost empty except for two doctors at the opposite end. It was between breakfast and lunch but Cunningham had convinced the grill cook to scramble some eggs and throw on some bacon. Now he put Gwen’s plate down in front of her and she saw that he had also grabbed a handful of the tiny grape jelly containers for her toast.
Maybe it was simply a coincidence. Maybe grape was all they had but the last time they worked together and had breakfast at Quantico’s cafeteria he had teased her about slathering so much grape jelly on her toast.
Silly of her to even be thinking he’d remembered that.
“You believe she saw something,” Cunningham said. Not a question. He was looking for confirmation of what he already believed.
“How else would she know he fell in the river?”
“That’s exactly what I was thinking. So is she blocking it out?”
“Delaney said that she may have spent as many as three days in that storm cellar?”
He nodded.
“The mental shock, the physical toll on her body…she might not remember right away.”
“I hate to press you but how long? Are we talking hours? Days?”
“You know I can’t answer that.”
He nodded, removed his glasses and rubbed at his eyes.
“Her father was shot in the back,” he told her. “Probably at the river’s edge.”
“And he fell into the water?”
“CSU techs were out there most of the night. Agent O’Dell and I went back out. We tried to retrace his steps. He and his daughter may have been out in a rowboat when the killer arrived. The river’s about a hundred feet from the back of the house. There were bed sheets on the clothesline that blocked the view.”
He paused and took a sip of his coffee. Watched Gwen spread jelly on her toast. She noticed and caught his eyes. They stared at each other a beat too long. He looked away, took another sip. So he did feel it, too. She had no idea what to do with that piece of information.
“So they came back to the trailer and interrupted?” she asked. She needed them to stay on a professional track right now. She had only a couple of hours of sleep which didn’t count since she was sitting in a hard hospital chair and wearing pantyhose.
“I think it was like Katie said it was. Her dad recognized that something was wrong before they got to the trailer. He must have told her to hide in the cellar. Maybe he thought he could go get help or find a weapon.”
“The killer came out of the trailer and saw him.”
He nodded. “But the killer didn’t see Katie. So she must have already been in the cellar. Agent O’Dell saw her peeking out the door. That’s how we found her. I think she was peeking out the door when the killer shot her father.”
“If the killer didn’t see Katie, he has no reason to believe she exists. So why have the deputies outside her room?”
“You know the way these investigations are when it happens in a small town or rural area where everyone knows everyone. As soon as we release the victims’ names someone going to remember that this guy had a young daughter. Maybe even know that she was with him.”
“Where everyone knows everyone? Are you saying you think the killer is someone the victims knew? Someone Katie knows?”
 



 
Chapter 16
 
“Property taxes list Louis and Elizabeth Tanner as the owners,” Maggie told Ganza.
She was working the computer as he studied a piece of carpeting the CSU techs had cut out and brought.
“Katie called the victims Uncle Lou and Aunt Beth. I still haven’t figured out Katie’s last name or her father’s.”
“No I.D. in his pockets?”
“Could be at the bottom of the river.”
She took a break to stretch and ventured over to Ganza’s side of the counter.
“Did the techs recover any shoe prints?” Maggie asked.
“They said this was one of the best ones. I have three others.” He slid a stack of photographs to her. “And we have these.”
“But all of them are bare foot prints.” She started going through the photos and laying them out like cards from a deck. “The girl had blood on the soles of her feet. She must have gone inside at some point.”
She had to work her way through the various shots of the blood spattered walls along with several close-ups of the wounds filled with maggots. Cunningham wanted her at the autopsies. Not a problem. She had attended dozens. But she hated maggots. Still, something else bothered her.
“There was a lot of blood. He had to be close enough to slit Mr. Tanner’s throat. It splattered all over the walls. It would have sprayed him, too. Why are there none of his footprints?”
“Maybe he had his shoes off, too. Some of the footprints are smeared so badly we probably won’t be able to determine size. Sure the girl might have gone in with bare feet, but maybe he did, too.”
She came across the photos of the ceiling.
“He had to tie up Mr. Tanner and suspend him from the ceiling before he cut his throat,” she told Ganza. “How difficult would that be?”
“Not as difficult as it seems.” He reached over and pointed at a close up photo of the hook. “Hard part was probably subduing the victims first. He had to tie their hands and feet. Then once he looped the extension cord around this hook, all he had to do was pull down on it. It’d work like a pulley, yanking the body up.”
“Wouldn’t it have been easier to kill him first?”
“Maybe that wasn’t a part of his plan.”
“You think he wanted him to suffer?” Maggie asked.
“Hey, I analyze the evidence. You psychoanalyze the killers.”
“There was no forced entry. So he knew them well enough to come on in. But he didn’t know about Katie and her father.” She came to the photographs of the pie. “Usually killers take trophies from their victims. This killer felt it necessary to leave something. And why the spleen? Does the spleen signify anything you can think of?
Ganza shook his head.
“He uses a knife to kill both victims inside the trailer but when he needs to stop Katie’s father he shoots him in the back. So he had gun. Why not just shoot all three of them?”
“Bullets can be traced back to a gun.”
“Could just throw it in the river.”
“Maybe he didn’t want to get rid of his gun.”
Maggie thought about that. “Very few serial killers have used guns. Not personal enough.”
“And this was personal.”
“Personal enough that he wanted Mr. Tanner to feel fear. Why else string him up and hang him from the ceiling?”
“But the female victim wasn’t strung up,” Ganza reminded her.
“No. And we don’t think she was sexually assaulted. Of course we won’t know for sure until Wenhoff’s autopsy.”
“There was something else I thought was very strange,” Ganza said and headed for the refrigerator again.
This time he did pull out the plate with the pie. He put on latex gloves before he opened the bag and slid the gooey mess out onto the counter. Maggie was relieved to find that without the flies it no longer turned her stomach.
“There’s something underneath.” He lifted a corner of the piecrust.
It looked like a slip of paper.
“Is it a note?” she asked.
“I noticed it earlier but didn’t want to take it apart until you were here.”
He grabbed some forceps. Then he lifted the crust and tugged the object out. It looked like a soggy receipt only it was a bit thicker than paper. The print was smeared and there was a signature at the bottom. Ganza held it up with the forceps, gripping it carefully by the corner.
Maggie stared at it, trying to make out the type. Then finally she said, “It looks like a traffic ticket.”
 



 
Chapter 17
 
He watched Loner all night long without the asshole even realizing he was being watched. He enjoyed every twitch the man made as he paced. He could even see the slight throb at his temple as he tried to sit still.
This was where the amateurs were separated from the professionals. And it gave Stucky great to pleasure to witness the meltdown. Guys like Loner had all the balls when it came to the hunt and the kill. The warm blood on their hands made them feel powerful and godlike. Nothing else could compare. Not sex, not money. Nothing else was as powerful as taking the life of another human – to feel that life pour out and watch the light leave their eyes.
Loner liked that feeling of power. He’d seen it in the bastard’s eyes when he stopped Stucky and tried to humiliate him. Wanting to feel powerful – that was something they had in common. But that’s where it stopped.
Loner was an amateur. Oh, he’d probably killed before. This hadn’t been his first time. Stucky suspected Loner had gotten away with much more. But this was the first time he’d screwed up in a major way. And amateurs had no idea what to do when they screwed up.
Had the asshole not pissed Stucky off, had he not humiliated and derided him, maybe Stucky would have taken him under his wing. Taught him a thing or two. Even when he first started trailing Loner he suspected the guy was not just a hothead but rather a volcano that erupted periodically.
In the beginning he was curious what the couple in the trailer had done to ignite Loner. But from personal experience he knew there didn’t need to be much of a reason. From the way he hogtied and hung up the male victim in the guy’s own living room, Stucky figured the guy had disrespected Loner in some way. That would have been enough justification in Loner’s mind.
Stucky had the heard the whispers in the hospital hallways. He had gotten close enough to hear the conversations. No one seemed to notice a janitor with a mop. He was practically invisible. He’d even been inside the little girl’s room to empty the trashcans. In and out, just like that. No questions. Hardly a nod.
So now he knew that Loner had shot a third victim. A man who tried to run away – the little girl’s father. Another major screw up. There were all kinds of ballistic tests they could do on that bullet once they pulled it out. And poor Loner – he couldn’t just throw away that gun. How would he explain to his superiors that he’d lost his service revolver?
What a wonderful mess Loner had gotten himself into. For Stucky it was pure pleasure to watch from the sidelines. But he was becoming bored. He’d had enough and was ready to resume his trip to Florida. There was just one thing he needed to take care of first.
 



 
Chapter 18
 
Cunningham wasn’t answering his phone. Neither was Dr. Patterson.
Maggie was frustrated. Hospital rules. They probably had to have their cell phones shut off. Still, she left another round of messages then she took the ramp to get on the Interstate.
She hoped she was wrong. She hoped it was just a coincidence. Except she didn’t believe in coincidences. And neither did Cunningham. It was one of the first things he had taught her.
Ganza had put the soggy ticket under a microscope. The magnification couldn’t fix the smears but they were able to decode what was left of the print.
The speeding ticket had been issued to Louis Tanner two weeks ago. In the small area available for notes the law enforcement officer had taken time to write: Argumentative.
Maggie thought that was an interesting comment considering how many people probably tried to argue their way out of speeding tickets.
It might not mean anything except for a killer having fun, another sick piece to a puzzle. He could have found Louis’ speeding ticket attached to the kitchen bulletin board or taken it from the counter. Ganza was right – they’d seen stranger things. Except traffic tickets came in duplicate. The violator received a copy and the issuing officer kept a copy. And one of the lines at the bottom that was not smeared identified this as the officer’s copy.
The other part of the ticket that was still readable was the officer’s signature: Warren County Deputy D. Wilson.
 



 
Chapter 19
 
He handed the note to Loner himself. Told him that the unit secretary had taken the phone message and asked him to deliver it since she couldn’t leave her station. The asshole barely glanced at him. Probably wouldn’t have recognized him anyway. His eyes looked bloodshot. His fingernails were chewed down to the quick. It looked like he had changed clothes but they were already wrinkled from hours of sitting. Even his previous hat sat haphazardly on floor next to the folding chair.
Stucky walked away, suppressing a smile. He wished he could have watched the asshole’s face as he read the note, but there were some things you sacrificed for a greater reward.
He found his clothes where he’d left them in the supply closet. He put on scrubs and stuffed his clothes in a laundry bag with the stash of other items. On his nightly rounds he had acquired quite a treasure trove of surgical instruments. It was always good to restock his supply. On his way out he grabbed a towel though he doubted he’d need it.
Again, he walked confidently down the hallways, passing the reception desk, through the lobby and out the front door.
 



 
Chapter 20
 
Maggie was almost there when her cell phone rang.
“You know something,” Cunningham said without a greeting.
“Ganza and I found a traffic ticket.” She explained it to him. “It may be a coincidence but --”
“Deputy Wilson is posted outside of Katie’s door right now,” Cunningham interrupted. “Son of a bitch! We left him up there with her.”
“I’m pulling into one of the parking lots now, Sir.”
“Room 233. Approach with caution.” And he clicked off.
She chose the wrong lot. This was one was full and then she saw why. It was the employees lot. She tried to speed around the lanes to get back to the exit. She’d find the front door and just leave her vehicle there. As she took the last turn at the back of the lot she saw a Warren County Sheriff’s cruiser parked. It had to be Wilson’s. But someone was in the front seat.
Instead of exiting the lot, she turned into another lane of parked vehicles and simply stopped where she still had a view from the back of the cruiser. She called Cunningham again and immediately got his voice message.
“Wilson’s cruiser is here in the employee parking lot. I think he’s sitting in it. I’m going to check it out.”
What if he already had taken Katie? Was it possibly he had her in the back of the vehicle?
She stepped out and closed her door as softly as possible. Her fingers reached into her jacket and unsnapped her holster. She took the long way around so she could approach from the back of his vehicle. He looked like he was bent over the steering wheel with his hat pushed low over his forehead. Maybe he was reading something? Or was he on the phone?
At the last minute she realized he might see her in his rearview side mirror. She moved to the right. Slowly she slid the revolver from her holster and held it at her side. Twenty more feet and she’d be at the passenger window. It looked like he still hadn’t lifted his head.
She needed to slow down. Keep low.
Her heart was pounding so hard her chest hurt. Her palms were sweaty.
She wanted to get a peek into the backseat but realized she couldn’t risk it. She remembered Wilson’s cocky attitude. He wouldn’t go quietly. She needed to be prepared. If Katie was in the backseat she might get caught in the exchange. That is if the girl was still alive.
A few more steps. She felt a trickle of sweat slide down her back. A quick glance around showed no one else coming or going. No shift change. He had timed this perfectly. Of course, he had.
She had to do this now before he looked up. Maggie took a couple of measured breaths and rushed the last steps.
“Hands up, Deputy Wilson!” she shouted as she took her stance outside the passenger window, feet spread, arms out with her gun pointed directly at his head.
He didn’t move.
“Deputy Wilson, put your hands where I can see them.”
Nothing.
She stole a quick glance into the back. Nothing on the seat. She couldn’t see if Katie was somewhere on the floor. Or the trunk. She hadn’t thought about the trunk until now.
Wilson still didn’t move. Was this part of his plan? Another clever trick like leaving a spleen on a piece of pie?
She moved slowly around the hood of the cruiser. Hands outstretched. Gun aimed directly at center of his hat because that’s all she could see from the front. The glint of sunlight on the windshield made her tense up. For several precious seconds she couldn’t see him. Still, she didn’t take her eyes off the spot, even tapping her foot to find the curb so she didn’t trip over it.
Out of the corner of her eye she saw something on top of the hood. Something small. Square. White. Another distraction. She ignored it.
She had come all the way around the hood and Deputy Wilson hadn’t moved. Now at his door she grabbed the handle and yanked it open in one quick motion.
She smelled the blood before she saw it. The vehicle reeked with the metallic scent. She kept the gun pointed at him. With her left hand she reached in and pushed at his shoulder then immediately stepped back expecting him to still jump out at her.
But instead she watched his body slide sideways into the passenger’s seat, a slow motion process that was no trick at all. That’s when his hat fell off and his head lobbed back. His throat had been slashed. The front of his shirt was soaked with blood.
Maggie stepped to the back door and pulled it open. No Katie. She tugged the trunk latch and carefully went to check. No signs of the little girl.
Her phone was vibrating in her pocket. She grabbed it but still kept her revolver at her side.
“Katie’s safe.” It was Cunningham. “I got your message. Approach Wilson with caution.”
“I’ve already approached,” she told him. “Wilson’s dead.”
“Excuse me?”
“His throat’s slashed.”
She walked around the vehicle slowly like she still didn’t trust the situation. Then she noticed the object on the hood of the cruiser. It was a foam container. The type used for take-out food. It looked like there was blood running down one side. Her stomach took a dive.
“I’m guessing his throat wasn’t the only thing cut.”
 



 
Chapter 21
Twenty-four hours later
 
Cunningham handpicked the FBI agents that were now assigned to stand watch over Katie. Maggie greeted the new watchman as he checked her badge.
Inside her hospital room Katie was sitting up sucking at the straw of what looked like a chocolate milk shake. Both she and Delaney looked up at Maggie and smiled.
“What did I interrupt?”
“He tells funny stories,” the girl told her and rolled her eyes at Delaney, but she was obviously enjoying his company.
There was another tap at the door and this time Gwen came in. She was wearing a business suit, slacks with modest heels and carrying a briefcase.
“Hi Katie,” she greeted the girl first. “How are you today?”
“Mr. Delaney brought me a chocolate shake.”
They exchanged another smile and Maggie was amazed how quickly the girl had gotten attached to him. They still hadn’t located any relatives. Katie’s mom had died when the girl was three years old. Delaney was working on finding the maternal grandmother. No luck so far. Maggie knew that he and his wife, Karen had offered to take the girl in, until they could track down her grandmother.
Gwen put her briefcase down and clicked it open, still focusing her attention on the girl.
“Katie, do you remember what I told you we were going to do today?”
Suddenly the smile slid off her face and her eyes darted over to Delaney. He scooted the chair closer and put a hand out. She hesitated only a few seconds before she reached out and put hers in his.
She looked up at Gwen and said, “We’re gonna find the bad guy.”
“That’s right. But if you feel sick or scared at any time we’ll stop, okay?”
Katie nodded and sucked on the straw until it made a gurgling sound of more air than shake. She handed over the empty glass and sat up straight.
They were starting to put together some of the puzzle pieces. Ganza had sent off to ballistics the bullet that was removed from the back of Katie’s father. They also were able to provide Deputy Wilson’s service revolver.
Sheriff Geller claimed he and his deputy had not taken more than a step inside the double-wide. They had arrived on the scene together, opened the trailer door, took one whiff along with a brief glance and closed the door again. But the CSU techs had processed fingerprints that had been left on one of the lamps. One of the lamps that the killer had cut the electrical cord off to use as restraints. Those fingerprints matched Deputy Wilson’s.
Gwen pulled out a set of five by seven photographs. Cunningham had asked that Gwen handle this part though he had instructed her how to make her presentation.
She smoothed the blanket out in front of Katie and then one by one she began to lay each photograph down in front of her.
“Try not to think too hard,” Gwen told the girl. “Just look. This isn’t a test. There’s no wrong or --.”
“That’s him,” Katie said with a tinge of excitement, almost as if she was relieved that this was easier than she thought it would be.
“Are you sure?”
It was Deputy Wilson’s photo. Maggie still wasn’t sure if the girl recognized him as the man who shot her father or if she simply remembered his face from the day they’d found her. Wilson and the sheriff had stayed back the entire time, never leaving the side of the cruiser, but was it possible Katie could have seen him that day? Was that where she was remembering him from?
“Good job,” Delaney said and squeezed her hand.
Gwen was already putting the photos away but she caught Maggie’s eyes, and Maggie could see she was just as skeptical about this. But Cunningham thought it was important.
“I’ll see you later today,” Gwen told the girl and started to leave.
“I’ll be right back,” Maggie said and followed Gwen out the door.
She and Gwen walked side by side down the hallway before either of them spoke. Finally they turned the corner and stopped at the elevators but neither of them pushed the button.
“She might never remember the events of that day,” Gwen said. “She doesn’t even remember walking around the trailer although we know that’s where she got all the blood on the soles of her feet.”
“We can’t protect her forever from this other killer. In the meantime what are we supposed to do?” Maggie asked.
“I suggest you do what you do best, Agent O’Dell. Find him.”
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Chapter 1
 
The boy was the most beautiful thing she’d ever seen—especially since he had no idea she was watching him. Megan stood on the balcony of their hotel room, her mom still asleep behind the sliding glass doors.
High tide had receded enough that she could spot the foam-capped breakers past the dunes beyond the hotel’s pool. The sunrise sky was painted in shades of citrus as if God had awoken craving a fruit salad: a wedge of lemon yellow sun surrounded by ribbons of tangerine and raspberry clouds, the sea below the shade of blueberries with lime-green waves of grass crowning the dunes.
None of it as beautiful as the boy. He was tall, obviously older than Megan’s fourteen, but she couldn’t resist the sight of him. He’d strode up from the dunes wearing a wetsuit with its top peeled down around his hips, leaving his chest bare, and carrying a surfboard taller than he was. When he’d entered the pool area, he’d tilted the board upright to stand beside him. Then, in one breathtaking motion, he’d vaulted into the deep end of the pool with a sideways dive into the water, carrying the long board with him. It was the single most graceful, stunning movement Megan had ever seen. As if the water had called to him and he was part of it, returning home.
When he came up for air, he rolled onto the floating surfboard and, using one hand, lazily stroked the water, gliding over the surface, eyes closed. Megan felt something stir inside her—an unfamiliar warmth, a yearning to share the freedom he possessed.
She slid the door to the room open, careful to not wake her mom, tossed on the nicest blouse she’d brought, a gauzy swing-top that barely came down to meet the waistband of her denim cut-offs. Her best friend, Natalie, had convinced her to buy it with her birthday money despite the fact Megan usually just wore a soccer shirt or one of her mom’s FBI tees. Now she was glad she’d packed the blouse. The hem swished and brushed against the bare skin below her belly button, making her feel older, maybe even kind of sexy. Slipping into her well-worn Sketchers, she grabbed her room key and a twenty from Mom’s wallet, scrawled a note, and went downstairs.
The hotel was a small, three-story family-run establishment. They’d had no trouble getting an ocean-view room on the top floor since it was half vacant—tourists rarely came to Harbinger Cove in large numbers until summer, the clerk had told them last night when they checked in. It was too far out of the way, especially now that Route 17 had been expanded to four lanes, making it so much easier and faster for vacationers to bypass this secluded area of South Carolina and instead drive to Hilton Head with its fancy resorts.
No fancy resorts here in Harbinger Cove, Megan thought as she crossed through the lobby empty of people except for a sleepy-looking clerk sitting behind the front desk. The décor was last century: fake wood paneling in an unnatural shade of green, orange faux-leather furniture, lamps covered in seashells too pretty to be real. The single rack of tourist information listed attractions like the outlet mall twenty miles away on the mainland, dolphin watching cruises an hour away down in Hilton Head, historical tours two hours north in Charleston, and featured sun-faded, expired coupons for the collection of shops just across the street that included several restaurants, a small grocery store, a bunch of clothing and souvenir shops, and a bakery.
She pushed through the glass doors leading from the lobby out to the circular drive at the front of the hotel. The bakery directly across the street already filled the air with the enticing aromas of yeast, cinnamon, and coffee. Who could resist?
Her plan in place, she turned the other way and walked down the side of the hotel along the path to the pool. When she arrived, the boy had set his surfboard onto the pool deck while he swam laps, the sun now high enough to send random beams through the dune grass, sparkling like sapphires against the pool’s water.
“I was just going for coffee,” she called to him from the fence surrounding the pool, hoping she sounded like someone sophisticated enough to drink coffee. Actually, her parents didn’t like her drinking caffeine and she didn’t care for the taste of coffee. But what was she going to do, ask him to join her for a cup of hot cocoa? It was already at least seventy degrees, so much nicer than chilly, gray Pittsburgh. “How do you take yours?”
He rolled onto his back, fluttered one eye open and shaded it with a hand, water dripping over his face. His hair was dark, and he wasn’t that much older than her, she realized. Maybe only a year or two. Guys didn’t intimidate Megan—which was maybe part of the reason why she’d never had a boyfriend. All the guys she met ended up being simply friends.
But when you’re the only girl in your black belt class—except for the one gray-haired lady older than Mom—and one of three girls on the regional co-ed all star soccer team, and you hang out with your mom’s coworkers from the FBI and your dad’s friends who were mostly former soldiers, you learned what guys wanted in a friend, but not how to act like a girlfriend.
It had to be about more than the makeup and heels and the coy texts her friends who were girls—and who did have boyfriends—obsessed over.
“Don’t like coffee, but could you get me a milk?” he asked with a lazy stroke of one hand that propelled him to the side of the pool. Before she could answer, he’d rolled himself out of the water and into a sitting position, then upright to his feet in a graceful move that defied gravity. Sometimes, watching her sensei perform kata, she had that same sensation. Movement flowing in sync with nature, as if the body simply went where it was destined to go.
He propped his board up against the fence where it would be out of the way of any other early-bird swimmers, studying her as he moved. As if he were intimidated by her. Megan wasn’t sure what to think of that; it left her a bit flustered.
“I saw you from our balcony,” she said, mainly to fill the time and space between them. “I’d love to learn how to surf. What’s it like? Do you give lessons?”
His smile was genuine. He turned his head to glance behind him at the ocean. “It’s like being with God.” The words were low, spoken like a prayer, and she wasn’t sure if they were even directed at her. Then he bounced on his heels and turned back to her. “The waves are best at high tide, not much going on the rest of the day, I’m afraid. But if you don’t mind getting up early tomorrow…”
She nodded eagerly at his invitation. “I don’t mind.”
“Okay, then, it’s a date. How about I swap you surfing lessons for breakfast?” He patted the hips of his wetsuit. “Left my wallet in my other pants.”
“Sure. That’d be great.”
They walked in companionable silence, Megan taking two strides to each of his. As they passed the hotel, she darted a glance up at her room. He noticed. “Sure your folks won’t mind?”
“It’s just my mom. Down here, I mean. Spring break, but Dad had a work emergency. Anyway, she’s asleep.” She didn’t add that her mom had only fallen asleep less than an hour ago.
Her mom barely ever slept, not in the two years since she’d become head of the Pittsburgh FBI Field Office’s Sexual Assault Felony Enforcement Squad, and especially not in the past three months after she was wounded in the line of duty.
Even here, a thousand miles away from home and work, on a quiet beach on an out-of-the-way island in South Carolina, she still didn’t sleep, had been up all night, pacing the room, double-checking the locks on the door, shutting herself in the bathroom to call Megan’s dad. When Megan had asked her what was wrong, Mom said she couldn’t sleep without Dad there, go back to bed. Her voice had sounded almost normal, not like she sometimes sounded when she had a panic attack. Happily for Megan, Mom hadn’t had one of those in awhile, but Megan knew from her dad’s work—he was a psychologist who worked with veterans with PTSD—that the attacks could come at any time, even when you were on vacation.
The thought made Megan shake her head. Her mom, the great FBI hero, always in the newspapers or out saving innocent victims from really nasty bad guys, yet her job had left her crippled in so many ways. Not just the limp she still had from her leg injury when she’d almost died three months ago. Not just the bad dreams and night terrors and panic attacks. Everyday stuff. Like trying to smother Megan—who’d proven time and again that she could take care of herself—or always trying to protect her and Dad from what really went on at work, as if they’d never heard of YouTube or Twitter.
Sometimes, it felt like Mom didn’t want Megan and Dad in that part of her life. Like she had to work extra hard, be two different people, juggling two worlds: work and home. Except those worlds kept colliding. To the point where both Megan and her dad had been placed in danger, despite Mom’s best efforts.
She heard her parents talking, knew Mom was thinking of leaving the FBI. Part of Megan felt guilty—Mom was really, really good at her job, and she loved it; Megan hated to think she was leaving it because of her.
Yet most of her was angry Mom hadn’t left a long time ago. Megan never, ever wanted to be someone who got so focused on her job that she didn’t see what it was doing to her family. She knew that was the real reason behind Dad’s “work emergency.” He wanted Mom and Megan to reconnect, mend fences, heal the breach between them.
Yeah, right. Megan loved her mom, she really did. But that didn’t mean she had to like her. And she sure as hell didn’t want to be like her.
“Still,” the boy said, interrupting her thoughts, “I don’t want to get you in trouble or anything.”
Megan smiled. Mom would have a conniption—that’s what Grams used to call it—if she woke to find her gone, much less with a boy older than her. Stranger danger, red alert, just say no, all that crap.
Made being with him all the more exciting and appealing. “Don’t worry. I can take care of myself. By the way, I’m Megan Callahan.”
“Nice to meet you, Megan Callahan. I’m Mateo Romero.” He stopped and turned, thrusting a hand out to her. She shook it, noticing the rough callouses and scratches that lined his arms. Various states of healing. Not defensive wounds. Irregular, not from fingernails or even animal claws.
They passed the beachfront mansion beside the hotel, its high wall covered with climbing roses and a flowered vine that looked and smelled a bit like honeysuckle. Mateo slowed, plucked a dead leaf from the vines, settling them back into place with a sense of ownership. If he belonged to the mansion, which had its own pool and path to the ocean, why was he rinsing off in the hotel pool?
She glanced at his wetsuit. Seams frayed, shoulders stretched out. Nope, the mansion didn’t belong to him. “How old are you, Mateo?” she asked.
“Sixteen. Why?” His smile crinkled his eyes. “Too young or too old?”
“Just right for me. But kinda young to be a gardener, isn’t it?”
They came to the front of the hotel and the street with the small collection of shops and eateries. It was pretty much the only shopping on the island. She and her mother had crossed four bridges—the last one a drawbridge—to reach Harbinger Cove, and even last night in the dark, Megan could tell it wasn’t exactly a tourist hotspot. When she’d pulled up a map on her phone, she saw that the narrow barrier island was surrounded on three sides by wide stretches of tidal marshes and cut off from its closest neighbor by the Intracoastal Waterway. There were no more than a few dozen streets, all jutting off the one main road that dead-ended at the marina on the other side of the shopping center.
He laughed. “How’d you know? I work for my uncle’s landscaping company after school and on the weekend. We do the hotel and a few other houses on this block. That’s why they let me use the pool.”
“I’m a pretty good observer,” she said, flushing under his attention.
“Like Sherlock Holmes.” He took her hand while they crossed the street, even though it was empty this early on a Sunday morning. It was a casual thing, almost a reflex like when her dad held a door open for her mom—although Mom always said that was a smart tactical move on Dad’s part because it left her exposed as an easy target for anyone waiting inside.
They arrived on the other side and he dropped Megan’s hand once more. She wondered if he was used to guiding little kids across the street and hoped he didn’t see her that way.
She hated to ruin things so soon, but figured if he was serious about teaching her to surf, she should be up front with him—better now than when Mom found out and hunted him down to interrogate him. “Actually, it’s more like my mom is Sherlock Holmes. She’s an FBI Agent. You may have heard of her—she’s kinda been in the news lately. Her name’s Lucy. Lucy Guardino.”
 



 
Chapter 2
 
The dog in Lucy’s dreams was a beautiful creature and she wanted to be its friend. But dreams, like wild animals, were unpredictable and no matter how she tried, sometimes they morphed into nightmares. When that happened, the dog turned into a vicious monster tearing at her flesh—like the dog in real life had, the one that had been trained by a killer.
You’re in control, Nick’s voice soothed Lucy’s panic as the dog clamped down on her ankle and threatened to tear her foot off. Blood spewed through the air, staining the snow around them. It’s not real, Nick insisted, using the calming tones of a therapist—usually she hated when he used that tone with her, but not now when he was leading her out of danger.
She fought her terror, calmed her breathing, and forced herself to look at the dog. It wasn’t a monster, despite the blood sliding from its fangs—her blood. It was just a dog, a victim of a sadistic killer, like Lucy had almost been. Both victims. Back then. In the January cold. But not now. Now, it was April and it was hot… no, that wasn’t right. April wasn’t hot, not in Pittsburgh. When they left yesterday morning, there had been ice on the roads, and yet she was sweating and smelled salt, and that roar wasn’t the dog panting but the sound of waves… waves? There weren’t any waves in Pittsburgh…
Lucy opened her eyes and blinked at the bright sunshine angling in through the sliding glass door. The door was open, a warm breeze stirring the gauzy curtain. She rolled over, one hand searching the empty space beside her. No Nick. Right. He was at home. Just her and Megan.
She ran her tongue over the roof of her mouth, tasting bile. Another bad night. She’d thought she’d put them behind her, but after driving twelve hours yesterday, her bad leg throbbing most of the time—wait, where was Megan? She jerked upright.
The bed beside her was empty, the bathroom door open, lights off, no movement. Lucy resisted the urge to reach for her Glock on her bedside table and fought to keep her voice light as she called, “Megan?”
She clawed her way free of sweat-soaked sheets and stood up. Pain spiraled through her bad ankle as she put her weight on it, but the pain was just what she needed to clear the fog of her nightmares. She hobbled around the bed to the balcony. No Megan.
A glance at the rumpled sheets and discarded PJs on Megan’s bed reassured her—Megan had left on her own, which meant that unless she wanted to spend her spring break grounded inside this hotel room she would have left a…ah, there it was on the counter of the small kitchenette, beside the coffee, ugh, not real coffee, instant, they’d have to do something about that.
Apparently, Megan already had. Mom, gone for coffee, back soon, have my phone.
Okay, then. No need to panic. Megan was fine. The coffee shop was just across the street. It was one of the reasons they’d chosen Harbinger Cove with its only two hotels and slow start to the tourist season, given that it was off the beaten path compared to Hilton Head and Savannah to the south or Charleston to the north. Nick’s family had been coming here for years—called the town “quaint” and loved that the beaches were quiet and relatively free of tourists since most of the ocean-side property belonged to millionaires who rarely visited their sprawling mansions.
Lucy glanced at the bathroom, desperate for a shower to wash away the night terrors. She looked back at the note. No time written on it. What if Megan called when Lucy was in the shower? It wasn’t being overprotective to ask her to pick up something to go along with the coffee, right?
She grimaced at her own indecision. Give her a hostage taker or serial killer and she could make a dozen life-and-death decisions in the time it took to chamber a round in her forty caliber Glock. But deal with her daughter who’d just turned fourteen and who seesawed back and forth between acting like a child and an adult and Lucy found herself second-guessing every move she made.
It’d been the same way with her own mother when Lucy was Megan’s age. Although as a child, Lucy hadn’t had to deal with the stresses Megan faced—parents whose jobs meant that, despite their best efforts, they were often absent, both physically and emotionally, and a world where violence had trespassed into their own home.
She sighed and returned to her bed, sinking onto the mattress as she reached for her phone. Megan picked up on the third ring.
“Hey, it’s me,” Lucy said.
“Did you get my note?” The sound of china rattling and reggae music filled the background.
“Yes, wasn’t sure how long you’d be.”
“Mateo is getting our food now—he knows the chef, there’s this Cuban pastry he says is amazing. I’ll bring you back some when we’re done and then he’s going to give me a surfing lesson.”
Lucy blinked, looked around the room. No, this was real. Her fourteen-year-old daughter out with a man—boy—stranger.
“Back up,” she snapped. “Who’s Mateo? Details. Name, age, address.” Juvie record, social, GPA…
Megan was so much like her father—a born extrovert, interested in everyone she met, and she never met anyone who wasn’t a best friend within five minutes. You can’t change who she is, Nick reminded her. At least the voice in her head channeling her husband did.
“Mateo Romero. Sixteen. He’s in school and he works for his uncle’s landscaping firm—hard worker, today is his only day off. He does the hotel’s garden and they like him enough to let him use their pool and gym. He’s a surfer and he’s going to teach me. Not too much today because high tide has already passed for the morning, but after breakfast, we’re going to hang out on the beach and he’s going to show me the basics. Then tomorrow, he’ll take me out for real.” The words bubbled out of Megan without giving Lucy a chance to protest.
“We’ve been here less than twelve hours and you’ve already picked up a guy?” Lucy asked. She hated her tone—it was an exact copy of the way her own mother had sounded when Lucy was a teen and pushing boundaries. Ugh. Not what this week was supposed to be about. This was meant to be the break she and Megan needed to get back on even footing instead of the constant bickering that had become habit.
“What’s wrong with that?” Megan sniped. “Want me to get one for you, too?”
“Megan Constance Callahan, don’t you take that attitude with me. You may think that turning fourteen is the equivalent of turning forty, but—”
“No…” She surprised Lucy with her contrite tone. “You’re right, Mom. I’m sorry. I was just so excited and it’s so beautiful here and I really like Mateo—you will, too, I promise—and I really, really, really want to learn how to surf.”
Lucy’s sigh was a mix of exasperation and exhaustion. “You finish your breakfast, bring my coffee and Mateo back, and I’ll meet you both on the beach in twenty minutes.”
“Thanks, Mom!”
“No promises,” Lucy warned, but it was too late, Megan had already hung up. Lucy stared at her phone for a long moment before phoning home. “Do you have any idea what your daughter did now?”
 



 
Chapter 3
 
Megan had been dreading Lucy’s interrogation of Mateo, but for once, her mom acted semi-normal instead of being overbearing and overprotective—she didn’t even “accidentally” let Mateo see the semiautomatic she carried in her bag.
Turned out Mateo had never heard of Lucy, which helped. He was even more wonderful than Megan had dreamed he’d be, talking about how his mother left Honduras alone and pregnant with him, made her way to America so her son could be born here, became a citizen, married, and helped his aunt and uncle to also emigrate. The way his eyes gleamed when he told stories about his younger cousins—all of whom he was fiercely proud and protective of—and the sorrow when he told them about his stepfather—the only father he’d known—dying when a drunk driver hit him as he crossed the highway to help an elderly couple with a flat tire.
But what really sealed the deal was when, after spending the morning showing Megan some of the basics of handling the board in the water and walking with her on the beach, Mateo excused himself to return home.
“Sunday dinner is family time,” he explained. “My uncle’s landscaping business runs six days a week. My mother and aunt’s condo rental business means cleaning and check ins on Saturday and Sunday, so we’re all always working or in school. Except for Sunday dinner.”
“And time off to teach tourists how to surf,” Megan added.
To her surprise, he blushed. “Actually, I was meant to be helping my cousins with cleaning the rental units, but I hate being stuck inside, especially on a day like today when I could be spending it with such a beautiful lady.”
A little sappy for Megan’s taste, but her mom smiled the smile she got when she and Dad cuddled on the couch watching old black-and-white movies. They walked Mateo to his bicycle and watched him strap his long board to it with practiced movements. He nodded to the mansion beside the hotel, the one they’d walked past earlier.
“I promised Pastor Fleming I’d check in on his garden and orchids today. They’re out of town and he’s very particular—told my uncle I was the only one he’d trust with his plants.” Mateo beamed proudly. “If you’d like, when I’m done, we can go to the surf shop, find you a board and wetsuit to rent for the week.” He turned to her mom. “If that’s all right with you, Mrs. Callahan.”
Megan loved how he called her mom by her traditional married name, despite her telling him to call her Lucy. It was always weird when Mom used her maiden name for anything other than work, made her seem more like other moms when she used Dad’s name.
“Are you sure you have the time?” Lucy asked. “We don’t want to take you away from school or work.”
“Our spring break starts tomorrow, so no school. And my uncle,” Mateo’s grin widened, “he doesn’t mind as long as the work gets done.” He focused on Megan. “So I’ll meet you here at three?”
“I’m looking forward to it. Thanks, Mateo.” He rode off, his muscles flexing effortlessly as he pumped the bicycle pedals.
Best thing of all? Mateo had so charmed her mother that Lucy totally forgot about yelling at Megan for leaving this morning, much less meeting up with an older guy. Maybe this spring break with your mom thing wasn’t going to be so bad after all. It gave Megan a chance to prove to Lucy that she was old enough to make her own choices, that she didn’t need watching over 24/7.
Back home, any guy she might be interested in was the friend or brother of someone she already knew—Pittsburgh was such a small town that way—or worse, the son of someone her mom worked with in law enforcement. Since part of Lucy’s job was to forge connections with all the local police and sheriff departments, that was a lot of someones.
Down here, she could flirt without pressure. If she made a fool of herself, no one back home would ever know. Plus, no way could things get serious, not when she was here only for a week with her mom hovering on the sidelines.
Best of all worlds, Megan thought, satisfied she’d finally found a way to parlay her mother’s overprotectiveness into a positive. Not that she would ever tell Lucy that. Just like she’d never tell her father she knew his work “emergency” was a sham to get her and her mom to spend “quality” time together instead of their usual constant fighting.
Parents. She rolled her eyes. They were so transparent.
Promptly at three, Megan waited outside the gate to the Flemings’ mansion. Thankfully, Lucy was taking a nap, so hadn’t noticed the extra time Megan had spent on her hair—she’d inherited Lucy’s long, dark curls that went frizzy with the slightest whiff of humidity and fought every effort to bring them under control—or the fact that she’d taken time to apply a little eyeliner and lip-gloss, even though she usually didn’t wear makeup, only carried it because all her friends did.
The Flemings’ place was some kind of modern-style architecture, all concrete and steel with angles designed to get the maximum beach exposure. The gate at the end of the drive was constructed of interwoven steel circles, more artistic than an actual barrier to entry. Through it Megan could see the empty driveway, a well-loved garden—Mateo’s handiwork—along the concrete wall at the boundary between their property and the hotel, a kidney-shaped pool, and the path leading over the dunes to the beach. Mateo’s bike was parked outside the open garage door, but there was no sign of him or any cars.
He’d mentioned Pastor Fleming’s collection of orchids; those must be inside the house. Seemed like a pretty fancy place for a pastor. As she waited, Megan wondered what kind of congregation he led—maybe one of those TV ministries where people were always sending money?
Finally at twenty after, she tried texting and calling Mateo’s cell but no answer. Had he forgotten? Then why didn’t he reply to one of her texts?
Bored, impatient, and fearful she’d been made a fool, she bounced her weight against the gate. It swung open. He’d said to meet him there—maybe he’d meant inside the property?
She stepped inside. No alarms or anything, it was just another driveway that happened to lead to a really fancy, expensive house. She tried texting him once more. Nothing.
Now she was getting angry. Just because he was older than her and worked for rich people didn’t give him the right to blow her off. She marched up to the front door and knocked on it. Like the gate, it was open.
“Mateo?” she called inside the house, her voice echoing in the emptiness.
Air-conditioned air rushed out to greet her, but no signs of anyone. No sounds, no movement. She stepped into the high-ceilinged foyer, her footsteps echoing from the slate floor.
“Mateo?” she called. No answer. She stepped farther into the foyer, glanced through the arch into the living room facing the ocean, and froze.
Megan covered her mouth with one hand as the afternoon sun filtered through windows streaked with blood. Blood covered the sofas, the overturned glass tables and knickknacks, the slate floor, even speckled the orchid blossoms.
So much blood. “Mateo!” she screamed. No answer.
Panicked, she ran from the house and back to the drive. Her breath heaving through her chest, she fumbled for her phone and called the one person who would know what to do. “Mom? I need help. Something terrible has happened.”
 



 
Chapter 4
 
Lucy couldn’t remember the last time she’d indulged in the luxury of a mid-day nap. But after spending the morning soaking up the warm sunshine—80 today, almost twice as warm as back home!—watching Megan and Mateo, and stressing her newly-rehabbed ankle with a couple of long strolls along the beach, she was exhausted.
Sleep pulled her in deep with its thick, heavy tendrils. Until the sound of her phone jerked her awake with a stunning blaze of adrenaline.
“Guardino,” she answered automatically, her gaze scouring the unfamiliar room for any hidden threat.
“Mom? I need help. Something terrible has happened.” Megan’s voice was rushed, choked with sobs.
Lucy leapt from the bed, panic charging through her. “Megan, where are you? Are you hurt?”
“I’m at that house next door. The one Mateo said to meet him at. I’m fine, but someone’s hurt.”
“Mateo?” Lucy asked, already out of bed and reaching for her bag. Wallet, keys, Glock, good to go. She was out the door, skipping the elevator to use the stairs, bum ankle be damned. Halfway down the first flight, she realized she’d forgotten shoes.
“I don’t know. He’s not here. No one’s here. Just blood. A lot of it. Too much.” Her voice broke.
“Get out of the house now,” Lucy ordered. “Meet me at the hotel entrance. Go now.” As she scrambled down the steps, her uneven gait creating a strange echo in the concrete enclosed area, a dozen scenarios ran through her mind. Call the locals? Not if it meant disconnecting from Megan. Assess the scene first in case someone needed immediate medical attention? Go in without backup?
She emerged on the far side of the lobby and aimed for the doors leading into the bright sunshine outside. No sign of Megan. She pushed through the doors, maternal instincts warring with her training. “Megan?” she called both into the air and the phone in her hand.
A familiar set of dark curls appeared in her peripheral vision. Lucy pulled Megan to her, tight. Even as relief swept through her, she still stayed on full alert, noting how the desk clerk stared at them from inside the lobby, pivoting her head to scan the area, assessing the elderly couple driving up to the hotel entrance in a late model Cadillac SUV.
Assured there was no immediate danger, she took a moment to stroke Megan’s hair, soothing it until Megan’s distress had eased.
“Tell me everything.”
 
***
 
Megan took a few deep breaths and held Lucy’s hand as she began. “I went inside the house after Mateo wasn’t answering my texts and there was blood, blood everywhere.”
She hated how her voice trembled, tried her best to emulate Lucy’s calm.
“Did you see or hear anyone?” Lucy asked, her posture already shifting away from caring mother to can-do cop.
Megan frowned. She hated when Lucy did that—she understood why, but sometimes she needed her mom to be a mom.
“No. But I stopped just inside the door.” She whirled, pulling away from Lucy. Mateo, where was he? “I shouldn’t have left. What if he’s lying there, bleeding, hurt?”
“You did the right thing.” Lucy glanced around the hotel entrance. Not assessing the pretty purple flowers or nicely shaped shrubs. She was in red alert mode and wanted someplace safe to park Megan. As if Megan were a child. When would her mom start treating her like an adult?
“Wait here,” her mom ordered. “I’m going to call the local police. While I’m on the line, I’ll do a quick sweep, make sure no one needs help.”
She strode away, leaving Megan behind. Even with her limp and bare feet—leave it to her mom to run to help and forget her shoes—Lucy appeared imposing. Hard to do when you were only 5’5”, but when her mom was on the job, no one messed with her.
Megan watched, shifting her weight as the desk clerk helped the arriving couple with their luggage. She debated for a moment. What if Lucy did find Mateo, hurt, and needed someone to do first aid? And who knew how long the police would take in a small town like this on a Sunday afternoon? Did a tiny island like Harbinger Cove even have its own police force? The closest real town was almost twenty miles and four bridges away, back on the mainland.
Or—the thought she was trying to deny punched through to the surface—what if whoever did this was still inside the house?
It made no sense—she hadn’t been quiet when she’d entered earlier. Actually, she’d screamed like a silly girl in a horror film, the one too stupid to live. There was no way if someone was still inside that they hadn’t heard her. They had plenty of time to flee the scene while she went to get Lucy.
That was the logic of the situation. But every horror story turned stupid-criminal joke she’d ever heard from her mom’s cop friends crashed over her. Crooks weren’t just stupid—that’s why they were caught, after all—they could be maddeningly blind to the obvious and do what they damned well pleased despite any consequences.
Including not fleeing a crime scene before someone’s mother walked in on them.
Megan followed Lucy, hesitating at the open gate at the end of the drive, then going through, waiting a few feet away from the front door, clutching her phone as if it were a lifeline.
 



 
Chapter 5
 
Lucy called 911 and explained the situation as she entered the Fleming house. She kept her phone on speaker and slid it into her shorts’ pocket to free both hands to hold her Glock.
The house was silent. She paused in the foyer, the slate floor cold against her bare feet, and surveyed the bloody scene in the living room. The room faced the ocean and had high ceilings, three walls filled with windows, slate floors, large white leather couches, a TV bigger than a school chalkboard, and a rainbow of orchids flowing from shelves, hanging from wall sconces, and draped along the few tables that were still upright. Most of the furniture had been knocked out of place or turned over along with books and knickknacks that had been scattered throughout the room.
No sign of a body. No sign that any injured party had been stationary long enough to allow blood to puddle. Instead, blood streamed like confetti across the otherwise pristine white surfaces.
As she stood, allowing the house settle around her, random sounds cut through her adrenaline. The clack of an icemaker coming from down the hall. The whish of the overhead ceiling fans with their large, palmetto-shaped blades. The stir of air slipping cold from the vents. Nothing human.
She cleared the first floor; the blood appeared to be confined to the living area, culminating in a chef’s knife lying in a pool of smeared blood as if dropped, a clear thumbprint visible on its stainless steel handle.
There was no blood in the hall or on the steps, the family photos arranged on the stairwell wall were undisturbed and revealed a couple in their late forties or early fifties, both trim and smiling. Several photos of them on a cabin cruiser, him wearing a captain’s cap and looking bashful about it. Wedding photos, photos of the wife when she was young with an older girl blowing out birthday candles, shots of the husband and wife with friends and family at celebrations on the beach and around the pool in their backyard, and photos of the husband preaching and hugging grateful parishioners. Two lifetimes collected for display. With no clues as to what they might have done to invite bloodshed and violence into their home.
On the second floor, she found three bedrooms, none with any signs of disturbance, and a fourth that was a home office. Here there were more signs of a struggle but the only blood was a palm print on a piece of paper lying below an empty wall safe. On the paper was a set of scrawled numbers. The combination?
Okay, then. Quite a story to tell, it seemed. She reassured the dispatcher that there were no victims on scene, and slowly retraced her steps. In the kitchen she noted that the bloody knife was part of a set. She double-checked the pantry and utility closets, making certain no one was hiding or had collapsed inside. Still nothing.
How many cuts had the victim suffered? And all of them sustained on the move since there was no pooling? Did that mean there was only one actor, chasing the victim around? No, that made no sense; the victim would have fled out one of the many doors. At least two subjects, perhaps one dragging the victim while the other slashed. Weapon of opportunity, possibly some kind of warped spree-type of home invasion where the valuables taken were secondary to the thrill of the chaos and violence?
She reached the front door and saw Megan waiting outside. Typical. She swore that girl only heard every other word out of Lucy’s mouth—and she cherry picked the words she wanted to hear, ignoring the rest. Lucy glanced back for one last look at the scene. Bloody mess. She was glad it was none of her business.
 
***
 
Megan didn’t have to wait long. Lucy emerged, one hand holding her phone to her ear, the other gripping her pistol. She shooed Megan back down the drive, returned her pistol to her bag, and joined Megan at the gate, hanging up when a police cruiser appeared.
“Thought I told you to wait,” she said to Megan as a patrol officer stared at them through his windshield, assessing the threat.
“Did you find Mateo? Is he okay?”
Her mom frowned and shook her head. “He wasn’t in there.”
The officer’s lips moved—talking to his dispatcher, no doubt. Finally, he left the patrol car. He was black with short-cropped hair, taller than her dad, which placed him at 6’2” at least, wearing a short-sleeved uniform shirt that revealed his muscular arms, and no hat. His sunglasses were the kind the SWAT guys Lucy trained with wore, with the same special anti-glare tint. Megan knew they cost a lot; she’d been saving to buy Lucy a pair for her birthday.
He eyed them both for a long moment, his fingers caressing the woven leather of his holster. “You the woman called in a disturbance?”
“Yes. I’m Lucy Guardino, a Supervisory Special Agent with the FBI’s Pittsburgh field office. There appears to be—”
“FBI. Dispatch said you’re armed?”
“My off-duty weapon is in my bag.” Lucy slowly lowered the bag to the ground and stepped back. “Along with my credentials.”
The officer remained beside the car, one hand on the butt of his weapon. He jerked his chin at Megan. “And this is?”
Megan opened her mouth to answer but Lucy shook her head. “My daughter. She found the scene. There’s a significant amount of blood and signs of a struggle, but no one is inside.”
“You went through the house?”
“To make sure there was no one needing medical attention.”
He made a noise that clearly did not approve. “And you,” he nodded to Megan again, “you were inside as well?”
“Yes sir. I was waiting for Mateo. He works here, but he didn’t show up or answer his texts and that’s his bike,” she pointed to the garage, “so I went up to the door and it was open. I only stepped inside a few feet, left as soon as I saw the—”
Another car pulled up behind the patrol car, this one an unmarked gray sedan with emergency lights behind the front grill. The officer raised a hand to silence Megan as a woman in her fifties wearing a pink sundress and wide-brimmed hat like the one Megan’s grams used to wear on Easter approached. She conferred with the patrol officer. His shoulders slumped and his hand came off his weapon; he even turned his back on Lucy and Megan to face the older woman. Obvious who was in charge. And it wasn’t Pretty Boy.
Megan caught her mom’s eye and knew she was thinking the same thing. Lucy stood with her feet planted, hands palms up, posing no threat, but Megan could tell she was getting a bit irritated by how slowly the locals were moving. Not only was it hot standing out here on the asphalt driveway, her mom was bare footed and her bad ankle was probably aching. More than that, as Lucy shifted her weight and narrowed her gaze at the man and woman, Megan had the feeling the locals were treating Lucy like this on purpose, making certain she realized her FBI rank had no standing here in Harbinger Cove.
To her surprise, Lucy glanced at Megan and gave a one-shouldered shrug. As if to say, this was all part of the game, just play along.
Stupid adults with their stupid power trips. She wasn’t about to play along. Not with Mateo missing. “Excuse me, but don’t you want a description or photo or anything?”
“Of who, little lady?” Pretty Boy said without looking at her. Instead he glared at Lucy as if it was her job to keep Megan quiet.
“Mateo Romero. He’s missing. It could be his blood in there—if it is, then he’s injured.” Megan emphasized the last word. “He needs your help. Now.”
Pretty Boy bristled at that but the older woman simply smiled indulgently, as if Megan were a child. She turned to Lucy. “Officer Gant informs me you’re an FBI agent?”
“On vacation.”
The woman nodded. “I’m Chief Hayden. We’re a small force, but I assure you we’ll get to the bottom of this. In the meantime, I’m happy to secure your bag in the trunk of my car. And if you two can have a seat while we take a look inside?” As she spoke, Officer Gant stepped forward and scooped Lucy’s bag from the ground. Megan glanced at her mom but then realized the two officers didn’t want to leave an unsecured weapon at their backs while they went inside.
The chief opened the rear door of the patrol car in a clear invitation. Lucy simply smiled. Ignoring the chief, she took Megan’s hand and led her away from the cars to a small tiled table on the other side of the drive beside the wall separating the mansion from the hotel. Lucy took the seat where her back was to the wall, allowing her an excellent view of both the drive and the front door of the house.
The corners of Chief Hayden’s mouth rose as she raised an eyebrow at Lucy. Megan had done a science project last year analyzing political commercials and she recognized the same fake smile politicians specialized in. Lucy stretched her legs out as if she was settling in and getting comfy, waiting for happy hour.
“Mom,” Megan said once the two police officers disappeared into the house, Officer Gant with his gun drawn, the chief following him. “No one seems to care about Mateo.”
“It’s not that,” Lucy said. “It’s a small town with a small force—they aren’t used to this kind of crime. I’m guessing this Pastor Fleming probably carries some clout as well. They’ll be calling him next, I’m sure.”
“What about Mateo?” Megan insisted.
Lucy pursed her lips, considering. “Town this size, tourist season not officially begun, Hayden probably only has six or seven full-time officers. I doubt if she has a detective, definitely no forensic unit. Which means sheriff’s department for investigation support and the state lab for crime scene processing.”
“We don’t have time for all that,” Megan pleaded. She really didn’t care about local politics. She only cared about Mateo. “Shouldn’t they be calling for a search party, dogs, a helicopter?”
“Honey, I know you’re worried. But these guys are doing all the right things—even if they’re moving slower than you and I would like. Look around—no bloodstains outside the house, so he didn’t leave on foot. Nothing between the front door and the drive, so if he went in a car, he wasn’t bleeding so badly that he left a trail. And I didn’t see any footprints in the blood inside the house.”
Megan tried to put the pieces together. “You don’t think that’s Mateo’s blood, do you?”
“No. But if Mateo came and saw it—”
“Then where is he?” Her voice tightened with fear. “What if he interrupted a killer? Maybe he’s been kidnapped.” She turned her face away, pretended to be admiring the delicate jasmine growing along the wall. Mateo’s work. Could he be hurt? Or worse?
How the hell did her mom keep her personal feelings out of a case? Because Megan had to fight her tears and even more, the panic that threatened to swamp her at the thought of Mateo lying somewhere, injured, maybe dying, while she was stuck here, powerless to help him.
Lucy wordlessly gathered Megan into her arms. She didn’t make any empty promises like telling Megan that everything would be all right—her mom never made promises she couldn’t keep, which sometimes was irritating as hell. But right now what Megan needed wasn’t promises, but something more. Something she trusted only her mother to give her.
“Find him,” she told Lucy as she choked back tears. “Please, Mom. You’ve got to help Mateo.”
Before Lucy could answer, a silver Jaguar pulled up behind the two police cars. A blonde got out, her dress the same color as the sky. She jogged up the drive, her heels slowing her down, a frown creasing her forehead and one hand pressed against her mouth. She pushed through the gate and spotted Lucy and Megan.
“Who are you? Why are the police here? Where’s my husband?” The rushed questions came in a thick Southern accent that had Megan struggling to translate.
The woman aimed for the front door. Lucy stood and called out, “Ma’am—”
Too late, the woman was through the door. A moment later the screaming began.
 



 
Chapter 6
 
Megan had been involved in crimes before—for some reason the psychopaths her mom hunted seemed to take their impending capture personally, and twice now had targeted Lucy’s family. But she’d never experienced the frustration of watching and waiting like she was now. Everyone was moving so slowly! Didn’t they understand Mateo’s life was at risk?
Chief Hayden escorted Pastor Fleming’s distraught wife from the house, one arm wrapped around the woman’s shoulders, heads bowed together as the chief consoled her. Lucy got up and offered her seat at the table. The chief smiled her thanks.
“Now, Shelly, you need to let me and my people do our jobs.” The chief took the seat opposite Megan who scooted back but was still in eavesdropping range. “When was the last you heard from Robert?”
Mrs. Fleming was older than she’d appeared at first glance, older than Megan’s mom, even, mid to late forties. But still pretty—the kind of pretty that was more nurture and less nature. She sniffed and glanced up. “This morning we had breakfast. I’ve been at a prayer retreat in Columbia since Friday. Robert as well, but a parishioner called, needed his counsel, so he came home early.” Her gaze focused on the empty driveway. “He should’ve been home hours ago.” She frowned then her eyes widened. “Maybe that’s not his blood? Maybe he drove whoever it was to the hospital? That would be just like Robert. You know that, Norah.”
“Of course it would, Shelly. Do you know who he was coming to meet?”
“No.” Her distraught turned the word into two syllables. “Find him, Norah. You have to promise me you’ll find him. He’s my world. My whole world.” Another round of sobbing shook the wife. The chief patted her on the back, then disengaged herself, leaving Shelly at the table.
Megan glanced at Lucy, panicked at being left with the crying wife, and bolted from the table. The chief joined them, beckoning them to walk with her farther into the garden. “You said you had Mateo’s photo and contact info?”
“Yes ma’am. From this morning. I can send it to you.” Megan scrolled to the info on her phone and forwarded it to the chief’s phone.
Chief Hayden held her hat in place with one hand as the breeze kicked up and her phone in the other. “When I was starting out in this job, we thought being able to get a fax was cutting edge. Who knew I’d be running investigations from a phone smaller than my wallet?”
“We were with Mateo until 11:30 this morning,” Lucy volunteered. “He left to go home for Sunday dinner.”
Hayden glanced at Mateo’s photo and nodded in recognition. “One of the Romero Landscaping boys. They do good work. Never had any run-ins with the family before.” She turned to Megan. “He told you to meet him here?”
“He said he had to take care of Pastor Fleming’s orchids, that they were out of town and only trusted him. I guess they’re kind of fussy or something.” She glanced back at the wife who was still bent over the table, shoulders shaking. “When I got here, I waited outside the gate but he never showed, so I texted a few times and tried to call, but no answer.”
“So you didn’t see him arrive? Or anyone leave the property?”
“No, ma’am. Just his bike parked in front of the garage.” She nodded to the empty garage.
“Did you hear anything from inside the property? See anyone? Sense movement in the house?”
Megan shook her head. “Nothing. When I went to the door, it was open. I stepped inside—just a few feet, stopped once I saw…”
Hayden nodded. “Thanks, Megan. That’s been very helpful.” She glanced up as Officer Gant emerged from the back door of the house, approaching them on the patio.
The afternoon light cast this part of the house in shadow, making the blood streaking the windows appear black. Megan shivered, curled her arms around her chest and turned her back to the house. There was a path leading over the dunes to the ocean, its bright blue sparked gold by the sun. Hard to believe anything bad could happen on such a beautiful day.
“Someone lost a helluva lot of blood,” Gant said. “And the safe’s door is open, contents missing. Chief, you think this Romero kid could’ve tortured Pastor Fleming for the combination?”
The chief frowned, mirroring Lucy’s look of consternation at the wild theorizing without facts.
“Mateo would never—” Megan protested before Lucy nudged her into silence.
“Get a BOLO out on Mateo Romero as well as Pastor Fleming,” the chief ordered. “Alert the county sheriff. We’ll need to get the state crime techs out as well.”
“Will do. But,” Gant rocked back on his heels as if he was the one in charge, “sure seems pretty clear cut what happened here.”
Lucy’s lips tightened. Megan knew her mother was itching to jump in and take charge but not only did she have no jurisdiction, she was a potential witness. It was only as a courtesy that the locals allowed her to remain at the scene—that and the fact they needed Lucy present in order to speak to Megan since Megan was a minor.
Hah. Let Mom see how it felt, standing on the sidelines, she thought. But then her glance fell on Mateo’s bike and she stifled her knee jerk reaction. This wasn’t about Lucy and Megan; it was about finding Mateo safe and sound.
“We need to treat them both as a high-risk missing persons,” Chief Hayden informed her patrol officer. “Get the info out ASAP.”
Lucy relaxed a bit at that—Megan hated the way she could almost read her mom’s thoughts. But the evidence didn’t add up the way Officer Gant had seen it, with Mateo as a perpetrator. She hoped with all her might Mateo wasn’t a victim. All that blood…She shuddered. One thing Gant had gotten right: it was too much blood.
 



 
Chapter 7
 
Although the Harbinger Cove PD didn’t have the resources Lucy was used to, Chief Hayden and her force appeared to have things fairly well in hand. At least the chief didn’t rush to pre-judgment like Officer Gant, who seemed to want credit for solving this case before they even knew what the case was.
Time to get Megan out of here and resume their vacation. She placed an arm around Megan’s shoulders, steering her away from the house. “You have our numbers if you need anything else, Chief Hayden.”
“I surely do.” The chief hesitated, as if performing an internal calculation. Juggling the time it would take to finish processing the scene, how many officers she could pull in off duty, estimated time for the sheriff’s department to arrive with additional manpower, hours of daylight remaining. “I’ll need an official statement from both of you. Could you wait for me at the station?”
Lucy knew that wait would be longer than expected, but she also understood the pressures Hayden faced. Two high-risk missing persons in a remote area with no leads… “Of course, Chief. Let me get some shoes on and we’ll head right over.”
“Thanks for all your help, Special Agent Guardino.” Hayden handed her a business card with the address of the police station and her phone number.
As they retraced their steps back to the drive, Lucy spotted something in one of the flowerbeds. She stopped to take a closer look without disturbing it. Megan bent over as well and Mrs. Fleming joined them, now holding a handkerchief so tightly in her hands Lucy was surprised she didn’t rip it in two.
“What’s that, Mom?”
“Don’t touch it.” Lucy glanced back at the chief. “You’re going to want to take a look at this.”
“Oh my goodness,” Shelly Fleming gasped. Before Lucy could stop her, she lunged forward and grabbed the small black box that looked like a pager. It had a short length of tubing coming from the back of it. “Robert. Without his insulin, he’ll die.” She thrust the box at the chief who hurried forward with an evidence bag. “Those monsters. They’ve as good as killed him. He might even be dead already.”
Her voice crescendoed into a shrill note of despair. Then she glanced at her hands and noticed the blood streaking them and shrieked in terror, dropping the pump to the ground. It bounced, landing face up.
Lucy glanced down and noted the model number and insignia out of habit—it was the same type of pump a friend of hers, a Pittsburgh police detective, used. The screen was flashing a warning that it was out of insulin.
“Did your husband carry extra insulin with him or in his vehicle?” Lucy asked.
“No. Yes. I mean, he always has a backup insulin pen with him, but—” Shelly’s voice trailed off. “You think he’s alive? That they’d let him have his insulin?”
While the chief bagged the pump, Megan tried to comfort the distraught wife, wrapping her arms around Shelly. Lucy felt a surge of pride at the act of compassion—Megan really was her father’s daughter, brimming over with empathy. Sometimes Lucy worried that empathy might make her vulnerable, but times like this, she truly admired Megan.
Lucy felt for Shelly Fleming, she really did. But she also knew the best way to help everyone involved was to stay focused and follow the evidence. Get too wrapped up in the maelstrom of emotions that random acts of violence brought with them and you could get swept out to sea.
“Is there someone I could call for you?” Megan asked Shelly.
“I’ll see to her,” Chief Hayden assured her. “If you could just sit with her for a minute longer.” Megan nodded and the chief beckoned to Lucy who followed her to the trunk of her Taurus where she handed Lucy back her bag and secured the insulin pump that was now evidence.
“What do you think?” Hayden asked in a low voice.
“You have an alert out for Fleming’s vehicle—”
Hayden nodded. “Black BMW with vanity plates, it should show up pretty fast. If they haven’t made it to the mainland and the highway already. Nice thing about only having one road off the island, we can control access. But that’s a lot of blood. And did you see the safe?”
“There’s no blood outside the house. From the photos I saw, Fleming wasn’t a small man. It would have taken a lot to subdue him.”
“Six-one, a good one-ninety or two hundred pounds. He was in great shape, too. Does those mini-triathlons. He would have gone down fighting.”
“It would have taken a lot to restrain a man like that. Yet there’s no drag marks.”
Hayden considered that. “The Romero kid is strong, in good shape as well. And maybe he wasn’t alone.”
“Why carry Fleming? Why move the body at all—if there is a body?”
“Not a body, a hostage,” Hayden suggested. “At least to start. Without his insulin, might still end up as a body.” She thought for a moment, staring at Mateo’s bike. “Kind of detail a panicked kid might not take into account.”
Lucy frowned. It still didn’t add up. “If Mateo is our actor and the goal was to get Fleming to open the safe, why tell my daughter to meet him here, limit his time?”
“Guess we won’t know until we find him and ask.”
“If I were you, I’d have crime scene techs carefully analyze the blood—not just what’s on the knife and safe, but all of it. Do spatter analysis as well as a DNA profile.”
“That’s going to take time. Maybe more than Fleming has.”
She was right. “You’re tracking Fleming’s phone?”
“I called it—it’s in the house, slid under the sofa.”
“How about Mateo’s?”
Hayden shrugged. “No answer. As soon as I have a few more warm bodies, I’ll get someone over there to ask permission from his family and get his carrier information. Right now, it’s just me and Gant.”
“Would it help if I did that for you?” Lucy hesitated to make the offer—she really didn’t want to get more involved than she already was and lord knew she wanted Megan far away from an active investigation into a possible homicide, but this entire scene made no sense. She hated that, knew it would bother her until she figured out what really happened.
Hayden frowned. Lucy wasn’t too surprised—local authorities often resented the FBI intruding upon their turf even when they invited the FBI in to help. But a case like this, two high-risk missing persons, violence involved, and one of them with a critical, time-sensitive medical condition—it would strain the resources of a large, well-funded police department, much less a small force like Harbinger Cove’s.
“Thanks, but I’m sure we can handle it,” Hayden said.
Lucy turned away, almost relieved Hayden hadn’t taken her up on her offer. Then she glanced back to the garden where Megan had gotten Shelly situated at the table once more. She blew her breath out. She really didn’t want to get tangled up in a case that was already a complicated mess, she absolutely did not want Megan more involved, and she understood Hayden’s reluctance to allow an outsider to trespass on her case. But…
“Chief.” She turned back to Hayden. “I know the pressure you’re under. I’m sure your guys are totally up to the job. But there are two men’s lives at stake. And this is what I do. High-risk missing persons.”
Hayden squinted and it wasn’t because of the afternoon sun. “What exactly is your assignment, Special Agent Guardino? Back in Pittsburgh?”
“It’s Supervisory Special Agent and I run the Sexual Assault Felony Enforcement squad. We’re a multi-agency, multi-jurisdiction task force working sexual predators, human trafficking, child abductions, serial killers, and—”
“Missing persons.”
“And missing persons. Let me help. Until you can get more boots on the ground. You know the first few hours are the most critical.”
Hayden nodded. She pursed her lips, turning her gaze on Lucy. “If you deal with sexual assaults, then you must be good at talking with victims and their families.”
Every law enforcement officer’s least favorite job. “Yes.” Lucy glanced past Hayden to Megan and Shelly Fleming.
“I can handle Shelly,” Hayden said to Lucy’s relief. “But I’ll need someone to work with Romero’s family—without compromising the integrity of the investigation.” Her tone was one of warning.
“I can do that.”
“First I need their phone carrier info and permission to get a trace on Mateo’s cell. That and an objective assessment of their reaction. Any hint Mateo might be involved—or anyone else along with him.”
Basically, she was asking Lucy to spy on Mateo’s family.
“Let me collect Megan and I’ll head over there now.” Lucy joined Megan and the pastor’s wife. “Mrs. Fleming, we have to go now. So sorry about this.”
“The good lord will see Robert home safe and sound, I just know it.” She sighed dramatically and patted Megan’s hand. “God bless you both for your help.”
“Yes, ma’am,” Megan said. “We’ll keep you in our prayers.”
Lucy glanced at her daughter—they weren’t the most religious of families, but Megan seemed sincere. More of Nick’s influence, no doubt.
She led Megan back down the drive and past the cars. As soon as they were clear, Megan turned to her. “Mom, there’s something not right about this. We’ve got to find Mateo and get to the bottom of it.”
It had been so very long since Megan had trusted her enough to ask for anything that Lucy couldn’t say no. Besides, if she left Megan behind at the hotel, who knew what kind of trouble she’d end up in. Megan was headstrong—if she thought it might help find Mateo, Lucy wouldn’t put it past her to play amateur sleuth on her own. Better to keep Megan with her.
“You can come with me to talk to Mateo’s family. But that’s the end of it. We’re only going to facilitate things for Chief Hayden and the sheriff.”
“That’s okay. I just need to do something to help.”
Lucy hugged her daughter close. “You are so much like your father.”
Megan didn’t pull away from the words. Which stung. Because Lucy knew full well that right now the biggest insult anyone could give Megan was to tell her she resembled her mother.
 



 
Chapter 8
 
The Romeros lived in the center of the island, about a mile between the beach and the sound, in a modest development of older wood-frame homes that reminded Megan of their own Pittsburgh neighborhood. More so than the mansions that dotted the waterfront lots and which seemed to be competing against each other like actresses walking a red carpet—the stars wearing the designer gowns were less noticeable than the dress.
This morning when they’d walked the beach, Mateo had pointed out the variety of architectural influences. He’d said one of the reasons why so many people paid to have a house on Harbinger Cove was because they had less design restrictions than places like Hilton Head. “That and the fact we get so few tourists. People who want to protect their privacy appreciate that—and my uncle says they’re willing to pay extra taxes to keep the island that way.”
“We only knew about Harbinger Cove because my dad’s family has been coming here for decades,” Megan had told him. “Grandpap still complains his father missed out by not buying a lot down here back in the sixties.”
He’d paused and smiled at her, squinting as the sun hit his eyes. “So which house would you have built? Pick any one you want.”
He spread his arms wide, indicating the endless possibilities and they’d both laughed, continuing their walk and “shopping” trip. Eventually there was only one house Megan had wanted.
“That one.” She pointed to a small cottage with peaked roofs, gingerbread, and a widow’s walk. It was sea glass-green with cream-colored trim. Much smaller than the mansions on either side, it was what her mom called a “jewel box” of a house. The others were all spectacular in their own right, but this one felt like a home.
Mateo had grinned. “Good choice. That’s the Smithstone house. One of the oldest on the beach. I helped them re-do their garden last year.” He gestured to the bougainvillea draped moon gate leading to the path that protected the dunes. “It’s my favorite as well.”
Now, as her mom pulled into the gravel driveway leading to the two-story house where Mateo and his family lived, Megan smoothed her palms over her legs, trying to soothe the anxiety she felt any time she thought of Mateo… please, God, she prayed, don’t let that be his blood. Let him be okay, keep him safe and sound.
Lucy parked between a pickup truck with Romero Landscaping printed on the side and a van with a Welcome Property Management logo. They walked to the front door but didn’t make it there before it was opened and a cluster of concerned adults and children emerged.
“I’m Lucy Guardino and this is my daughter, Megan.”
“Have you heard anything?” “Is Mateo all right?” “Megan, the girl from this morning?” “Chief Hayden called, said to expect you.”
“How can we find Mateo?” Everyone else fell silent as the last was asked by a petite woman around Lucy’s age. Mateo’s mother, Megan knew instinctively. Only a mother would look so worried yet be able to push her feelings aside to do whatever it took to help. “Please. Tell me what happened to my son.”
Lucy gave them all an edited, sanitized version, not mentioning the blood at the scene, only that it appeared Mateo had been at the Flemings’ house and had vanished from there.
“What do you need from us?” his mother asked, her lip trembling. She seemed determined to help—as if she could provide the magic answer that would bring Mateo home safe and sound.
“Let’s start with Mateo’s phone,” Lucy said. “Did he have GPS tracking or a finder app?”
A man, the uncle, Jorge, Megan assumed, stepped forward. “Yes, everyone on my crew has it.”
“Okay, let’s go see where Mateo’s phone is.” Lucy and the man entered the house, leaving Megan behind on the porch, still surrounded by the rest of Mateo’s relatives. There were a few school-aged kids, his mother, and a woman who looked just like her only she was a little younger.
“I am Mateo’s aunt, Hildy, and this is his mother, Anna. Tell us,” the aunt ordered, shooing the children away as she settled Megan on a porch rocker. “What really happened? Everything. We need to know.”
The mother sat in the chair beside Megan. Megan glanced over, saw the way she was blinking fast, trying not to cry, and reached out and grasped Anna’s hand. “I’m so sorry. We’re going to find him. I know we will.”
Her mother would have disapproved of giving false hope, but what good was any hope if you didn’t share it when it was most needed? Anna squeezed Megan’s fingers tight. “Thank you.”
Megan took them through what little she knew, trying to downplay the gory details. “They said there was a safe that was empty, so I guess it was a robbery.”
Mateo’s aunt leaned forward. She was obviously the talker of the two sisters. “Pastor Fleming was robbed? And Mateo was there?” She exchanged a glance with Anna. “He must have been trying to save our money.”
“Your money?”
“Yes, the whole town’s. Pastor Fleming, he ran a financial service, providing micro-loans to ministries in third world countries. We help them and they pay us back with interest. Our money was going to fund a mission in Rwanda.”
“You were sending money to Rwanda and Pastor Fleming was helping?”
Both women beamed and nodded. “He’s such a good man, has friends all over the world. Of course we couldn’t do much, but we gave what we could—all our savings, ten thousand dollars. That was a year ago and tomorrow he was going to pay us and the others back. We made eighteen percent interest!”
“Who could have robbed Pastor Fleming?” Anna asked. “It must have been an outsider.”
How would a tourist have known the money was in the safe? Megan thought. But instead she asked, “How many people were going to be paid tomorrow?”
They shrugged. “Everyone. Practically the entire island contributed.”
“Pastor Fleming was going to pay you all in cash?”
“Yes. The churches are so tiny and in small countries, plus the banking laws—the government taxes and regulations are so complicated. This way we kept it simple for everyone.”
Megan thought about the offering plate passed at Mass each week. Churches and cash, it did kind of make sense.
“Most of us were going to put it all right back in,” Hildy continued. “Let our money keep doing the Lord’s work. But Pastor Fleming said the bookkeeping was taking too much time and energy and he wanted to enjoy his retirement.” She shook her head. “Poor man.”
Anna squeezed Megan’s hand again. “If the thieves got the money, then where are Pastor Fleming and Mateo?”
 



 
Chapter 9
 
Lucy liked Mateo’s Uncle Jorge. He was a man of few words, but answered her questions easily and gave her permission to track the company-owned cell phones, including Mateo’s.
First, he showed her the room Mateo shared with two of his younger cousins. A set of bunk beds, a twin bed, two bookcases—one overflowing with children’s picture books and toys, the other filled with a stack of used paperbacks, mainly action-adventure and sports figures’ biographies—and a single dresser were crammed into the small space. The walls on Mateo’s side of the room were filled with surfing posters, Ansel Adams’ prints, and photos of interesting-appearing buildings and houses.
After showing her Mateo’s room, Jorge led her to the rear of the house, past a carport sheltering two more landscaping trucks and a mountain of pine straw stacked in bales. They entered a toolshed that also served as an office with a laptop and phone perched on a workbench across from racks of carefully arranged gardening tools.
“Mateo must be all right.” Jorge sounded like he was trying to convince himself of the fact as he leaned over the computer—there were no chairs. Lucy had the feeling the Romeros were the type of family who rarely sat while they worked.
“The police are doing everything they can to find him. Did Mateo have his own computer?”
“No. When he needed one, he used this one.”
“How’s he been acting lately? Anything strange?” She reached past him to pull up the computer’s browsing history. Nothing exciting there.
“No. He gets good grades and is a hard worker. He’s a good boy.” Jorge’s jaw clenched and Lucy intuited that he rarely gave anyone such praise in person. He turned away, typed for a few moments, then the screen filled with a map. “There. He’s there. At the marina.”
Not far from them—a mile and a half, on the Intracoastal Waterway. Across from their hotel and the shopping center at the southern tip of the island. “I’ll call the police, let them know,” she told Jorge.
“We’re closer. I’m going over there myself.” They left the office and went back through the house. Megan was talking to Mateo’s mother and aunt on the porch but looked up as they passed.
“Where are you going? Did you find Mateo?” she asked.
“We found his phone. At the marina.”
Jorge took his sister’s hands and gripped them as if making a solemn vow. Then he broke away and headed toward his truck. Lucy followed. “Megan, wait here.”
“No. I’m coming with you.”
Lucy didn’t have time to argue. The marina was a public spot on a Sunday afternoon, about as low risk as you could get. Still, she didn’t like the idea of Megan being more involved.
Too late. They took off, following Jorge’s truck as it spun out from the gravel drive and onto the street.
 
***
 
The marina was on the other side of the shopping center at the far end of the island and faced the sheltered waters of the sound. The boats docked there ranged from small flat-bottomed bass boats to large sailboats and cabin cruisers. Only a handful of cars were parked in the gravel lot, most of them clustered around the rental kiosk. But one at the far end was a black BMW with plates that read: Pastor1.
“That’s Pastor Fleming’s car,” Jorge said.
“Do you know where his boat is docked?”
“No.” He jogged over to the car.
Lucy debated following him but Megan was already making her way to the rental kiosk where a lone attendant watched them. She rushed to join them.
“Have you seen this boy?” Megan asked, showing him the photo of Mateo on her phone.
He frowned, squishing his lips one way then the other. “Nope, can’t say that I have.”
Lucy took over. “Do the Flemings keep their boat here?”
“Of course. We’re the only marina on the island.” He jerked his chin in the other direction, toward the inlet leading to the sound. “That’s him going out now.”
Lucy squinted and shielded her eyes from the sun as she stared west into the sound. The water was a brilliant blue streaked with golden ripples. A mid-sized cabin cruiser was silhouetted against the blue of the water and sky. She couldn’t make out who was at the wheel. “Did you see him? Pastor Fleming?”
“Nope. But it’s his boat. Who else would be driving it?”
Damn. As soon as it reached the end of the no wake area and hit the open water, they’d lose him. She glanced around. “What’s the fastest thing you have to rent?”
“Got a Formula 400 Super Sport. If you’ve got an operator’s license.” Which she didn’t. “Or, if you want something that you don’t need a boat license for, I got wave runners.”
Perfect. “I’ll take one.” He fumbled below the counter for a clipboard and forms.
Lucy ignored him, grabbing a life vest from the rack beside the counter and throwing it over her head. She shook her head at Megan who was also reaching for a vest.
“Wait here. Call Hayden. Tell her to get the Coast Guard out—see if Fleming’s boat has GPS,” she added as an afterthought. Wouldn’t that make everyone’s life easier? She hung her messenger bag over her chest diagonally, made sure her phone and pistol were zipped safe inside where they’d stay as dry as possible.
“Mom, I want to—”
Lucy silenced Megan with a look. The attendant was frowning. “Now see here, I can’t—”
Lucy did something she’d never done before. “FBI. Official business.” She was so full of crap—if word ever got back to the office, she’d never live it down. “I’m going to find Mateo, get to the bottom of this,” she promised Megan.
She climbed on board the closest wave runner without waiting for the attendant’s permission. Megan cast off the line as Lucy started the engine. It’d been years since she’d driven one—last time she and Nick had taken a vacation just the two of them. Cancun. Four days of fun and sun.
Her ankle twinged as she leaned her weight on it, steering the wave runner away from the dock. So much had changed since that vacation. Megan waved. “Mom, be careful!”
The words were devoured by the roar of the engine as Lucy sped away.
 



 
Chapter 10
 
Megan watched her mom ride off on the wave runner and wasn’t sure if she was angry with Lucy for leaving her behind or glad that there was a chance to save Mateo. Both. Plus, a bit of fear—for Lucy and Mateo. Whoever had taken Mateo and Pastor Fleming, it was obvious they were out of control and not afraid to hurt people to get what they wanted.
Mateo’s uncle jogged over to the dock. He showed Megan a cell phone. “Found this near the car but no Mateo.”
“We think he’s out there. That’s the pastor’s boat.” She pointed to the boat that was gaining speed. Lucy was standing on her wave runner, leaning forward as if trying to get the most speed possible from it.
Mr. Romero shielded his eyes from the sun. “I can’t see him.”
“You with that crazy lady, Jorge?” the dock attendant asked. “What’s going on?”
Megan tried her best to make out the figure driving the boat, but it was too far away and shielded by the tinted glass of the cabin. Then she saw a pair of binoculars hanging from a peg inside the attendant’s shack. She grabbed them. “Okay if I borrow these?”
She didn’t wait for his answer, figured Mr. Romero would do the explaining, and ran to the end of the dock. The boat operator had spotted Lucy and sped up, defying the no wake signs. Lucy was struggling with the wave runner as she drew closer to the boat’s wake. Megan focused on the boat, trying to see the man at the wheel but the sun was starting to set, which meant she was looking directly into it.
Tall, lean, maybe dark-haired. That was about all she could tell for certain.
The two men joined her. “Y’all know she’s not going to get very far,” the attendant said. “That runner was just returned and I didn’t have a chance to gas her up yet.”
Megan shifted her focus back to Lucy who was bent over the controls of the runner but it was slowing, losing momentum as the boat wake tossed it. Then she looked back at the boat. The driver was making a sharp turn, aiming right for Lucy.
“He’s going to run her down. Mom!” she shouted. Not as if Lucy could hear her.
“Oh damn. I’m not responsible for this,” the attendant said as the boat headed at Lucy.
The all leaned forward, straining to see everything. The boat sped up, its bow rising in the water as it charged over its own wake. Lucy’s wave runner slowed, floundering in the choppy water. She kept working the controls, trying to maneuver out of the way.
Megan held her breath as the boat got closer and closer. “Mom!” This time it wasn’t a shout but more of a gasp. The boat looked so much larger compared to Lucy on the small wave runner.
Finally, at the last moment, Lucy dove off the wave runner just as the boat sped over it, raising enough white water that Megan lost sight of both the runner and Lucy. She gripped the binoculars tight, straining to see Lucy come up out of the water.
The boat sped away but still no Lucy. Megan stifled a sob but it caught in her throat, making it hard to breathe. C’mon, Mom, she urged the empty water.
Behind Megan, Mr. Romero and the attendant got a flat-bottomed boat ready to take out. “She has a vest, I made sure of that,” the attendant was saying. “I’m not liable for any of this.”
“Shut up, Freddy,” Mr. Romero said. The sound of an engine roared to life just as Megan saw what she’d been praying for. A spark of orange. Lucy bobbed up out of the water, coughing, waving a hand.
“She’s okay!” Relief broke through her dam of fear. Megan dropped the binoculars to wave with both hands. The wave runner floated on its side in the choppy wake. The boat was in the distance, skimming over the water, almost out of sight.
Sirens sounded behind them in the parking area, but Megan ignored them as she watched Mr. Romero skillfully maneuver the flat-bottomed boat out to where Lucy was treading water. He helped her in and began heading back to shore.
“Could’ve at least towed my runner for me. Now I’m gonna have to go after it myself.”
Megan handed the binoculars back to the attendant with a glower. “That’s my mom who almost got herself killed trying to save two men. I think your wave runner can wait a few minutes.”
“She’s really FBI?”
“She really is.”
He hooked his thumbs in his waistband. “Well, okay, then. Guess the FBI can pay for this mess.”
Megan restrained herself from slapping him. As the adrenaline fled her system, anxiety took its place. Lucy hadn’t saved anyone’s life. The bad guys got away. They’d lost Pastor Fleming and Mateo.
If they were even still alive.
 
***
 
Mateo woke to darkness. And strange smells: gasoline and salt water and sweet, too sweet, lilacs. The world churned around him, bouncing up and down, side to side, but he couldn’t see why. Everything was black.
Nausea gripped him and he clenched his jaws to hold it back. He was lying—no, that wasn’t right—he was sitting on a rough floor. Scratchy like sandpaper against his jeans. If only it would stop moving.
A violent roll tossed him onto his side. He tried to brace himself but his hands were caught behind him. Handcuffs? How the hell… Why couldn’t he remember anything?
Panic dulled by a weird sense of lethargy made every thought a struggle, as if his mind were caught in the pluff mud that acted like quicksand in the island’s tidal marshes. When trapped in pluff, you couldn’t struggle. The only way out was to relax to try to float free or to have someone help pull you out.
Help. That’s what he needed. He tried to call out, but his mouth was dry and only a cough emerged. Drugs. Someone must have drugged him. Was that why he was handcuffed? Was he under arrest?
Then why couldn’t he see? He rubbed his face against the rough wall beside him. Felt cloth. That’s where the sickly sweet lilac smell was coming from. Okay. Not blind. Just in the dark with a pillowcase or something over his head.
Cops didn’t do that. What happened?
He tried to stretch his body out to explore his prison but couldn’t. The walls weren’t far enough apart for him to roll over without banging his shoulders and the length barely allowed him to curl up or sit halfway up, legs bent. He couldn’t tell where the ceiling was.
Another sudden lurch, as if the entire vehicle—he was moving, moving fast and there was an engine roaring above the pounding in his head—had jumped a curb. Not a curb. Waves. Boat. Water.
That wasn’t right, was it? He remembered being on his bike. Had to hurry, he was meeting a girl. Pretty girl. Young but interesting.
Fear surged through the fog and he sat up. Was she here, too? “Megan,” he called, his voice muffled and barely carrying. “Anyone there?”
No answer, just the boat bouncing as it slowed. Think, he told himself. Remember. What happened?
Megan. He was going to meet Megan. But first… his mind sloughed through muck thicker than pluff… first… What had happened first?
A vicious roll, as the boat spun, sent him reeling, headfirst against the compartment wall. The pain flashed red against the black that smothered him.
Blood. That’s what happened. He couldn’t remember how or why or where or who but he remembered blood. Lots of blood.
Fear spiked through the drug-induced haze that held his mind captive. All that blood. Someone was dead.
He shuddered. And he might be next.
 



 
Chapter 11
 
Lucy knew she had many faults—leaping before looking being among the top ten—but an easily bruised ego wasn’t usually one of them. Of course that was before she’d let their subject get away with two hostages, at least one potentially gravely injured. Not to mention needing to be hauled out of the water and ferried to shore sopping wet.
She was surprised Officer Gant didn’t burst out laughing when she stepped back onto solid ground. But he was too busy grilling Megan.
“You couldn’t see anything? Freddy said you had his binoculars.”
Megan was shaking she was so upset. “I’m sorry. The sun was in my eyes and the windows were tinted. I couldn’t see his face. Only that it was a man.”
“Well, at least we can narrow things down. It was a man, not a little green monster from Mars.”
Lucy rushed forward to defend Megan. “She’s a minor. You’ve no right to question her without me present, Gant. Give her a second. She’ll tell you everything she knows.”
Megan gripped Lucy’s hand and took a breath. “I only saw one man. His head was obscured by the top of the cabin, so I’d guess he was close to six feet or taller. He wasn’t black, but wasn’t pale. Either very tan or brown-skinned.” She thought for a moment. “I’m not sure if he had dark hair or if he was wearing a dark colored ball cap. I just saw a flash of black when he leaned forward.”
Gant took notes, stopped when Megan went silent, and turned his glare onto Lucy. “And you? Sounds like you got fairly close to the boat.”
“Too close—all I could see was the hull, I couldn’t make out the man at all. Does it have GPS we can track?”
“Already checked. It’s turned off.” He narrowed his eyes. “Go change into dry clothes. The chief wants you both down at the station for formal interviews.”
Lucy fished her car keys out of her sodden messenger bag—thankfully, she’d had all the compartments zipped shut before her unscheduled swim. The only thing that might be permanently damaged was her phone. “We’ll be there.”
Mateo’s uncle followed them to the parking lot. “Thank you for trying.”
“I only wish I’d been more help.” Lucy thought for a moment. “Are you going back to the house?”
“Yes. The police want us there in case—” He faltered, obviously thinking of the worst reason on earth why the police would want a family handy.
“I’m sure Mateo’s all right,” Megan said, touching Jorge’s arm.
His worry didn’t ease. “They were talking like he might somehow be involved. When I gave them his phone, they said it was evidence.”
“That doesn’t necessarily mean evidence he committed any crime,” Lucy hastened to reassure him. “But he worked at the Flemings’ house on a regular basis. He might have seen something before today and not even know it was important.”
Jorge frowned. “I guess. Maybe.”
“I know you said Mateo didn’t have a computer, but what about social media? Did he have any favorite sites?” Usually, kids Mateo’s age, their online activity provided a more complete picture of who they were and what was really going on in their life than any interview with parents.
“He posted photos—loved taking pictures with his phone, especially of houses. Wants to be an architect some day.”
Photos often had geotagging embedded in them. Which would give some idea of Mateo’s movements. Not much to go on, but in a case like this, you never knew what might help. Jorge gave Lucy Mateo’s access codes, so she should be able to take a look at his emails, texts, and any remotely stored images even though his phone was in evidence. After all, he’d already given her permission to go through everything on the cell. She made a note to grab her laptop from their hotel room. She had a feeling they’d be doing a lot of waiting as the night went on and she could work from the police station as well as anywhere.
“Thanks,” she told Jorge. “I’ll call if I find anything helpful.”
She and Megan got into the car and headed past the shopping center to their hotel. “He’s right,” Megan said. “They think Mateo might be involved, don’t they? Some kind of inside man?”
“Why do you think that?”
“Well, his mom and aunt told me there was a lot of money in Pastor Fleming’s safe. I mean, a whole lot. Tens of thousands of dollars from these church loans he was going to pay back. Makes it easy to blame someone like Mateo who knew the money was there and had access. But,” she twisted in her seat to face Lucy, “I know he didn’t do it. He’d never have tortured Pastor Fleming to get the combination to the safe. He had the keys to the house—he could have easily have gotten the combination without resorting to violence. And why would he take both the pastor and the money? If he did do it, why not just run?”
Lucy noticed Megan didn’t bring up what was really bothering her. “If he is guilty, would he be foolish enough to set up an alibi with the daughter of a FBI agent?”
“Right. We would have known if he was lying to us, trying to use us. Wouldn’t we? Of course we would,” she answered her own question. “Mateo’s not stupid. He wouldn’t risk you getting the FBI involved.”
“So you don’t think Mateo is one of the bad guys.” Lucy tried to keep the question out of her voice. If she hadn’t met the boy and if he hadn’t gotten Megan involved, it would be so much easier to stay objective and let the facts sort themselves out.
But Megan needed reassurance. Now. Despite her outward confidence and her aura of maturity, she’d be forever shaken if Mateo had betrayed her. If Megan couldn’t trust her instincts about people, how would she ever be able to trust anyone?
That was the path Lucy walked, borderline paranoia. Only, thanks to Nick and Megan, she never made it very far, as much as she sometimes wanted to barricade her family and live by the policeman’s credo of trust no one, assume nothing.
It was a life she would never wish on her daughter.
“No. I don’t think Mateo is one of the bad guys,” Megan finally said. “Do you?”
Lucy thought for a moment, weighing all the inconsistencies of the crime scene. “I think we need to see where the evidence leads. For me, right now, it’s not pointing in that direction. But that doesn’t mean we can interfere with Chief Hayden’s investigation.”
Megan seemed disappointed in Lucy’s lack of commitment, but nodded. “Okay.” She glanced at Lucy. “I’m glad you’re here, Mom.”
 



 
Chapter 12
 
After she changed clothes, swapping the sodden khakis and blouse she’d worn to meet Mateo’s family for a pair of shorts and a polo top, Lucy stepped out onto the balcony for privacy and called Nick on Megan’s phone—hers was totally soaked and she didn’t want to risk turning it on until it had dried.
He wasn’t happy with the direction their spring break had taken. “She picked this guy up? How could she have acted so rashly?”
Lucy found herself in the unusual position of playing therapist. It wasn’t often that she was the calm one when it came to discussing Megan. “Seems like pretty normal teenage behavior to me. I mean, seriously, do you know any other girl her age whose parents subject their every choice to such scrutiny?”
“With our jobs, we’re not exactly helicopter parents, able to be with her physically every moment.”
“Exactly why we overcompensate. We’re trying too hard to protect her, make sure we’re involved in her life. But she’s fourteen, that’s the last thing she wants from us.”
“So you’re saying she’s making bad choices on purpose? To rebel?”
“I’m saying when I was her age, my choices were a lot worse. To think of my poor mom, raising me alone—” Lucy blinked as her eyes misted. She’d lost her mother only a few months ago and grief still ambushed her at unexpected moments.
“Did you get involved with an older man accused of murder?” Nick’s tone was pure protective paternalism—not a trace of the neutral clinical observer, the professional psychologist, or the Zen-harmony he usually brought to family discussions.
“She’s on vacation, at the beach, not with her friends but with her mother, the FBI agent. Of course she flirts with the first cute guy she meets—it’s totally safe. No friends around to judge her if he shoots her down, no risk of humiliation, and she knows I’d never let anything bad happen if her judgment is off.”
“Sounds like it couldn’t be more off. Violent, vicious, bloody murder.”
“There’s no body.”
“Not yet. And he set her up to walk in on the crime scene? How could she not have sensed something was off with this guy?”
“You mean how could I have missed it? After all, I spent the morning with them. I gave her permission to see him this afternoon.”
His silence was damning. Totally understandable—he wasn’t here, he hadn’t met Mateo, seen how protective his was of Megan while teaching her surfing, heard the caring tone of his voice when he spoke of his family.
“I’m not sure she was wrong,” Lucy finally said. “I think he’s innocent.” There. She’d put her money where her mouth was.
This time Nick’s silence was different. Less judgmental, more consideration. How many times had she trusted her gut instinct about a person and been right?
More importantly, how many times had she been wrong? Not many.
The silence lengthened but wasn’t uncomfortable. “Okay,” Nick finally said. “If you believe he’s innocent, so do I. But what can we do about it? Not like murder in a small resort town is any business of the FBI. Last thing we want is Megan to try to play Nancy Drew because she thinks Mateo is getting railroaded by the locals. After all, she gets her patience from you.” Translation: lack of patience.
“Guess I’ll just have to work behind the scenes myself. Figure out a way to prove his innocence.”
“Without letting Megan get involved.”
“Right.” That was going to be the tricky part.
“You’re the one there. I trust your call,” Nick said. “Want me to come down?”
“I’m not sure what you could do to help—other than provide distraction. I think sheer frustration at how slow a case like this can progress and the reality that we might never find all the answers are going to be the toughest things for her to handle.” For Lucy as well, but that was part of the job.
“Let me see if I can get someone to cover for me.” His tone was doubtful—if it had been that easy, he would have made the arrangements to start with.
Before he hung up, she had one more request. Something had been nagging at her ever since she’d seen the crime scene. “Can you give me Don Burroughs’ home number?” Burroughs was her Pittsburgh Police Bureau friend who used a pump just like the one Pastor Fleming had lost. “I need to ask him about insulin pumps.” Used to be she’d memorize all the contact numbers she needed—now they were all at her fingertips stored in her cell, except of course, when it was out of commission.
“I’ll try my best to get down there,” Nick assured her after giving her Burroughs’ number. “In the meantime, watch out. For both of you.”
“You know I will.”
 
***
 
When Mateo woke again, the boat had come to a stop, the lurching motion replaced by a gentle rocking. He felt sick but his mouth was so parched he couldn’t even bring himself to throw up. There was the sound of a small engine then the boat’s rocking grew stronger as someone climbed on board.
“How could you be so stupid?” a woman asked. Her voice was muffled by the fiberglass walls between Mateo’s prison and the deck. He’d decided he was locked inside a storage compartment, either below deck or inside a cabin. “One simple little job, that’s all you had. And you had to go and turn it into a kidnapping? What were you thinking?”
“I don’t feel well.” A man’s voice. Not as loud, harder to make out. “Did you bring it?”
They moved away, only scattered words reaching Mateo. “FBI” was one of them—Megan’s mom, was she looking for him? Or had she and Megan gone to the house to meet him and gotten hurt?
Who did all that blood belong to? Why would anyone want to hurt the Flemings?
“Thank God for my sister. I’ve convinced her—” The woman must have moved closer to the cabin because her voice was clear again.
“You mean blackmailed her.”
“Her fault for letting all those medical bills pile up. She should be grateful we’re cutting her in, letting her help us out of this jam you created. We have one chance to get this right and the timing has to be perfect. They can test for things like that.”
“Like what?” The man sounded exhausted, his voice dragging.
“Time of death.”
 



 
Chapter 13
 
Megan waited impatiently for her mom to finish talking to her dad. She sat on her bed on the other side of the room, but didn’t need to hear a word to know how things were going.
First, Dad was mad—with Megan and with Lucy. As her mom calmed him down, Lucy’s body relaxed as well, until at the end, she was practically curled around the phone as if she wanted to reach through it to be with him. Which meant everything was all right.
Megan bounced to her feet and gestured to Lucy. She finally hung up and came back inside.
“What’s the rush?” Lucy asked. “You know, as busy as they are, we’ll just be sitting and waiting at the police station for the rest of the night.”
“Maybe they found Mateo and were too busy to call us—or couldn’t since you were on my phone.” Which her mom wouldn’t have had to borrow if she had a protective waterproof-shockproof case on her phone like the one Megan had gotten after dropping her phone one time too many on muddy soccer fields. She led the way to the door. “C’mon, Mom.”
Lucy shoved her wallet, still wet from its dunking, laptop, her gun—no worries about it getting wet, Glocks were designed for that contingency—knife, their room key, and Megan’s phone into her beach tote. She frowned at the way everything clunked when she lifted it, but it was better than her soaked messenger bag. “It’s almost six. Maybe we should get something to eat first. It’s going to be a long night.”
“Can’t we check in with the police first?” Last thing Megan could think about was food.
Lucy relented. “Okay.” Then she surprised Megan by hugging her and planting a kiss on her forehead. “That’s from Dad.”
Megan edged away and opened the door. Lucy followed her out.
“He’s mad, isn’t he? About Mateo. Why? I hang out with older guys all the time—at soccer and Kempo and when we go shooting.”
“Older guys that we know,” Lucy said as they waited for the elevator. Megan knew her mom’s ankle had to be hurting for her to take the elevator. Lucy had a cane in the car; Megan made a note to remind her mom that she was supposed to be using it. Not that Lucy would listen. And they called Megan stubborn.
They got onto the elevator. “I don’t think your dad’s as upset about you meeting Mateo as much as he is worried that Mateo might not be who you think he is.”
“I’m not one of your victims, suckered in by some psychopath. I know Mateo is innocent, even without waiting to see where the evidence leads.” She threw Lucy’s own words back at her. “This is still America, right? Innocent until proven guilty, right?”
“Megan. That’s not the issue. I want Mateo to be innocent as well. I especially want him and Pastor Fleming to be found safe and sound. But none of that matters compared to making sure you’re not hurt.”
The elevator stopped and the doors opened onto the parking level below the hotel lobby. Megan rushed out, heading toward the Subaru. “I’m not a child,” she tossed over her shoulder, knowing that Lucy, with her bad ankle, wouldn’t be able to keep up with her. “I don’t need you to protect me. I need you to do your job and help them find Mateo before it’s too late.”
When they arrived at the police station, a tiny single-story concrete building that smelled like a dentist office, Megan was surprised to see Mateo’s family clustered around the chairs in the front lobby. There was a reception desk manned by a gray-haired man in a police officer’s uniform but with no badge, and behind him were glass doors leading into the working area of the station, what her mom would call the bull pen.
“What happened?” Megan asked Hildy, who was perched on the edge of one of the plastic chairs, Jorge beside her, holding her hand.
“We don’t know. They called us to come in, but told us to wait here. All but Anna. She’s back there now.” Hildy nodded to the door behind the reception desk.
“Do you think your mother can find out for us?” Jorge asked.
Lucy was already talking to the man at the desk. A reserve officer or civilian worker, Megan guessed. Maybe retired police or military from the way he kept his posture so straight despite his age, at least in his sixties. The man examined Lucy’s credentials, eyed Megan, then picked up his phone. After a moment, Officer Gant appeared at the door.
Megan hastened to join her mother. Hildy and Jorge stood and stepped forward, but Gant waved them back. While he was focused on them, Megan slipped past the doorway on her mom’s other side, figuring it’d be harder for them to kick her out once the door locked behind her.
Gant frowned at her but let her stay. “You can wait in there.” He gestured to the open door of an interview room. “The chief needs your mom first.”
Megan hesitated but Lucy nodded. “I’ll be right back.”
Megan crossed the bullpen to the room Gant had indicated. There were four desks all covered with evidence: crime scene photos, the note with the safe combination, the knife. Why weren’t they at the state crime lab? Had the techs not arrived yet? Gant led Lucy to a small office on the far side of the desks.
There was one more interview room beside the one Megan stood outside of—empty and with the same reinforced steel door and window as her room. Multipurpose, interview and lock them up, made sense for a small town. The chief had the only proper office, glass walls like Lucy’s office back home.
Chief Hayden was there now along with Mateo’s mother, who sat in a straight-backed chair, face buried in her hands, shoulders heaving. Gant and Lucy joined them and the Chief turned her computer monitor around so they could all watch something. Whatever it was, it made Mrs. Romero even more upset.
Finally, Gant escorted Anna from the chief’s office to the room beside Megan’s. He stood, facing both of them, arms crossed over his chest as if he were guarding maximum-security prisoners. Megan didn’t care. It was obvious Mrs. Romero needed help, so she strode out of her room past Gant, flinging him a glare that dared him to stop her. He surprised her by giving her a small nod of approval as she joined Mateo’s mother in the room next door.
“What’s happened?” she asked, crouching beside Anna’s chair. “Is there anything I can do to help?”
“They’re saying he did this. That tape—” She broke off, choking on tears. “It’s fake. It has to be.”
“What was on the tape?”
“It’s a ransom demand. One million dollars or Pastor Fleming dies.”
“And Mateo?” It was clear the Romeros didn’t have that kind of money. “What will happen to him?”
She shook her head. “No. You don’t understand. They didn’t ask for any money for Mateo.” She raised one hand to her mouth then lowered it again, wrapping it around her other hand on her lap. “On the tape. There’s a few seconds where you can see a mirror. And Mateo. As if he’s the one filming Pastor Fleming. They say he’s the kidnapper. They want to arrest him.”
 



 
Chapter 14
 
“What choice do I have but to get an arrest warrant?” Hayden asked Lucy. “I have the kid’s fingerprints in the victim’s blood at the crime scene on the paper with the safe combo and the knife. Not to mention on the Pastor’s insulin pump. And now this.” She gestured to the computer screen where she’d frozen it on the frame that caught Mateo’s face reflected in a mirror.
“Play it again for me,” Lucy asked.
Hayden was rushing things, letting her emotions drive her rather than the facts. Lucy glanced around the office. On a credenza behind the desk were several photos: Hayden in uniform, with her officers, accepting an award, and several photos of Hayden with what Lucy supposed were prominent residents including one of Hayden and Shelly Fleming laughing out on a boat, the open water behind them. Hayden wore a wedding ring but there were no photos of a husband or family. In such a small community, where everyone knew each other, why did she find it necessary to keep her personal life so conspicuously absent from her office?
The video resumed, grabbing Lucy’s attention. It centered on Fleming, duct tape over his eyes and restraining his wrists, sitting on a toilet in a tiny bathroom—probably on the cabin cruiser, Lucy thought. It looked like that kind of tight space. The Pastor’s color was gray, his lips parched, speech strained. No obvious cuts or blood and his clothing didn’t appear damaged, but the camera was shaky and mainly focused on his face.
“They want a million dollars. Deliver it and my insulin tomorrow or they’ll let me—” His voice broke. “I’m going to die.”
And that was it. Except for the final frames when the person manning the cell phone went to stop the recording and swung the phone just enough that a mirror on the back of the bathroom door came into view. Along with Mateo’s face and upper body. His eyes were wide—Gant would probably assess him as “crazed,” but Lucy thought the kid looked scared and confused.
“This whole scenario doesn’t make sense,” Lucy argued.
“Of course it doesn’t. What would you expect from a teenaged perpetrator? Maybe it started out as a crime of opportunity that went wrong. Mateo knew he’d be the first person suspected—especially with your daughter coming any minute—so he made it look like the type of crime scene you’d only find on TV. Things just went too far, he lost control.”
Hayden paused. “I’m grateful to you. Your suggestion that we test all the blood was very helpful. We found a second blood type in addition to Pastor Fleming’s A positive.”
“Where?”
“B negative. Pretty rare. Same type as Mateo, according to his mother. And we found it exactly where you’d expect it if he did attack Fleming.”
“On the knife.” It was common for attackers wielding knives to cut themselves as their grip on the blade slipped.
“Not something a subject faking a crime scene would be likely to know or think to do. So far, that’s all they found. It’s a lot of blood to process and I told them to check every area, not just take a random sampling.” She grimaced. “I’m pretty much blowing my department’s budget on this one case, so there’d better be some answers.”
Lucy tried to imagine a scenario that would fit the evidence. “Staging that scene would have taken time. Mateo’s uncle said he was supposed to be at Fleming’s house at three, but that’s also when he said he’d meet Megan.”
“His family told us he left their house half past one. Even on his bike, he’d be at Fleming’s place well before two. Gives him plenty of time to grab the money, get interrupted by Fleming, stage the crime scene, and grab Fleming.” Hayden frowned. “Or maybe he needed Fleming to get the combination to the safe. Maybe Mateo was the one who called Fleming and asked him to come home early.”
Lucy still wasn’t buying it. “Okay, but if he’s vicious enough to torture Fleming, why not just kill him once he got what he wanted? Why take him? A hostage adds a ton of complications and slows him down.”
“A chance for more money? But that is a lot of risk. He could have just taken the money and run.”
“My point exactly.” Lucy paced to the doorway and looked across the bullpen to where Megan was comforting Mateo’s mother. She wondered about Mrs. Fleming. Who was comforting her? Why wasn’t she here? “How was the video sent?”
“Anonymous account. They texted Shelly with the link. Got so upset, we had to get her some valium. She’s at my house resting now.”
Lucy wished she’d been here to see Shelly’s reaction to the ransom video. This whole thing didn’t feel right. “Let’s look at it another way. What story did our actors want to tell with the scene?”
Hayden pursed her lips. “That the Pastor didn’t give up the money without a struggle. That he was hurt badly. That he might still be alive despite all the blood.”
She paused, then jerked her chin, her body straightening. “Kid doesn’t want to be labeled a killer. That’s why he’s willing to bargain for Robert’s life—he never really wanted to hurt anyone and the ransom is his way out.”
“I’m not sure. Still doesn’t feel right.”
“It does if it’s a sixteen-year-old kid raised on Criminal Minds and CSI.”
Megan joined them, pausing in the open doorway. Frowning at Lucy as if this was somehow all her fault. “Anna said there’s a ransom video. Can I see it?”
Hayden shook her head as she reached for her phone. “I’m calling for a warrant. Thanks, Lucy. Couldn’t have done it without you.”
“Mom, what did you do?” Megan’s voice was low but that didn’t mask her anger.
Lucy moved out to the bullpen, Megan following. “Nothing. I was trying to explain to Hayden why the evidence didn’t fit.”
“If the evidence doesn’t fit then why is she going after Mateo?”
“Because he’s the only one the evidence points to.”
“He’s innocent. A victim.” She stomped her foot. “You can’t arrest him. It’s wrong.”
Lucy reached to comfort Megan, but she moved away. “Calm down, Megan.”
“No. I won’t calm down. Mateo didn’t do anything. Someone has to fight for him, find out who did this.”
“That’s the job of the police. Not you.”
Megan’s eyes tightened. “Then you do it. What good is being a FBI Agent if you can’t protect the innocent?”
Lucy wanted so badly to promise everything would be all right, that she had some magical ability to make bad evidence disappear and find the truth. But she didn’t—she didn’t even have any official standing in the case.
Despite that, she knew she’d have to try. She looked up, met Megan’s gaze. “I can’t make any promises—”
“Of course you can’t,” Megan snapped before Lucy could finish. “You never can. I hate you. I hate your job. They’re going to hunt Mateo like a vicious criminal. What happens when they find him? He could get killed and it’s all your fault!”
She whirled and ran through the door to the lobby before Lucy could stop her.
 



 
Chapter 15
 
Lucy ran after Megan. When she caught up with her in the lobby, Lucy pulled her past Mateo’s family and outside to the parking lot where they could have some privacy. Last thing she wanted was to add to the Romeros’ worries with her own family drama.
“Megan Constance Callahan,” Lucy started. “You do not talk to me that way.” Her voice had an unwelcome quaver in it—she hated being angry with Megan, hated even more the betrayal Megan’s accusation carried.
Megan stood, flushed yet pale at the same time, like when she was a baby and had a fever. Lucy stepped forward, mouth open, ready to continue, when she realized she was looking Megan straight in the eye. When had her little girl grown as tall as she was?
She took another step, trembling. She was getting ready to do something she never did: make a promise she wasn’t sure she’d be able to keep. Lucy wrapped her arms around her baby. “It’ll be all right,” she whispered. “I promise.”
Megan’s entire body shook with all the emotions she could not contain. Lucy pulled her tighter to her. She wished with all her heart she could somehow squeeze hard enough to return Megan to a time of innocence, that she could protect her daughter from ever knowing the ugly truth of the real world. But that was just as impossible as never breaking a promise, no matter how hard you tried.
“When you were little,” she said, soothing Megan’s hair as she cradled her head against her shoulder, “and you got angry or upset and felt out of control, you used to put yourself in time out.”
Lucy could feel Megan’s smile against her shoulder. “I’d go into my room and tear it apart. Dad used to call me Hurricane Megan.”
They separated, faced each other. Lucy was glad to see Megan’s color return to normal. “Remember that time when I told you to clean up the mess after one of your tantrums?”
“It was the middle of winter but I opened all the windows and threw everything out into the snow.” She said it with a hint of stubborn pride.
“I came in and found you sitting on your naked mattress reading a comic book wearing nothing but your underwear.” Lucy smiled at the memory, although at the time she’d been tempted to resort to her own mother’s tactic of a wooden spoon judiciously applied to a bottom.
“Then Dad came in and said you had no right to complain because I was just like you. Always finding a way around the rules to do what you wanted.”
Lucy smoothed Megan’s hair back away from her face. “Yeah. Some days I think you got the worst of me and the best of him.”
Megan considered that and Lucy braced herself for a rebuttal. But instead of the retort Lucy was expecting, Megan ducked her head down and shrugged. “Guess that’s not so bad,” she said, looking at the ground. “Better than what a lot of kids have.”
She glanced up again, meeting Lucy’s eyes with a challenge. “So what are we going to do to help Mateo?”
Lucy looked past Megan at the parking lot and realized what was bothering her even more than the crime scene and evidence. “Get in the car.”
Megan rolled her eyes—oh, how Lucy hated it when she did that—but plopped down into the passenger seat and slammed the door.
The parking lot was silent. Lucy had worked multi-jurisdiction cases before, some of them in towns smaller and less equipped than Harbinger Cove. They were always a nightmare requiring coordination between agencies that didn’t use the same radio codes, a mountain of paperwork and logistical support, and a command center where the troops could regroup and redeploy.
Yet, now, on the day of what she was certain was the biggest high-profile crime Harbinger Cover had ever seen, the only vehicles here belonged to Lucy, Mateo’s family, Hayden and Gant’s official vehicles, and one nondescript Buick. No representatives from the sheriff’s department or state law enforcement, no crime scene techs securing and documenting evidence—in fact, the evidence had been laid out in the bull pen as if on display for Lucy’s benefit.
What if… everything had been for Lucy’s benefit? Every good crime scene analysis told a story… maybe there was a story behind this one.
Lucy hesitated. Surely her preposterous theory couldn’t be right. She was torn between taking Megan back to the hotel—but no, that facility wasn’t secure and she didn’t want to leave Megan alone—and testing her hypothesis. There was one person who might confirm her crazy idea.
True to his word, Nick had texted Don Burroughs’ number to Megan’s phone. It was Sunday night, hopefully the Pittsburgh detective would be at home with his wife and two sons rather than working a case. Lucy moved to the back of the Subaru as if getting something from the trunk to hide her movements from anyone inside the station as she dialed.
“Burroughs.”
“Don, it’s Lucy Guardino. Did I catch you at a bad time?”
“Nope, just finished dinner.” Lucy’s stomach grumbled at his words—she wished she’d been able to convince Megan to grab some supper; she was starved. “What’s up?”
“Need some expert advice about insulin pumps.” She filled him in on the case and explained how Fleming’s pump had been found empty. She gave him the manufacturer and model number. “Same as yours, right?“
“Yeah, so?”
“So our victim would have lost it no more than an hour or two before we found it, given our timeline. Shouldn’t it have had insulin left in it? Or would it have all drained out when it was removed from Fleming?”
“Nope, if it’s like mine, it automatically stops when it’s disconnected.”
“So it should have had half a day’s worth of insulin in it, right?”
“Depending on what time of day your victim fills his reservoir. But most folks do it first thing in the morning or before bed, so yeah, it should have had plenty left.” He paused. “You’re not talking like you think this guy really is a victim. Do you think the pump was planted?”
“I’m thinking a lot of things about this scene don’t add up—unless it was staged. Which means maybe Fleming isn’t a victim but someone who wanted to disappear.”
He made a grunting noise of agreement. “And make it look like someone else was doing the disappearing. If he uses a pump, good bet he has a duplicate with him now—once you get used to them, you never want to go back to multiple injections. I’d check that first, I was you. Plus, he must be a fairly brittle diabetic to need a specialized pump like mine.”
That piqued her curiosity—special was good when tracking a missing person or a fugitive. Anything that made them stand out could create a trail to follow. “What’s so special about it?”
“It’s got the newest tech—monitors your blood sugar, calculates insulin dosing, sends all the info to your phone, your computer, even your doctor’s office if you want. And it’s designed for high-risk patients with a special safety feature. One that might let you track your guy if he hasn’t inactivated it.”
“Please tell me it has GPS tracking.” Lucy was practically bouncing with enthusiasm.
“Yep. It’s designed so if a patient hits the danger zone and doesn’t respond to the pump’s alarms, it sends your location to a special emergency operator. But even if he’s turned off the alarm, I’ll bet your tech guys could still access the GPS signal.”
“I could kiss you! Lunch is on me when I get home.”
“Give ’em hell, Lucy.”
“Always do.” She hung up, uncertain of the safest way to use Burroughs’ information. Squinting at the police station and its curious lack of activity, she thought again about the incestuous relationship small town police could have with the people they were sworn to serve and protect. Sometimes that protection came at a cost—law and order sacrificed in the name of the “greater good” of the community.
She needed an outside agency, someone she could trust. And she needed to make sure Megan was safe.
Leave? Why not? She could park Megan in an anonymous hotel back on the mainland. There was nothing in their room that was irreplaceable or valuable, except maybe Lucy’s phone left drying on the bathroom counter.
“Let’s go,” she said, joining Megan in the Subaru.
“We can’t. We have to give our statements.”
“We’ll come back in the morning. When they’re less busy.”
Megan frowned and looked back at the station. “What was that call about? You know something. Why don’t you want the police and Mateo’s family to know?”
 



 
Chapter 16
 
As Lucy turned out of the police station, she did a quick mental inventory of what was in the Subaru’s trunk—it was one of the reasons why she’d gotten the Legacy after wrecking her Forrester, the ability to keep items secured and out of sight. Most of their neighbors carried normal Pennsylvania-winter supplies: a small shovel, kitty litter, blanket, boots, warm socks.
Lucy’s trunk had all that along with a lock box containing spare ammo for her service weapons, along with a pump action Remington 870, ballistic vest, night vision thermal/infrared monocular (a gift from some friends at the DEA, latest tech from the battlefield), handcuffs, zip ties, and combat medic kit. Stashed beside it was a go-bag with survival basics. Not much room left over for luggage, but since this was the first vacation she’d taken in years, that was the least of her concerns.
She came to the intersection with the main road that divided the island into ocean side and sound side. Turn left and she’d head north, winding across three other barrier islands and four bridges until reaching the mainland over twenty miles away. Turn right and ten minutes later, they’d be at the far end of the island where their hotel stood.
She hit the blinker to turn left.
“Mom, what are you doing?” Megan protested. Nothing got past her—often to Lucy’s regret.
“I need to get you off this island. I can come back for our things later.”
“That’s crazy. We can’t leave. Not now.”
“It’s not your decision.” There was no traffic on the road. Lucy turned left.
Megan twisted in her seat to face her. “Pull over.”
“We can discuss this later.” Lucy was distracted watching all her mirrors and running tactical scenarios through her mind—hard to do when you didn’t know the lay of the land as well as your opponent.
And when you weren’t certain who your opponent actually was.
“No.” Megan’s tone was sharp. “All my life you’ve trained me and dad to do what you tell us to do if it’s a dangerous situation. I understand that. But there’s no danger now. No need to panic.”
“I’m not panicking. And this isn’t PTSD,” Lucy added, before Megan could humiliate her by asking. “You need to trust me.”
“You mean trust your gut.”
“Well, yes.”
Megan twisted, checking the rear window. No headlights anywhere in sight as the road curved between Spanish moss laden trees. The occasional driveway or residential lane interrupted the tree line but no human activity. “Pull in there,” she indicated a narrow street that had only a few large houses, none of them with lights on. “We’ll be hidden from view and you can explain what’s going on.”
“I’ll explain once I have you safe on the mainland.”
“No, Mom. Do it now. If you’re going to ask me to abandon Mateo and his family, if you truly want me to be the kind of person who would betray a friend like that, then I need to understand why.”
Lucy sucked in her breath, slowed the car and backed them into the street, turning the headlights off. She hated it when Megan out-reasoned her. One of the many pitfalls of having a child smarter than she was—smarter than Nick as well, which was saying a lot.
“Dad calls it tactical awareness,” Megan continued. “Like when a soldier feels there’s something wrong so he steps left instead of right and misses an IED. He says it’s the sum of sensory perceptions and pattern recognition combining to create a quick-action reflex, instead of processing every decision step by step. But I need to understand, so take me through it the slow way, okay?”
Lucy took a deep breath and held it, looking inward, gauging her bodily responses. She wasn’t panicked. Urgency, yes, she felt that, but also the same calm she usually felt before entering a field of action during an operation.
Could she trust that? She’d read accounts of soldiers with PTSD suffering paranoid delusions where they’d acted with calm certainty that they were the only ones who saw the danger clearly. Could she have fallen into that trap without even knowing it?
If she had—and dragged Megan down with her—it was even more reason to get off this island as quickly as possible. Bottom line: if she couldn’t trust her judgment, she shouldn’t be carrying a gun.
“Okay,” Lucy finally said. “Here’s what I see. They have Mateo’s prints in Pastor Fleming’s blood on the knife, a full palm print on a piece of paper with the safe combination, and on the insulin pump. That pretty much makes Mateo one of the world’s most incompetent criminals, not even smart enough to wear gloves, so dumb he left the paper with his palm print and the safe combination there at the scene.”
“Mateo’s being framed—I’ve been telling you that all along.”
“Right. But the real question is: by who? Who stands to gain most?”
“Mateo’s family said it was a lot of cash—Pastor Fleming was getting ready to pay people who’d made loans to third world ministries. Maybe he was trying to fake his death so he could steal the money but Mateo walked in on it?”
Cash loans funneled through a church? That needed looking into. Had all the makings of a Ponzi scheme. Lucy added it to her list. But first priority was getting Megan to safety.
“I still don’t understand why we need to suddenly leave,” Megan continued. “It’ll take fifteen minutes to go grab our stuff from the hotel. How much danger could we be in if it was Pastor Fleming behind all this? He must be on the boat guarding Mateo, right?”
Good girl, filling in most of the blanks. Except the most important one. “When I was in Chief Hayden’s office, she had a photo of her and Shelly Fleming. That’s when I realized that I’d seen Chief Hayden in other photos—the Flemings’ wedding pictures in their house.  And family photos from when they were young. I think she’s Shelly Fleming’s sister. Or at the very least, a close friend.”
“If the Chief of Police is involved, then we can’t trust anyone.” Megan shook her head. “I don’t buy it. All those other police are also here—the sheriff’s department and the crime scene techs from the state. The Coast Guard out searching for the boat.”
“Except I don’t think they are. I don’t think she actually called anyone.”
“There’s one way to tell for sure. Let’s go back to the Flemings’ house. You said yourself that crime scene would take days to process—that means the techs should still be there working.”
It went against Lucy’s instincts, but Megan had a point—there was little chance of anything happening, not in a public area. The most they’d lose would be some time. Still, if Megan hadn’t made her stop and talk this out, they’d be halfway to the mainland by now.
“If there’s no one there,” Megan continued, “then you can call the state police yourself.”
Except she couldn’t. “I have no standing here and can’t invite them into an investigation outside of their jurisdiction.” Lucy sighed. “Best I can do is plant the idea. It will take hours, maybe days to find someone to listen and take action.”
“Time Mateo doesn’t have.”
Lucy nodded, wishing she had a better answer for Megan. They sat in silence for a moment.
“I trust your instincts, Mom,” Megan finally said. “But I can’t just abandon Mateo and his family without concrete proof. And you’ll need something to get the state police to take action. If there’s no one at the Flemings, we can go—you can do what you need to do and I promise I’ll wait in a hotel room or whatever, you won’t need to worry about me.”
Best deal Lucy was going to get. She started the car again and headed south toward the Fleming crime scene.
 



 
Chapter 17
 
Megan saw the way her mom’s jaw clenched as she turned the car toward their hotel and the Flemings’ house. Lucy was being paranoid—suspecting everyone and everything came with her job, sure, but even if Chief Hayden was involved, that didn’t mean Megan and Lucy were in danger. In fact, it might mean the opposite.
“If the chief and Shelly are working with Pastor Fleming, then Mateo ruined their plan, right?” she said, trying out her theory. “So they’re scrambling, trying to cover their tracks. There’s no way they’d target us—it’s too risky. They need us to back them up. In a way, we’re their alibis. We’re part of the story they’re trying to sell.”
Lucy’s frown didn’t ease. “If they feel desperate, backed into a corner, who knows what they might do.”
“That’s true of anyone. But Chief Hayden didn’t seem desperate to me. And using Mateo in that video…” She thought for a moment. “Wait. Do you think the entire police force could be in on it?”
“You’ve been watching too many movies. My guess is that Plan A was to steal the money, make it look like a robbery gone bad leaving Fleming presumed dead—”
“Where’d all that blood come from?” Megan asked.
“Actually, the way it was spread out like that, it probably wasn’t an extreme amount if you added it all up. It could have been diluted. Maybe Fleming was having his blood drawn and saving it up, who knows?”
“So it was all part of selling the idea that he was killed, his body taken?”
“Right. And Mateo was meant to find the crime scene, probably to establish a timeline where Shelly had an alibi.”
“But Mateo showed up early.”
“So they went with Plan B—setting Mateo up as a fall guy. Now they’re trying to get even more money from Fleming’s congregation while they’re planting more evidence against Mateo.”
“Wait.” Megan felt her stomach squeeze tight as if someone was choking her. “Mom, for that to work—”
“They need to stage a scenario where they kill Mateo during a dramatic hostage rescue. The money will have mysteriously vanished and life will go back to normal for the Flemings.”
“But not for Mateo or his family. We have to stop them.”
Lucy glanced over at her. “We have no proof,” she warned. “This is just a wild-assed theory. But it’s the only theory I can make fit all the facts.”
They were almost to the Flemings’ house. This section of the island with the shopping center and marina was better lit than the residential area they’d just driven through. Despite the fact that it should have been a hub of activity, the Flemings’ house was dark. There was crime scene tape strung across the gate and a police cruiser parked there, but no sign of a police officer.
“Damn,” Lucy muttered. “That’s it. We’re leaving.”
“Let’s at least grab our stuff from the room. We’re here already.”
Lucy didn’t answer, but instead of pulling into the hotel’s drive, she turned into the shopping center parking lot entrance, made an immediate U-turn, and headed back out on the main road heading away from their hotel. Before Megan could protest, her phone rang. Unknown caller.
“Hello?”
“Is this Megan? It’s Chief Hayden. Can I please speak with your mother?”
“Uh, sure. Hang on.” Megan turned the speakerphone on and held it up to Lucy. “It’s the chief.”
“Hello, this is Lucy.” Megan marveled at the way her mom’s voice sounded so natural. Was this the way she sounded when she went undercover?
“Lucy, hi again. I finally had a chance to get your statements but—”
“Oh, sorry. We were starving and Megan was so upset about Mateo and that tape. It’s my fault. I never should have let her get so close to the family. Is there any word? Have you found them?”
“No. Shelly is trying to raise the ransom, but on a Sunday night, it’s tough going. She’s putting out a call to his friends and parishioners to help. And there’s been no trace of the boat, nothing we can track.”
“Is there anything I can do to help? Glad to call in some of my people, if you want.”
“I think between the state and county guys we’ve got it covered. The sheriff is going to get their helicopter with the infrared radar up for us.”
“Good idea. Listen, can you get our statements in the morning? I really should make sure Megan is okay. This whole thing has been so traumatic for her.”
Megan rolled her eyes at that but Lucy didn’t smile. If anything, she seemed more tense, increasing their speed. They were almost to the drawbridge leading off the island.
“That will be fine. If I’m not here in the morning, any of my officers will be glad to help. Take care.”
“Good luck—call me sooner if anything happens, will you?”
“Of course.” The chief hung up.
They approached the bridge. It was up. There were two cars waiting, their taillights bright against the night. Lucy slowed, keeping a generous distance between her and the other cars, at least four or five car lengths.
“There’s no boat,” she said as they finally came to a stop.
“What?”
“They raise the bridge for the tall boats, but there’s no boat.”
“Maybe it’s already passed through.”
A man left the little shack that controlled the bridge and approached the first car in line. A few minutes later it made a U-turn and headed their way. Lucy flashed her lights and the driver pulled up. She rolled down her window. “What’s going on?”
“Bridge is broken. Cable snapped or something. They’re getting someone out to fix it but not sure how long it’s going to be.”
“Thanks.” Lucy waited for the car to pass before making her own U-turn. “I think I made a huge mistake. Do you have Walden’s home number in your cell?”
Isaac Walden was Lucy’s second in command back in Pittsburgh. “No. I can call Dad. He’ll have it.”
Lucy blew her breath out. “Your dad is not going to be happy. Yeah, call him.”
Megan dialed. “Dad? Hi there! Mom wants to talk to you.”
“Megan, how are you? Did something more happen? I wanted to discuss—”
“Nick,” Lucy interrupted, “we might have more trouble here than I originally thought. I need you to call Walden, have him call me on Megan’s cell.”
No answer.
“Nick?”
Megan glanced at the phone. “The call was dropped.” She tried dialing again. Dead silence. “I had three bars, but now they’re gone.” She dialed another number. “Nothing.”
Lucy glanced up through the windshield. “One cell tower for the entire island. Easy to control. Like the bridge.” She turned the car onto a private drive on the ocean side of the island. The mansion in front of them had no lights on and no gate. The driveway was circular. Lucy pulled around so they were facing out and parked. “Okay, we’re going to have to do this the hard way.”
“What’s that mean?” Megan asked, for the first time feeling frightened. Suddenly this all felt very, very real. Life and death real. Was this how her mom felt all the time when she was at work?
“It means… are you up for a game of hide and seek?”
 



 
Chapter 18
 
As Lucy scouted the house, she forced herself to shift her emotions aside, although what she really wanted to do was scream in frustration. This was her fault; she’d allowed Megan to steer her away from the immediate action she’d wanted to take and now it was too late.
“Hide and seek?” Megan said, following Lucy back to the Subaru’s trunk. “What does that mean?”
“It means we’re going to find a safe place for you to hide.” Lucy opened the lockbox in the trunk and pulled out her Remington. “While I seek.”
“Mom—”
“No. This is the time when you listen, do as I say, and stop asking questions.” Lucy loaded the shotgun, intending to leave it with Megan. Then she thought twice and set it aside. Sometimes it was more dangerous being armed than not, even if Megan was an experienced marksman. “I made a mistake. More than one. And now there’s no time left.”
“All we have to do is wait them out. Dad will make sure someone comes looking for us. Plus, there are plenty of other people on this island—not like they can keep the bridge up forever.”
Lucy gave a little shake of her head. “You’re thinking like a civilian. Try thinking like a cop turned criminal, who instead of a million dollar payoff and their nice, cushy job, is suddenly forced to go into cleanup mode as they make their getaway.”
Megan stiffened, making a shuddering noise of dismay as she sucked in her breath. “Mateo. Now they have to kill him. Destroy the evidence.”
“I miscalculated. Should have found a way to play along, insinuate myself into the investigation. I don’t know. But your safety comes first.” Lucy grabbed spare ammo for her Glock.
“We need to find him.” Megan frowned. “But how? Chief Hayden could be going after Mateo right now. Should we find a way to follow her?”
Lucy was still trying to sort out the logistics. The only part of her plan that was solid was the part where Megan stayed way the hell away from all of it. “See if you can access the house’s Wi-Fi with your phone or my laptop. If I can reach Walden, I think I have a way to find Mateo.”
Megan opened the door to the back seat and began working while Lucy shrugged into her tactical vest and added the items she needed to its many pockets. Her hand hovered over the combat medic kit but instead she grabbed a spare magazine, an extra Maglite, zip ties, and her ASP baton. She needed to be able to move fast and quiet. Lucy stashed her night vision monocular in the front pocket of her vest where it would be close to hand. She wished she had proper tactical clothing instead of shorts and sneakers, but at least this time she was heading into action wearing shoes.
“If the plan was for Pastor Fleming to fake his own death, maybe he’s in danger now as well. One less witness and they could collect his life insurance,” Megan said. Not for the first time Lucy thought what a great criminal mastermind her daughter would make. “It could take years to have him declared dead otherwise.”
“Already there. If it comes to it, I’m hoping I can turn him against Hayden and his wife, and anyone else involved. But finding him and Mateo comes first. They must have a meeting place—maybe an empty house with a dock or a camping spot or coordinates out at sea to meet the boat?”
“They know you’ll come after them.”
“That’s what worries me. Stopping me isn’t enough—they have no idea who I’ve already talked to, not to mention Mateo’s family and the other local cops. Even if they frame Mateo for Fleming’s death, how are they going to cover their tracks once they get the money?”
“I got into the guest Wi-Fi,” Megan said. “Want me to text Dad?”
“Let me get the ball rolling with Walden first.” His number was in Lucy’s email contact list. She used the voice over internet app to call him. “I need you to loop Taylor in and my husband on a conference call,” she instructed after she explained the situation to him. Soon her screen was filled with Walden’s always-serious face; her best computer tech, Taylor’s impetuous grin; and Nick managing to look both relieved and worried at the same time. Her A-team.
Taylor made quick work of the data she gave him, finding a second insulin pump registered to Flemings’ account with the manufacturer. It was always little things like applying for a rebate or warranty that tripped up most criminals.
“Taylor, can you get me a GPS reading on Fleming’s insulin pump?”
“Not without a warrant—if you want it admissible.”
“Don’t care about that. Exigent circumstances—there’s a kid’s life at stake.” Besides it wasn’t her jurisdiction or her case, so evidentiary rules be damned. Except. “If it’s something illegal that you’ll be busted for, tell me what to do and let the trail come back to me.”
His head was bowed over his keyboard and he was humming AC/DC—which meant good news. “No worries. Just give me a sec.”
She didn’t ask for any details that might get them both in legal hot water down the road. Instead, she turned her attention to Walden. “Anything on Hayden I could use as leverage?”
“I can see why she might need money. Her husband died last year, leaving a ton of medical bills. Looks like the house is in foreclosure.”
Broke public servant in the midst of all this wealth—including her own sister? Could explain why Hayden was desperate enough to go along with Shelly and Robert. More than protecting her sister, she was hoping for a way to protect the home she’d shared with her husband.
Primal forces, defending family and home. Might make Hayden dangerous.
“I need back up. Sheriff’s department if they have boats or a helo available, if not, go with the Coast Guard. Hell, I’ll take the Beach Patrol and a few lifeguards if they have any tactical training. I don’t like going up against fellow cops alone, not when they know the playbook as well as I do.”
“Then don’t,” Nick urged. “Stay with Megan, keep her safe.”
“I will if Fleming is too far away, but if he’s close by—and I suspect he is—then there’s no time to wait. The only way for Hayden and the Flemings to get away clean is to kill Mateo.”
“If Chief Hayden and Mrs. Fleming are involved,” Walden, her resident devil’s advocate cautioned. “You have no proof. It’s not against the law for a police chief to not call in outside assistance to help with a case. She’s perfectly within her rights. So unless Mrs. Fleming already filed a false insurance claim for the stolen money, neither she nor the chief have broken any laws as far as we know.”
“Maybe not yet,” Lucy said. “Let’s make sure we find Mateo before they have a chance.”
Walden nodded. “I’ll get right on it.”
Which left her and Nick alone.
“Megan, could you walk down to the mailbox and get us the exact address, please?” Lucy asked. Megan looked like she was going to balk at the request, but then nodded and left, giving Lucy a few moments of privacy with Nick.
“What’s your plan?” he asked, not wasting any time on recriminations.
“This house has an security system sticker so we can’t risk going inside, but it’s a warm night so I’m going to set up Megan on the porch. She should be safe. I’ll leave her my laptop. If anything happens, she can get word out to you.”
He nodded but the worry lines around his eyes deepened. “You know the boy’s probably already dead and Fleming is halfway to Cuba.”
“Maybe, but I need to try.” She glanced over her shoulder in the direction Megan took. “Megan would never forgive me if I didn’t.”
“You’ll take her cell phone so we can track you?”
“Yes.” Damn, she needed to check the battery level on the phone. “As long as I have juice and there’s Wi-Fi nearby, I should be able to stay in contact. And I’ll wait for backup if I can.”
“Be careful. You’re not just dealing with a conman with a blown caper. If you’re right about Hayden, then you’re dealing with a trained law enforcement officer who has a lot to lose.”
“Like Walden said, technically Hayden hasn’t committed any crime yet—at least none that we have any evidence for. I’m hoping that will keep her on the sidelines, playing cautious and thinking twice before she does something she can’t undo. Which leaves just Fleming and maybe his wife to deal with.”
He didn’t look convinced. But Megan was back from her jog down the road. “This is number 43 Marshland Road.”
“Got it.” Nick’s tone turned stern. “Megan you do what your mother tells you to, no argument. Okay?”
“Yes, sir. Don’t worry about me. I’ll be fine.” Megan was trying to act brave and grownup for Nick, but if Lucy could see through her, she was certain Nick did as well. Damn, she wished he was here.
“We’ll both be fine,” Lucy said firmly.
Before Nick could respond, Taylor returned. “I found them!”
 



 
Chapter 19
 
Lucy settled Megan on a settee on the front porch of the mansion. She couldn’t tell what color it was in the dark, but it sported the lovely, balanced lines, and classic design of a Southern plantation house, complete with twin staircases leading down from the columned porch.
“You’ve got water, blanket, rations if you dare to eat them—they taste like sawdust—and the laptop has almost a full charge, so as long as you don’t use it for anything else, you should be able to stay in contact with Dad.”
“I already turned on the messenger app—it will take up tons less power than video conferencing and be just as fast. Plus you can message me from my phone.”
Okay, learn something new everyday.
“I’ll be fine,” Megan said. “Go save Mateo.”
Lucy hesitated. The tide was coming in. She could hear the waves growing louder from the back of the house. There were no lights to be seen, she’d be leaving Megan alone in the dark. Vulnerable. And she hated that.
“Maybe I should stay. Let the sheriff handle things.”
“No. Mom, do your job. Please.”
Still, Lucy had doubts. Should she change her mind and leave the Remington with Megan? No. Odds were the next people Megan saw would be law enforcement: either Hayden’s men filled with Lord only knew what tall tales the chief had spun for them or a sheriff department’s hyped-up emergency response team. Last thing she wanted to risk was trusting them to think first and shoot second if Megan made the wrong move with the shotgun.
No. This was the best way, the safest way. And the hardest damn way.
Megan got up, the blanket still wrapped around her, and threw her arms around Lucy. “Thanks, Mom.”
“For what?”
“For believing in me. For trusting my instincts about Mateo. For treating me like an adult.”
Was that what she was doing? She squeezed Megan back. Didn’t mention that if she was wrong about all this, if Fleming really was the victim and Mateo their actor, then she’d be the one destroying Mateo’s future.
Except… she did trust Megan’s instincts. And her own. Ever since her injury, fighting back physically and mentally, she’d been second-guessing every choice. But not now. Now she was certain she was right.
She kissed Megan’s forehead—would have kissed the top of her head like she did when Megan was little, submerging herself in the perfume of baby shampoo and innocence, but Megan had grown too tall for that.
“I’ll see you soon,” she promised. “Everything will be all right.”
A double promise. Tempting Fate. But for once, Lucy didn’t care. The confidence of knowing she was right and that she’d keep her word surged through her.
Lucy let Megan go and turned, jogged down the steps, barely feeling the thud of pain echoing through her bad ankle. Everything was going to be all right—because she was going to make sure of it.
She sped off in the Subaru, watching Megan in the rearview, a tiny shadow draped in deeper shadows of the house and the moonless night. For the first time in longer than she could remember, she didn’t feel a pang of regret or fear by letting her daughter out of her sight.
Megan would be fine. She was a smart girl—no, not a girl, not any more. A smart young woman. Brave and strong and she had her father’s intuition about people and her mother’s pig-headed stubborn refusal to give up and her own savvy, sly instincts that combined the two.
Lucy smiled. God help anyone who dared to go up against her daughter. Megan’s black belt would be the least of their worries.
 
***
 
“Don’t tell me you’re getting squeamish now,” a woman’s voice pierced the haze surrounding Mateo. He couldn’t stay awake; the drugs were still messing with his mind. They’d returned him to the boat’s storage compartment, a wide cupboard with a door that opened out. He tried kicking at the door but his legs were asleep and he couldn’t pull them back far enough to get any leverage. At least he’d been able to see that Pastor Fleming was still alive.
They had to get out of here, soon. Pastor Fleming had looked awful. He wasn’t going to last much longer.
“When you called me for help, it didn’t include murder,” a second woman answered. They were moving about up on the deck, making the boat shimmy and shake.
“It’s not murder if it’s natural causes. Diabetic ketoacidosis. That’s what the autopsy will show.”
Mateo froze. They were talking about killing Pastor Fleming. Funny, part of him had imagined that the man he’d heard earlier was Pastor Fleming—that he was the one who’d given Mateo the drugs and dragged him onto the boat. He still wasn’t sure how he’d been drugged; he remembered a glass of iced tea and nothing after that, but even that memory was foggy. Was that iced tea something he’d drunk with Megan? Or maybe with his family during lunch? Time was all confused. It was like looking through a crazy kaleidoscope, hard to tell what was real with so many fragments that didn’t fit together.
“I’m not talking about Robert and you know it.”
“Kid’s own damn fault, meddling where he had no business.”
There was a pause and the sound of something heavy being dropped with a thud. A body? Was Mateo next? He squirmed, trying to push against the cupboard door.
“Tell me one thing. Robert faking his death, that was his plan. Was killing him yours from the beginning?”
“Fool expected me to wait until the courts declared him dead so I could collect the life insurance. While he took the money and ran. This way I get it all—”
“Except you’re not. Can’t you see how wrong it’s all gone? Technically, you haven’t broken any laws since it was Robert who took Mateo. Let me call it in. We’ll be the heroes.”
Pastor Fleming had brought Mateo here? Impossible—or was it? Mateo strained to remember, but the only thing he was certain of was the blood he’d found at Pastor Fleming’s house.
“And the money?” The first woman’s voice had turned sharp, demanding. It was tantalizingly familiar but between the drugs and the way the voices were distorted by the wall separating Mateo from the women, he couldn’t place it. “I’m giving you a lifeline, your chance to save your home, clear all the debt Jack’s illness racked up. But what’s in it for me?”
“I don’t care about any damn money. We need to stop this before it goes too far. While I can still salvage my career and you can stay out of prison.”
“No.” The other woman’s voice was determined. Mateo felt as if a death sentence had just been passed. “The kid’s seen too much. And if Robert lives, he’ll figure out that I swapped his insulin for water. He loves me but not enough to forgive me for trying to kill him. We need to get rid of them both. Tonight.”
 



 
Chapter 20
 
“Fleming’s pump is at the nature preserve on the west side of the island. According to the satellite maps,” Taylor told Lucy as she drove toward the location. “The reason why that area is uninhabited is because it’s basically a maze of inlets and tidal marshes. Perfect place for a boat to hide.”
“And faster for a boat to flee from, disappear into another section of the marsh or vanish out to sea.”
“Especially Fleming’s boat. Only has a fourteen inch draft, so the tide’s not much of an issue.”
Damn. Could nothing go right tonight?
“How long for the sheriff’s men?”
“They’re about forty minutes out.”
The sign for the nature preserve appeared on her right. She slowed and turned into the parking lot. There were two other vehicles already there: Shelly Fleming’s and Chief Hayden’s. “I’m here now.”
No answer. Lucy glanced at the phone. No Wi-Fi signal here in the nature preserve and the cell tower was still down. Guess she was going it alone.
She grabbed her Remington and left the car. On the other side of the parking lot, there was movement in the tall grass leading out to the marsh. She aimed her flashlight just in time to spot an alligator slipping through the grass.
Great. One more thing to worry about. But she was more concerned about the human predators than the reptilian ones. A map at the end of the parking lot revealed several trails braided through the preserve. One of them twisted around the inlet where Fleming’s boat was anchored. She’d have to go cross-country for the final approach, but it would get her close.
She swapped her flashlight for her thermal night vision monocular, scouting the trail ahead. It was amazing how much more detail the monocular could pick up than her own vision even aided by a flashlight. The trail she’d chosen was narrow, maybe four feet wide, with thick foliage on either side, including knee-high, sharp-leafed palmettos that sliced at her bare legs. Crowded pine trees and gnarled live oaks, Spanish moss dangling from their limbs, created a claustrophobic atmosphere. It didn’t help that the sulfur smell of decay overrode the more pleasant scent of the pine needles that cushioned the hard-packed surface of the trail.
The forest wasn’t quiet; instead, it was filled with random noises ambushing her from every side. Squawks of birds or maybe frogs, deep-throated notes that came from frogs or maybe insects, splashes that Lucy hoped were fish or birds and not alligators.
She was using her monocular when sudden movement sparked through the thermal sensors. Something darted from the brush and stopped on the path. It was a strangely shaped image—too short to be a gator. It turned to face her. An armadillo, complete with prehistoric armor, blinked at her. Then it scurried away, the plants rustling behind it.
She kept moving. The trail twisted around a lagoon that gave a hint of the wider stretch of water beyond, then a boardwalk appeared. According to the map at the trailhead, the boardwalk headed in the direction she wanted to go, so she moved across it. The stench grew worse as she walked above the marsh. The clicking noises of crabs scurrying across the mud below made her wonder if the tide was low enough for her to cross through the mud, sneak up on the boat. When she turned to scan the area between the boardwalk and the sound, she could make out several birds walking over the mud and caught sight of another alligator as it slinked along the bank.
One more curve and the tree branches thinned enough for her to see the boat. It was at anchor in an inlet surrounded by trees and mud on three sides. A few tiny slits of light were all that made it through the cabin windows—black-out curtains, she guessed. Thick grass rippled in the night breeze, making it appear as if the boat were moored in the middle of a hay field. She was tempted to climb over the boardwalk’s railing and simply walk up to the boat.
No way it would be that easy. Movement caught her eye as an alligator she hadn’t spotted before glided past, following an unseen current through what had appeared to be solid ground. Swamp. That’s what this was.
Okay, so how did Hayden and Shelly Fleming get to the boat? Lucy continued on the boardwalk, moving slower and bending low to keep out of sight. A cluster of trees got in the way, but then the boat came into view once more, only twenty feet or so away from the boardwalk.
A Zodiac type of motorized raft was lashed to the railing at the stern. Question answered. She judged her options. The boardwalk continued on but turned inland, away from the boat. She made out several heat signatures in the boat’s cabin but they were so close together it was difficult to be certain how many there were. Four, she hoped, because that would mean Mateo was still alive.
Several sprawling limbs from a live oak reached out toward the boat, one stretched over the raft. She eyed the tree. Its trunk emerged from the mud a good three feet from the boardwalk. Lucy mapped it out in her mind: climb the railing, leap onto the trunk, shimmy up to the branch, then over the branch to the raft, lower herself down… No sweat if she were ten years younger and didn’t have a bum ankle to worry about.
The boat began to rock. Light speared the night as the cabin door opened. Two figures emerged, one carrying a large duffle. Lucy couldn’t make out their faces, not at this distance, but they definitely were both women.
She focused her monocular on the cabin. Now the two heat sources left behind were easier to make out. Both were low, on the deck, but not spread out like they were lying down, rather balled up and not moving. Restrained? Perhaps shoved into a compartment? She hadn’t had a chance to view any plans for Fleming’s cabin cruiser, but the ransom video made it look a lot like the inside of a RV or camper.
If the two heat sources were Fleming and Mateo, why would they both be restrained? Why wasn’t Fleming up and about if he was the mastermind?
Had Lucy gotten this all wrong?
 



 
Chapter 21
 
For once, Megan didn’t mind being left behind while Lucy went to work. She wasn’t even resentful that she’d been relegated to the sidelines. And for the first time in a long time, she wasn’t worried about her mom.
Something had broken inside her mother a few months ago when she was injured. Megan had diagnosed PTSD and a reactive depression—from the way her dad acted around Lucy, she guessed he agreed. But today, Lucy was back, the confident posture, the quick thinking, piecing together almost invisible clues to come up with the answer while everyone else was still figuring out the right question to ask.
She smiled and pulled the fleece blanket tighter around her. Definitely warmer than Pittsburgh, but the wind was coming right at her here at the front of the house. After a few moments of shivering, she got to her feet, gathered the laptop and water bottle, left the package of rations, and strolled to the back of the house. Definitely less windy here.
The back yard was fenced in with gates at the drive where Megan stood and at the path leading out to the dunes—probably because it had a pool and spa. Wouldn’t want anyone wandering off the beach falling in.
She raised the latch and walked past the pool to the deck area beside the rear wall of the house. There were chairs and chaise lounges scattered around and the area was sheltered above by the overhang of the upper deck, making it much warmer than the front porch. She curled up on a lounge chair, set up the laptop on a table beside her, and snuggled under the blanket. The sound of the waves was hypnotic and there was something in the salt air that made her drowsy.
That was the problem with waiting; it was so damned boring. She leaned back, not fighting the feeling—if Dad or Mom texted the computer would alarm—and allowed her eyes to drift shut.
“Hands where I can see them,” a man’s voice sliced through the gentle sound of the surf like a cleaver.
Megan blinked as a bright light speared her vision. She couldn’t make out the man behind the light.
“Hands,” he repeated.
She slowly slid her hands out from under the blanket, holding them palms forward so he could see they were empty.
“Megan, is that you?” The light inched down just enough for her to make out Officer Gant’s face. “Where’s your mother? What are you doing here?”
Gant. Chief Hayden’s right hand man. Panic sizzled through Megan although she fought not to show it. Stay calm. Focus. That’s what Lucy would do. “How did you find me?”
“There’s an alarm on the swimming pool gate.”
Shit. Megan didn’t hold her breath—that was the worst thing to do if you might be getting ready to fight or make a run for it. Instead, she planted her feet firmly, moved the blanket aside so she wouldn’t get tangled in it, and scanned the area for possible weapons.
Nothing within reach except her laptop. Ahh… the best weapon of all. She twisted her body to face Gant, brushing her arm against the keyboard to wake the sleeping computer. Two clicks, that’s all she needed, just time enough for two clicks and she could activate the video chat app.
“Why are you here?” Gant asked taking one step toward her and stopping as if she posed a threat. “Where’s your mother?”
How much did he know? Was he in on it, working with Chief Hayden? Or just an innocent cop caught up in the chief’s web of lies?
“Thought you’d be working with the sheriff and state lab people over at the Fleming’s house,” she said.
He shifted his weight as if uncomfortable. Ah-hah, Megan thought. He knows. And he knows we know. Was that good or bad? If he was working with the Flemings and Hayden did he now realize he’d have to silence Megan as well? She just needed to distract him, two seconds, that’s all she needed. But how?
He ignored her implied accusation to glance over his shoulder, his hand falling to his weapon. “Answer me, Megan. Where’s your mother?”
Megan jerked her chin toward the drive at his back. Gant’s gaze followed as he drew his gun. She darted her hand out to the computer and clicked. Gant caught the movement and whirled back.
“Stop. Don’t move,” he ordered. Megan froze, her hand in mid-air.
The computer made the pinging sound of the video connection and Taylor’s face appeared. “Megan. What’s up?” he asked, squinting at the screen.
“There’s a police officer named Gant here,” she said, somehow managing to keep her words from tumbling over each other in her rush of relief. “He has his gun drawn and is asking about my mother.”
Gant holstered his gun and approached. “Who the hell is that?”
“That,” Megan told him, “is the FBI.”
“Special Agent Taylor. We’ve been fully briefed and the sheriff’s department and state police are on their way. Step back from Ms. Callahan, Officer Gant.”
“The FBI? Why—someone want to fill me in on what the hell is going on?” Gant asked, his gaze swiveling from Megan to Taylor’s face on the screen to checking the area behind him as if expecting an ambush.
“Does this have something to do with Chief Hayden cancelling the crime scene unit?” He lowered his light so they could now look each other in the eye. “It wasn’t just budgetary concerns, was it?”
“Did you ever call the sheriff for help?” Megan asked.
His lips tightened and she was sure he was going to tell her it was none of her business or ask what right a kid had to be questioning a cop’s authority. But Gant surprised her. “I did. Found out later the chief cancelled them as well.”
“Like she also shut down the cell tower and left the drawbridge up so no one could leave Harbinger Cove?”
He pulled out his cell phone with his other hand—meaning he wasn’t about to shoot her, Megan noted with relief. “Did Chief Hayden send you here to hurt my mother? Stop her from talking?”
Confusion crossed his features before he blanked them. “Why would the chief—talking about what?”
“About how that crime scene was staged by Pastor Fleming. About how he was faking his own death, and how he kidnapped Mateo to frame him, or how the chief and Mrs. Fleming are helping to cover it all up.”
“Megan—” Taylor’s voice cut through hers, a warning. Right, never give away too much. But he wasn’t the one here with a guy three times her size carrying a gun.
Gant must have had his doubts already. Or he’d seen enough behind the scenes to put it all together as well. Because his shoulders sagged and he blew his breath out as if surrendering. “It was those damn church loans, wasn’t it? I knew it was too good to be true, but the chief put her own money in and Fleming was her brother-in-law—”
“Do you know where the chief is now?” Taylor asked.
Gant shook his head. “She left me to cover any calls, said she was going to inspect the crime scene again.”
“There was no one there when we drove by,” Megan said. “Just an empty patrol car.”
“She’s probably with Fleming and her sister,” Taylor said. “The sheriff’s emergency response team is still half an hour out.”
“You found Fleming’s boat?” Gant asked.
“My mom’s on her way there now.”
“She left you here alone?”
“Thought I’d be safe from the chief and any cops working with her. I would have been if I stayed out front where I was supposed to.”
“She had the right idea. Stay here and I’ll go watch your mom’s back. Tell me where she is.”
Megan wanted to go with him, make sure her mom was okay. But she realized she was a liability—not because she was a kid or because she couldn’t handle herself in a crisis. Because if things went wrong, she could be used as a hostage against her mother.
And the fact that Gant wanted her to stay behind proved that he was one of the good guys. Didn’t it?
She glanced at Taylor. He looked uncertain as well.
“If the chief’s there already, Lucy will need back up,” Gant said, obviously impatient. “If I was in on it, I’d already know where they are, wouldn’t I?”
“Unless they doubled crossed you and left, taking the money,” Megan argued.
“Your choice. You want your mom outnumbered three-to-one or you want to trust me?”
Megan scrutinized him and decided to do what Lucy would do: trust her gut. “Tell him,” she instructed Taylor.
Taylor nodded his agreement and the screen switched to a map with the GPS location flagged.
“Skeleton Marsh,” Gant said.
“Skeleton Marsh?” Megan echoed, not liking the sound of that.
“Yep. Got its name because it’s where pirates used to dump bodies—between the crabs and the alligators, if you ever found anything left, it was only bits and pieces of—”
“Their skeleton. How far is it?”
“Ten minutes.” He hesitated. “Are you okay here?”
“I’ll stay with her,” Taylor said. “And inform the sheriff and state police that you’ll also be on the scene.” It was a thinly veiled warning but Gant simply jerked his chin in a nod, turned, and jogged back to his car.
The night grew silent once more, even the hypnotic pounding of the surf seemed muted. Megan took a deep breath and sat down with the computer.
“Thanks, Taylor.”
“You’re welcome. I’m texting your mom to let her know Gant is on the way and I’ll update your dad and Walden. Be back in a jiff.”
Nothing to do now but wait. And Megan was quickly learning waiting was the hardest job of all.
 



 
Chapter 22
 
Lucy watched as the woman with the duffle threw it onto the raft tied to the rear of Fleming’s boat. The second woman stood back, keeping guard on the men in the cabin, a pistol in her hand. “We should leave now. That FBI agent—” she said. Chief Hayden.
Which made the other woman Shelly Fleming. “That FBI agent has nothing on us. Especially not after she finds Mateo Romero killed himself rather than go to jail for the rest of his life.” She shook her head. “Poor baby. So upset after accidentally killing the sweet, kindly Pastor Fleming when he took him hostage and didn’t get him his insulin. Leaving me a grieving but soon-to-be rich widow and you, big sis, still Chief of Police. Although I can’t for the life of me understand why that matters so much to you.”
They were still talking as they moved inside, out of hearing range. Lucy checked Megan’s phone. Still no cell signal and no Wi-Fi in range. She returned the phone to the vest’s watertight inside pocket where it would stay safe.
She needed both hands to make it over to the boat, so she left the Remington behind as she climbed onto the railing. The tree seemed farther away than she thought, but she’d learned as a kid that climbing trees was more about attitude than technique. She flung herself out over the mud and grabbed hold of the tree trunk. The bark wasn’t as brittle as the oaks back home, lots of small gnarled bits to dig in with her hands and feet. It scratched at her bare legs and arms, but soon, she was edging along a twisted limb, admiring the live oak’s structure. Definitely a good climbing tree.
Despite her messed-up ankle, which made her second guess every other step as she planted that foot, she made it across the branch, over the mudflat and to the Zodiac in only a few minutes. The night noises of the wildlife in the marsh covered her movements nicely. The boat rocked gently as small waves lapped against it. Tide coming in.
She swung down over the Zodiac, weight suspended by her hands, and dropped the few feet down into it. Her landing made a thudding noise like a rock thrown into a pond. She flattened herself against the bottom of the boat, waiting for a response but none came.
Okay, stage one complete. Now for the hard part. She had to assume both women were armed and she knew Hayden was also trained. Even if she surprised them inside the cabin, she’d still be outnumbered and all they had to do to negate Lucy’s efforts would be to threaten the hostages.
How to get them away from their captives?
She sat up and pulled the duffle bag toward her. Heavy. At least twenty pounds. She opened it. Wads of cash banded together. Close to a million, she guessed given the weight and dimensions.
A gator slid past the raft, its tail swishing the mud and water into a murky, silt-laden wake. Lucy thought for a moment. She didn’t have to get the hostages safe to shore; all she needed was to buy some time until the sheriff’s department arrived.
She untied the line anchoring the raft to the boat. With the tide coming in, the current pushed her inland, deeper into the lagoon and mud.
Once she was halfway between the boardwalk and the boat, she grabbed her Maglite and secured it to the side of the raft where it would shine out over the mud between her and the boat. Then she grabbed a few handfuls of cash.
“Mrs. Fleming?” she called out in a neighborly yoo-hoo shout. “Think I found something that belongs to you!”
Light flooded the boat deck as the cabin door banged open. Shelly ran to the railing, followed by Hayden.
“I’ll trade you,” Lucy said. She tossed a bunch of bills into the air. They fluttered on the night breeze then landed on the mud where the crabs skittered toward them, seeking food.
“Are you crazy?” Shelly screamed. “What the hell are you doing?” She raised a pistol and aimed it at Lucy.
“If I go down, so does your money,” Lucy called back. “Explain it to her, Chief. Simple hostage exchange. The money for Mateo and Fleming.” She hoped Fleming was still alive—given what Shelly said a few minutes ago, it might already be too late for the pastor.
“Shoot her, Norah,” Shelly urged her sister. “We’ll get the money back and leave her to the gators.”
“She’s wearing a bulletproof vest,” Hayden said, although she did raise her weapon and point it at Lucy. “No way can I make a head shot, not with that light in my eyes.”
“So shoot the light,” Shelly said.
“Or I could shoot you,” Lucy replied, aiming her Glock. “Now that you’ve threatened a federal agent, I’d be justified.”
“We haven’t done anything,” Shelly yelled back. “We’re the heroes here. We found all this, were moving that cash to keep it safe from my husband. He’s the bad guy here, not us.”
“Then toss your weapons overboard. I’m sure you ladies won’t mind waiting out there where I can keep an eye on you. The sheriff’s department is on its way.”
As if on cue, a speedboat appeared at the lagoon’s outlet. At first, Lucy was relieved; this would be over and done with in a few minutes. But then she realized that the boat was a civilian one, similar to the flat-bottomed outboard Mateo’s uncle had used to rescue her earlier. And there was only one man in it, not the SWAT team she’d been expecting.
Gant.
 



 
Chapter 23
 
Shelly spotted Gant’s boat about the same time as Lucy but her reaction surprised Lucy. Shelly whirled, raised her pistol, and aimed it at her older sister. “You bitch, you sold me out!”
Hayden raised her own weapon but it was clear she didn’t have the heart to shoot her little sister. “Shelly, no. It’s over. Drop your gun.”
Gant revved his engine faster at the sight of a gun trained on his chief while Lucy grabbed the paddle and pushed-pulled the raft through the thick silt, aiming for the dive platform at the rear of the boat where she could climb on board.
As Gant roared into the protected water of the lagoon, the wake churned the mud and rocked the larger boat and Lucy’s raft, pushing Lucy back, maddeningly just out of reach.
Above her, silhouetted in the light of the open cabin door and Lucy’s Maglite, Hayden lunged for her sister. A gunshot sounded above the growl of Gant’s outboard. Lucy stopped paddling and risked standing, bracing herself against the side of the raft as the wake from Gant’s boat rocked it. She raised her pistol and aimed at the two women struggling on the deck. She was still a good six feet away from being able to board the boat, but close enough to shoot, if need be.
Shelly pushed Hayden back, hard, and Hayden flew over the railing on the opposite side of the boat from Lucy’s position.
Shelly straightened, holding a pistol. Gant shouted something but his words were buried in the noise of the outboard. He slowed, throttled down the engine to idle, drew a weapon, and stood.
“Drop the gun, Shelly!” Gant shouted. Shelly fired twice at him. He returned fire as did Lucy, but the rocking raft and aiming up at a moving target, all she hit was the side of the boat. Shelly vanished. Lucy wasn’t sure if Gant hit her or if she’d dropped to the deck for cover.
She glanced past the stern of the boat to Gant’s boat. He was slumped against the tiller, the boat pivoting in response, speeding up and aiming past Fleming’s boat, directly at her raft. The outboard whined as it revved up, fighting the mud and silt, bouncing once as it hit something—Lucy prayed it was a log or alligator or anything except Hayden who she had lost sight of once she went overboard.
The impact sent Gant reeling over the side, leaving the outboard racing out of control. It skimmed past the stern of Fleming’s boat and rammed the Zodiac, flinging the lighter raft into the air and upending it. Lucy half dove, half flew into the water, aiming away from the outboard’s propeller.
Except it wasn’t really water—it was a thick goo, more like quicksand than anything. Gant’s boat crashed into the boardwalk behind her, the Zodiac spun to a stop, turned upside down—the bag of money vanished into the mud and her Maglite gone with it, leaving her flailing, gasping, with only the light from Fleming’s boat cabin to orient herself.
The mud sucked her under before she had a chance to hold her breath. A nasty taste filled her mouth and she panicked for a moment as waves churned the water above her.
Calm, focus, Nick’s voice came in the dark. The memory of watching the crabs skitter over the mud and the alligator glide through it flashed through her. She stopped kicking, realizing that was only making things worse. The mud caught her feet, dragging her down.
She straightened, pulling her head above the water and hauled in a breath. It was like quicksand, she thought. The impact of the outboard crashing into the raft had left her only a few feet from Fleming’s boat. Spitting the foul grit from her mouth she performed a slow-motion combination of wading and swimming. The mud fought her, sucking greedily at her feet, taking her shoes, but bare feet were the least of her worries. Thankfully, she’d kept hold of her gun, but she needed to eliminate the threat that was Shelly and then find Gant and Hayden.
Her ears were clogged with mud but she heard splashing from the opposite side of the boat. Either Gant or Hayden—hopefully both—still alive. Above her Shelly was slamming around in the cabin, swearing, obviously unharmed.
Just as Lucy reached the small dive platform to the side of the large outboard engine, the engine gave a cough and sputter. Fearful of the propeller, Lucy quickly hauled herself up onto the platform, landing not with the tactical posture she’d hoped for but more like a muddy whale beaching itself. From inside the cabin, Shelly shouted a curse and the engine roared to life in response.
The boat lurched forward then jerked to a stop again, the engine whining then quieting to a fretful gasping noise. Shelly had forgotten about the anchors. Lucy grabbed hold of the railing and climbed to her feet, one hand holding her gun. She edged forward onto the main deck toward the open cabin door.
Shelly was at the wheel, fighting the throttle, her hair in a tangled frenzy as she cried in frustration.
“It’s over,” Lucy said. No sign of Shelly’s gun, but she wasn’t taking any chances. She planted her feet and aimed. “Hands in the air where I can see them.”
Shelly spun around. Her hands were empty, which was the only thing that saved Lucy from shooting her.
“It’s not my fault,” she whimpered. “It wasn’t supposed to happen like this.”
“Turn the engine off,” Lucy ordered.
Shelly nodded, tears and mascara streaming down her face, and shut the engine off. Lucy moved forward, but she knew she’d won. Shelly didn’t resist as Lucy put her face down on the deck and restrained her with a set of zipcuffs.
A banging coming from a cabinet inside the cabin door grabbed her attention. Holding her pistol at the ready, she opened it. Mateo rolled out, his hands cuffed behind him.
“Pastor Fleming,” he gasped. “You have to help him. He’s dying.”
Lucy opened the door to the bathroom. Fleming was on the floor, curled around the toilet, his color ashen and his breathing coming hard and fast, smelling sweet.
The boat rocked abruptly. Lucy whirled to face the new threat, but it was Gant at the diver’s platform. “A little help here?”
He hauled Hayden’s still form with him through the mud. As Lucy rushed to help them both on board, the sound of new, louder, powerful engines thundered through the night. Blinding spotlights pierced the darkness.
“Sheriff’s department!” a man’s voice sounded, amplified by a bullhorn.
Lucy couldn’t stop her laughter, mud streaming down her clothing, inside and out, sliding from her hair into her face. Better late than never.
 



 
Chapter 24
 
The sheriff’s department had a tactical medic with them who quickly got Fleming stabilized, staunched the bleeding from the gash in Hayden’s head where she’d hit it going overboard, and dispatched them along with Mateo to the hospital on the mainland while his colleagues ferried Shelly, Lucy, and Gant ashore. Gant had been hit in his vest, which was why he’d lost control of his boat, but refused to leave for the hospital until the others were taken care of.
Lucy and Gant were relegated to the back of a deputy’s cruiser, which would need a serious hosing down to get the dead-fish pluff mud stink out of it. The mud had slipped and slid into every crevice of Lucy’s clothing, making a squishing noise each time she shifted her weight.
“I can’t believe—the chief,” Gant said. “We’ve worked together for almost a decade.”
“When did her sister move here?”
“Three years ago. Should’ve seen through his Ponzi scheme, but they were always so good about paying folks back. We all thought we were doing something good—helping others. So we kept on reinvesting.”
“He paid the first ones in with the new money and that whet your appetite, until—”
“Until it all fell apart.” He made a small noise. “Do you think the chief was she in on it the whole time?”
As if being a FBI agent gave Lucy special psychic powers. She thought of the way Shelly ordered Hayden around on the boat and how Hayden hesitated, balked each step of the way. “No. If she’d have known earlier, she would have paid off her debts after her husband died. I think she was just as surprised as anyone when she saw the blood at her sister’s house. But after, when things went wrong, I think that’s when Shelly realized she couldn’t finish it alone. She convinced Hayden to help.”
“Family.” The word emerged with a sigh. “Hard to resist.”
They sat in silence for a while. It was strange being in the back of a patrol car—the seat was hard plastic, not comfortable at all. And she didn’t like the claustrophobic feeling of being confined. Of course, that was the entire point of the design.
“So your daughter, she’s how old again?” Gant finally said.
“Fourteen. Why?”
“Pretty smart for a teenager, putting this all together.” He glanced over at her, weighing his words. “She insisted I listen, was a bit of a—”
“Stubborn?” Lucy supplied when he stopped short of using a term men had used to label her through her entire professional career.
He jerked his chin in a nod. “Yeah. Definitely stubborn. Ferocious even.”
Lucy smiled. Another adjective often applied to her by other law enforcement officers—not always as a compliment. “She gets that from her mother.”
 
***
 
At the ER, the nurses quickly realized that if they were going to adequately assess Lucy for any injuries—she had none, but they wouldn’t take the word of a civilian—they’d need to allow her to shower first. Which was just fine with her. It felt so good getting all the goo out of her hair and sluiced from her body. When she emerged, the nurses had taken all her dirty clothes but left her a clean pair of scrubs and a bag with all her belongings.
Feeling like a refugee, barefoot and soaking wet, Lucy limped down the hall to the waiting area, her ankle screaming for mercy.
Screams that were immediately stifled when she saw Megan waiting for her. She rushed to hug her tight. “Are you all right?”
The question was a mother’s reflex. Megan laughed, tears slipping down her cheeks. “Me? You’re the one who went swimming with gators.”
Neither of them mentioned the humans armed with guns—mundane danger compared to alligators.
“Is Mateo okay?” Lucy asked. The nurses wouldn’t tell her anything, FBI agent or not. And none of Mateo’s family were in the waiting room, which could be a good sign or a bad one.
“He’s fine. They said he was drugged with ketamine. He’s a bit dehydrated, they want to watch him overnight. The pastor’s really sick, but they said he’ll make it. And Chief Hayden is in surgery, something about a brain injury and swelling. I’m not sure about her.”
Lucy didn’t have much sympathy for the chief. She understood about putting your family first, but Hayden had also sworn to protect and serve innocents like Mateo.
“Gant told me what you did, deciding to trust him, sending him to help.”
Megan looked up, a guarded expression on her face. “I had to decide if he was one of the good guys or not—had to trust my gut since I didn’t have anything else to go on.” She blew her breath out, her shoulders sagging. “It was hard, Mom. Really, really hard. If I was wrong, he could have killed you.”
Could have killed Megan as well. Lucy squeezed her tighter. “You did good. I’m proud of you.”
They separated and Megan nodded to the plastic bag in Lucy’s hand. “Is my phone in there? Hope it’s okay because Dad said to call him.”
As Lucy fished in the bag for the phone, Megan pulled her down the hall. “Mateo and his family wan to see you, say thanks.”
Despite Lucy’s slow, stumbling gait—she was half tempted to borrow a cane from the ER—Megan practically danced beside her, obviously still high on adrenaline.
“You know,” Megan continued, “Officer Gant said they’d need a new police chief after all this. Said you’d be perfect for the job.”
Ahh… was this what had Megan so excited? “Would you want to move here, so far away from your friends?”
Megan considered it. “No. I mean, it’s nice here and all, but I’d be bored. And Chief Hayden seemed like she worked like all the time—I want you to spend more time with me and Dad, not less. Besides, if you were chief in a small town like this, all the kids would know it—it’d be worse then you sending me to a convent!”
Lucy stifled her chuckle. “Maybe that wouldn’t be a bad thing.”
“Yeah, right. But seriously, Mom, I know you’re not happy with the way your job is now. You can’t let the FBI keep you behind a desk—it’s making you miserable.”
“You’d want to stay in Pittsburgh, right?” They pretty much had to with Nick’s job. “That’d be okay with you?”
“Sure. My friends are all there and my soccer team and I like my school. Wait. Did you find a job somewhere else? You didn’t turn it down just because of me?”
Oh, to be fourteen and have the world revolve around you. Lucy stopped and smiled at her daughter. She reached a hand to tame one of Megan’s wayward curls.
“I would have, if it came to that. Your and Dad’s happiness mean more to me than any job.” It hurt to say the words; Lucy had always believed her job was who she was, not just what she did. But she finally understood—Hayden was wrong. She’d thought it had to be either/or, family or protect and serve the community who trusted her with their lives.
There were other ways to serve. And she didn’t have to carry a badge to do it. But before she could devote herself to anyone else, she needed to take care of herself and her family.
“I have a few options. We’ll talk more when we get home,” she told Megan. “But you’re right. I’m miserable behind a desk. It’s time to leave the FBI and move on.”
Megan nodded with a wisdom greater than her years. “I think you’re doing the right thing. Remember what Grams always said, every new beginning is the start of a new adventure.”
They arrived at Mateo’s room. It was filled with the joyful noise of family. A nurse emerged, shaking her head at the crowd inside. “Go on in. What’s one more?”
As soon as they crossed into the room, both Megan and Lucy were immediately embraced, working their way through a sea of smiling faces until they reached Mateo’s bedside. His color was back to normal already, thanks to the IV in his arm, Lucy guessed.
“Lucy! Megan!” His grin was wide and Lucy wondered if he was still feeling the effects of the ketamine. “I’m so glad you’re here. My heroes.”
Megan laughed, grabbing onto his arm, blushing. “All in a day’s work for my mom.”
Pride burned through Lucy at Megan’s praise. It had been so very long since Megan had anything nice to say about Lucy or her job she’d almost forgotten how good it felt.
“They say I can go home tomorrow. Can I still give you surfing lessons? It’s the least I can do—and I promise, no more standing you up.”
They both looked at Lucy, waiting for her answer. As if there were any way she could say no. “Sure.”
Megan grabbed Lucy’s free arm. “Thanks, Mom!” Then she sobered. “Are you sure you’re going to be all right?” she asked Mateo. “We don’t have to surf. We can just walk on the beach and you can teach me more about the architecture and history.”
Lucy blinked. When had her daughter learned how to flirt so effortlessly?
“Do you remember anything?” she asked Mateo.
“No.” He frowned. “Just blood. All that blood. Where did it come from?”
“My guess is Pastor Fleming. Wouldn’t be hard for him or his wife to get a hold of some medical supplies,” she eyed Mateo’s IV tubing, “take a little every week or so, then when they’re ready, spray it around to fake their crime scene.”
Jorge winced while Mateo’s mother and aunt made small noises of dismay. Megan frowned at Lucy for ruining the moment—back to being the mom who couldn’t get anything right.
Megan’s phone rang. Nick. A little silt and mud clung to the phone’s waterproof case, but otherwise, it was fine. Lucy edged her way out of the crowded room to answer it.
“We’re both good,” she told Nick. She glanced back into the room at Megan’s beaming face, curls bouncing and hands gesturing as she told the story of her adventures that evening to Mateo and his family. Probably not for the first time. “But you should see your daughter flirting. It’s shameless. We are so in trouble. I think we should rethink that whole convent thing. At least until she’s thirty. Seriously.”
Nick’s laughter was a sound so pure and beautiful she fell in love with him every time she heard it. She turned to the tile wall, hiding her smile from everyone passing through the busy hospital corridor, cherishing this private moment in the midst of the chaos this day had delivered. No need to travel to the beach for sunshine; Nick was all the light she needed in this world.
“Well, she is her mother’s daughter,” he finally said. “And I wouldn’t change that for anything.”
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Chapter 1
 
Ellen Galway wasn’t fond of cold weather, but her twin sister, Maggie, loved it. If the May cold snap didn’t explain why they were in upstate New York instead of home in Texas, it was at least a reason Maggie wasn’t complaining. “A tough prosecutor like you bundled up and shivering,” she said with a laugh.
“It’s cold.”
“It’s fifty-five degrees. It only feels cold because it’s a hundred degrees at home.”
“A hundred degrees is an exaggeration.” Ellen had to admit this sudden trip to upstate New York was a welcome break from the spring heat wave in Austin. “At least your presentation isn’t in January. I might have skipped it.”
“We could have gone skiing in January.”
“I don’t ski. You ski.”
Maggie smiled. “Cross-country only. Never downhill.”
“This talk on Jane Austen is a big deal for you,” Ellen said. “I’m so proud of you, Maggie.”
Ellen could tell Maggie was pleased with herself, as well she should be, and pleased her only sister—her fraternal twin—had taken the time to come to Saratoga Springs, a pretty, historic town in the foothills of the Adirondack Mountains, to hear her presentation at Skidmore College. At twenty-six, dark, willowy Maggie Galway was a writer, scholar and gentle soul. She was deep into earning her doctorate at the University of Texas, already working on her dissertation on Jane Austen. She would sometimes wonder aloud how on earth she could be a real Galway. Ellen winced at such talk but understood. Their father, Jack, was a senior Texas Ranger, and their mother, Susanna, was a financial whiz. Ellen was a newly minted prosecutor. Their little brother, Brent, was a precocious seven-year-old, born after their parents had ended a downturn in their marriage that seemed impossible now. As difficult as their separation had been on everyone in the family, they were stronger than they’d ever been.
The Galways were a strong family, Ellen thought. Any sense Maggie had that she didn’t fit in was entirely in her head.
But something was up with her—something beyond wondering if a Jane Austen scholar could be a real Galway. Ellen, with the instincts of a twin, suspected her sister had kept whatever was bothering her from their parents as well.
“Mom and Dad don’t know about my talk,” Maggie said.
“You didn’t tell them?”
She shook her head. “I didn’t want them to feel guilty about not being able to be here.”
“Maybe they’d have found a way to make it if they’d known about it.”
“For a lecture on Jane Austen? Not with their schedules. It’s okay. Honestly. I’m long past needing my parents in the audience to cheer me on. They’d only make me nervous, anyway. I only told you because I slipped up and you realized I was up to something. The prosecutor at work.”
“It’s not illegal to fly to Saratoga Springs without telling your family,” Ellen said.
“You’re not mad?”
“No.”
Maggie looked thoughtful. “Do you think Mom and Dad are disappointed neither of us became a Texas Ranger or a financial advisor?”
“They always wanted us to find our own way. It’s the same with Brent now, too.”
“He wants to be a baseball player,” her sister said with a laugh.
“Maggie…” Ellen treaded carefully. “What’s wrong? You know you can tell me.”
She hesitated, frowning as if she hadn’t understood the question. “Wrong?”
“You’re not yourself. Are you nervous about your presentation?”
“No, not at all. I can talk about Jane Austen forever. I’m never bored, and I’m confident in my opinions and arguments.” Maggie smiled, looking less preoccupied—even if it was only due to sheer force of will. “Maybe the cool air is making it seem as if something’s wrong. Maybe it’s affecting me more than I’m willing to admit.”
Ellen didn’t think the weather explained her sister’s troubled mood, but she went along with it. “Last night I dreamed about temperatures under eighty. Now I’m freezing.”
They continued down Broadway, Saratoga’s main street. The small city north of Albany was enjoying a renaissance with its shops, Victorian houses, historic parks, museums and spas. It was known for its August thoroughbred racing season, a tradition that dated back to 1863, at the height of the Civil War.  
Maggie sighed deeply. “The air does feel good, doesn’t it?”
“It does,” Ellen said.
“What about you? I know you’re a Jane Austen fan and you want to be supportive me as your sister, but did you seize the moment to fly up here as a way to avoid a certain Texas Ranger?”
Ellen feigned innocence. “What Texas Ranger?”
“As if you don’t know.”
Ellen ignored the jump in her heartbeat. Leave it to Maggie to guess there was a secondary motive to her presence. Her talk at Skidmore was enough to get Ellen to want to fly north. But it just so happened the long-planned talk allowed her to seize the moment to create some space between her and an overheating attraction to an impossible man.
“You swore you’d never get involved with a Texas Ranger, Ellen. How did you put it? Dad and Uncle Sam are both Rangers, and you don’t need that kind of—what was it?”
“Scrutiny. Drama. Whatever. At best, it would be awkward.”
“By would be you mean is. Ellen, you can’t run from your feelings.”
Ellen grinned, her cue to her sister that she wasn’t talking about Luke Jackson. “I never run.”
Maggie walked a few paces, keeping her eyes focused straight ahead. “Sometimes running is the smart option,” she said finally, half to herself. “Sometimes it’s the only option.”
Ellen gasped, alarmed at Maggie’s tone as well as her words. “Maggie, what is going on? Tell me, please.”
“Nothing. I was speaking hypothetically.” She pointed at a restaurant they were approaching, one of many on Broadway. “Let’s have coffee, maybe a small bite to eat. I can’t manage a big meal before a major presentation.”
Ellen knew from long experience with her sister that badgering her wouldn’t produce anything but frustration for both of them. They entered the bustling restaurant and sat at a high table under photographs of Victorian Saratoga with its therapeutic mineral springs, grand hotels, casinos and thoroughbred horse races. Maggie seemed to fix on a photograph of a woman in Victorian dress, parasol in hand, but Ellen knew better. Focusing on something else was a way for Maggie to center herself and push away intrusive thoughts.
Finally she turned to Ellen. “Tell me about your Texas Ranger.”
“My Texas Ranger?”
“Studly Luke Jackson in his white cowboy hat and butt-kicking leather boots.”
“Luke is in Austin working a case, I imagine.” Ellen kept her voice neutral, without any of the emotion churning inside her. “I don’t have much to do with him.”
Maggie raised her eyebrows. “Professionally or personally?”
“Both.”
“His choice or yours?”
“Again, both, and why are we talking about me?”
“Because it’s easier than talking about me right before I give my talk,” Maggie said.
“Will you know anyone there?” Ellen asked.
Maggie looked at the handwritten menu. “A few people.”
“Academics, students, former students—”
“All of the above. I’d rather not think about it right now. It gives me the jitters.”
Ellen wanted to accept Maggie’s reluctance to talk as normal pre-talk nerves, but her doubts about her sister’s state of mind persisted.
“I’m not having alcohol,” Maggie said. “But you can feel free.”
“It’s still early. We can save the alcohol for after your presentation. We can celebrate. I’ll treat you to champagne tonight.”
“I’d like that.” Maggie’s dark eyes seemed to mist as she looked across the table at her sister. “Thank you, Ellen. I’m really glad you’re here.”
“Me, too,” Ellen said.
They ordered the soup-of-the-day—spring vegetable—with house-made whole-grain rolls, but Ellen could tell Maggie’s mind wasn’t on lunch or their surroundings. Ellen again resisted the urge to press her sister for an explanation of what was bothering her. It would have to wait. Once Maggie’s talk was behind her and the champagne was flowing, Ellen would put on her prosecutor’s hat and get her sister to spill what was going on with her.
Over delicious soup and rolls, they chatted about what sights they wanted to see during their short visit. Maggie relaxed visibly, and Ellen had to admit she, too, was relieved that they were staying away from any mention of their work lives and personal problems. Maggie’s personal life was on hold at the moment, by her own description, as she dived into her dissertation. Ellen’s personal life was on overdrive. Her whirlwind trip north was a self-imposed cooling-off period. A fling with a Texas Ranger was one thing. Falling in love with one? With Luke? Impossible.
Maggie insisted on paying for lunch. She jumped off her chair with a sudden burst of energy and renewed confidence. Put on or for real, she was more the Maggie Galway who could go on about Jane Austen one minute and wrestle with their little brother the next. Ellen wondered if she was reading into things because of her own raw emotions.
She and Ellen walked back to their hotel. Saratoga’s once-famous grand Victorian hotels had been razed decades ago. Changing laws and a changing society had made them obsolete. Ellen thought she might like Saratoga better nowadays, but the former Canfield Casino, now a museum, was on her list of sights to visit. It was Thursday, and she was flying back to Austin on Sunday. She’d spend tomorrow hanging out in Saratoga with Maggie and then visit friends in Albany on Saturday. She’d be back at her desk in Austin on Monday. By then, the heat was forecast to have subsided to normal warm temperatures.
Except for the months in Boston during their parents’ estrangement, she and Maggie both had lived in Texas their entire lives. Neither had illusions about their home state’s weather. More heat lay ahead with summer settling in. Ellen didn’t mind. She and Maggie had grown up mostly in San Antonio, but they both lived in Austin now and loved it. With their father’s promotion to Texas Rangers headquarters a few years ago, he and their mother and brother were in Austin, too.
Ellen took a shower and changed clothes for Maggie’s talk, then checked her messages.
Nothing from Luke.
But she hadn’t expected anything. Not only that, she didn’t want to hear from him.
It was time, now, to focus on Maggie Galway and what she had to say about Jane Austen.
 
***
 
Ellen arrived in the hotel lobby five minutes ahead of the time she and Maggie had agreed to meet. She eyed another wall of black-and-white photographs of old Saratoga Springs. Lillian Russell, Ulysses S. Grant, the famous red-and-white awnings of the Saratoga Race Track and a half-dozen thoroughbreds.
“Nothing like a good horse.”
She went still at the voice of the man behind her. It was deep and slow, with a wry, familiar Texas drawl.
No.
She turned around, weak-kneed—not like her at all.
Luke Jackson tipped his white cowboy hat at her. “Hello, Ellen.”
“What are you doing here?”
He gave her a grin that was the stuff of a woman’s dreams. “I’m here to attend a talk on Jane Austen by an up-and-coming Texas scholar.”
“Luke…”
“You don’t believe I’m interested in Jane Austen?”
“Not for a second.”
“Good, because I’m not.” His expression turned serious. “I’m interested in what’s going on with your sister, and so are you.”
Ellen recovered her composure, at least enough to hold a coherent thought. “What do you know?”
“About Jane Austen? Nothing. I haven’t even seen any of the movies.”
“Maggie and I have seen them all, multiple times. Nary a Texan in sight.”
“You like that, do you?”
“Let’s just say I don’t see you in a waistcoat and pantaloons.” She waved a hand. “Never mind. Maggie would tell us we have a shallow understanding of Jane Austen. Anyway, you know what I meant. What do you know about what’s going on with her?”
“I know you’re worried. That’s enough for me.”
Her determination not to fall for him wasn’t made easier by such comments. Ellen reminded herself he knew how to lay on the charm when he wanted to. He had the bluest of blue eyes and a jaw that reminded her of a young Clint Eastwood. But Luke wasn’t classically handsome so much as arresting, magnetic—totally impossible to ignore. But she was strong, intelligent, determined. A Galway. She could do it. “Maggie and I are meeting in two minutes,” she said. “When she sees you, she’s going to know you’re on to her. I don’t want to upset her before her talk.”
“You want me to disappear?”
“At least keep a low profile, if that’s possible.”
“Sure,” he said. “I can do that.”
“Since you’re not interested in her talk, why don’t you meet us afterward and find something to amuse you in the meantime? Maggie and I plan to celebrate with champagne—”
“Good. I’ll be there. It could help her open up.”
“Your presence could help?” Ellen rolled her eyes. “You’re out of your jurisdiction.”
“Who says I’m here professionally? But if whatever is up with Maggie needs the attention of law enforcement, you both will be returning to Texas. You know I have options—”
“All right, all right. I get it. Maggie will be here any second.” Ellen dug out her room key and handed it to him. “Room 204. There’s a short reception after Maggie’s talk. We should be back in two hours, tops.” She grinned at him. “You have time for a mineral bath.”
“Or I could watch a movie in your room.”
His tone was just sarcastic enough for her to notice, which meant he was being very sarcastic. The more understated Luke Jackson was, the more serious. She hadn’t yet dealt with him in the courtroom or on an investigation, but he had a solid reputation as one of the newer Rangers. It wasn’t professionally that she knew him best—it was personally. He was known as Sam Temple’s protégé. Sam was her uncle, married to her father’s sister.
Having an affair with Luke wasn’t just complicated. It was stupid.
“Have fun,” she said. “There’s only one bed in my room. Don’t plan on staying the night.”
“I can always sleep on the floor.”
No sarcasm this time. Just knowing, cocky Luke Jackson.
“It’s the off-season in Saratoga,” Ellen said. “There are plenty of rooms at the hotel. You can get your own.”
He managed to disappear into an elevator three seconds before Maggie descended the stairs and entered the lobby. She was dressed head-to-toe in dove gray, looking soft and approachable but also professional. But when she smiled, there wasn’t much life in her eyes.
She had rented a car. It was parked out front.
Ellen grinned. “Let’s go talk about Jane Austen.”
 



 
Chapter 2
 
Luke didn’t stay in Ellen’s room, tempting as it was. He would have loved to see her work up the guts to kick him out. He’d go—he wasn’t the type of man to stay in a woman’s room if she didn’t want him there—but watching her twist herself in knots in order to blame him for denying herself something she wanted would be a show.
Nothing annoyed Ellen Galway more than him telling her what she wanted.
She’d already yelled at him about that. “Luke Jackson, it is patronizing and insulting to tell me what I want. I’ll tell you what I want.”
They’d just made love. He’d had a fair idea of what she wanted.
He’d made the mistake of telling her as much. That was two weeks ago. The first time she’d kicked him out of her room. Tonight would be the second, if she didn’t relent. Because whatever else happened, he wasn’t booking his own room unless he had no other choice. It wasn’t the expense, and it damn sure wasn’t him foisting himself on a woman who didn’t want him around.
It was concern. Ellen was worried about her sister. That was enough for him, since he had never met anyone with better instincts she had, but it wasn’t his only reason he was here. It was her twin sister herself and his own read on her behavior.
It had been three months since he’d bought Ellen a margarita, because she was Sam Temple’s niece. He’d meant it as a decent gesture. He sure as hell hadn’t meant to fall for her.
He swore to himself. He would sleep on the floor.
But as soon as he tossed his bag into Ellen’s room, he turned around and walked out again. He took the stairs instead of the elevator down to the lobby, eager to stay moving. He had the name of the lecture hall where Maggie was speaking and the address plugged into his phone. He jumped in his rental car, and headed north up Broadway.
Saratoga Springs was one pretty town. North Broadway was lined with mansions, many with large porches and lawns with shade trees leafing out. Spring definitely came late to the northeast, Luke thought. He wondered if Maggie was considering a move up here after she completed her dissertation. Anything was possible with the Galways. He’d learned that long before he’d slept with Ellen. He prided himself on not making dumb moves, but sleeping with Jack Galway’s daughter? Seriously dumb. But Luke thought about her dark eyes, her smile, her laughter—her slim, fit body under him—and decided he shouldn’t be so hard on himself.
He turned onto a quiet, shaded road that led onto the Skidmore campus. When he parked at the lecture hall, he reminded himself why he was here. It wasn’t to repair his relationship with Ellen. The truth was, their relationship didn’t need repairing. It was moving to the next level and she was tackling that reality. It was eating at her to admit he violated every preconceived notion she’d had about the man she would fall for, but that wasn’t his problem, at least not right now. His problem was whatever was going on with Maggie. Two nights ago, she’d rushed into the bar where he’d been having a beer with his buddies, stammered something about needing to talk to him, then rushed out again. He’d found her outside her apartment yesterday morning, throwing her suitcase into a cab, on her way to the airport for her flight up here.
Nothing’s wrong, she’d told him. I’m sorry if I worried you.
You’re the one who looked worried, Maggie.
Mad. I looked mad, because I was mad.
Mad at what—or who?
Nothing I want to talk about now.
He hadn’t argued with her, but he stood by his assessment. She’d looked worried in the bar, and she’d looked worried as she climbed into her cab.
But she’d given him a half-hearted smile. It’s okay, Luke. I’m not mad about anything that would involve you as a Ranger. Nothing law enforcement related.
Not Jane Austen related, I hope.
He’d earned a small laugh for that remark, but as the cab had pulled away, he’d felt uneasy. He’d gone so far as to consider calling her father, but he’d reined himself in. If Maggie Galway wanted to tell her father what was bothering her, she could do it herself. She didn’t need Luke meddling in her business. Neither did her father.
Good way to get them both irritated at him.
Sometimes the best course of action was to mind his own damn business.
“So why are you in Saratoga Springs?” he muttered to himself as he entered the lecture hall.
He knew the answer. Because on top of that encounter with Maggie, he’d discovered Ellen was heading up here at the last minute, and not just to give her sister moral support for an academic talk on Jane Austen.
Ellen had found him at work late yesterday, easing up to his desk while he was typing a routine report. She’d asked him what Maggie had wanted with him. By then, Maggie was in Saratoga. At first, Luke had assumed Ellen was concerned her sister had come to see him about their relationship. Then he’d realized she was deeply worried about Maggie. The twin radar, the Galway radar, the prosecutor radar. They all were going nuts, beeping alarms.
Are you sure what’s bugging Maggie isn’t a law enforcement matter?
Luke had shrugged. That’s what she said.
Ellen had shoved a hand through her hair, pacing. Never mind. Sorry to bother you.
I can get out of here and we can go have a drink somewhere.
No. Thanks. Sorry. I have to go.
That was when Luke had decided to find Sam Temple. Now the father of two small boys, Sam was a dedicated law enforcement officer and a devoted father and husband. He’d fought a few demons, but he was one of the strongest men Luke knew. Luke had laid out his two recent encounters with Maggie Galway.
Sam had looked straight through him. What are you doing, Luke?
What do you mean?
Damn. Are you sleeping with Maggie?
No! Luke hadn’t meant to react with such force, but he couldn’t help himself. Maggie? He’d quickly settled himself down. Wow. Hell. No, I am not sleeping with Maggie.
The dark Temple eyes—the stare that could stop criminals in their tracks—didn’t let up. Finally Sam had sighed. Ellen. You’re sleeping with Ellen Galway.
At that moment, Luke had realized Sam Temple had just lured him, hooked him and nailed him. The only way out was the truth. Not anymore. It was a mistake. It won’t be repeated. I’m not asking you not to tell her father.
But I’m not going to, and neither are you. Some things are between a father and daughter. Hell, Luke, what were you thinking?
Who’d been thinking?
Sam had promised he would keep an eye and ear out for anything involving the Galway sisters. He had no specific reason for concern, but when Luke had said he wanted to take a couple of days off and fly up to New York, their uncle hadn’t raised any objections.
 
***
 
Luke entered the lecture hall, already darkened for Maggie’s talk. It had stadium seating with a capacity of about a hundred-fifty. He estimated the hall was about half filled with students, professors and members of the public. Not bad for a midday talk on Jane Austen. He sat in the back row, on the right-hand aisle. He’d left his hat in the car. No point drawing attention to himself.
He could see Ellen down in front, in the center of the second row.
A middle-aged woman had finished introducing Maggie, who approached the podium with a grace and confidence at odds with her agitation the last two times Luke had seen her. She had slides and video to accompany her talk. The visuals helped him pay attention. Not that he took in what she had to say. He wasn’t attending the lecture to learn about Jane Austen. He was here to observe Maggie’s behavior.
And Ellen’s, too, he supposed. Thick as thieves those two were.
Maggie was clearly into her topic. She was vibrant and energetic and engaged her audience with her arguments, anecdotes and general passion for her subject. Watching her, Luke couldn’t tell anything was wrong with her. He slouched in his chair, considering the possibility he had wasted his time flying north. Maybe he could get a flight back to Austin tonight. Then he wouldn’t have to deal with where he slept.
When Maggie finished, the audience erupted into applause. She thanked them and said she’d see everyone at the reception afterward, then disappeared through a door behind the podium.
Luke yawned—he felt rude but was sure no one saw him—and got up, waiting at the exit as attendees filed past him. Ellen didn’t head his way. Instead she walked up onto the small stage and went through the same door her sister had.
He rubbed the back of his neck, realizing he hadn’t thought past getting through the actual talk. Now what? Make an appearance at the reception?
Probably a good idea. He hoped the food was good, at least.
He followed a group of undergraduates down a corridor, assuming they were headed to the reception. As they turned into a wide doorway to the right, Luke’s phone vibrated. He checked the screen, saw it was Sam Temple on the other end and answered. “What’s up?”
“Hugh Parker is up there.”
Luke slowed his pace. Back in January, Hugh Parker had expressed his anger to Ellen Galway for prosecuting his brother for assault. He’d come up to the line and put his toe on it, but he hadn’t crossed it into illegal harassment.
“Where?” Luke asked.
“Albany. Thirty miles south of Saratoga.”
“Why?”
“He’s staying with a friend. This is according to his brother.”
Now serving his sentence in prison. “Has he had any contact with Ellen or Maggie?”
“Not that we know of,” Sam said.
“When did Parker leave Texas?”
“Six weeks ago. Maggie’s talk in Saratoga Springs was already in the works. She announced it on her social media platforms. It’s not a secret. Parker could have found out easily enough.”
Luke nodded as if Sam Temple were about to enter the reception with him. “Okay. I’ll stick close to Maggie and Ellen. If Parker has made contact, I’ll find out.”
“Do that. Keep me posted.”
Luke thanked him for the call and disconnected.
Hugh Parker? Were he and Sam grasping at straws? So what if Parker was staying with a friend in Albany? It proved nothing—unless he was at Maggie’s talk and reception, stalking her, harassing her. Luke scanned the people at the hors d’oeuvres table and drinks table, but he didn’t see anyone who looked out of place.
He called Sam back. “Do we have a photo of Hugh Parker?”
“We must. I’ll get it to you.”
“Thanks,” Luke said, then entered the reception room, searching for the Galway twins.
 



 
Chapter 3
 
Ellen approached her sister, chatting casually with two middle-aged women in the corner past the drinks table. Mini Diet Coke in hand, Maggie looked excited and relieved to have her talk behind her. For someone as reserved as she was, standing in front of dozens of people—students, professors, the public—drained her, as much as she loved sharing her knowledge. She also understood that events such as today’s talk would help advance her career. The yin-and-yang of being an academic, she’d explained once to Ellen.
She broke away from her colleagues and joined Ellen. “You were fantastic, Maggie,” Ellen said with genuine enthusiasm. “You were smart, funny, insightful. I thought I knew Jane Austen, but—amazing. Great job.”
“Thanks.” Maggie leaned in close to her sister. “Ellen…did you see him?”
“See who?”
“Luke Jackson is here.”
“In Saratoga. Yes, I know, Maggie. I saw him a few minutes before you met me in the hotel lobby. I didn’t want to distract you by telling you. He’s waiting for me in my room.” She felt blood rush to her face. “Don’t read anything into that. He’s meeting us for champagne.”
Maggie shook her head. “No, I mean he’s here. He came in a few minutes late and sat at the back of the lecture hall.”
Ellen sighed, not surprised. “The man doesn’t do as he’s told,” she said, trying to keep her tone light.
“Why didn’t you tell me he was in Saratoga? You don’t look happy about having him up here. I thought you two were doing well together.”
“We were. Now we’re not. I didn’t say anything because you obviously have enough on your mind.”
“He came all the way up here for a reason. Ellen. Don’t be dense. He’s here for you.”
“No, he’s not, Maggie,” Ellen said. “He’s here because he’s worried about you. So am I.”
Maggie waved a hand. “I’m sorry I worried you. It was all pre-talk jitters. I’ve figured out I tend to create drama ahead of a big presentation. It must be an outlet for my nervousness. I look for big rocks to turn over and I always expect nasty things will squirm out from under them. I’m sure that’s what you and Luke have picked up on. Look, you and Luke—”
“There is no ‘you and Luke.’ There’s Luke. There’s me. That’s the beginning, middle and end of that story. I’m not here because of Luke and Luke isn’t here because of me.”
“If you say so.” Maggie glanced at the table. “I couldn’t eat a thing right now.” She smiled, turning back to Ellen. “I’m so glad you were here for my talk. Seeing Luke in the back of the lecture hall didn’t throw me. He was trying to keep a low profile, but he came in late and—well, he’s tough to miss. There are a few men here but he gives off that Texas Ranger vibe. For a second I thought it was Dad or Sam. Don’t tell Luke that.”
Ellen laughed, ignoring her uneasiness. “I won’t. Have you talked to anyone, Maggie? Dad, Mom, Aunt Kara, Sam—“
“About Jane Austen?”
“About what squirmed out from under your rocks.”
“There’s nothing to talk about. There’s nothing nasty squirming around in my life, except the introduction to my dissertation. I’m stuck. I keep thinking about it. Classic paralysis of analysis.”
“Maggie…”
“A professor couple I know have invited me to stay at their cabin while I’m up here. It’s on a small lake near Lake George. They don't go up there much this time of year. I’ll have a few days on my own to decompress and do some work.”
“Don’t you have to be back at the college?”
“Not until late next week.”
Ellen frowned. “How well do you know these people?”
“Well enough. It’ll be great. I’ll sit in a cabin in the mountains and do nothing for five days but read, sleep and look out at the scenery. My friends have been where I am right now—stressed out, lost in the weeds, saying yes to too many things. I’m thinking of it as my Adirondack mini retreat.”
“Is this couple here?”
“Somewhere. They were at my talk. They stayed with me when they were in Austin for a conference last year. You didn’t meet them. Relax, Ellen. I might not be a cynical Texas Ranger or a suspicious prosecutor, but I’m not a pushover, either.”
“All right,” Ellen said. “I see your point.”
Maggie smiled. “I knew you would, and I appreciate your concern. Luke stirs you up. It’s no wonder you’re on edge and reactive. Maybe you’re turning over a few big rocks yourself and just don’t realize it.”
As if to prove her point, Luke joined them and Ellen’s heart jumped. She was positive her twin sister knew it. He kissed Maggie on the cheek. “Good job, Maggie.” He smiled that deadly smile of him. “Just don’t quiz me.”
Maggie’s laughter didn’t reach her dark eyes. Ellen gritted her teeth. Whatever was bothering her sister was still an issue, and it wasn’t just pre-talk jitters and drama creating. But Maggie smiled, smooth and gracious. “Can you two excuse me? I need to run to the ladies’ room. Help yourselves to drinks and hors d’oeuvres. I’ll be right back.”
What could they say? Ellen resisted the urge to tell Maggie she’d go to the restroom with her. As Maggie disappeared through a corner door, Luke shook his head. “She’s not herself.”
“You walking in here looking as if you’re about to make an arrest doesn’t help.”
“When did you last hear from Hugh Parker?”
Ellen gaped at him. “Parker—what are you talking about?”
“He’s in Albany.”
“That’s not the same as being here, and unless he contacts me—”
“Has he?”
“No.”
“What about Maggie?”
Ellen considered his question. “I’m sure she’d have told me.”
“How much does this guy hate you?”
“A lot, but it comes with the territory as a prosecutor, even a junior prosecutor. You get some who don’t take our role personally and realize we’re doing our jobs, and you get some who want to mop the floor with us. You know how it is.”
“I like my role in enforcing the law,” Luke said in that subtle-yet-not-subtle way he had.
“I bet you do,” Ellen said. “I can’t see anyone mopping the floor with you.”
He winked. “That’s good.”
He grabbed a small plate and helped himself to cubes of cheese and sliced fruit from a tray on the table. He offered Ellen some, but she shook her head. She wasn’t hungry. She was still thrown off by his presence and Maggie’s retreat. Her sister’s emotions seemed downright erratic, especially for someone who usually kept her emotions hidden even from those closest to her. Now they seemed all over the place.
Luke tackled his plate of fruit and cheese. He didn’t appear to have any trouble eating, but Ellen knew he was watching her, studying her—deliberately creating a void of silence. If she was hiding anything, he meant to find out. That was the clear message she got from him.
Either that, or he was just enjoying the reception.
An attractive, well-dressed older woman approached them and introduced herself as the wife of the couple who owned the cabin Maggie was borrowing for a few days. She handed Ellen a folded piece of notebook paper. “Maggie asked me to give this to you.”
Ellen felt Luke go on alert, straightening as he set his plate on a side table and stood close to her. “Where is Maggie now?” she asked.
“I saw her heading out. I assumed she wasn’t feeling well.”
Her hands shaking, Ellen unfolded the paper, which looked as if it had been torn out of one of her sister’s ubiquitous Moleskine notebooks. She half expected Luke to read it over her shoulder, but he gave her enough space—barely—to read the note on her own.
Dear Maggie,
I decided to leave for the cabin early. I thought this might happen once I finished my talk. I got a late checkout at the hotel and put my bag in the trunk before we met in the lobby. I need this time. Please don’t worry. I don’t know if I’ll have cell phone service at the lake, but I’ll be fine, regardless. I’ll be in touch as soon as I can. Have champagne tonight with Luke instead!
xoxo
Maggie
Ellen resisted crumpling the note. Had Maggie’s trip to the ladies’ room been a ruse—a cover for her exit from the reception and from her sister’s and Luke’s scrutiny? Had she had the note written already when she and Ellen had talked a few minutes ago?
Had her sister engineered her exit so Ellen could be alone with Luke tonight?
Stifling her emotions—an unhealthy mix of anger, frustration and worry—she shoved the note at Luke.
He scanned it and handed it back. “Do you know where this cabin is located?”
She shook her head.
“We need to find it,” he said. “And we need someone to lay eyes on Hugh Parker.”
 
***
 
Ellen rolled down the passenger window in Luke’s rental car, breathing in the cool afternoon air. She got directions to the cabin from the professor who had given her Maggie’s note. No sign of concern. None. There was no landline at the cabin and only spotty cell coverage, she’d explained. But Ellen didn’t plan to call, anyway. She wanted to see her sister face-to-face. Eye to eye. Ask her what was going on. No excuses now not to explain. Her talk was done, and it had been a success.
It did occur to Ellen that she was overreacting in part because of Luke. His presence always super-charged her emotions. She’d gone back to the hotel with him. They’d grabbed their bags and she’d checked out. With a little luck, they’d find Maggie, and she’d prove to them nothing was going with her on other than a preoccupied, stressed-out academic needing time to herself and not quite knowing how to tell her sister and a Texas Ranger to buzz off.
And someone would find Hugh Parker nowhere near Saratoga Springs.
Then Ellen would have to find a place to spend the night, or catch a late-evening flight back to Austin—but she would cross that bridge when she got to it.
Luke surprised her by not wanting to talk about Parker, at least not right now. “Hugh Parker is your basic manipulator.” He continued another half mile, silent, one hand on the wheel, before he continued. “Tell me about your trip to the Adirondacks when you and Maggie were eighteen.”
“Luke…” Ellen breathed in more of the clean, beautiful mountain air. “What do you know?”
“What I read in the file.”
Bad guy came after estranged wife of a Texas Ranger and their twin teenage daughters. Bad guy lost. Twins survived. Texas Ranger and wife reconciled.
What else was there for Luke to know?
But Ellen thought she understood what he was getting at. “It was scary. Frightening.” Her voice sounded distant to her—almost as if she were talking about someone else. “It was winter. My mother, Maggie and I were at a cabin in the Adirondacks. My dad was on the way but we didn’t know that. This man kidnapped Maggie and me and left us out in the snow and the cold. But we always knew our parents would find us. Always.”
“Are you sure Maggie knew?”
“Yes,” Ellen said without hesitation.
“You’re a prosecutor, Ellen. Pretend you’re a witness and you’re deciding if you’re going to put yourself on the stand to help your case. Let me ask the question again. Are you sure Maggie knew you two would be all right?”
“She mostly knew. She could have had moments of doubt.”
“And you?”
“I didn’t allow doubt to enter my mind.”
“Maggie’s more…” He eased in to the right lane of the interstate. “More contemplative.”
“Contemplative, Luke?’
He glanced at her. Ellen could see he wasn’t going to let her change the subject or the mood. “Maggie looks at every angle, every possibility, every piece of evidence—whether it’s research into Jane Austen or whether it’s proof she’s not going to freeze to death tied to a rock with her twin sister. That’s one reason she’s a good academic. You don’t look at every angle, Ellen. You see the prize and go for it. That’s one reason you make a good prosecutor.”
“I have to consider every angle,” Ellen said, trying to keep any defensiveness out of her tone.
Luke shook his head. “Not like Maggie does. It’s not as natural for you as it is for her. I just listened to her presentation on Jane Austen. You tell me you’ve ever considered even one-tenth of what she talked about.”
“But that was the point.”
He drove on. Traffic was sparse and the scenery was breathtaking. “What if your experience eight years ago is haunting Maggie? What if the invitation to speak at Skidmore stirred up memories she’s buried all this time?”
“We’re not the type to bury memories. We get things out in the open.”
“Were you and Maggie together the whole time after you were kidnapped?”
Ellen nodded. “The whole time.”
“Bet not,” Luke said, matter-of-fact.
“Look, I get your point,” Ellen said. “Something could have happened to Maggie that didn’t happen to me, and she’s never told anyone.”
“Do you think that’s the case?”
She stared straight ahead at the interstate, flanked by wooded hills. “We’ll find out soon enough.”
 



 
Chapter 4
 
Maggie Galway unlocked the front door to the small two-bedroom cabin. She used the key the owners had given to her, and she was already in love with the place. If not for her guilt at cutting out on her sister and Luke Jackson, she would have squealed with pleasure at the cabin’s sheer perfection. Its location, its size, its homey décor, its stunning setting on a crystal-clear Adirondack lake. Even the choice of the locally made soap and shampoo in the bathroom was perfect.
This would work, Maggie thought as she set her suitcase on the floor by the kitchen table. She would finish the rewrite on the introduction to her dissertation, and she would put her demons to rest.
She couldn’t tell Ellen.
Good-hearted, can-do Ellen would want to come up here and fix things, and that was part of the problem. Soft-spoken and more introverted than anyone else in her family, Maggie had been letting her sister and parents and even her aunt and uncle do the hard work of fighting her demons for her. She needed to deal with them herself.
What she regretted most right now was having let a strange man get to her—to the point that she’d gone straight to Luke. Finding herself standing in front of him, saying too much, she’d realized her mistake and made a few lame excuses and left. She was sure that encounter had contributed to Luke’s presence now.
The man had done nothing. He’d shown up after one of her classes, told her that he found Jane Austen fascinating and wished her well in Saratoga. She didn’t recognize him as a student or faculty, but so what?
She put him out of her mind. She’d overreacted. All there was to it. Her parents had encouraged her and Ellen to trust their instincts, but sometimes they were wrong. In this case, hers had been corrupted by her nervousness over her talk and her obsession with her and Ellen’s kidnapping and near-death eight years ago.
By now, Ellen had received the note and knew the score—knew why, in fact, Maggie had opted out of their celebratory champagne dinner that evening. With Luke in Saratoga, Ellen had her hands full. She would understand Maggie’s thinking, or at least forgive her. They’d been through hell together eight years ago. Maggie didn’t know why her experience had bubbled up all of a sudden, but it had.
And it was up to her to deal with it.
This retreat would make a positive difference in her life, she thought as she crossed the worn wood floor to a large window overlooking the lake and surrounding hills. Returning to the Adirondacks was like climbing back on a horse after being thrown—even if it had taken her eight years.
There were other cabins on the lake, and a few year-round houses. The location wasn’t as remote as it felt. Not like the cabin where she and Ellen had run with their mother—only to be discovered by a killer. That one was deeper in the Adirondack Park, a vast tract of protected land encompassing six million acres in northeast New York.
Breathe.
A snowstorm. Two teenagers dragged out of their warm cabin, tied to a boulder…
“Finish the story,” Maggie whispered. “It didn’t end there. Finish it.”
She could feel the cold as if she were back in that frigid Adirondack winter, dressed in vintage clothes. She remembered she’d lost a sequined shoe from the ’70s.
Their mother had found her daughters, putting herself at greater risk.
Maggie smiled, ignoring tears rising in her eyes. Her intrepid mom who’d made millions in a series of clever investments that had worked out better than she’d ever imagined. The money hadn’t thrown off her parents’ marriage as much as the doubts and challenges her mother faced being married to a dedicated Texas Ranger. Maggie had assumed divorce was a certainty, but the killer who’d nearly dispatched his family had prompted Jack and Susanna Galway to make a real effort to prove how much they mattered to each other.
Maggie wasn’t sure what all had been involved in their reconciliation, but she was glad her parents had worked through their problems, in spite of the hurdles and the long odds. They’d agreed from the start their daughters weren’t to be asked to take sides. Who was the bad guy, Susanna Galway or Jack Galway? There was no bad guy.
Spent from giving her talk and slipping out on her sister and her own Texas Ranger, Maggie fixed herself some peppermint tea and inspected the refrigerator, stocked with basic provisions ahead of her expected arrival tomorrow. Milk, cheese, eggs, apples, a container of soup and olives. She smiled. Yes, a proper academic retreat was impossible without olives. She’d have them later with the bottle of merlot her hosts had left on the counter.
She sat at the table with her tea. A large bird swooped down from a wooded hillside and landed on the water. A loon? A duck? She couldn’t make out its features. This is what she would do, she thought. She would drink tea and look at the lake between revisions and reading.
There was Wi-Fi at the cabin, and adequate if not great cell phone coverage that she doubted extended into the farther reaches of the quiet lake. She could call Ellen, but she didn’t want to talk to her sister. Ellen was in prosecutor mode, and Luke’s presence would only make it worse. Luke was tight with Sam Temple, and Sam had been shot in the leg that horrible day in the Adirondacks.
Maggie shook her head. “No. Don’t say ‘horrible’ day. Keep it neutral. That day in the Adirondacks.” She smiled. “There.”
She felt better already. Now that she was here, her cabin retreat didn’t feel so provocative and nutty. She knew the note she’d left for Ellen wouldn’t be sufficient, but calling her sister didn’t seem right even if she wasn’t in prosecutor mode—it would be intrusive, a distraction. She and Ellen were close, but Ellen wasn’t having the difficulties eight years after their ordeal that Maggie was.
Ordeal. Another loaded word. Incident would do.
The point being, she didn’t want Ellen to rescue her or try to fix her, and she didn’t want to explain herself.
Maggie decided at least to text her sister. It was more personal than an email but not as intrusive as a call. I’m at the cabin. It’s perfect. Thank you for understanding.
Ellen responded immediately: I don’t understand.
Maggie smiled. Of course her sister didn’t understand.
We can talk when I get back to Texas.
That wasn’t too subtle, was it? Maggie set her phone on the table. She did a few slow, deep, calming breaths. Later in the season, the lake would no doubt be crowded with canoes and kayaks, but no motorized boats were permitted. Swimming was, but the water would be cold by her standards straight through the summer. She liked being here now, with spring blossoming in this beautiful part of the northeast. She wasn’t an outdoorsy type, but she appreciated the incredible scenery.
She heard birds, the breeze soughing in the trees and the ticking of a clock somewhere inside the cabin.
A man came from behind a spruce tree down by the cabin’s small dock, startling her. But she didn't make a sound as he turned, facing the cabin.
Maggie shrank low in her chair. Did he think the place was empty?
“Hello.” He started onto the yard below the deck, in front of the cabin. “It’s Maggie, isn’t it? Maggie Galway. Nice name.”
She held her breath. She didn’t recognize this man. Was he one of Ellen’s friends? A friend of the owners? Did he own a second home on the lake? Did he live there?
He continued toward the cabin. He wore a black baseball cap that covered most of his hair and cast shadows on his features. “It’s okay. I know your friends.”
Maggie swore she heard a Texas twang in this voice. Her imagination or not, she jumped to her feet, grabbed her phone and raced for the back door, leaving her suitcase.
She pushed open the screen door, leaped down the back steps and ran.
 



 
Chapter 5
 
“I considered trying to become a Ranger,” Ellen said as Luke turned onto a narrow, rock-pitted road that wound downhill toward a sparkling lake nestled in the hills north of Saratoga. “There are more women Rangers than there used to be, but I was drawn to the law. I’m one of the few I graduated with who actually loved law school.”
“Lawyers,” Luke said.
“Do I detect a note of disdain in your voice, Luke Jackson?”
“What you detect and what’s there might be two different things.” He kept his eyes on the road, but he didn’t seem to have any trouble with its driving challenges. “Your friends are all lawyers.”
“Not everyone who graduates from law school ends up practicing law, and not all my friends are lawyers. Are all your friends Rangers?”
“Who says I have friends?”
Ellen rolled her eyes. Luke grinned at her, then turned his attention back to the road. It turned sharply to the right, down a steep hill through tall, impenetrable evergreens. She wouldn’t want to navigate such a road in winter, but the cabins at least on this part of the lake appeared to be seasonal. She wondered how many were winterized. Nights still could be cool in May. She didn’t know how Maggie would react if she had to light a wood stove or fireplace to stay warm.
The lake came into view again, the water rippling in a breeze, glistening under the afternoon sun. “Maggie lucked out,” Ellen said. “This is gorgeous.”
“Could you see yourself staying here for a week on your own?” Luke asked.
“Maybe not on my own, although I suppose if I had a reason I could. Studying for the bar, writing a dissertation.” She paused, not looking at him. “Getting over a man.”
“Figuring out if you wanted to be with a man,” he added. “You could chew on that one for a whole week up here, couldn’t you?”
“An hour, maybe,” Ellen said lightly. “An hour to figure out being with him would be pure insanity, then a week to breathe a sigh of relief and relax.”
“Breathe a sigh of relief because the decision’s made or because he’s out of your life?”
“Both. One leads to the other.”
“So it does,” Luke said, pulling in behind a cabin. “This should be the right place.”
Speaking of relief, Ellen thought. She was relieved to put an end to that conversation. The cabin looked adorable, and it was the right one. She recognized Maggie’s rental car parked in the gravel driveway, next to the cabin’s back steps. Three steps led to a landing and the back door—a screen door and regular door. The regular door stood open. Ellen felt slightly guilty at interrupting her sister’s retreat, but she was confident Maggie would understand her overreaction. Once reassured, she and Luke would be on their way.
Ellen unfastened her seatbelt and got out of the car. The air was noticeably cooler than in Saratoga Springs—cooler than she preferred, but it would feel like heaven in mid-summer, when Austin would be blistering hot.
A breeze stirred, rustling in the trees. As Luke got out of the car, he squinted into the sun shining on the lake. “Back door’s wide open.” He turned to Ellen. “Want to give Maggie a shout?”
“Sure.” Ellen started up the steps. “Maggie—Maggie, we’re here. Luke and I are here.”
No response. Ellen peered through the screen door. She could see Maggie’s suitcase on the floor, as if she’d just arrived.
“She must be out front,” Ellen said, jumping back down the steps.
She took a pounded-grass path that looked as if it wound around to the front of the cabin. She led the way, aware of Luke behind her. She had enough experience as a prosecutor and the daughter and niece of Texas Rangers to know the signs of a law enforcement officer on alert, and that, she thought, would be Luke Jackson.
She glanced back at him. “You’d think she’d have heard us arrive.”
He shrugged. “Maybe she did.”
“And she’s waiting for us to come out front and find her?”
“Why not? She could have her feet in the water.”
“The ice practically just melted,” Ellen said.
The cabin had a wide deck overlooking the lake. The simple furnishings were uncovered, but their weatherproof tarps remained stacked in a corner, as if the owners didn’t dare believe lake season was upon them. From what Ellen had seen in the news, it had been a rough winter in the northeast.
Luke eased past her onto the front lawn, the grass thick and green and dotted with natural boulders and peeks of ledge. Not the most hospitable of land, Ellen thought. She could hear gentle waves lapping against the dock. Two kayaks—one bright yellow, the other bright orange—were turned over on the grass close to the water’s edge. Once she located Maggie and assured herself that her sister was all right, Ellen wouldn’t mind taking a spin out on the lake in one of the kayaks. She didn’t have proper clothes, but if she rolled up her pant legs and was careful paddling, she wouldn’t get too wet. Wet, yes. But not too wet. And if Luke went with her in the second kayak…
She stopped herself right there. What was she thinking?
Nothing, she told herself. I’m not thinking anything.
Of course she was thinking something. It was the Luke Jackson effect.
Once she checked on her sister, she would leave, as planned.
She glanced around the small yard. Five freshly painted Adirondack chairs were arranged in a half-circle in front of a stone-and-brick outdoor fireplace, as if awaiting the first fire of the season. On the edge of the lawn to her left, backing up to more tall, thickly growing evergreens, was a shed. Its dark brown paint and deep orange shutters matched the cabin. The kayak gear would be stored here, no doubt. Ellen shuddered, an image flashing in her mind of snow-laden evergreens when she and Maggie were eighteen…
“Ellen?”
“Mind wandering.” She forced a smile. “It’s pretty here but it really is quiet. I thought we’d see Maggie by now.”
“So did I.”
Luke walked down the gentle hill to the dock. The sun was lower in the cloudless sky, light slowly leaking out of the afternoon. He glanced back at Ellen. “Call her.”
Ellen had been about to do just that. She gave a yell. “Maggie!” She paused, waiting for a response. When there was none, she tried again. “Maggie, it’s me, Ellen. Luke’s with me. Where are you?”
No response.
“She could have gone for a walk,” Ellen said, noticing her heart was racing. Maggie. But she didn’t let her mind take off with wild possibilities. One thing at a time.
Luke walked out onto the dock, his boots hardly making a sound on the hard surface. “Could she have gone canoeing alone or with a friend?” he asked, glancing back at Ellen.
“I don’t know. What friend? For that matter, what canoe?”
He gave a curt nod. “You’re right. Resist speculating.”
“I wish we knew where that SOB Hugh Parker is. You haven’t heard back yet, have you?”
“Not on his whereabouts. I have his photo.” He jumped back onto the lawn. “Let’s have a look inside the cabin.”
“She can’t have gone far if she left the door wide open.”
Luke said nothing. Ellen realized she’d made her comment because she wanted reassurance. She wanted him to tell her there was no reason to worry about her sister, but an open cabin door meant little without further evidence.
They mounted the steps to the deck. Ellen stood aside, knowing Luke would want to go in first. She attempted a smile at him as he stepped past her but knew it didn’t happen. Her heart was beating fast, and her head spun with possibilities. What if Maggie had hurt herself? What if she had fallen in the cold water?
Stop. Just stop.
As much as Ellen didn’t want to admit it, she recognized that being here—being back in the Adirondacks for the first time since she was eighteen—was affecting her, undoubtedly contributing to her sense of foreboding, even to her physical reaction. Racing heart, clammy palms, shallow breathing.
Luke eyed her a moment. “You can wait out here if you want.”
“I’m fine. Let’s do this.”
He pulled open the screen door, then tested the main door. “It’s unlocked,” he said, pushing it open. “Maggie, it’s Luke and your sister.”
Ellen followed him inside. Maggie wasn’t in the cozy main room. Her suitcase looked as if she’d plopped it on the floor, deciding to take a walk before she unpacked.
Luke checked the two first-floor bedrooms and the bathroom.
He shook his head as he returned to the main living area. “No sign of her.”
“Luke…”
He walked to a large window overlooking the quiet lake.
Ellen stood next to him. “If Maggie went for a walk, she’ll be heading back soon. It’s getting dark, and I bet there are mosquitoes. She hates mosquitoes.”
Luke gave a curt nod. “Let’s check outside, see if we can pick up any footprints.”
“Luke, are you worried about her?”
“Getting there.”
 
***
 
They circled around the opposite side of the cabin to the driveway, then walked back out to the road, making sure to avoid trampling anything that could be of use in finding Maggie. Ellen stopped abruptly at the end of the driveway, grabbing Luke by the arm. “That’s fresh,” she said, pointing to a distinct footprint in a soft, wet spot on the edge of the road, leading away from the cabin.
Luke nodded. “It looks like a woman’s print.”
Ellen gulped in a breath. About three feet up the road was a second print. “Luke.”
“I see it,” he said.
“That wasn’t made by the same foot as this first one.”
“Give another shout for your sister,” Luke said. “Keep any worry out of your voice.”
“Maggie! Where are you?” Ellen added a frustrated laugh and kept her voice raised as she continued. “I’m ready for some New York style barbecue. What a gorgeous place.”
Luke stayed quiet and still next to her, but there was no response to Ellen’s call to her sister. He shook his head. “Let’s go up the road a little ways. It’ll be dark in another hour. Ellen…” He paused. “If we don’t find her in the next five minutes or so—”
“We’ll need to launch a formal search. I know.”
He touched her elbow. “We have no evidence of foul play. Keep that in mind.”
“I will. I am.”
 



 
Chapter 6
 
Luke batted a mosquito away from his head. He didn’t think it had bitten him. Hadn’t occurred to him to pack bug spray when he’d headed north. He and Ellen were about a quarter-mile past Maggie’s borrowed cabin. The road was narrower and rougher, with more embedded rocks and deeper ruts and pits. To their left, the land descended sharply to the lake, water visible here and there through tall trees. To their right were more dense woods. He figured there had to be a cabin or some kind of dwelling up ahead, or why bother with a road?
Cell phone service was marginal to nonexistent now, but Luke knew Ellen wouldn’t want to turn back and call a search party until the road ended or they could see where it did end—or, better yet, they found her sister. But he couldn’t wait much longer. He had to get a search party out here. Better to call one in too soon than too late.
And he had to call Ellen and Maggie’s father. Jack Galway needed to know he had a daughter in trouble.
Potentially.
Hair-splitting as far as Luke was concerned at this point, but he reminded himself that eccentric Maggie Galway could be off chasing butterflies. Literally, even, although Luke didn’t know if upstate New York had butterflies this time of year. For that matter, he didn’t know if Texas did.
He gave himself a mental shake. Butterflies? What the hell?
The road angled up to the right, avoiding a cluster of large boulders above the water. “Ellen,” Luke said, stopping. “We haven’t seen any tracks since those first two by the cabin. Let’s turn back. We don’t want to waste time or daylight.”
She nodded, her face pale despite the exertion of their trek. “I can’t stand this, Luke. I keep thinking she’ll pop out from behind a boulder and say boo.”
“I know. So do I.”
“We used to play hide-and-seek as kids.” Ellen inhaled, straightening. “I can’t go there in my mind. It won’t help. What’s next?”
“Back to the cabin and some calls.”
“To the state and local police and my dad and uncle.”
“If there’s anything they can do, your father and Sam will do it. You know that.”
“If something’s happened and there’s a Texas connection, they’ll find it.”
Luke hadn’t put it that way, but it was what he was thinking, too.
Hugh Parker was a Texan. So was his brother in prison.
Walking toward the cabin instead of away from it offered a different angle of the lake and the surrounding woods. Luke noticed that he and Ellen had left few footprints. Someone else coming this way could easily not have left any prints. Most of the few wet spots were on the edges of the road.
Ellen climbed onto a five-foot granite boulder looming on the right edge of the road, bits of mica catching the last rays of sunlight. She stood and looked down through the trees toward the lake. Luke eased to the base of the boulder, spotting her in case emotion and distraction got the better of her. She was fit and sure in her movements, but her concern for her sister was palpable.
She sat down, her knees at his chest as she dangled them off the side in front of him. “Ellen and I were held in a spot like this,” she said quietly. “Boulders, evergreens. It was winter, thought, so beautiful with the freshly fallen snow.” She seemed lost in thought for a moment, then waved a hand. “It was a long time ago.”
“Being here is causing flashbacks for you,” Luke said.
She nodded. “Yes. Probably for Maggie, too. I wonder if that’s why she came here—to force herself to confront what happened. She’s different from me. She needs to process events her own way. I don’t know if she ever had a chance to do that.” Ellen swallowed visibly. “It doesn’t matter right now. We just need to find her.”
She started to jump off the boulder, but Luke caught her by the middle and lifted her to the ground.
“Thanks,” she said with a weak smile.
He knew better than to launch himself into the future, but if something terrible had happened to her twin sister—if Ellen lost her—he couldn’t imagine what she would do. Maggie and Ellen were the tightest sisters he’d ever known, in part because of their experience that winter in the Adirondacks as teenagers.
He batted away another mosquito, this one buzzing around Ellen’s face.
“Maggie won’t stay out here for long if mosquitoes are out.” Ellen took in a breath, looking less pale. “Maybe she’s back at the cabin by now.”
Farther down the road, Luke heard a rustling and crunching in the woods to the left, then saw a movement in the underbrush and ground cover. He got in front of Ellen.
Then came a small cry.
“That’s Maggie,” Ellen said. 
Luke shot ahead of her as Maggie staggered onto the road. He reached her first and caught one arm around her waist as she started to sink. “Are you alone?” he asked.
She managed a nod. “Yes.” She clutched his arm. “I’m okay. I’m just…” She seemed to summon the strength—emotional more than physical—to stand straight. “I got myself freaked out is all.”
Ellen leaped to her sister’s opposite side. “Did you see Luke and me pass you a few minutes ago?”
“Yes, I—I didn’t dare say anything in case he was following you. In case he had a gun on you.”
Luke stood back. “Who?”
“The man.”
“What man, Maggie?” he asked.
He saw she was trembling. “I saw him outside the cabin a few minutes after I got here. He was down by the dock. I panicked. I ran out the back door and hid.”
Ellen glanced at Luke, her expression serious, no sign of panic. She shifted back to her sister. “Did you recognize this man?”
“No.” Maggie shook her head as if to reassure herself she hadn’t recognized him. “He was at a distance, though.”
“Did you speak with him?”
“No, I told you. I ran.”
“Did he say anything—give you a shout, call your name, anything at all?”
She gulped in a breath. “He knew my name. He said it’s a nice name.”
“I’d have freaked out, too,” Ellen muttered. “Did he tell you his name?”
“I didn’t give him a chance. He implied he’s friends with the cabin’s owners. I didn’t want to take any chances. I’d been thinking about…” Maggie licked her lips, steadier. “You know.”
“Eight years ago,” Ellen said.
“We didn’t see this man at the cabin,” Luke said. “Do you think he has a place on the lake?”
Maggie looked down the road toward the cabin. “I have no idea,” she said in a half whisper.
Luke noticed she released her grip on him but was still trembling, if less so. “Was there anything particular about him that set you off?” he asked.
“Not about him,” she said in a near mumble. “About me.”
“We can talk more at the cabin,” Ellen said. “My mosquito radar is going off. I’m sensing a cloud of mosquitoes making its way toward us.”
“I don’t know if mosquitoes congregate in clouds like that, not that they have to.” Maggie shuddered. “I had one buzzing around my head the whole time I was in hiding, but I didn’t dare move to brush it away. I don’t know if it bit me.” She stood still, continuing to stare down the road. “I was so excited about being here. It’s beautiful, isn’t it? I can’t believe I let myself get freaked out by a man who was probably out for an afternoon walk and being neighborly.”
“He didn’t try to follow you?” Ellen asked.
“I don’t think so. I’m not sure he heard me leave. He could think I went on a walk. He might have no idea he scared me.”
They started down the road, Luke on one side of Maggie and Ellen on the other. He asked Maggie to describe the man she’d seen. “I’m not that good with descriptions, that sort of thing,” she said. “I’d guess he was in his thirties. Medium in height and build, meaning his size didn’t stand out to me—he wasn’t noticeably thin, overweight, tall or short. He wasn’t clean-shaven but he didn’t have a full beard. A few days’ growth, maybe?”
“What was he wearing?” Luke asked.
“Baseball cap, jeans, safari-type jacket—tan. Running shoes.”
For someone who thought she wasn’t good with descriptions, she’d provided a lot of details. “Did you see what kind of baseball cap?” Luke asked.
“It was black. That’s all I remember. I wouldn’t know if it had a sports team logo.”
When they arrived at the cabin, Luke produced Hugh Parker’s photo on his phone and showed it to Maggie. “Do you recognize this man?” he asked.
She took the phone and stared at the image a few seconds, then nodded, her face noticeably paler. “That’s the strange man I told you about the other day, but I don’t think—” She stopped, took in a breath. “I can’t say for sure he was or wasn’t the man at the dock just now. I’m not that great with faces, and he was at a distance.” She handed the phone back to Luke. “Who is he?”
“His name’s Hugh Parker,” Ellen said. “He and I have a history. Supposedly he’s staying with a friend in the area.”
“Well, he was in Austin two days ago.” Maggie grimaced. “What did he do?”
“He blames me because his brother is in prison. We couldn’t bring charges against Hugh. We didn’t have the evidence.” Ellen gave Maggie a wry smile. “He’s not grateful.”
“I wasn’t crazy to run, then,” Maggie said half to herself. “Even if the man I saw isn’t this Hugh Parker. The gift of fear, they call it. Sometimes in your gut you know when you’re not safe. I thought it was because of my post-trauma issues.”
“It could be both,” Luke said.
Maggie looked lighter, happier. “Well, you know what the good news in all this is?”
Ellen frowned. “What, Maggie?”
“Neither of you has to call Dad and Uncle Sam to tell them a search party is out looking for me.”
 
***
 
Maggie splashed lukewarm water on her face in the cabin’s only bathroom. She was embarrassed by the fuss she’d made, but at least she’d identified Hugh Parker as the strange man who’d approached her in Austin. Ellen and Luke seemed relieved she was all right and content to spend the night at the cabin with her. They were heating up minestrone soup the owners had left in the refrigerator for her retreat. It smelled like good soup. That was something, wasn’t it? Good soup, a picturesque setting, a charming cabin—it wasn’t so awful she’d sneaked up here and run for no good reason, was it?
Could the man at the dock have been Hugh Parker?
Maggie had no idea, but if she had stayed in Saratoga instead of coming up here for this retreat—being so mysterious about it—she’d never have seen him.
She noticed a red bump on her neck.
A mosquito had bitten her.
She returned to the main room. Ellen was setting the table while Luke took a call out on the deck. She mouthed Sam just as Luke came inside, his phone in one hand. “Looks like Hugh Parker is back in Austin, getting ready to move to Seattle to make a fresh start.”
“Has anyone talked to him yet?” Ellen asked.
“Sam talked to Hugh’s brother,” Luke said. “He wants to talk to Hugh himself.”
Maggie set out cloth napkins. “Sam’s looking for him now?”
“Yes.”
That seemed to reassure even Ellen.
The minestrone soup was as good as it smelled. Dinner talk shifted to other topics. Was it too early in the season for loons on the lake? Might they see a bear or a moose? What was the fishing like up here? Innocuous topics that had nothing to do with Hugh Parker or Maggie’s reasons for being here in the first place.
“I’ve decided to go back to Austin in the morning,” she said finally, as they cleared the table. “My urge to take a retreat has diminished. This place is beautiful, but I can’t stay here by myself now. It’ll never work.”
“Maggie…” Ellen sighed. “Are you sure?”
“Yes. It feels good. Right.” She smiled, setting the bowls in the sink. There was no dishwasher. “In a way, being here has served its purpose. I have a new perspective on what happened eight years ago. I’ll have to think about that more. It’s still very fresh.”
“Think all you want,” Ellen said softly.
Maggie laughed. “I’m good at thinking.”
Ellen suggested she and Maggie share the bedroom with the two twin beds. Luke would stay in the master bedroom with the queen-size bed.
“I’m sorry,” Maggie whispered as she squirted dishwashing liquid into the sink. There was no dishwasher. Ellen carried the dishes from the table while Luke lit a fire in the fireplace. “If I weren’t here, you and Luke—”
“It would be the same sleeping arrangement if you weren’t here, Maggie.”
That she very much doubted, but she didn’t argue. “Ah. Of course.”
 



 
Chapter 7
 
Ellen watched ducks—she had no idea what kind of ducks—gathering in a small cove to the right of the dock. Maggie had awakened early and had breakfast ready to go when Ellen had crawled out of bed, yawning as she’d entered the kitchen. Maggie had always been the early riser. They’d brought breakfast outside. Toast, scrambled eggs, juice and coffee.
No sign of Luke yet.
“I was up for the sunrise,” Maggie said as she looked out at the lake, glistening in the morning sun. “It was incredible. I’ll come back here another time. I emailed my friends and told them I’m leaving. They understand.”
It was a bit cool outside, but it would be warming into a gorgeous day. Ellen felt a pang of regret for her sister’s change of plans. Whether or not Maggie had misinterpreted the intentions of the man she’d seen yesterday, the scare had made staying here alone impossible. Her retreat had lost its charm.
“I came here because of what happened to us eight years ago,” Maggie said. “I love the idea of a retreat, but I’d never had gotten around to figuring one out if not for wanting to deal with the past. I’ve never really put it behind me. It’s silly, I know.”
“It’s not silly, Maggie.”
“Why should I still be affected by something that happened when I was a teenager? I survived. I wasn’t injured. The man who kidnapped us can’t possibly come back to hurt us.” Maggie spoke as if she were reciting a mantra to herself. She smiled faintly. “What’s to be bothered about?”
“Have you talked to anyone about this?”
“You mean a therapist?” She shook her head. “Not since right after the incident. I don’t have post-traumatic stress disorder. I have some lingering effects that crop up every now and then. It can be hard when everyone assumes I’m over it. Maybe I should be.”
“It’s not a question of should.”
“While I was hiding yesterday, I realized that what I’ve been experiencing isn’t that bad in comparison to coping with a real-and-present danger.” A note of defiance had crept into Maggie’s voice. “Being here dredged it all up again. Can you feel it, Ellen? Has being here affected you?”
“Maybe. I don’t know for sure. I was so worried about you.”
“I’m sorry. I was an idiot.”
“You were not an idiot. Maggie, please. If I were here by myself and saw some strange guy, I’d have freaked out, too. Past trauma or no past trauma. I do remember what happened to us,” Ellen added. “I think about it sometimes. What did happen. What could have happened.”
“Do you think Dad and Mom do?”
“I know they do, but we don’t talk about it. They let me bring it up if I want to but they don’t bring it up themselves. Maggie, they’d talk about it with you if you think that would help. Maybe burying your feelings and telling yourself you shouldn’t have them exacerbates the situation.”
“You’re saying I’m trying to be like sensible Elinor Dashwood when I’m more like Marianne—”
“The ‘sensibility’ sister in Sense and Sensibility.” Ellen smiled. “I do remember. A balance between logic and emotion is great, but this is real life in our times, not a Jane Austen novel.”
“I don’t know,” Luke said, coming out onto the porch. “Can’t you see me dancing at a Regency ball?
Maggie burst out laughing. “Well, why not?”
Luke grinned. “I’d have to ditch the Texas accent, boots and hat.”
“That would be mandatory, yes.”
He sat at their table, helping himself to a slice of toast, cold by now. “I wonder what I’d look like in a waistcoat and one of those top hats the Regency guys wear.”
“I think we should do a Jane Austen adaptation for modern Texas,” Ellen said with a smile.
“That would be fun,” Maggie said, her mood visibly improving. “I should get moving. I want to give myself plenty of time to get to the airport. I don’t want to miss my flight.”
“Ellen can go with you,” Luke said.
Maggie shook her head. “There’s no point in her paying a fee to change her flight when I’ll be perfectly fine on my own.”
“All right,” Luke said. “I’ll have Sam meet you in Austin.”
“At the airport, you mean?”
“Correct.”
Maggie turned to her sister. “Is he always like this?”
“Always,” Ellen said. “You can argue. It just won’t make any difference.”
Luke shrugged. “Until someone lays eyes on Hugh Parker, that’s right, it won’t make any difference to argue. Ellen, I can pay your change fee—”
“Thanks for your concern, Luke,” Maggie said, interrupting him. “I want to do this on my own. I don’t need my sister at my side. Nothing happened yesterday. I just don’t want to stay here by myself. I have the same amount of work to do that I had when I left Austin, and I need to get back home, regroup and come up with a new plan to revise my introduction. See? I’m fine.”
“We need to be sure Hugh Parker isn’t stalking you to get back at Ellen.” Luke’s voice was calm and professional, but it was clear he wasn’t trying to persuade Maggie. He was informing her of what he was going to do. “Once you’re in Texas, Maggie, you’re back on my patch, as the Brits would say.”
She opened her mouth, then shut it again and waved a hand. “You do what you have to do.”
He gave her a small smile. “I’m glad I have your permission.”
“I’ll think of Sam meeting me as a peace-of-mind precaution,” Maggie said. “Peace of your mind.”
Luke said nothing. Maggie got up from the table and walked down to the dock.
“That went well,” Ellen said, sighing at Luke.
“I thought so.” He frowned at his toast. “Cold toast isn’t my favorite.”
She wasn’t letting him change the subject that fast. “I’m surprised you don’t want to fly back with Maggie yourself. You’re not even checking to see if there’s a seat available on her flight.”
“That’s right.”
His tone was deliberately casual, Ellen thought. She watched him finish his toast—cold or not—as he watched Maggie stand at the end of the dock, looking out at the lake. She stayed for a few seconds, then about-faced and walked back toward the cabin.
“You’re up to something, Luke,” Ellen said. “I can tell.”
He shrugged. “The prosecutor at work.”
More like the woman who knew him—who’d slept with him—guessing he had solid reasons for not taking Maggie to the airport and boarding her flight with her. Whatever he was up to, Ellen doubted he’d be touring Saratoga Springs or taking a scenic drive in the Adirondacks.
Maggie mounted the steps to the deck. “I’ll pack. I never really unpacked, so it will only take a few minutes.”
She went inside. Ellen understood her sister needed space. As originally planned, her cabin retreat would have given her space—to work on her dissertation, take a break from the pressures of her academic life and confront her past. She’d left the trauma of their experience in the Adirondacks too long untended. As she’d tried to explain last night, their ordeal—our incident, she’d called it—would jump out at her when she least expected it. She had come to realize she’d been avoiding known triggers, even when doing so caused problems for her career, her life.
But Ellen knew her sister was strong enough to make the right decisions for herself.
Maybe Maggie hadn’t been wrong to push aside the past for as long she had. Maybe her timing was right for her, and any sooner wouldn’t have worked.
“Why did you book a later flight in the first place?” Luke asked.
Ellen frowned. “Later?”
“You’re leaving on Sunday. Why not go straight home?”
“I arranged to meet friends from law school in Albany.”
“New York’s capital. Bet there are a lot of lawyers there.”
“There are lawyers everywhere,” Ellen said with a small laugh.
“We do need lawyers. Are you going to stay a prosecutor?”
His question caught her by surprise. “I never say never, but I don’t have any intention of doing anything else.”
“A legalistic answer.”
“No, it’s not.”
“You got all the Galway argumentative genes and Maggie got none.”
“She doesn’t argue. She just puts her foot down and does what she does.”
“So I’ve noticed.” His expression softened. “I’m sorry she got scared yesterday.”
“Yes, so am I, and you’re not done here. What are you looking for?”
“Last night while you two were discussing old times, I was listening to a loon on the lake and acquiring a map of the lakeshore.”
“You want to check out the other cabins and houses,” Ellen said. “Find out who our mystery man is.”
“I’m a tourist. I have no jurisdiction in the state of New York. Neither do you.”
As if she needed to be told. She looked out at the sparkling lake. “You really heard a loon last night?”
“Had to be a loon.”
“Is that a smart remark?”
“Cute, Ellen,” he said. “I don’t know that much about loons, but what I heard wasn’t an owl.”
“Loons have a distinctive call,” she said.
“When you and Maggie were here—”
“It was winter. We didn’t hear any loons.” Ellen pushed back her chair and stood up. “What are you going to do now?”
“Make fresh toast while you see Maggie off.”
Meaning he wasn’t telling her what he was doing with his map of the lakeshore. Ellen didn’t care. She wasn’t going anywhere. She’d get it out of him, but even if she didn’t, she could guess. He wanted to see if he could find Maggie’s man from yesterday.
 



 
Chapter 8
 
After Maggie left, Luke filled a water bottle at the kitchen sink. “I figure we can share,” he said, nodding to the back door. “Let’s go.”
They went in the opposite direction from yesterday, taking an offshoot of the narrow rock-pitted dirt road onto an even narrower rock-pitted dirt road. It wasn’t readily visible but it was on Luke’s map. One by one, Ellen knew, he would check the lakeside cabins and full-time residences. He’d told her he didn’t need her with him, but he wasn’t leaving her alone at Maggie’s borrowed cabin—and she wasn’t going back to Saratoga or on to Albany until she was satisfied he was on his way, too.
It wasn’t just anyone stalking Maggie. It was Hugh Parker, and it was Ellen’s fault.
She knew it in her gut.
She stumbled twice on rocks in the road, but Luke caught her each time. He didn’t stumble. But Luke Jackson never stumbled, did he? That was why he was a Texas Ranger and a rising star in that elite law enforcement agency.
“Do you ever trip on your own shoelaces?” she asked him as they came to a cabin half the size of Maggie’s cabin.
“My boots don’t have shoelaces.”
“It’s a metaphor.”
“I’m not much on metaphors. Just say what you mean.”
“I mean—” Ellen stopped herself. What did she mean? “Never mind. I’m still upset about Maggie, and I know it’s my fault her retreat got ruined.”
“She left because she wanted to leave not because she had to. She could have found a way to stay.”
“Like what, get a big dog?”
“Where there’s a will there’s a way.” He glanced at her, his eyes lost in the shadows under the rim of his hat. “That’s a saying not a metaphor, isn’t it?”
Ellen didn’t rise to his bait. Where there’s a will there’s a way, he’d told her last week, after she’d insisted their relationship would never work no matter how much they enjoyed each other’s company. Kicking back together after a long day at work, having a couple of beers and a few laughs, watching a movie. Making love. All fun, but not enough for a lasting relationship.
The cabin was shut up tight, shades pulled, no sign anyone had been there since it had been locked up for the winter. Luke stayed close to her when they resumed course down the narrow road.
She touched his elbow. “Luke…”
“I see it.”
A tiny run-down cabin was perched on a hillside, surrounded by dense woods. It was more of a shack, really. It wasn’t typical of the other places on the lake. Ragged towels hung on a rough-hewn rail. They were wet, dripping onto the worn floorboards of a partially rotted landing. Proof someone was there, or had been recently.
A dusty white cowboy hat sat on a small bench on the landing.
Ellen took in a breath. “Luke…what are the odds? It feels like a taunt to me.”
“Does to me, too.”
“It’s him,” she said, her voice just above a whisper. “It’s Hugh Parker. Sneaking around and spying on my sister—deliberately terrifying her—is how he operates. It’s how he thinks. He’s manipulative and clever, and he hates my guts.”
“Revenge never makes sense to me. If you’re in the position to exact revenge, you’re usually in a position to walk away and get on with your life.”
“It wasn’t enough for Hugh to skate past a prison sentence of his own. He wants to make those who suspected him and put his brother in prison suffer.”
“You,” Luke said.
She nodded, not arguing. “He doesn’t see his role or his brother’s role in the outcomes they experienced.”
Luke put one foot on the bottom step, the sodden towels dripping next to him. “Good morning,” he called into the cabin, laying on his Texas drawl. “Anyone home?”
There was no answer. Ellen noted that the main door to the tiny cabin was open. It was a beautiful morning, and with the thick woods all around it, the cabin would be cool inside and wouldn’t get much natural light. If she were staying there, she’d use any excuse to keep the door open.
“I see you have a hat like mine,” Luke said, his voice conversational, friendly. “Fellow Texan?”
Again no answer.
Ellen noticed a simple brochure stuck in the screen door, as if it were a flyer for a local pizza place. But it wasn’t. She clutched Luke’s forearm. “That’s the brochure for Maggie’s talk.”
She started to go up onto the landing, but he put an arm out in front of her, holding her back. “Leave it,” he said. “We have enough to get the locals up here.”
“Where is Parker now? Luke, if he tries to intercept Maggie—”
“He’ll run into a world of problems.”
“You put someone on her?”
“I did,” he said without apology.
Ellen took in a sharp breath. “Good.”
“If Parker tries to intercept Maggie in Austin, it won’t go well for him there, either,” Luke said.
Her uncle would nail Hugh Parker if he tried anything. Ellen stared at the brochure. “He’s trying to lure us inside.”
“Looks that way.”
“Why?” She paused, thinking. “He could have this place rigged to explode.”
Luke glanced at her. “You do have a way of thinking, Ellen.”
“We should go back to Maggie’s cabin and wait for the locals. It’s what you would want if you had a couple of New Yorkers on your turf.”
“Damn straight.”
Ellen heard a cry that sounded as if it came from behind the cabin. Then a moan.
“Is someone there?” A man’s voice, plaintive, desperate. “Help…help me…please.”
Luke turned to her. “Stay close.”
 
***
 
Luke drew his gun as he and Ellen followed a narrow path along the side of the cabin. She had assumed he was armed and had notified local authorities of his presence in their jurisdiction, but she hadn’t asked.
The backyard to the small cabin was no more than three yards deep, mostly dirt covered in pine needles, with tufts of weedy grass and dense evergreens growing close.
A man was slumped in a plastic Adirondack chair next to a pile of cordwood and a splitter.
“Keep your hands where I can see them,” Luke said. “My name’s Luke Jackson. I’m a Texas Ranger. What’s going on here?”
The man winced, his shaking hands out in front of him. “Glad you’re here.” He cleared his throat, moaning. “Mind if I stand up?”
“Just keep your hands where I can see them.”
“Right. Got it.”
He stood, unsteady on his feet. He had about three days’ growth of dark beard and wore a black baseball cap, a canvas jacket, jeans and sneakers.
The man Maggie had spotted yesterday.
Luke patted him down, and then stood back. Ellen noted he hadn’t yet holstered his weapon.
“What’s your name, sir?” Luke asked the man.
“Fred—Fred Jones. I own this place. I plan to build a new cabin. Probably tear this one down.” He seemed to struggle to stand straight. “I’m hurt.”
“What happened?”
“Sucker punched in the gut. I came here to cut wood I didn’t have time to get to in the fall. I saw a squatter had taken over the place. Son of a bitch jumped me, hit me and took off.”
“Which direction?”
“I don’t know. I didn’t see. I didn’t do anything to provoke him, I swear. Once I realized someone was here, I figured I’d call the police. There’s not much cell coverage here.”
“When did you get here?” Luke asked.
“About thirty minutes ago.”
“Where’s your vehicle?”
“I parked up on the main road and walked in. You see what this road’s like.”
“Let’s go out front,” Luke said. “We can wait together for the local police. You can tell your story to them.”
The man nodded. “Happy to.”
“Where do you live, Mr. Jones?”
“Saratoga.”
“It’s a long way from Texas,” Ellen said, speaking for the first time.
He leveled his gaze on her. “Yes, ma’am, it is.”
“Ma’am. I like that. You don’t hear that up here as much as you do at home. I lived in Boston for a time with my grandmother. I think I heard her called ma’am twice.”
“Is that right? I guess I was raised different.”
She felt blood rush to her face. It was anger, she knew. Dead-on certainty. “I guess you’re not from here, are you, Hugh Parker?”
He gave her a blank look. “Who?”
“Enough,” Luke said. “If Ellen says you’re Hugh Parker, you’re Hugh Parker. Let’s go.”
Luke had obviously reached the same conclusion.
“I’m calling my attorney.” Parker’s voice turned whiny. “I don’t trust you two. You’re in cahoots with the man who attacked me, aren’t you? How do I know you’re a real Texas Ranger?”
Luke shook his head. “You’re not calling anyone right now. You can call after the locals get here.”
“He’s stalling,” Ellen said. “He wants to keep us here. Why?”
Parker charged for the woodpile. Luke got him on the ground, twisted his arm behind him and looked at Ellen. “Run. Take cover in the woods. Now.”
“Not without you.”
“Right behind you, babe.”
He grabbed Parker, got him to his feet. “Move or die here. Your choice.”
They reached the woods and took cover in the dense spruce trees just as the shack exploded.
Hugh Parker’s personal IED.
Luke kept Parker in his control. “Were you going to rig Maggie’s cabin?”
“I have better plans for her.” He grinned at Ellen, spittle on the corners of his mouth. “You won’t be able to live with yourself after I’ve finished with her.”
“He’s trying to plant thoughts in your head, Ellen,” Luke said. “Don’t let him.”
She nodded but kept her gaze fixed on Hugh Parker. “Did you think that woodpile was going to protect you?” She laughed, shaking her head. “Dumb, Parker. Real dumb.”
 



 
Chapter 9
 
Maggie knew something was up when her flight landed and both Sam Temple and her father met her at her gate. They were strong, handsome men, both wearing suits and white cowboy hats, clearly on duty. “Ellen’s with Luke,” she said, breathless. “Nothing’s happened, has it?”
“They’re okay,” Sam said. “Hugh Parker is in custody in New York.”
“He tried to kill them?”
Her father nodded, grim. “He put together a homemade bomb in a shack he took over.”
“It wasn’t his first plan, wasn’t it?” Maggie asked. “He was going to hurt me as a way to hurt Ellen. Then kill her. Am I right?”
“It’s all that Jane Austen you read,” Sam said, but his humor seemed forced. “You have good insight into different kinds of people.”
Her father slipped an arm over her shoulders. “We figured out Parker flew from Albany to Austin then back up to Albany right before you did.”
“He’s going to spend a long time in the frozen north,” Sam said. “He’s the man you saw at the lake yesterday. He did a few things to disguise himself. You were right to run.”
Her father nodded. “As I’ve been saying since you were a tot, always trust your instincts. We’ll go back to the Adirondacks one day. You, Ellen, Brent, your mother and me. We’ll rent a cabin on a lake and go swimming and kayaking and enjoy ourselves. It’s a beautiful area.”
“I’d like that,” Maggie said. “But you’ll probably want to invite Luke, too.”
Sam grimaced. “Luke. Right.”
Her father was expressionless.
Maggie laughed. “It’s good to be home.”
She returned to her studio apartment on the third floor of a house owned by professor friends. She had her books and papers, her posters of movies of Jane Austen novels, her collection of Texas Ranger memorabilia. It was okay she wasn't in law enforcement. She was who she was. She felt free of her own restrictions on herself. She wasn’t a coward. Her parents had taught her to trust her instincts and get away from danger—and that was what she’d done.
She got a text from a friend who’d heard she was back from New York. She and a few other friends were getting together that evening. Did Maggie want to join them?
She did. Most definitely.
 
***
 
“Maggie’s home safe and sound,” Ellen said, roasting in front of a roaring fire Luke had built in the fireplace at Maggie’s cabin. The temperature had dropped with the waning day but not that much. Either that, or Hugh Parker trying to blow them up was still affecting her. She decided to stay focused on Maggie. “She’s spending the evening with friends and then joining Mom, Dad and Brent and Uncle Sam and Aunt Kara and their two little ones for a picnic tomorrow.”
“You’re quite a family,” Luke said, no sign he was hot.
“Do we intimidate you?”
“A senior Texas Ranger, a money whiz, twin sisters and a bright little brother. You Galways are a great family, but I’m not intimidated. No, ma’am.” He stood in front of her. “You’re asking the wrong question.”
“What question should I be asking?”
He took her hands and pulled her to her feet. “Let’s go outside. I got the fire too hot.”
“So you do feel the heat.”
He winked. “I do.”
They went outside and walked down to the dock. The sun was sinking behind the hills in the west. Luke tossed a stone into the water and watched the ripples for a moment.
“All right,” Ellen said. “What’s the right question to ask you?”
He continued staring at the water. “Ask me if I want to spend the rest of my life with you,” he said, finally turning to her. “Ask me if I love you with all my heart.”
“Luke…” She couldn’t say anything else, her throat was so tight.
“You don’t have to ask,” he said. “You know why? Because you already know the answer. You know I want to spend the rest of my life with you. You know I love you with all my heart.” He touched two fingers to her chest. “You know it here, in your own heart.”
“You’re a romantic, Luke Jackson.”
He smiled. “Worthy of a Regency hero.”
“Those thighs of yours would never fit in those slim Regency trousers.”
He eased his arms around her. “Seeing how we were nearly blown up by a crazed would-be killer, we won’t be on a flight back to Texas tonight. It’s nice here. Peaceful.”
“I can’t smell the smoke from the IED here, can you?”
“Not at all. The state police would like us to stick around for another day if we can. I like the idea of a couple of days here on our own. I talked to the owners. They’re cool with it.”
“It sounds perfect.” Ellen took in his blue eyes, his strong jaw. “You haven’t asked me if I love you with all my heart and want to spend the rest of my life with you.”
“Do I have to ask?”
She didn’t hesitate. “No. You know the answer.”
“I’ve been meaning to get to this for the past week. I haven’t because your mind has been elsewhere—on your sister, and rightly so. I’ve loved you since you cursed at me when you found out the good-looking guy who’d just bought you a margarita was another Texas Ranger.” He tightened his hold on her. “Ellen Galway, will you marry me?”
She felt tears hot in her eyes. “Yes—yes, Luke Jackson, I will marry you.”
“Good, because when your father and uncle find out we’re spending the weekend here, they aren’t going to believe we’re staying in separate bedrooms.” He kissed her softly, slipping a simple diamond ring on her finger. “I love you, Ellen.”
“We’re forever, Luke. I knew it from the start but didn’t trust my own instincts. I tried to make a run for it. Ah, Luke. I love you so much.”
He kissed her again. “Shall we try out those kayaks and see if we can come across a loon?”
She smiled. “One with feathers.”
Fifteen minutes later, they were paddling side by side in the clear water of the Adirondack lake. The sunset glowed orange, striking Ellen’s diamond. She laughed, dipping her paddle into water and splashing Luke in his kayak. “You came up here with the ring.”
He grinned. “Just figured that out?”
“You were testing me.”
“Gauging the situation, like a good prosecutor would.”
“You knew I’d say yes before you asked me to marry you. You’re not a prosecutor.”
They paddled back to shore, jumping out their kayaks. Luke swept her into his arms and carried her to the cabin. She sank her head against his chest. She had no thoughts of the past, only of her future with this man she loved, starting with the next few hours.
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When she reached her tiny apartment, Emma Sharpe heaped her coat, hat and gloves on a chair and kicked off her boots. She sat on her couch in the living room and dialed up Oliver York on her laptop on her coffee table.
“Sorry I’m late,” she said.
Oliver peered at her from across the Atlantic. A thick, dark blond curl flopped onto his forehead as he leaned closer to his screen. “What happened to your hair, Emma?”
“Hat head.” She had no intention of telling him about trying on wedding dresses.
“It’s cold in Boston?”
“Yes. Where are you?”
“My London flat.”
It was a room she didn’t recognize from her one visit last November to his sprawling Mayfair apartment overlooking St. James’s Park. Colin and Yank had accompanied her. Oliver had met them in the library, where his parents had been murdered almost thirty years ago. Now he sat in a tall-backed red-leather chair in front of a draped window and a painting of porpoises in Ardmore Bay on the south Irish coast. Emma knew the painting, an early work by well-known Irish artist Aoife O’Byrne.
“A video chat is more intimate than a phone call, at least. How are you, Emma? It is all right if I call you Emma, isn’t it? It’s more informal than Special Agent Sharpe, but this is an official chat, I assume?”
“I’m an FBI agent. You’re a thief. Yes, it’s an official chat. But Emma is fine.”
He pointed at her. “You’re testier than when I saw you here in November.”
That was when she had figured out that Oliver Fairbairn, a tweedy British mythologist caught in the middle of a murder investigation in Boston, was also Oliver York, a cheeky, wealthy British aristocrat with a tragic past. That Oliver Fairbairn and Oliver York were one and the same wasn’t widely known. He preferred to keep the two identities separate, and Emma had no reason to announce it to the world. In fact, the opposite.
“Tell me about this FBI agent you believe is following you.”
He gave an audible sigh. “Testy. Definitely testy.”
She tried to resist a smile.
“I have reliable radar for FBI agents, and it went off like crazy when I spotted this man. He was in the park outside my apartment. I had just returned from an art gallery. I wouldn’t be surprised if he followed me.”
“Was this today?”
“Around noon, yes.”
“Is the gallery the one holding the show for Aoife O’Byrne?”
“Mmm.”
The Irish O’Byrne family was one of Oliver’s victims—his first, ten years ago. He had made off with two Jack Butler Yeats landscape paintings of western Ireland, a fifteenth-century silver wall cross depicting Saint Declan and an unsigned landscape of a local scene, probably by a young Aoife O’Byrne herself. Her Yeats phase, Oliver called it. The porpoises had come after that, as well as a few crosses of her own, but she was known now for her moody seascapes.
At least Oliver had bought the porpoise painting instead of stealing it.
“What’s the name of this agent you ran into in the park?” Emma asked.
Oliver looked surprised. “I only saw him. I didn’t speak with him.”
“How do you know he’s an FBI agent if you didn’t speak with him?”
“The suit. The look. He’s one of yours. I’ve no doubt.”
“Did you take his picture?”
He sniffed. “Of course not. I’m a mild-mannered mythologist, not Scotland Yard or MI6. This man is tall, lean, medium coloring, perhaps early forties—but that describes a lot of your colleagues, doesn’t it? Not you, of course.”
“Of course.”
Oliver sat back, amusement lighting up his face. He was good-looking and surprisingly affable for a man so solitary, so haunted by his past. “I’m many things, Emma, but paranoid isn’t one of them. I’m convinced this man is one of yours. Consider yourself alerted.”
“Fair enough. Anything else?”
“I’ve sent you a package. Martin has, actually.”
On her November trip to London, Emma had also met Martin Hambly, Oliver’s longtime personal assistant. It was unclear to her whether Martin was aware of his boss’s alter ego as an art thief. “What’s in the package, Oliver?”
“A present for you. A surprise. You’ll love it. I packed it myself when I was at the farm over the weekend. I returned to London on Monday. Then today…” He grimaced. “Today, I saw the FBI outside my apartment.”
“Where did you send the package?”
“I addressed it to you at Father Bracken’s rectory in Rock Point. I thought that would be simpler, but, as luck would have it, our Irish priest friend is here in London.”
Emma frowned at that bit of news. “I thought he was in Ireland visiting his family.”
“He joined his brother on a business trip on behalf of Bracken Distillers. I ran into Finian at the gallery. He, Declan and I are all about to have a drink together. Declan has to return to Ireland tomorrow, but I plan to invite Father Bracken to the family farm in the Cotswolds.”
“I wish you wouldn’t do that, Oliver.”
“Why not?”
“Because you’re a thief and Father Bracken is a friend of mine.”
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Chapter One
 
San Quentin State Prison
 
Jason Caldwell sat across from his defense lawyer, Mike Gabaldon, in a twelve by fourteen square foot room. There were no windows, and the table was bolted to the floor in case his temper got the best of him. Metal cuffs circled his wrists and a heavy chain weighed them down almost to the floor, where two more metal cuffs trapped his ankles.
He’d already been locked up for three years. Most prisoners stayed clear of him once they heard about the hack job he’d done on his business partner. It also helped that he lifted weights for a few hours every day.
The truth was…he was innocent. But of course no one believed him, since someone out there in the real world had a done one heck of a job framing him.
“How are you holding up, kid?”
Kid? He’d just spent his thirtieth birthday in a cold cell. “I’m fine,” he lied. “Listen, Mike, be straight with me and tell me what’s going on. What’s next? You’re still working on getting me out on appeal like you said, right?”
His lawyer shook his head, slowly, with about as much regret as if he’d just been told his neighbor’s dog had been run over by a car. “I’ve done everything I could to get the conviction overturned,” he said glumly. “Felony appeals in California are limited to legal issues. The only question the Court of Appeal asks is ‘did the case proceed in accordance with the law?’” Mike paused for effect, just as he had done throughout Jason’s trial.
He’d been told that Mike was one of the best defense lawyers in California. What a crock of shit.
“The answer to the question,” Mike went on, “was yes, the case proceeded in accordance with the law, and therefore your original sentence was affirmed.”
“What are you trying to tell me, Mike? That I’m sentenced to life in prison for a crime I didn’t commit?”
“We’ve been over this before. The aggravating factors involved in your case are to blame for your plight. Not me. But I’m sorry I couldn’t do more.”
“You’re sorry you couldn’t do more?” Jason’s voice rose, his tone biting. “What have you done for me besides ensure me a life sentence? You’re telling me there’s absolutely nothing I can do to get out of here?” He raised his hands just enough to make the chains rattle.
Mike flinched, as if he thought Jason might actually take a swing at him.
Nothing made sense any longer. Why was he still in this place? He was innocent.
Mike lifted himself from his chair and calmly went about gathering his files. He opened his briefcase and carefully slid his belongings inside. Everything about the man was nice and neat, his suit, his tie, his hair. Every action said ‘nothing more to do here, see you on the outside.’
Jason stared at the man, and suddenly noticed something he hadn’t seen before. And that’s when it clicked. He smacked his fisted hands on top of the table so his chains rattled. “You son-of-a-bitch. You don’t care what happens to me. You took this case because of the media attention, isn’t that right?”
“You need to calm down, Jason.”
“You never thought you could get me off, did you?” It was true. Not only did Jason see it in his eyes, he read the answer in every line in his face. His lawyer was a big part of why he was here. Why hadn’t he understood that before now? “What did you do, Mike? Did you take a bribe?”
Mike leaned low, his cleanly shaved face inches from Jason’s, his gray-blue eyes narrowed and condemning. “I don’t appreciate being accused by a felon.” Straightening, he smoothed a hand over the creases in his tailored suit, moved toward the door, and knocked three times. . The guard’s key rattled on the other side. Mike turned back to Jason and said, “The only way you’ll get out of here, son, is in a box.”
 



 
Chapter Two
 
Five Years Later
Montpelier, Vermont
 
Angela Chack sped down River Street in her ancient Toyota Corolla. Minutes later, the tires spit up gravel as she pulled into the parking lot in front of the morgue where she worked.
She was late.
Her hands shook as she worked on inserting the key into the main door. The alarm beeped, but she had thirty seconds to punch in the code. Done with that, she smoothed her hair out of her face and took a moment to breathe. Thanks to the entire bottle of 2012 Sparrow Hawk Reserve she’d drank last night, her stomach turned.
After setting her purse on the counter, she walked around, turning on lights and opening blinds. Usually her boss was already here, but he and his wife had decided to take their first vacation ever after ten years of marriage.
She turned on the radio, then quickly turned it off again when she heard “You’ve Lost That Lovin’ Feelin’” by the Righteous Brothers.
The last thing she wanted to think about was love. She was done with men.
Today, she decided, she would lose herself in her work and forget all about Rob.
As Mr. Keener’s assistant, she was responsible for collecting bodies, helping with autopsies, writing reports, and keeping the place running smoothly. The problem was, there weren’t too many people in Montpelier, which meant that ninety percent of her time was actually spent tidying the place up, paying invoices, and filing.
She settled into the chair in front of her desk, turned on her computer, and checked the clipboard.
Interesting.
A body had been brought in yesterday before Mr. Keener left for Hawaii. There were also two other corpses in the cold room, embalmed and ready to go. It wasn’t too often she spent the day alone with three dead people, but with the week she was having, spending her birthday with a bunch of stiffs sort of made sense.
Who was the new arrival? Man or woman?
She flipped the page, looking for answers. Male. Chris Patterson. A case number was logged in beneath his name, which meant law enforcement was involved. He’d been brought straight from prison...all the way from California.
What was he in prison for? Was he a killer? A rapist?
Curious, she waited for her computer to boot up, then typed the man’s name into the search bar. She found three different Chris Pattersons doing time at San Quentin. No pictures, but they were all incredibly violent men. A shiver coursed over her.
And then curiosity got the best of her.
She grabbed the keys from the wall hook and headed for the refrigerated room. When she opened the door, cold air and the usual funky smell associated with dead corpses whooshed over her. There he was—the new arrival—in the middle of the room, lying atop a steel table with a lightweight cotton sheet draped over the length of him.
Why would Mr. Keener bother to remove the body from the body bag and then simply toss it in the corner?
Highly unusual, she thought, as the heavy steel door clicked shut behind her.
Without the music or the sound of Mr. Keener puttering around, the place was eerily quiet. The light thump of her shoes echoed off the walls as she walked across the cement floor to the table holding the corpse.
One look and then she’d go.
Mr. Keener had left no instructions for her to do anything with the body. According to the chart, Chris Patterson’s family had requested that his body be brought to Vermont because they wanted to see him one last time before an autopsy was performed.
She slipped on a pair of latex gloves, then pulled the sheet down to his chest.
Her mouth dropped open.
Usually the corpses were as white as the sheet covering them, but this guy still had some color. His dark hair was wavy and a little on the long side, but also thick and shiny. His brows were also thick, and his lips full. The only flaw was the slightest crook to an otherwise perfect nose.
Her gaze roamed south.
She pulled the sheet a little lower, low enough to see strong pectorals and well-defined abs. No reason to be shy here. Seeing a naked corpse had never bothered her before. But at the moment she was feeling flushed and a little uncomfortable. Rigor mortis had obviously dissipated.
Again, she noticed the coloring of his skin.
Something wasn’t right.
Her gloved hand trailed down his arm. She wrapped her fingers around his wrist to feel for a pulse.
And that’s when the dead man grabbed her.
His body shot upward.
He pulled her close and just as she was about to scream, he clamped a hand over her mouth.
 



 
Chapter Three
 
“I’m not going to hurt you,” he said close to her ear. “I’m going to let go of you. When I do, you’re going to calmly tell me if anyone else is inside the building. Do you understand?”
She nodded.
The minute he dropped his hand from her mouth, the high-pitched sound that came from her throat pierced his ears. He grabbed her again, repeated the process, but this time twisted her around just enough so he could make eye contact with her.
“You’re not dead!” she said beneath his hand.
He might have been freezing after spending a night in this place, but no, he wasn’t dead. “I’m very much alive,” he agreed.
Keeping one hand over her mouth, he used the other to reach inside her lab coat pocket, his hand going deep, rummaging to make sure she didn’t have a cell phone or a weapon.
She gasped beneath his palm.
Ignoring her, he took the keys he found there. “Is anyone else here?”
She nodded.
“How many?”
“Three,” she said, her voice muffled beneath his hand.
If she had said one person, he might have worried, but there was no way there were three others out there. The place was way too small to have more than a couple of employees working at a time. And he had yet to hear one noise since she had come inside the cold room. “Go ahead and scream,” he said as he released his hold on her and padded across the room toward the door.
There was an old wall phone mounted next to the door. He yanked it from the sheetrock, dropped it to the floor, then unlocked the door and peered into the front room.
Just as he thought. Nobody was there.
From where he stood, he could see through the open blinds covering the front window. One lone car sat in the parking lot. He needed to find some clothes and get out of here. A noise from behind prompted him to shut the door and turn back to face her.
She had a scalpel pointed at him and a determined expression on her face.
“Listen,” he said. “You don’t want to tangle with me. For the past eight years I’ve had nothing to do but dream about this day. There’s no way I’m letting you mess things up for me.”
“If you come near me, I’ll cut you,” she said. “I will.”
“I’m sure you would. What’s your name?”
Her gaze fell to his chest and then lower before quickly sweeping upward to his face again.
He took a step toward her. “I’ll give you a good long look later, but right now, I need you to give me the knife.”
“Stay away!” She flailed the scalpel around in front of her.
He didn’t have time for this. He needed to get out of here before anyone else stopped by. “I’ll be right back,” he said, turning for door.
“Where are you going? Don’t lock me in here!”
He exited quickly, making sure to shut the door securely behind him.
As he rushed around the front room looking for something to cover himself with, he could hear her shouting and rattling the doorknob. Inside a storage closet he found a pair of blue overalls covered with dried paint. They would have to do. He slipped into the overalls, then grabbed a white lab coat from a hook and put that on too.
Working quickly, he began to collect any provisions he might need on the long ride across country: scissors, tape, sanitizer, and soap. He stuffed his pockets, then found an empty bucket for everything else.
As he made his way outside, he inhaled a breath of fresh air, overwhelmed by the smell of freedom. The sun warmed his back as he took in the endless sweep of trees and green grass from the morgue’s vantage point atop a hill. There wasn’t another building in sight. And her car was unlocked.
Freedom.
And the warmth of the sun.
It didn’t get any better than that. Especially after spending the night in a refrigerated room. His teeth had chattered from the moment he’d arrived. After being transported to the morgue on Thursday night, he’d waited until everyone was gone before he’d wriggled his way out of the body bag, but it hadn’t taken him long to realize he’d been locked inside the cold room. He hadn’t wanted to involve anyone else in his escape, but there was no way around it. If he left the woman inside that room, she could die. If he let her go, she would call the police.
He had no choice but to take her with him.
The flight from California to Vermont had been quick. No doubt the warden had discovered he was missing by now, but it would take the man a while, hopefully more than a few days, to figure out how he’d escaped or whose body bag he’d ended up in.
After spending years researching morgues and how to fake his death, Jason had realized getting his hands on a low dose of curare, tetrodotoxin, or similar drug would be nearly impossible. Once he’d understood that faking his death would be too difficult to pull off, he’d decided he just needed to be ready for anything.
And then it happened.
His chance to escape became a reality: a riot broke out at San Quentin. Six men were killed. And Jason had to act fast. With years of stellar behavior, he’d been put in charge of a special work crew, which happened to be outside the compound when the refrigerated trucks were brought in. He hadn’t had time to think things through. The moment he saw the truck drivers gather in the front office to collect their papers, he knew this might be his best, if not only, chance to escape.
Everything happened fast after that. He read charts and made fast decisions. Solely to complicate matters, he also switched the corpses’ wristbands. Since Chris Patterson weighed in at one hundred and thirty pounds, he put Patterson inside another dead guy’s body bag, neatly stacking the bodies, before slipping into the empty one. It was all smooth sailing after that. He was flown to Vermont and delivered to the Montpelier Morgue, all within twenty-four hours.
Back inside the morgue, Jason found a case of water bottles and took those to the car, too. His heart was pumping now, his body temperature finally normal. A good thing since he hadn’t been sure how much longer he would last inside that refrigerated room. The gravel dug into his bare feet. There had been individual drawers inside the cold room. He hadn’t felt inclined to look inside, but that was before he realized he would need shoes.
But first, there was one more room within the morgue that he hadn’t checked out. He swung the door wide. Nobody was inside. The floor was tiled. There was a metal table identical to the one he’d been sleeping on in the cold room. In the corner was a machine with tubes…embalming equipment used to replace blood with chemicals. He’d done enough research over the years to know what went on in places like this. This particular morgue was immaculate. There were lotions, disinfectants, hand sanitizers, and boxes of gloves on every shelf. A scale hung from the ceiling. On the table was a standard white mortuary tray made of fiberglass with the block that would be placed beneath a corpse’s head to keep it above the chest and prevent purging. The sink in the corner looked more like a toilet and was used to drain blood and fluids. Steel bins filled with tools, medical waste bins, and crates took up the rest of the area. It was hard to imagine working here day in and day out.
Back in the lobby, he found a woman’s purse on the desk. Said female was still pounding on the door and making a lot of noise for one small woman. Every once in a while she sprinkled in words like die, jail time, and asshole.
Ignoring her, he fished around inside her bag and shoved her car keys into the pocket of his lab coat. According to her I.D., her name was Angela Chack. She was five-foot four, blond, a hundred and twenty pounds, thirty-one years old…today. That little tidbit of information made him feel a tinge of guilt, an emotion he didn’t have time for. Although he had plenty of money in his account back home, he wouldn’t be able to touch it until he found a way to prove his innocence. Until then, he would have to borrow money from Angela Chack, starting with the fifty-three dollars and change he found in her wallet.
Something vibrated.
It was her cell phone.
A man’s picture flashed on the screen along with the name Rob. Boyfriend? He put the phone to the side and finished going through her things. No gun. No pepper spray or weapons of any sort. She could keep her purse.
Ding.
He looked at the phone again. A red dot appeared next to messages. He didn’t like snoops, but he figured it would be a good idea to learn anything he could about Angela Chack, since she would be coming along for the ride. He had a list of people he needed to talk to, starting with a certain defense lawyer in California whom he intended to have a heart–to-heart with. 
Her friend Rob, with his perfectly combed hair and paisley bow tie, looked like a douche. “Angela,” the voice message began, “please answer my call. I’m sorry about what happened. I never meant for you to find out about Christine and me—at least not like that.”
Jason winced.
“I know you’re not the emotional type—you’re probably fine—but I need to hear your voice so I know you’ll be okay. Oh, and happy birthday, Angi.”
Jason shook his head. That was painful to listen to. He turned off the phone, since he didn’t want anyone tracking her whereabouts, then slipped it into his pocket.
 



 
Chapter Four
 
Angela rubbed her arms as she paced the room, trying to keep warm.
He’d been gone for fifteen minutes before she finally heard the door being unlocked. She grabbed the scalpel and turned to face the criminal. He was no longer naked, which was a relief. He now wore an old pair of overalls and a lab coat that was a size too small. He looked ridiculous.
“Take my car and go,” she told him. “I won’t tell a soul, I promise.”
“Not going to happen.” He walked toward the drawers at the other side of the room and opened one up. “You’re coming with me.”
“What are you doing?”
He shut the drawer and opened the next. “When do these people get clothes put on them?”
“Not until its time for the viewing.”
He shut the drawer and turned toward her.
She stuck the scalpel out in the air in front of her. “Stay away.”
He let out a grunt as he marched forward, took hold of her wrist, and made her drop the blade.
Now she was scared. She didn’t want to die. “What are you going to do with me? Please don’t rape me.”
He rolled his eyes. “I need you to shut up and do as I say.”
“And you won’t hurt me?”
“Put it this way. If you scream or try to run, I’ll be forced to do something about it.”
She didn’t like the sound of that. He meant business. She was in shape, but she was certainly no match for this man. With a good solid grip on her arm, he leaned over and picked up the scalpel from the floor, then dragged her through the building and out to the car, where he shoved her into the passenger seat. Pulling the surgical tape from his pocket, he began to wind it around her wrists and ankles. After he was finished with that, he buckled her seatbelt and wound tape around the belt’s connection, making sure she wouldn’t be able to jump out of the car once they started down the road.
It seemed he’d thought of everything.
As soon as he turned and walked off, she struggled to get free, but it was no use. The tape wasn’t worth crap when it came to holding down eyelids or keeping mouths shut for viewing, but it sure seemed to work in a pinch if you needed to kidnap someone.
It wasn’t long before he returned with a handful of supplies, and stood again beside her open door, staring her down. “If you keep trying to get loose, I’m going to have to stick you in the trunk.”
“No. Please don’t. I promise to cooperate.” A tear ran down the side of her cheek. This was no joke. He was big and strong and there was nothing to stop him from doing her harm. For now, she would have to do as he said.
He tossed the things he was holding onto the backseat. “I need a map.”
“Nobody uses maps anymore.”
“What do they use?”
“An app on their phone.”
He leaned over, pushing her legs toward the console so he could get into the glove compartment. His forearm rubbed against her breasts. She sucked in a breath and squeezed her eyes shut.
“What is wrong with you, lady?”
She didn’t say a word.
“Listen carefully because I’m not going to repeat this…I’m not going to rape you. For one thing, I’m not a rapist. For another, you’re not my type, so you have nothing to worry about in that regard. Got it?”
Her lips trembled. Tears were flowing now. She didn’t want to die.
He rifled through the junk in the compartment, then held up the map he found.
“Are you crying?”
She tried to stop, but she couldn’t, not with him yelling at her.
“Rob said you weren’t the emotional type. So, could you do me a favor and summon that undemonstrative side of yourself?”
“Excuse me?” She couldn’t believe what she was hearing. She used her sleeve to wipe her nose. “What are you talking about? How do you know Rob?”
“Never mind.” With map in hand, he slammed the passenger door shut, and then walked around to the driver’s side and climbed in.
It took him a moment to get the seat back far enough for his legs to fit, but he managed.
“How do you know Rob?” she repeated. “Who are you?”
He put the key in the ignition and tried to start the engine. Nothing. “Rob called your cell phone and left you a message,” he told her.
“You listened to my messages?”
“Do you want to hear what he said, or not?”
“Where’s my phone?”
“I tossed it.”
“You bastard.”
“That’s it. You’re going inside the trunk.” He started to climb out.
“No. I’m sorry. I’ve had a rough week. Just tell me what he said.”
“I already told you. He said something about you not being emotional, and he knew you were probably fine, but he was worried because you had yet to return his call.”
She visibly shuddered. “Anything else?”
He turned the key again. “He said happy birthday.”
“What an asshole.”
“That’s what I thought.”
The motor sputtered and spit.
“You have to work the gas pedal,” she told him as she dried her eyes.
He tried again. Nothing.
“You’re not doing it right. You have to pump the pedal harder and faster.”
He stopped what he was doing and looked at her with narrowed eyes. “I can take it from here.”
“Are you sure? Because I don’t hear the—“
The engine roared to life before she could finish her sentence, leaving her to inwardly berate herself for telling him how to start the car in the first place. What was she thinking?
He studied the map while she studied his profile. “I wish you hadn’t tossed my phone.”
He ignored her.
“What did you do to end up in prison?”
He said nothing.
“You didn’t kill anyone, did you?”
“No more questions. I need a change of clothes and some shoes. Any suggestions?”
If she could get him to take her home, she might be able to escape. “If you take me to my apartment, there’s a cashmere sweater you can have and whatever else the jerk left in my closet.”
“Are we the same size?”
“Who?”
“Me and lover boy.”
She refused to look at him. “I’m sure his clothes will fit you.”
“What about your neighbors?”
“Most of them work during the day,” she lied. “My place is only a few minutes from here.”
“Okay. We’re going to your apartment. I’ll cut your bindings when we get there but if you pull any tricks, someone’s going to get hurt.”
A long list of ideas ran through her head. Once he undid the tape, she could make a run for it. But where would she go? There wasn’t much on River Street. Maybe she should wait until they were inside the apartment. While he changed his clothes, she could call 911 from her roommate’s bedroom or the kitchen. Or, as soon as they got to her apartment door, she could scream. The neighbor in 313 came over whenever she and her roommate played loud music or had a few friends over. Surely, the busybody would hear her if she cried out.
“Make a left onto Spring Street,” she told him. “At the traffic circle take the first exit onto Main Street.”
It only took five minutes to arrive at her apartment building on River Street. He used the scalpel to cut the tape, then made quick work of getting her out of the car and up to her apartment door.
She was nervous and confused and the seconds flew by. The woman in 313 always shut her blinds when she went out for the day. Damn. She wasn’t home. Before she could decide what to do, she was sitting on the edge of her bed while he taped her ankles to the footboard.
“I’m not going to run, I promise. And I still don’t understand why you’re going to all the trouble of taking me with you unless you’re a killer.”
“I’m not a killer,” he told her. “If I was I would have taken you out at the morgue.”
True, she thought. He’d had plenty of opportunities.
He knelt down, double and triple taped her ankles, then looked up at her. “If I leave you here there’s absolutely no reason for you not to call the police. I need to get to California and prove my innocence. I’m sorry, I really am, but you’re coming with me.”
She sighed.
“I’m not a killer,” he repeated.
“So, you’re a kidnapper then.”
The look in his eyes made her shudder. “This is the only way. After I’ve talked to my lawyer, you’ll be free to go. I’m not spending the rest of my life in prison for a murder I didn’t commit.”
“Who did you kill? I mean, who do they believe you killed?”
“One of my partners—Dirk Taylor.”
Once he finished taping her ankles, he didn’t bother with her wrists. He searched through her closet, found some of Rob’s clothes, and headed for the bathroom. With the door shut, she could hear water running.
She bent down to try and rip the tape off, but he’d used too damn much of it. She couldn’t make a dent. She looked around the room and then remembered that there were nail clippers in the top drawer of the bedside table. There used to be pepper spray in the drawer, too, but she’d given it to her roommate since Julie sometimes had to work late at night.
Angela fell back onto the mattress, stretching her arms above her head, and straining every muscle as she reached for the drawer.
It was no use.
Her gaze fell on the pen sitting on her nightstand next to her alarm clock. She pulled the lamp cord in hopes of sliding the pen closer. The lamp toppled over and crashed to the floor.
The bathroom door shot open.
She sat up.
Their gazes locked.
Seeing him dressed in jeans and a T-shirt was unsettling. He looked human…normal…like a regular guy, except for his eyes. They were dark, and his expression was even darker.
“What are you doing?” he asked.
“Nothing.”
He looked at the lamp on the floor. “You’re definitely riding in the trunk.”
She was claustrophobic. She didn’t do well in dark places.
Frustration lined his face, but he turned and went back inside the bathroom. This time he left the door open. She could see him shaving and then using her toothbrush. Was nothing sacred with this man?
When he came back into the room, she noticed that Rob’s T-shirt and jeans were a little snug, but overall the clothes fit just as she’d thought they would. Nobody would guess he was a convicted murderer.
He grabbed a nylon bag with a zipper that she kept in her closet for short trips and filled it with Rob’s clothes. He also found a pair of Rob’s sneakers that he’d left at her place in case he ever wanted to take a run.
“A little big, but not bad,” he said after slipping them on. “What do you want to take?”
She was sitting on the edge of the bed again. “How long will I be gone?”
“At least a week. Maybe two.”
Her shoulders dropped. “That’s a long time. People will be looking for me. You can’t possibly think you can get away with this.”
“You’ve got two seconds to tell me what to grab or you’re bringing nothing more than what you’re wearing.”
“Geez.” She pointed to the chair in the corner. “I’ll need that bra over there and some more underwear and T-shirts. They’re inside the third dresser drawer. A sweatshirt would be nice, and my favorite sweater. The black one right there, hanging in the closet. You can put it all in the backpack…the one over there by the door.”
While she talked and pointed, he grabbed her things and shoved them in the backpack. He also collected toiletries and a couple of towels. After he left the room to gather food for the long drive, she could hear him rattling around in the kitchen.
“My boyfriend did say he was coming over today,” she shouted. “Despite the message you heard, he’s been begging me to come back to him and I’m pretty sure he’ll be here any minute now.”
The phone rang.
All was quiet. No more moving around in the kitchen.
“Hey, Babe, I mean Angi, it’s me again. I’ve been trying to call you on your cell, but I thought I should try your home phone, too.” There were muffled sounds in the background before he continued. “I promise, this is the last time I’ll call. I just need you to know it was never my intention to hurt you. For months things haven’t been right between us. You can’t deny it. We’re two different people. You never wanted to do anything adventurous and—ow!” It was obvious that someone, Christine, no doubt, was trying to stop the jerk from blabbing on. “Anyhow,” Rob continued, “I mostly just called to tell you I’m sorry.”
There was a beep and then Dead Man Running was back in the room, cutting her ties. Glancing up at her face, he said, “Don’t you dare cry. That guy is a dick.”
“I really don’t know what he was talking about.”
“You’re better off without him.”
“I am adventurous,” she said in a voice that sounded a little squeaky and not at all like herself.
“I’m sure you are.”
“I never saw him trying new things.”
“Hypocrite.”
“I hate men.”
“Understandable.”
He finished with the tape removal and stood up. “Anything else you need?”
She looked around, shrugged.
“Are you ready for the adventure of a lifetime?”
“A killer with humor. Just my luck.”
His eyes narrowed.
“I know. I know. You’re not a killer.” She grabbed a small blanket and a pillow from the bed, gave him a stoic look, and said, “I’m ready.”
 



 
Chapter Five
 
The first few hours of their drive across the United States were blissfully quiet. But then Angela Chack must have grown tired of looking out the window because she turned the radio volume down and directed her gaze on him. “So,” she said matter-of-factly, “who do you believe killed your partner?”
Jason thought about it for a minute. His inclination was not to talk to her at all, but there were three reasons he decided to go ahead and respond. One, he knew she wasn’t going to stop asking him about the event that led them here until she had answers. Two, they had a long road-trip ahead of them. And three, they both knew he wasn’t going to throw her inside the trunk. “It’s complicated,” he began.
She snorted, an unattractive sound coming from any other woman. “We have plenty of time for you to explain, and maybe I could help you somehow?”
“Why would you want to help me?”
“I have no idea. Crazy, I know, but you seem like an okay guy.”
Now she’d gone too far. “I might not have killed anyone, but that doesn’t mean I’m a nice guy.”
“You called Rob a dick, which I appreciated.”
“That’s because he is one.”
“You didn’t put me in the trunk and you must trust me just a little because you didn’t tape my wrists together.” She did jazz hands in the air between them.
“You shouldn’t mistake a little leniency to mean anything more than it is.”
“Fine. Forget I asked.” She turned to stare out the window again.
He sighed. “Years ago,” he began, “right out of college, me and a couple of friends started a software company. Within a year we had two employees working for us. Within three years, we were making more money than any of us had ever envisioned. We had a difficult time keeping up in the beginning. We moved the business out of our apartment and into a warehouse in Sacramento. By the time we hit the five-year mark, our business was off the charts. It was an exciting time. Colin, Dirk, and I worked well together. We were young and we thought we were invincible.”
His fingers tightened around the steering wheel. “It was just another ordinary week when I discovered an offer had been made to buy our company. We were growing way too fast to even think about taking a low-ball offer. Not only that, I had no interest in selling.”
“What about the others? Did they want to sell?”
“I thought we were all on the same page but I was wrong. At the end of the week, we met for drinks. I got the impression that Colin wanted to sell. Dirk was harder to read. He had full custody of a small boy from a previous relationship, a kid with special needs that translated to heavy expenses. We agreed to think about it for a few days. But by the time Monday morning rolled around, Dirk was found dead in his office.”
“How was he killed?”
“Stabbed more than once. It wasn’t pretty.”
“What sort of evidence did they have against you?”
“An easier question to answer would be what didn’t they have on me? My DNA was all over the place, including fingerprints on the murder weapon. After we all left the bar that Friday night, Dirk and I had walked back to the office, had a couple more drinks, and talked about a few things.”
“What sort of things?”
“Mostly, he talked about Sophie.”
“Sophie?”
“Sophie was the director of human resources. Dirk and Sophie had dated for two years before she broke up with him. He missed her and had a lot of regrets. He’d been trying everything he could think of to get her back. Overall, he seemed stressed, had a lot on his plate. After he broke down and cried, I left.”
“You left him alone in his time of need?”
“I had never seen him like that. I figured it was the scotch making him emotional and I thought he could use some privacy.”
“What about other people in the office?”
“Everyone had left hours before.”
“Where did you go after you left him?”
He inhaled. “I met with Sophie.”
“Dirk Taylor’s girlfriend?”
“Ex-girlfriend.”
“You were dating your friend’s girlfriend?”
“Not until they broke up.”
“But they had a child together.”
“I told you I wasn’t a nice guy, but if it makes you feel any better, I didn’t make a move until after she left him. And, like I said, the kid was Dirk’s from another relationship. Still, Sophie worried about the boy. She’s one of the most caring people I’ve ever known.”
“Did your other partner know about your relationship with Sophie?”
“Our company had gotten a lot of media attention over the years. The bigger we got, the easier rumors spread. Anyhow, Colin said he suspected, but didn’t know for sure until after Dirk was killed and the media got wind of the fact that Sophie and I were spending time together.”
“What about Dirk? Did he know when he was alive?”
“According to Sophie, he had no idea. She didn’t leave Dirk because of me. She broke up with him because their relationship had run its course. If not for the kid, she would have left long before.”
“It must have bothered you that Dirk was trying to win Sophie back.”
“She met him for coffee every once in a while, just to get him off her back. She also spent a fair share of time talking to him on the phone, doing her best to calm him down whenever he called her after trying to drown his sorrows in alcohol. But I trusted her.”
“It sounds to me as if you had motive to do away with the guy,” Angela said.
“That seems to be the consensus. I’ve been truthful from the beginning. I was in love with Sophie. But I’m a patient man. I would have waited as long as it took for her to get things in order.”
“But are you a jealous man, too?”
He shook his head. “I can’t say I loved the idea of Sophie spending time with Dirk. Overall, I was more upset about the way he had treated Sophie while they were together. He was a player. Being in sales, he had a different woman in every city he visited.”
“Hmm.”
It was quiet for a moment while she mulled things over. He caught a glimpse of her profile—high cheekbones and long lashes. He couldn’t remember the last time it felt this good to talk to someone. His mom and sister had visited him in prison every few months, at least in the beginning, but there had never been enough time to get past the small talk. And there was certainly no reason to talk about his innocence, especially since he’d seen the truth in their eyes, at least in his sister’s eyes. She thought he’d killed Dirk; it was written all over her face. She must have noticed that it pained him to talk to her, since she hadn’t come to visit him in the past two years.
“Why did Colin want to sell the business?” she asked, breaking into the silence.
“Once I had time to think about it, his eagerness to sell didn’t surprise me. Colin and I were friends long before college. He always said he wanted to retire at a young age, park himself on a beach and drink piña coladas. I told him if he was serious about retiring, I would buy him out. No motivation there.”
“So, did he sell the business after you went to prison?”
“He did.”
“You signed the papers?”
He nodded. “By the time the business sold, I had already been in prison for a few years. I signed power of attorney over to my mother.”
“What happens if they find you before you learn anything new?”
“I can’t think about that. The only thing I know for sure is that I won’t be going back to prison.”
“What are you saying?”
“Just that I’m not going back without a fight,” he said. “I can’t live like that. Freedom is everything. It’s all I have left.”
She tapped a finger against the dashboard. “So, if there are no suspects, other than you, where do you start?”
“With Mike Gabaldon, my defense lawyer. He knows something. As far as I’m concerned, someone paid him off to make sure I stayed in prison for good. I was naïve back then. I didn’t see the truth until it was too late.”
They pulled in to a rest stop near Rochester, had a bite to eat and stretched their legs. After that, he taped her ankles and her seatbelt connection again. He didn’t like to do it, but he couldn’t take any chances either.
Angela spent another hour trying to pry his life story out of him, but finally drifted off to sleep. About four hours after that, driving through Ohio, his eyelids felt heavy. He got off at the next exit. Now that it was dark enough, he needed to find a bank.
It didn’t take him long to find a Bank of America sign. He pulled over and parked the car.
He hated to wake Angela up, but it had to be done. He couldn’t help but admire her long, slender neck and creamy skin before gently shaking her shoulder.
Startled, she looked at him with wide, fearful eyes. A few seconds passed before recognition settled within her sleepy green eyes. “Where are we?”
“The bank. I need to borrow some money.”
“What?”
“You heard me. I hate to do it, but clearly, there are no other options. When this is all over, I’ll pay you back the full amount borrowed, plus interest.”
“Do I have a choice?”
“No.”
He made quick work of cutting her ties, then grabbed her purse, found her wallet and handed it to her. If there weren’t cameras all over the place, he would go with her.
She looked from the wallet to him. “Are you coming with me?”
“No.”
She peered out the window.
“Don’t make this difficult for either of us, Angela. Just get as much money as you can and come right back. It’s past midnight. Nobody is around. If you run, I’ll be forced to come after you, and I won’t be happy. I’m tired. Go get the money.”
He watched her walk toward the ATM. He didn’t like what he was doing, but he had no other choice. In prison he’d only been allowed to spend money from his account. He’d known all along that if he ever escaped, he would have to rely on his mother to get some of his money to him. Until he got to California, he could either borrow money from Angela or rob a bank.
What was taking her so long? More worried about Angela than the cameras, he climbed out of the car and snuck up behind her. “What are you doing?”
She jumped. A piece of paper fell to the ground.
Leaning over, he scooped up the deposit slip he’d seen her writing on. “Help Me!” was scrawled in big, bold letters. He crumpled the paper in his fist. “Withdraw the money now, Angela.”
She did as he said. “I can only get four hundred dollars at a time.”
When she was done, he took hold of her elbow, walked her to the car, and fastened her in just as he had done before.
He returned to the freeway and an hour later, merged onto the Ohio Turnpike to search for a hotel. He took the Sandusky-Norwalk exit and passed up a few places with vacancies until he found a secluded inn farther off the main drag. The place was rundown, the sort of stop for those on a tight budget. Half the letters were missing on their sign. It was well past midnight and there weren’t many cars in the parking lot. It would have to do.
Angela hadn’t said one word since they’d left the bank. But now she looked worried. “What are you doing?”
“I need some shut-eye.”
She gazed out at the building with its chipped paint, and the litter scattered across the parking lot. “I could drive for a while.”
“I don’t think so.” He climbed out of the car, came around to the other side, and cut all her bindings.
She didn’t budge.
“You’re not afraid of a few cockroaches, are you?”
With a huff, she climbed out, grabbed some of her things, including her pillow and blanket, and headed inside.
“One room,” he told the old man at the front desk. “With a view of the parking lot so I can keep an eye on my car.”
The man behind the counter had to be nearing the hundred-year mark. No way was this guy going to recognize him. They headed down the hallway toward the elevators. Their room was on the third floor.
 
***
 
Angela watched him inspect the room. He looked out the window and then shut the curtains tight. The place was small and dingy. The carpet was stained. She didn’t want to look in the bathroom, but he told her she had fifteen minutes to clean up, so she grabbed her toiletries along with a clean T-shirt and a pair of sweatpants and headed inside.
The porcelain tub had seen better days, but the water pressure was decent and the water was gloriously hot. Unfortunately there were no windows from which to escape. And even if there were, she couldn’t jump three stories without breaking a limb. And where would she go anyhow? Still, if she ever got the chance to run, she needed to take it. She didn’t know this guy from Adam. He could be lying about killing his partner, for all she knew.
As she scrubbed her scalp with shampoo, she couldn’t help thinking about Rob and Christine. Although she never wanted to see either of them again, it had taken seeing the two of them tangled in her sheets to realize she’d stayed with him for all the wrong reasons. Rob had been right about there relationship. They had nothing in common. She and Rob were oil and water, sweet and sour. She wasn’t in love with Rob. Never had been. In the beginning, she’d found him to be a charming man. But the truth was, he talked too much. He gossiped more than any woman she’d ever met. And his bowties were almost as annoying as his wheezy laugh. 
Her mom, though, without ever having met Rob, insisted he was the catch of the century—a keeper. Though why she would care what her mom thought about Rob, or any other man, she had no idea. Detouring to visit her mother, who lived in Nebraska, she suddenly realized, might be her best chance to escape.
Once she was dressed, she opened the door, started back into the room, but suddenly stopped, involuntarily wrinkling her nose as her gaze fell to the floor.
Chris happened to be standing at the door, his arms crossed. “What’s the problem?”
“The carpet is gross and I don’t have any socks on.”
Without hesitating, he scooped her up in his arms and carried her to the bed.
“Put me down.”
He smiled at her as he pulled the tape from his pants pocket.
“No more tape,” she pleaded.
“You’ve already made it clear that I can’t trust you.”
After he fastened her hands to the wood-slatted headboard, he made sure that the telephone was out of her reach. He then checked the door lock, turned on the television, and clicked through the channels. “What do you want to watch?”
She didn’t answer.
He looked at her and smiled. “Am I getting the silent treatment?”
She glared at him.
“I’ll be back in a minute,” he told her as he walked into the bathroom.
He wasn’t kidding. Five minutes later, he returned wearing nothing but a towel. He made a big show of flexing his muscles as he brushed his hair and took another look out the window.
As far as she knew, Rob had never lifted a weight in his life.
She watched Patterson push a chair and table in front of the door. When he was done, he sat down beside her on the edge of the bed, and cut the tape from her wrists. He was wearing the aftershave she’d bought for Rob.
Damn him.
Every muscle and tendon on the man had her mesmerized.
“Are you hungry?” he asked.
Angry with herself for being so easily enthralled by his physique, she merely grunted as she slid off the bed. She sorted through her things. After putting on a pair of socks, she grabbed a cup of instant noodle soup mix she’d suggested he add to her bag before they left her apartment, added water, and placed the Styrofoam cup inside the microwave.
He turned on the television, flipped through every news channel, and then turned it off. Once more, he walked across the room and took a peek out the window.
She stood next to the microwave, waiting for the soup to be done, praying he would go back into the bathroom so she could make a run for it. All she had to do was talk to the man in the lobby. He would know what to do. “Are you ever going to get dressed?” she asked.
He looked over his shoulder. “Why? Is my naked chest bothering you?”
She crossed her arms. “As a matter of fact, it is.”
He walked toward her and looked down his nose at her. “After being locked up and forced to wear only prison garb for eight years, the luxury of choosing what I will or won’t wear is a thrill for me.” He looked into her eyes.
Refusing to be intimidated, she did the same.
“But for you, princess, I’ll get dressed.”
“I thought you were going to bed.”
“Not until you’re finished eating.”
“Why? What happens after that?”
“We both lie on the bed and I tape your ankle to mine.”
“You can’t be serious.”
“I’m very serious.”
“I won’t run. You can trust me.”
“I believe you said the same thing at the ATM.”
At least the man had the decency to go back into the bathroom and shut the door to put on his clothes.
She didn’t hesitate. She ran to the door and tried to pull it open. The table was heavy, but she managed to push it to the side. The chair was another story. It was a recliner with a metal frame, much too heavy to pull, so she positioned herself between the chair and the door and used her hip and then her legs to push it aside. Damn. There still wasn’t enough room to open the door.
She could hear the faucet running. He was brushing his teeth. She could do this. She just needed a few more inches. Gritting her teeth, she tried again. Victory! She squeezed her way out the door and ran.
She reached the elevator doors and pushed the down button. When it didn’t open right away, she ran for the stairwell. But just as she was about to grasp the stairwell door handle, he grabbed her from behind. Once again he clamped a hand over her mouth and hauled her back to the room. After plopping her down on the bed, he hovered over her so closely that his nose nearly touched hers. His anger and frustration were downright palpable. “If you try that again, it’s over.”
A chill shot up her spine. She didn’t move, nor did she say a word as he locked the door and slid the furniture back into place.
“Can I eat my soup?”
“No.” He taped his right ankle to her left. When that was done, he pulled the sheets over both of them and shut off the light.
“What if I have to go to the bathroom?”
He said nothing.
“Who are you?”
“What are you talking about now?”
“If you’re not a killer. If you’re truly innocent…who are you?”
“Just a regular guy trying to make it in this godforsaken world. That’s who. But life isn’t fair. We both know that. Now go to sleep.”
She’d pissed him off and she wasn’t sure why she felt so bad about it. He was an escaped convict. He had abducted her, stolen her money, and listened to her phone messages. He was moody and bossy.
And he was wearing Rob’s cologne. It was going to be a long night.
 
***
 
After just a few hours of sleep, Jason’s eyes shot open. He drew in some ragged breaths and slowly realized that there were no sounds of inmates banging on cell bars or crying in their sleep. Don’t go there, he told himself, as he came more fully awake. If he dwelt on the past eight years—eight years he’d never get back, he’d lose focus. He’d gotten too far now to let his anger get the best of him.
The warm, soft body curled up against him brought him quickly back to the matter at hand. He was in a hotel room with Angela Chack. Her soft breasts were pressed against his arm. Her head rested on his shoulder and he inhaled the clean scent of her hair.
Big mistake.
A jolt of awareness shot through him. He’d told her she wasn’t his type but that was a lie. There wasn’t anything about her that didn’t light him up. He enjoyed watching the subtle sway of her hips when she walked. The sound of her voice soothed him. Her green eyes mesmerized and the feel of her against him was too much to bear.
He placed a hand on her shoulder and tried to gently move her away, but instead, she rolled on top of him and kissed him, a soft feathery kiss on the edge of his mouth.
She had no idea she was playing with fire. “You don’t want to do that,” he said in a low growl.
She kissed him again.
This kiss wasn’t anything like the first. It was hot, wet, passionate. Her lips were on his, her tongue exploring. She was intoxicating. He wrapped his arms around her and pulled her close. The kiss grew deeper, hotter.
Suddenly, both of her hands were on his chest, pushing him away. “What are you doing?”
He could hardly see her in the dark, but he could hear the accusation in her tone. “You kissed me. Not the other way around.”
As best she could, she moved away from him, and pulled the sheet over her. He could hear her breathing, but she didn’t utter another word. Whatever that was, it ended as quickly as it had begun.



 
Chapter Six
 
They drove straight through Indiana and Illinois, didn’t stop until they entered Iowa and found a rest stop.
Jason leaned against the outside of the women’s bathroom and waited for Angela to finish up. If the place wasn’t empty, he might have worried about her talking to a stranger, alerting them to her situation. When she appeared, though, she smiled, revealing dimples he hadn’t noticed before. “You didn’t think I would come out of there, did you?” she asked.
“I was never worried.” He started off back to the car. She followed.
“About that kiss last night—”
“Forget about it,” he said as they walked.
“I want to apologize. I was half asleep. I thought you were Rob.”
“No need to apologize. I enjoyed it as much as you did.” He started walking again.
“I didn’t enjoy it at all.”
He grunted.
“Please, just let me go. My friends are probably worried about me. Kidnapping isn’t going to help your case.”
“I already told you. I’ll let you go when we get to California.”
“Why not now?”
“It’s too soon.”
He didn’t want to look at her, afraid if he did he might get the urge to take her right back to the hotel and finish what they had started last night. Having her warm body next to his had made it difficult to sleep, but the truth was, even if she wanted to make love to him, he wasn’t sure he would go through with it. For one thing, they didn’t trust each other, and he wasn’t that callous. But besides that, she was a young, beautiful woman who had her whole life ahead of her. He could end up back in jail, or worse, dead. He didn’t want her to do something she would later regret. Once they got to California they would never see each other again.
It wasn’t until he reached the car and opened the passenger door that he noticed she was gone.
He looked around, then frowned when he saw her jogging across the parking lot toward a semi idling across the way. She didn’t waste any time chatting it up with the driver. By the time he caught up to her, the truck driver had opened the passenger door and invited her to get inside.
Jason grabbed hold of her arm. “What do you think you’re doing?”
She looked over her shoulder at him, her green eyes sparkling beneath the bright rays of the sun cracking through the clouds. “This nice man said he would be happy to give me a ride.”
“I bet he would.”
The truck driver was, as they say, built like a truck. He also had a shaved head, and his neck was bigger than a tree trunk. The sleeves of his dirty shirt were rolled up to his shoulders, so that Jason could read Stan tattooed on his right arm.
“Move along, mister,” Stan told him. “The woman wants to go with me.”
“Give me a minute to talk to her and then I’ll leave her be.”
Stan nodded and Jason pulled Angela far enough away so he couldn’t overhear. “What do you think you’re doing?”
“What does it look like? You don’t need or want my help. Besides, you can’t exactly throw me over your shoulder and take me back to the car now, can you? I would scream so long and loud, a dozen cops would be on your tail within five minutes.”
“I want you to turn around and take a good hard look at the man you’re thinking of hooking up with.”
She glanced at the truck driver. Jason did too. The top of Stan’s shaved head was blinding in the sun. He was big and brawny and didn’t need to smile for Jason to see he only had a few teeth left. He could smell the guy’s body odor from here.
“What about him?” Angela asked.
“He’s going to give you a ride all right, but he’s not going to take you anywhere you want to go. He could be a serial killer for all you know.”
“That’s calling the kettle black, don’t you think?”
“Listen. I know you don’t trust me. And there’s not a lot I can do to convince you of my innocence, but you’re not thinking this through. If you’re going to go with the truck driver, that’s your decision. I’m not going to try and stop you again. But I want you to know that once I drive out of here, you’re on your own.”
She crossed her arms. “Tell me something I don’t know.”
“I haven’t given you any reason to be afraid of me. I haven’t touched you in- appropriately or—”
“You took advantage of me just last night.”
“You kissed me. You’re lucky it stopped there.”
She looked him straight in the eye. “Why? I thought I wasn’t your type.”
He was this close to telling her the truth…that he had hardly gotten any sleep last night. That she was a beautiful woman and her douche of a boyfriend was a fool for letting her go. But reality set in and he kept his mouth shut. His freedom was on the line. This was his chance to prove his innocence, and here he was trying to convince a woman he’d known for less than forty-eight hours that she should pick him instead of some toothless truck driver. The notion made his jaw hurt. “I need to get going,” he said. “You do what you need to do.”
And then he walked off.
 
***
 
Angela watched him walk away. She tried to tell herself it was for the best.
He was a convicted felon who had spent the last eight years in prison. He’d kidnapped her and was keeping her against her will. And yet he hadn’t taken advantage of her last night, she thought, as she turned back toward the truck and its driver.
The trucker grinned as he watched her walk toward him. “My name’s Stan,” he said, holding out a hand.
“Angela,” she said.
He licked his cracked lips before he said in what she assumed was supposed to be a comforting voice, “You’re doing the right thing.”
He helped her into the truck, both hands squeezing her ass as he pushed her high enough so she could easily climb inside. She’d never been inside an eighteen-wheeler before. And she didn’t like it one bit.
The inside of his truck smelled worse than Stan himself. Dirty boots, empty water bottles, half-eaten food and trash littered the floor. A filthy curtain separated the back of the truck from the front. When she moved the curtain aside, something skittered to the rear of the vehicle. Then her gaze fell on a pile of used condoms in one of the cup holders. The smell of rotted meat and body odor grabbed her by the throat and shook her.
What was she doing? Had she completely lost her mind?
The driver’s door creaked open just as she was reaching for the handle on her side. The door was heavy, though, and she had to use her legs to push it all the way open. She jumped out—half fell—onto the hard ground. Her knee hit the pavement first.
Before she could get to her feet, she watched her car pull out of its parking space and move toward the exit. “Don’t leave me,” she called out. Scrambling to her feet, she limped hurriedly toward her abductor, Chris Patterson, waving her arms above her head, praying he would see her. She didn’t have a phone or a dime to her name.
But it was too late.
She watched her car roll out onto the long road and then merge onto the highway.
She had done what she said she would do. She had escaped a convicted felon. And yet she felt nothing but dread. Taking in a deep breath, she headed for the benches lined up near the restrooms. Both knees ached. She stopped at an old payphone to search for quarters.
No such luck.
She picked up the receiver, then saw the “out of service” sign.
A car she hadn’t noticed before, parked at the other side of the rest stop, backed out of a parking spot. She waved her hands in the air, hoping they would stop but the car never slowed before merging onto the freeway.
Overwhelmed by her predicament, and needing a moment of clarity, she took a seat at a wooden picnic table, folded her arms in front of her, and let her head drop.
“Come on, girlie girl. It’s okay. We’ll take good care of you, I promise.”
Her head snapped up.
It was Stan. And he wasn’t alone. His friend was as skinny as a broomstick—a broomstick with long, stringy hair. Dirty jeans hung low on his hips.
“I can’t go with you,” she said, trying to remain calm despite the voice in her head telling her to get the hell out of there. “My friend is coming to pick me up. She’ll be here any minute.”
“How did you call your friend? The payphone is out of order.”
“My other friend…the guy who just left…called her for me.”
His grin told her he knew she was lying. “Why don’t you come with us and wait for your friend there? I set up a nice little lunch in the back of my truck. The three of us are going to have a good time. We’ve got everything you need until she comes for you.”
“No, thanks. I’d rather wait here.”
She didn’t think her predicament could go from bad to worse, but that’s exactly what had happened. Panic settled over her in waves. There was no way she was climbing into that truck again.
Her heart beat faster as she scanned the area.
Where had everybody gone?
Both men’s gazes feasted on her, their intentions clear. They weren’t asking her to join them, they were telling her.
The skinny man pounded a fist on the wood table.
She jumped.
“Come on. Let’s go. Now!” His eyes were wild. He was as high as a kite.
She stood, pretending she might go with them. Instead, she pushed off from the table and took off, sprinting across the wide expanse of grass. Her ankle hit a soft spot in the ground and nearly buckled. But she regained her balance and ran into the women’s restroom before she remembered there was no main door to the bathroom, no way to lock the men completely out.
Hidden within the middle stall, she stood on the toilet, trapped. Her breathing was uneven, her chest rising and falling. She’d never been so afraid in her life.
Footsteps echoed off of the cement walls. “I know you’re hiding in here.”
It was the skinny one.
“No reason to try to run off again. We just want to have a little fun.”
The first stall door creaked slowly open and then slammed shut with a bang.
He moved down the line, one door at a time.
When he got to her stall, she kicked the door as hard as she could.
Broomstick fell to the ground. She darted from the bathroom and slammed into Stan’s barrel chest. He held her close, his dirty hands clinging to her waist as he grinded against her like a dog in heat. She was going to be sick.
“I got her, Al,” Stan shouted to his friend.
“I think the bitch might have broke my nose,” the guy called from the bathroom.
“Leave her alone!” a third voice challenged.
Angela looked in the direction of the voice. It was Chris. He’d come back for her.
“Fuck you!” Stan shot back. “You had your chance.”
Al exited the bathroom. He pulled out a three-inch blade, making sure everyone saw it, then looked at Chris when he said, “You best turn around and go back the way you came.”
Chris waited for Al to approach. Just as he had done in the morgue, he took a couple of long strides toward the man and grabbed hold of his wrist, twisting until Al let out a wild screech and dropped the knife.
He went for Stan next, told Angela to duck, then punched him in the side of the head. As the trucker fell to his knees, Chris grabbed hold of Angela, stopping her from falling to the ground with him, and said, “Get in the car.”
She didn’t have to be told twice.
She ran toward the vehicle and jumped inside. Chris was right behind her. He slid in behind the wheel and peeled out of the parking lot.
 



 
Chapter Seven
 
They had been driving for hours. The sign on the side of the highway told Jason they had just entered Nebraska.
Neither of them had said a word since the incident at the rest stop.
Until now.
“Since we’re in Nebraska,” Angela said, “I was thinking we could stop at my mom’s house for the night. I haven’t seen her since she moved here. We talk on the phone every so often,” she went on after he said nothing in response. “I was thinking I could borrow her computer, so you could do some research, figure out if that defense attorney you’re planning on visiting still lives in California. It would be a shame to get all that way and discover he moved.”
He remained silent, kept his eyes on the road.
“I could say you were Rob, since she’s never met him. She wouldn’t even know the difference.” She sighed. “She doesn’t watch television, so even if you happened to be on the news, she would have no idea.”
Jason had been doing a lot of thinking since leaving the rest stop. He might actually entertain the idea of staying the night at her mother’s house, because he’d realized it was time to set off on his own. Worrying about Angela running off had become exhausting. He couldn’t do it any longer. But he also needed to know she would be okay. Leaving her with her mother sounded like the perfect solution.
“Talk to me, Chris. I’ll go nuts if you don’t.”
He’d forgotten she thought he was Chris Patterson. He didn’t bother correcting her. “I have nothing to say,” he told her.
“I’m sorry,” she blurted.
He sighed.
“I never should have attempted to run off with that trucker. But try and put yourself in my shoes for a minute. A dead guy at the morgue where I work turns out to be an escaped convict accused of killing his business partner and friend. That same man forces me to go with him, against my will. He steals my money and then expects me to sleep in the same bed as him.”
His jaw twitched. “I told you I would let you go when this is over. I haven’t touched you inappropriately or harmed you in any way. If anything, I’ve provided a means by which to help get you out of your rut.”
“My rut? Who said I was in a rut?”
“Nobody. Forget I said anything.”
“No. I want to hear it.” She crossed her arms as she often did when she was upset. “Why do you think I’m in a rut?”
“Maybe rut was the wrong word. But come on, the way I felt you staring at a dead man back in Vermont was my first clue that at the very least, you might be bored.”
“That’s not a fair assessment, especially since you weren’t even dead.”
He wasn’t in the business of judging or analyzing others, but the fact that she’d been causing him nothing but trouble egged him on. “The fact that you hadn’t bathed in who knows how long was another indication that something was wrong.”
“I had a rough night and I was late for work—oh, never mind.”
“And what kind of woman would date a guy like Rob?”
“Sure, okay, I’ll give you that one, but—”
“You also happen to work in a privately-owned morgue in the middle of nowhere.”
“Where do you get off judging me and my choices?”
“You’re the one that wanted to talk. I made a simple observation and you wanted details, so maybe it’s best if we go back to watching the highway.”
“How do you know the morgue is privately owned?”
“It was all on Chris Patterson’s chart.”
“You mean your chart.”
“Yeah, sure, my chart.”
“Oh, my God. You’re not Chris Patterson!”
He drew in a breath. “Chris Patterson is dead.”
“You killed him. You are a killer.”
He released an exasperated breath. “Listen carefully because I refuse to repeat what I’m about to tell you. A riot broke out at the prison. Six men died. Refrigeration trucks were brought in and the bodies were picked up. Because of good behavior,” he said with much emphasis, “I happened to be on cleanup duty outside the prison. I switched all the wristbands on the corpses, put Chris Patterson inside another’s guy’s body bag, then took off my clothes and climbed into his empty bag. The rest is history.”
“That’s disgusting.”
“Yeah, well, I wasn’t the one who had my ass squeezed by a toothless man as he helped me into his freightliner.”
For a few moments, she was quiet. “I do appreciate you coming back for me.”
“You’re welcome.”
“If you’re not Chris Patterson, who are you?”
“Jason Caldwell.”
It didn’t take long for the silence to stretch out between them once more. When Angela went back to staring out the window, he said, “I’ll take you to your mom’s.”
“What?”
“You heard me.”
Out of the corner of his eye, he saw her smile.
They stopped for directions no less than three times. It was dark by the time they finally pulled up in front of a house in the middle of a five-acre lot in Lincoln, Nebraska. It was a big, two-story home with a long, gravely driveway and a wrap-around porch. They grabbed their stuff and climbed out of the car.
“She won’t mind that we just show up without warning?” he asked.
“No. She won’t mind.”
Thunder clapped in the distance and before they got to the front door, the clouds cracked opened and the rain began to come down hard. They ran quickly up the stairs to the covered porch, and stood there, gazing out at the downpour.
The wind had picked up and from where Jason stood the trees seemed to be dancing, their gangly branches swaying back and forth. It was one of the most beautiful sights he’d seen in a very long time.
When Angela looked his way, he smiled at her.
Despite the warmth of the air, hail came next. Angela reached out a hand and laughed as they both watched the icy pebbles gather in her palm.
The front door to the house opened just then and a barefoot blonde wearing a sleeveless, pale blue dress stepped out onto the porch. Her face tightened when her gaze fell on Angela. The woman’s wavy blonde hair swept well past her shoulders. She was the same height as Angela and they had identical noses and mouths. Definitely related. “Why didn’t you tell me you were coming?” she asked.
“I wanted to surprise you.”
The blonde pushed strands of damp hair out of Angela’s face, then hugged her as if it strained her to do so. When she stepped back, she looked her over and said, “You’ve gained some weight, I see.”
Before Angela could answer, the woman gave Jason the once-over, letting her gaze roam slowly, carefully, down the length of him. “And who do we have here?”
“Mom, I’d like you to meet Rob. The guy I mentioned on the phone the last time we talked.”
“Nice to meet you, Rob.” Her mother came up on her tiptoes and kissed him on one cheek and then the other. “You can call me Samantha.” She looped an arm through his and ushered him inside the house, leaving Angela to follow behind.
He could hear music playing and people talking.
“It sounds like you’re having a party,” Angela said.
“Just a few friends.” Samantha dragged him into the main room. “Everyone! I’d like you to meet my daughter, Angela, and her boyfriend, Rob.”
There were three women and two men sitting in various spots inside a vast living space with floor to ceiling windows. Everyone seemed to be having a good time. Jason, on the other hand, didn’t like the idea of being seen by too many people. He wasn’t sure what the deal was with Angela and her mother, but the tension between the two women was thick and uncomfortable.
“Is this the daughter who spends most of her time with a bunch of stiffs?” a woman asked.
They all laughed.
“Looks like she caught herself a live one, though,” another woman said.
More laughter.
Samantha ushered them both to the kitchen. “What can I get you two?”
“Nothing for me,” Jason told her.
She filled two glasses with champagne and handed one to Angela and one to Jason.
Jason set his full glass back on the counter. He needed to get out of there before someone recognized him.
Angela took a sip.
“Oh, come on,” Samantha said, trying to hand Jason his glass again and nearly toppling over in the process.
“Mom, I’m sorry to show up without notice, but I hope it’s okay if we stay the night.”
“Of course.”
“Thanks,” Angela said. “It’s good to see you having fun. Every time we’ve talked recently, you tell me you’re bored and spending your weekends alone.”
“That was before I met Gordon, over there.” Samantha indicated a man seated on a sofa across the room. He waved in response. Then Samantha laughed as she reached for Jason and gave his arm a squeeze before brushing a hand over his jaw.
She’d obviously had too much to drink.
Angela blushed. “Mom. Please. Leave him alone.”
“Oh, would you look at that? My daughter’s getting all territorial.”
Jason’s eyelids felt like cement blocks. “If it’s all right with you two,” he cut in, “I need to get some, sleep since we’ll be heading off early in the morning.”
“So soon?”
“It can’t be helped.”
“After you lovebirds visit with my friends, you can take the guestroom upstairs, second room to the left.”
He turned to Angela. “Why don’t you spend time with your mom? I’m going to go get some shut-eye. We have a long drive tomorrow.”
Angela looked desperate to be saved, but hell, it had been her idea to stay with her mom. If he didn’t get some rest, he wasn’t going to be able to handle another long drive like today. He walked off, leaving them both staring after him.
 
***
 
It was nearly two in the morning when Jason sat up in a cold sweat. Another nightmare, he realized; a regular occurrence since his first night behind bars.
Angela had yet to come to bed.
His mouth felt dry. He needed water.
He climbed out of bed, and made it to the top of the stairs when he heard Angela telling everyone goodnight. Then Samantha called out to her daughter.
“What is it, Mom?”
“As your mother I feel it’s my job to warn you not to get too excited about that man upstairs.”
“Why do you say that?”
“He’s a player, plain and simple. Those kinds of men don’t stick around for long. Trust me.”
“Not all men are like Dad,” Angela said.
“This has nothing to do with your father.”
“It’s late, Mom. I’ll talk to you tomorrow when you’re sober.”
“Oh, here we go, time for a lecture from my little girl. I had a couple of drinks. So what? When are you going to loosen up and live a little?”
“Good night, Mom.”
Jason went back into the bedroom. He climbed under the covers and feigned sleep. Angela’s footsteps echoed down the hall on the way to the bathroom. It was another few minutes before the bedroom door opened and closed. “Are you awake?” she asked.
He looked toward the door, where Angela stood motionless in the dark.  Moonlight spilled in through the open blinds, and he could see she was wearing nothing but a T-shirt that hung to her knees. “What’s wrong, Angela?”
“That’s the first time you’ve called me by my name.”
“I don’t think so.”
She climbed into bed next to him, pulled the blankets around her, and stared at the ceiling. “What’s wrong with me?” she asked.
“What do you mean?”
“I asked you to bring me here. Why? My mother has never had a kind word to say to me, but I wanted to see her.”
“She’s your mother.”
The mattress moved as she turned toward him and said, “You really are innocent, aren’t you?”
“I am.”
“I’m sorry.”
“For what?”
“For everything. For the way you’ve been mistreated. Spending eight years in prison for a crime you didn’t commit. The thought of it is unfathomable.”
She had no idea: the noise, the violence, the night screams, and fighting for survival every day.
“My mom has been an alcoholic for as long as I can remember. My grandmother said that’s why Dad left her.”
“I’m sorry.”
“Yeah…me, too.”
Silence.
“What is your family like?”
There was a long pause before he answered. “My father passed away while I was in prison, but he was a wonderful man. We used to spend a lot of time together. He liked to tinker with cars and go fishing. Mom was and still is a rock—always there when we needed her, always calm during intense situations.”
“Intense situations?”
“My sister, Tracy, was a rebellious teen, and that’s putting it mildly. She dabbled in drugs, ran off to Mexico with friends and ended up in jail. Mom and Dad spent a lot of time in the principal’s office. And then I ended up in prison. Things haven’t been easy for Mom.”
“What about now? Did your sister finally grow up?”
“I haven’t seen Tracy in a while, but Mom says she’s doing well.”
“I’m glad.”
“Me, too. Now shut your eyes and get some sleep.”
“Good night,” she said, rolling to her other side.
“Pleasant dreams.”
The idea of leaving Angela here with her mother no longer seemed so appealing, but Samantha was family, and under the circumstances, it was the best he could do. He would push off in a few hours while it was still dark.
 



 
Chapter Eight
 
Angela woke up feeling better than she had in a very long while. She stretched her arms over her head, yawned, then glanced at the other side of the bed. The sheets were cold. Nobody was there.
She sat up.
Sunlight poured in through the window. The smell of coffee and bacon wafted through the room. She knew Jason would be ready to go, but first she needed to borrow a computer. She searched through her bag and pulled on a pair of sweatpants, went to the bathroom to brush her hair and teeth, and then headed downstairs to the kitchen.
Mom stood at the sink washing dishes, while Gordon sat at the kitchen table devouring a large helping of eggs and bacon.
“Good morning,” Angela said.
“There she is, my sweet girl.”
She knew her mom was putting on a good show because Gordon was in the room. “Where’s Jas—Rob?”
“I thought he was with you.” Her mom looked over her shoulder at Gordon. “Have you seen him?”
Gordon shook his head and tossed in a “nope” for good measure.
“Did you two have an argument?” Mom asked. “What did you say to the man?”
Angela rolled her eyes. “Stop it, Mom. Everything’s fine.”
Gordon set his mug down. “I didn’t hear anyone come or go.”
Angela ran to the front door, opened it wide, and looked outside. The gray, billowy clouds from yesterday had disappeared, leaving a blue sky in their wake. Her car was still in the driveway.
Her stomach turned. He must have taken off by foot.
He was gone and he wasn’t coming back.
She ran upstairs, changed into jeans and pulled on a pair of hiking boots. When she returned to the kitchen, Mom and Gordon were right where she’d left them. “I need some cash, Mom.”
“Why?”
“And a laptop.”
“You hardly ever see your daughter,” Gordon chimed in when he noticed Samantha hesitate. “Just give her what she needs.”
When her mother refused, Gordon got up from the table and disappeared. When he returned he was holding an ultra thin laptop.
Angela liked this man.
“That’s mine,” Mom whined.
“I gave it to your mother for her birthday and she’s used it twice.” He handed the laptop to Angela. “Password is ‘princess’”.
“Good one,” Angela said as she watched him open his billfold and pull out all the cash he had, which amounted to just over two hundred dollars.
She took the money, thanked him profusely, then ran for the door. “I’ll return the laptop and pay you back on my return trip!”
“Where are you going?” her mother asked, following her down the walkway. “Don’t go running after that man!” Gordon appeared close behind her and tossed Angela a bag of snack food he’d quickly pulled together for the road.
Angela didn’t pay Samantha any attention. She put the laptop on the backseat and then climbed in behind the wheel. The engine fired up on her first attempt and the tires screeched as she pulled away from the curb.
An hour later, Angela had already traded her car for another and was on the freeway. Knowing that Jason would have to trek for at least an hour on a secondary road, she’d made a speedy and even trade for a dented 1990 Volvo 240.
After thirty more minutes at the wheel, she worried she had either passed Jason by without noticing him or he’d gotten a ride from a stranger. She was thinking about heading back to her mom’s house to see if he’d returned after all when she spotted a tall figure up ahead. It was Jason. He was walking along the highway, his left thumb out, trying to hitch a ride.
She drove past him and then pulled over to the shoulder of the road, the tires spitting up gravel and dirt as she slowed.  When he approached the car and opened the passenger door, surprise lit his features. “Angela, what are you doing?”
“I can’t let you do this alone.”
“Well, I can’t drag you into my mess.”
“You already have. I’m going with you.”
“I have no idea what will happen. You could get hurt.”
“I want to help you, Jason. You can’t spend the rest of your life in prison for something you didn’t do.”
“This is not a good idea.”
“Please get in. I can help you.”
 
***
 
After realizing she wasn’t going to give in easily, he climbed in and pulled the door closed. “Whose car is this?”
“I traded in my wreck for this one,” she told him. “Even exchange.”
“You got ripped off.”
She merged back onto the road. “But now, if anyone realizes I’m missing, they won’t be able to find my car.”
“Not until the car dealer recognizes your face on the news.”
“I’m trying to help. Don’t be a jerk.”
He smiled.
“If you’re hungry, there’s food in the back, compliments of Gordon.”
He gave her a long look. “I’m sorry I left without saying goodbye. I don’t like goodbyes. Never have.”
“No big deal,” she said with a shrug.
He knew that wasn’t true. He could see the hurt in her eyes, feel it hanging heavy in the air between them, but he let it go. What more could he say? He liked Angela, and he didn’t want to see her get hurt.
After grabbing some chips and water from the back, he flipped through the radio stations until he found one report about the riot that had broken out at San Quentin. Not one word was said about an escaped convict.
“Maybe they don’t know you’re missing,” Angela suggested.
“Not possible. They take a count every night. They had to have known by six o’clock the day I went missing, if not sooner.”
“That could mean the prison hasn’t told anyone outside of the prison walls, which could mean there’s no nationwide manhunt, right?”
“Wrong. More than likely it means that the FBI doesn’t want me to know they’re on to me, so they’re keeping the media out of it. Personally, I’d rather know what’s going on. I’m sure they know that.”
“So, what are you going to do? What’s your next step?”
“I have a few people I want to talk to, but I need addresses. Maybe a library.”
“Not a library,” she told him. “We need to find a Starbucks. Most of them have WiFi. I borrowed my mom’s computer so we could do some research and find out what your friends have been up to.”
 
***
 
It didn’t take long to find what they were looking for. Angela parked the car but reached over and stopped Jason from exiting the vehicle. “Hold on.” She crawled over the middle console, hopped onto the back seat, and rummaged around in her bag. “Don’t forget your hat. I found an old pair of aviators at mom’s house, too.”
He smiled as he obligingly put on her attempt at a disguise.
She drew back and took a good look at him. “Perfect. You could be anybody.”
He took a glance in the rearview mirror. “Why do I get the feeling you’ve done this before?”
She grinned, then slipped on a baseball cap of her own, along with a pair of sunglasses. “First, we’ll find a table,” she said as they walked toward the coffee shop. “Then I’ll get us both a coffee. I used to study all the time at Starbucks. Most people keep to themselves. Just act normal. We’re just two people on a ride across country, doing some research.”
“Got it.”
Everything went according to plan. It wasn’t crowded and they found a spot in a quiet corner. He couldn’t recall if he’d ever been to a Starbuck’s before or ever had their coffee. “This is good. What is it?”
“Caffè Mocha.”
“Where did you get the money?”
She turned on the computer and typed the password princess. “Mom’s boyfriend, Gordon, loaned me a few hundred dollars.”
He watched her closely. “You seem to really know your way around a computer.”
“Well, I took a few computer science courses and dabbled in web design and basic programming, but the medical field is where my passion lies.”
“So, what’s the deal with you, Angela?”
“What do you mean?”
“What’s your plan? What do you want to be when you grow up?”
“Why is it so difficult for anyone to believe that I just might like my job at the morgue?”
“I didn’t mean to assume. Do you like your job?”
“I do,” she said. “But my plan was always to go back to school…med school…and become a family doctor.”
“What stopped you?” he asked before taking another swallow of coffee.
“I had just turned eighteen when my parents divorced. I was angry with both of them at the time. Then my dad disappeared and I didn’t want to live with mom, so I struck off on my own. But keeping a roof over my head and food in the fridge wasn’t cheap. I managed to put myself through two years of med school, but it was costly, so I decided to drop out of school for a while. That’s when I snagged a job at the morgue. The years passed and before long, it no longer seemed feasible to go back to school and saddle myself with debt.”
“So now what?”
She shrugged. “Working at the morgue isn’t bad, but I guess I would prefer to help people while they’re alive and keep them out of the morgue.” She paused before she added, “These past few days have opened my eyes, made me see that I never should have given up my dream. I believe I have you to thank for that.”
“How so?”
“Look at you…accused of murder and yet you haven’t given up. You’re determined to do everything you can to fight for your freedom.”
“It sounds like you really might believe I’m innocent.”
“Would I be here if I didn’t?”
The corner of his mouth turned upward. Angela Chack was full of surprises.
“Okay,” she said, “we better get busy. What’s the lawyer’s name again?”
“Michael Gabaldon.”
It was quiet while she did her research. He’d been doing some research himself over the years. But he only had so many hours a week on the computer and he hadn’t wanted anyone to know what he was up to. There was only so much planning he could do within the confines of the prison walls without giving himself away.
“It sounds as if you worked with your lawyer for years,” she said as she typed. “What made you think, after all those years, that he had something to do with your incarceration?”
“I was a cocky twenty-seven year old when I went to prison. The last time I saw Mike, I had already spent three years behind bars. I was no longer the same naïve young man. Prison life tends to make a person grow up fast. I learned some non-verbal survival methods in prison, including how to decode the human face.”
She raised a questioning brow.
“If I wanted to survive in that place, I needed to stay alert, and learn to read involuntary facial expressions: anger, surprise, contempt, and so on.”
“And you saw something in the lawyer’s face that you hadn’t seen before?”
“Exactly.”
“Can you read my face?”
“Easy.”
“Okay…so?”
“You’re feeling pretty good about yourself.”
“And what makes you say that?”
He placed the tip of his finger on her face, near her nose, and gently traced it to her mouth. “You have a tiny line that runs from the edge of your nose to your outer lip. You’re happy. Not a fake happy either because your muscles are engaged.”
Now that she was conscious of him watching her, she made a face, trying to mask whatever it was she was feeling.
He laughed.
Smiling, she went back to focusing on the task at hand. “Like taking candy from a baby,” she said a few minutes later. “Internet searches these days make it so that anyone can be an investigator.”
He tried to read the screen. A glare prevented him from doing so. “What did you find?”
She took the pad of paper, wrote down Mike Gabaldon’s address, then slid the paper his way. “He lives in Davis, California.”
As Jason pondered all the things he wanted to ask the man, Angela sipped her coffee and continued searching his case. “Who is Stephanie Carr?”
“She was a receptionist at the time of the murder. She’d only been working at the office for about a month.”
“It says here that she was a key witness.”
“That’s true. She pointed at me in the courtroom and said I was the killer. She also testified that she’d seen Dirk and me inside his office the night he was killed.”
“I thought you said the office building was empty.”
“I thought it was, but I didn’t see any reason for her to lie. I figured she must have been in the parking lot when Dirk and I returned to the office, but I never saw her. My lawyer knew this, assured me he’d done everything he could to try to disprove the girl, but it ended up being her word against mine.”
“What about the police? Surely they must have done some investigating.”
“In the end,” Jason said, “nobody could disprove Stephanie Carr’s testimony.”
“So she lied. But why? Maybe she was working with your lawyer.”
“She and Mike Gabaldon have always been on the top of my list of people I need to talk to. Can you find a location for her?”
Angela nodded. “She lives in Carmichael.” She tapped her finger on the table next to the computer. “Was her desk close to Dirk’s office?”
“No. Different floors. The receptionist was the first person you saw when you walked into the building. Dirk’s office was on the second floor.”
“How would she know that you were in his office unless she walked in on you two?”
“At the trial she said she had a letter for Dirk and when she brought it upstairs, she saw the two of us arguing, so she left. She also said she saw me jump up out of my chair and pull something, possibly a weapon, from my pocket.”
“Did she say it was a knife?”
He shook his head. “Said she couldn’t see what I had in my hand. She said she was nervous and walked off before either of us spotted her.”
“If she was worried about a man’s life, she would have called the police.”
“That same point was made in court,” Jason said. “In the end, it didn’t matter.”
“Don’t look now,” Angela said, “but two policemen are making their way in here.”
The second he heard the door open, he stiffened, couldn’t help it.
Angela forced a smile, then touched his arm as if he’d just given her some good news. Before he knew what she was up to, she moved closer to him and rested her head against his shoulder. It took him a minute to catch on, but he did, and casually slipped his arm around her.
For the next few minutes, he forgot about the cops standing in line behind them and instead got a wonderful glimpse of what it might be like to live an ordinary life…just hanging out with his girl in a coffee shop.
 



 
Chapter Nine
 
That night, still wearing sunglasses and a baseball cap, Angela kept her gaze straight ahead as she walked past the pool to the motel room. They had made it as far as Provo, Utah, where they had found a Motel 6 right off Interstate 15 for thirty-two dollars a night. Free WiFi and a mall two miles away.
She knocked on the door, and said, “It’s me.”
Once the door opened, she slipped inside. It wasn’t until she put the pizza box on the table by the window and dropped a plastic shopping bag on the bed that she noticed Jason seemed upset. “What happened?”
He plowed his hands through his hair as he paced the room. “I was hoping I had another day before they figured out which body bag I ended up in, but the feds are in Vermont.”
“How do you know?”
He gestured across the room.
She moved closer to the television for a better look. “Oh, my God! That’s the Montpelier morgue! And Rob! What’s he doing on the news?” She grabbed the remote and turned up the volume.
“The last time I saw Angela,” Rob told the reporter, “she was upset with me for breaking up with her.”
“Why don’t you tell the world where I found you!” she shouted at the T.V.
“I’ve been worried sick,” Rob continued. “I called her several times in hopes of talking things through. It never crossed my mind that she’d been abducted by an escaped convict.”
Christine stood in the background, sobbing.
“Give me a break,” Angela said. “I had no idea she was such a good actress.”
After the clip ended, Jason walked over and shut off the television. “Do you think anyone recognized you at the pizza place?”
“No. I don’t think so.”
 
 
She looked at the bed. His belongings were neatly packed. He was ready to shove off. “We need to stick with the plan,” she told him. “You need to get some sleep.”
He rubbed his chin. “Maybe so, but we need to set off early. I want to confront Mike before the police get to him.”
“Maybe they won’t think to talk to your lawyer since they have no reason to believe you have a beef with him, right?”
“No telling. Either way, I want to talk to him within the next twenty-four hours.”
Jason continued to pace the room, back and forth, like a caged animal. His eyes possessed a wild look, his shoulder muscles tensed as he took long strides across the carpeted floor.
She planted herself in front of him, stopping him from taking another step. Then she reached upward and rested her hands on his shoulders. “You need to stay calm. It won’t do you any good to get worked up.”
He took in a deep breath. After a moment his eyes finally began to lose that haunted look. “You shouldn’t be here with me.”
“But I am. I’m going to help you find the truth, Jason. And this time the truth shall set you free.”
He took her hands in his. “If we get caught, Angela, you need to tell the authorities that I kidnapped you and you never helped me in any way.”
“We need to stay positive. You can’t think that way.”
“Just promise me you’ll tell them you had nothing to do with any of this. I forced you every step of the way.”
“I promise. Now sit down while I get the shaver ready.” She grabbed the bag of items she’d bought when she went out for pizza. Hair dye for her and a shaver for him.
“Shaver?”
“You need a better disguise. All that thick hair of yours needs to go.”
 
***
 
Less than twenty-four hours later, at ten p.m., they were parked at the curb across the street from Mike Gabaldon’s house, a large bungalow on Finch Street in Davis. A traffic accident had prevented them from arriving sooner.
She looked at Jason. “What now?”
“I need to get inside.”
“There could be alarms. We need to get him to open the door and let you in.”
“And how do you propose we do that?”
“We’ll park the car further down the road. You stay out of view while I knock on the door.”
“When he opens the door, if he opens the door, I’ll step inside and tell him we need to talk. Is that what you were thinking?”
“Yes, but are you sure you don’t want to wait until morning?”
“I’m sure. I think it would be best if you stayed in the car though.”
“He’ll never open the door if he sees you. I’m going.”
She made a U-turn. She was stubborn and seemingly more determined than ever to find the truth. He didn’t bother arguing with her.
Without coats, the air had a bite to it as they stepped out of the car. A low fog had settled around the neighborhood. He pulled the baseball cap over his head. It felt strange not having any hair, but she’d been right about shaving it off.
Angela knocked on the door.
No lights came on inside. No footsteps sounded.
She knocked again and a few seconds later, a light came on in the entranceway.
Jason kept his back flat against the wall. 
“Who is it?” a voice called out.
“Cynthia Baxter. My car broke down and I was hoping I could borrow your phone. I’m sorry to bother you so late at night, but I was afraid to walk alone in the dark.” In case he was checking, she stared directly into the peephole and gave him a meek wave.
Bingo. The door came open.
She smiled at the man as she stepped inside. “I can’t thank you enough for—”
Before the man could shut the door, Jason stepped inside behind her.
“What the hell is going on?”
Jason shut the door.
It took a few seconds for recognition to light up Mike’s face. “Jason?”
“That’s right.”
“I heard about your escape, but they said you were in Vermont.”
“I was,” Jason said matter-of-factly. He looked at Angela. According to plan, she turned and left, headed for the car.
Mike looked suddenly nervous. His eyes darted from the front door as it closed, and then to the kitchen, where Jason could see a telephone. “Don’t even think about it.”
“What are you doing here, Jason?”
“I need answers.”
Mike suggested they take a seat in the other room.
Jason followed him across the entry into a nice-sized family room. An over-stuffed leather couch, coffee table, and a big-screen TV took up half the room. A round table and four leather seats were set up next to a bar in the far corner. Mike headed that way and picked up a bottle. “Scotch?”
“None for me.”
It had been five years since he’d seen Mike Gabaldon, but the lawyer looked at least ten years older. His hair had thinned. The lines in his face were much more prominent.
Mike poured himself a drink, then took a swig. “Why don’t you tell me why you’re here?”
“I think you know the answer to that.”
“I haven’t a clue.”
“Well, you better get a clue real quick, because I’m not leaving here without answers. Now tell me who paid you off before I get angry.”
“Paid me off?” He forced a low rumble of laughter. “Let’s get real, Jason. Every bit of evidence pointed to you. What did you think was going to happen?”
“I didn’t murder my friend. I know it and you know it.” Jason walked toward him. “For the past eight years, I’ve had nothing better to do but think about the one day that changed my life forever. It always came back to the same thing—someone went to a lot of trouble to set me up. If you think about it, the evidence was flimsy at best. My DNA, my fingerprints, my hair were all in Dirk’s office. Well, guess what? I bet everyone who worked for the company had DNA and fingerprints in Dirk’s office.”
“Only your prints were found on the knife,” Mike said.
“Yeah. I know.”
The lawyer took another gulp of his Scotch. Despite the chill in the room, a light sheen of sweat covered his forehead.
“That knife was taken from my home! What sort of idiot would plan a murder and then grab a knife from his own kitchen? Of course it’s going to have my fingerprints on it. So, what do I do? I hire the best defense lawyer in town. Three years later, after it became clear that you were going to leave me to rot in that place, it dawned on me that whoever set me up was doing their best to make sure I stayed in prison for a good long time. And to do that, they needed to go through you. So here I am.”
Mike set his glass down with a clank. Instead of pouring another drink, he stepped out from behind the bar with a gun pointed at Jason’s chest. “You should have stayed where you were. Being in prison has to be a lot better than being dead.”
Jason gritted his teeth. “It took me way too long to figure out that you were bad news, Mike, but I never pegged you for a killer.”
Jason walked his way.
“Stay where you are. I don’t want to shoot you, but I will if I have to.”
Jason took another step before he stopped and raised both hands in the air.
When the lawyer glanced at his phone lying on the bar, Jason lunged. He grabbed Mike’s arm, twisted it behind him, and pinned him to the ground. Mike didn’t have the strength to fight him. The gun dropped from his hand.
Jason grabbed the gun and held it to the lawyer’s head. “I’ve already spent eight years in prison and I’m not going back. In other words, I have nothing to lose. Talk or you’re dead.”
When no words were spoken, Jason jabbed his knee into the center of Mike’s back, making him grunt in pain. “You’ve got ten seconds to talk or I’m pulling the trigger. One…”
When he got to eight, Mike said, “I don’t know who wants you dead, I swear.”
“You’ve got five seconds to give me a name.”
“You’re right,” he blurted. “I was paid off, but I swear on my mother’s grave I have no idea who was behind the bribe.”
“Bullshit!” Jason pulled back on the trigger.
“No! I swear! Whoever it was paid me in cash. Left the money in a locker at the airport.”
“How much?”
“A quarter of a million dollars.”
Anger lit up his insides. Who would pay the sleaze ball that much money to see him hung up to dry? He wanted nothing more than to blow the man’s brains out. “So when did this mystery person make contact with you?”
“A few days after I read about the murder in the newspaper. I found a note on my car…pinned under the windshield. I thought it was an advertisement. Almost tossed the note without reading it. But then I saw my name scrawled across the paper.”
“Where’s the note?”
“It’s long gone.”
Jason pushed his knee deeper. “What did it say?”
“I don’t know.” Mike whimpered. “It’s been a long time…short and sweet…something about representing a guy named Jason Caldwell.” He tried to breathe. “Can you let up a little?”
“Just keep talking.”
“If I were asked to take on Caldwell’s case, I was to do it. I was told I’d be paid for my efforts.”
“Why you?”
Mike struggled for a breath.
Jason didn’t care. The man was lucky he was going to get to live. He lifted his knee just enough to allow the lawyer a breath or two.
“Someone had to have known I was in trouble. I was in over my head,” Mike said, his voice strained. “My wife had just left me. My business was failing. Whoever wrote the note must have known I was struggling. That’s all I can figure. The deal was that I take your case and make sure you were convicted.”
“And what about the money? When were you paid?”
“Half upfront,” he said between gasps for breath. “The rest after all appeals failed.”
“You must have talked with this person at some point.”
“They used a throw-away phone and a voice synthesizer. It was robotic…or maybe computerized, I don’t know.”
“Male or female?”
“I have no idea. I couldn’t tell.”
“When was the last time this person made contact?”
“Five years ago…after your final appeal was shot down. Another money drop was made, left in a locker at the San Francisco airport. We never talked again.”
“You’re going to need to testify.”
“No way. You might as well kill me now and be done with it.”
Jason sucked in his frustration and said, “Well, you might just get your wish. Tell anyone I was here, Mike, anyone at all, and I’ll come back and take care of you once and for all.”
 
***
 
Jason’s adrenaline was still soaring when he found Angela sitting in the car a few blocks away. He tapped on the window and must have given her a start because she put a hand on her chest and took in a breath before she finally unlocked the door.
He put the gun in the glove compartment.
She looked at the gun. “Where did you find that? What happened in there?”
“Start driving. Let’s get out of here. We’ll take I-80 east toward Sacramento.”
After she cleared the neighborhood, he told her everything that had happened back at the lawyer’s house.
It was quiet for a moment before he said, “Who would go to so much trouble to pin the murder on me?”
“A desperate person, more than likely the killer himself,” Angela said. “So you’re convinced the whole thing was a set-up? Someone was out to get you?”
“I can’t figure any other explanation,” Jason answered, still trying to process what the lawyer had told him.
“Whoever killed your partner had to first steal a knife from your house. And then, I would imagine, they needed to wait for the right moment.”
“At the time of the investigation, the F.B.I. agreed that whoever killed Dirk was someone he knew personally. Someone pissed off enough to stab him multiple times. Like I said before, Dirk had a different woman waiting for him in every city he visited. The detectives knew that. Hell, they would still be interviewing potential suspects if they hadn’t decided to pin his murder on me.”
“Whose idea was it to meet for drinks and discuss selling the business?”
“I don’t remember. And I’m not sure if it’s important.”
“Why not?”
“Since the instant Dirk was killed, the focus was put on me. During the investigation and at the trial…always on me.”
“Who should they have focused on?”
“Dirk,” he said. “It should have been about Dirk.”
She nodded her head in understanding.
“Investigators should have put their efforts into tracking who might want him dead. At the time, I thought Mike was working on researching Dirk’s finances and romantic interests, but obviously that didn’t happen.” Jason pointed to the next exit. “Get off there.”
She did as he said. He pointed to a strip mall and told her to park in the back where they couldn’t be seen from the main street. Once she found a parking spot and shut off the engine, he reached over and pulled out the keys.
“What are we doing?”
“It’s been a long day. It’s late. Time to get a few hours of shut eye and continue this before the sun comes up.”
He tossed the keys into the middle console, pushed the seat back as far as it would go, and then closed his eyes and went to sleep.
 
***
 
Angela watched Jason for a long while. She’d never known anyone who could fall asleep in the blink of an eye. She kept waiting for him to sense that she was staring at him and open his eyes, but that never happened. His breathing was deep and even. The man was down for the count.
Already feeling the chill creep in through every door and window, due to rotted insulation, no doubt, she rubbed her arms in an attempt to keep warm. Remembering the blanket and pillow she’d brought, she climbed into the backseat and made herself as comfortable as possible. From where she lay, she could see Jason’s profile.
She peered out the window into the dark and wondered what she was doing here. Not only was she cold, she was completely out of her comfort zone. But there was something about Jason Caldwell that compelled her to want to continue to help him. He was a desperate man, but she never once felt threatened. She’d tried to escape multiple times, and yet he’d never lashed out at her or made her feel as if she was in danger.
Call her crazy, but she believed in him.
Everything about him, his words and his actions, pointed to his innocence. If he were guilty, he wouldn’t be running toward the crime scene, he would have run for the hills. He certainly wouldn’t have come back to California right now. Not when every federal agent in the state would be after him. Maybe later when things calmed down. But definitely not now.
She was convinced that he was an innocent man. And even if he didn’t think so, he needed her help. 
 



 
Chapter Ten
 
Jason woke up at 6:45 the next morning. His foot was numb and a crick in his neck made it difficult to sit up straight. The driver’s seat was empty, and so was the backseat.
Angela was gone.
He scrounged around for his hat and sunglasses, wondering where she would go without telling him. Just as he grabbed the keys, he saw her heading down an alleyway toward the parking lot.
He jumped out of the car and met her halfway. She was wearing a backpack and her hands were full. “Where did you run off to?”
Her smile disappeared.
“Someone could have seen you.”
“I’m wearing sunglasses and a hat. Nobody gave me a second look. Here, I brought you a coffee and a muffin.”
He took what she offered, but he wasn’t happy about it.
“You’ll never believe what I found out,” she went on happily.
“Listen,” Jason said, cutting her off. “I appreciate the coffee and the muffin, but I don’t think you understand the risk you’ve taken on my behalf. I had no idea you had left the vehicle. If someone had seen you and followed you back here, it would all be over. No second chance for me. I’d be on my way back to prison. Only this time things would be different. Lockdown. Isolation. No more human contact. Ever.”
“I’m sorry. I was only trying to help.”
He walked back to the car, and she followed.
Jason hadn’t realized how hungry he was until he swallowed the first bite of muffin once they were back inside the car. The coffee was good and hot, warming his insides. He looked over at Angela, but she was staring out the window again. “I didn’t mean to jump on you. I’m sorry.”
“No big deal.”
“No. I was wrong.”
“It’s okay. You’re right. Both of our faces have been all over the news. It was a stupid move. I should have at least told you where I was going.”
“For a minute there,” Jason admitted, “when I saw that you were gone, I thought you’d changed your mind.”
She turned to him then. “About getting involved?”
“Yeah.”
“You thought I left?”
“I knew it was a possibility.”
She waved a hand through the air. “I couldn’t just walk off and abandon you.”
“You don’t owe me a thing. I never should have dragged you into this in the first place.”
“You didn’t do anything wrong. Sure, kidnapping me wasn’t your best move, but—”
“I doubt you would have helped me out if I had asked nicely.”
“No, of course not. But now that I know you, I couldn’t live with myself if I didn’t do everything I could to help.”
“It’s been a long journey,” he said. “I do wonder how you can be so sure about my innocence when nobody else believed in me.”
“Your mother and your sister are behind you.”
“My mother, yes. Sis, not so sure. It’s always been clear to me that she has her doubts.”
“I’m sorry,” she said. “I have an inkling of how that feels. In med school I was accused of cheating on my exams. I had to fill out endless forms and talk to a panel of professors. It was a long, humiliating process.”
“What happened?”
“The guy sitting next to me during the exams was the cheater. I dropped out after that. Not just because of what happened, but because I couldn’t afford the tuition. Anyhow, there was one professor on the panel who believed in me from day one and he told me so. He had the same evidence as everyone else. Sometimes a person just needs to go with their gut. I know that sounds foolish, but that’s what I’m doing.”
“Well, I appreciate everything you’ve done.”
“You haven’t heard the best part,” she went on. “I have proof that the key witness in your murder trial, Stephanie Carr, lied.”
His gaze locked on hers. “What are you talking about?”
Angela pulled out her computer and powered it on. “Don’t touch anything because I won’t be able to pull the pages up again without WiFi, but look at this.”
“What is it?”
“Stephanie Carr has been blogging for years. Nine years to be exact.”
“What sort of blog?”
“She used to write about the life of a teenager, never having enough money to do anything, living with her parents, the struggles of finding a decent job, but the past five years have mostly been about dating.”
He waited for her to continue on.
“Of course, I spent the morning focusing on the months before and after the trial. Six months after your trial ended, she was able to move out of her parent’s house and into an apartment of her own.”
“Maybe she snagged her dream job.”
“She’s a secretary for a law firm. It could be her dream job, but there’s no way she makes enough money to afford expensive cars and live in a luxury apartment.”
“A large inheritance?”
“I can’t say that didn’t cross my mind,” Angela told him, “but all of her grandparents are living.” Angela clicked on another tab. A picture of Stephanie Carr in a brand new Lexus filled the screen. “A few months after moving out of her parent’s house, she was driving this little beauty.”
“It looks bad,” Jason agreed, “but it’s still not proof.”
“Read the third comment under the post about her new car.”
The comment read: Stephanie, you need to pick me up in that car and take me back to Freddie’s Bar & Grill. It’s been a while. Let’s raise hell!
Jason raised an eyebrow. “What am I missing?”
Angela clicked on another page she had opened earlier. “This is the site for the girl who commented on Stephanie’s page.”
“Is she a blogger, too?”
“Nope. She’s just a party girl. Most of her pictures are of her and her friends at different clubs, dancing and having a good time. This is the picture that stood out.”
She turned the laptop so Jason could take a closer look.
The picture filled the screen. Five girls, all in their early twenties, stood at the bar with raised shot glasses. He read the caption: Partying it up at Freddie’s with my friend, Stephanie!
“Look at the date showing when the picture was taken.”
“Same date that Dirk was killed,” Jason added.
“That’s correct. What time were you and Dirk talking in his office?”
He had replayed the night over in his head so many times, every movement he’d made that day was etched into his mind. “Sometime between eight and eight-thirty.”
“That’s also correct.”
“Is this some sort of test?”
“No. Just making sure we’re on the same page.” She gestured at the computer screen. “Now look at the picture of the girls again and this time look at the wall clock in the background.”
“Eight-fifteen,” he said.
“That’s right. And it gets better. Freddie’s is thirty minutes away from your office. There is no way Stephanie could have been two places at once.”
“Are you sure about this?”
She handed him the computer. “Look for yourself.”
When he was done, he handed it back to her. He frowned. “I don’t understand why the police didn’t find this.”
“Simple. The picture wasn’t posted until two months ago on what they call Throw Back Thursday.”
“You lost me.”
“Every Thursday people use the hashtag symbol before the words ‘throwbackthursday’ and then they post an old picture of themselves or maybe an old photo of a friend or relative. That’s what Stephanie’s friend was doing here.”
“You’re brilliant.”
She smiled. “No, I’ve just always been good at social media.”
He found it hard to look away.
She angled her head. “What?”
“Nothing. Thank you.”
She pointed at the key in the ignition. “We better go. We need to find a Kinkos or someplace where I can plug in and get copies of everything we’ve found on Stephanie Carr.”
“And then we need to find out where she lives.”
“Carmichael. I have her address.”
“Okay, then. After we have everything we need, let’s head that way. I need to talk to her and see if I can get her to fess up and change her testimony.”
 
***
 
After finding a FedEx depot on Madison and getting the copies they needed, they located The Village Apartments in Carmichael. The place was upscale. Palm trees and well-maintained lawns. Since they couldn’t get through the gates, they were forced to park on the street. They had been there for less than ten minutes when Jason spotted a pay phone at the gas station across the street. He put on his hat and sunglasses. Before climbing out of the car, he told Angela he was going to give Colin a call.
“We haven’t ruled him out yet. Are you sure you want to do that?”
“I’ve had a lot of time to think about this. We’ve been friends for too long. He wouldn’t hurt a fly. He certainly never would have killed Dirk.”
“What if I see Stephanie leave the building?”
“It’s still early. I’ll be right back,” he promised.
Jason headed to the crosswalk and waited for the pedestrian signal to turn green. Brisk air hit his face as he made his way across the street. He inhaled, looked around, then slipped into the booth, inserted some change, and dialed. The moment someone picked up, he said, “It’s me.”
There was a long pause.
“Mom, is that you?” Jason asked.
“So nice of you to call, Brenda.”
It was his sister Tracy. Her voice sounded different—high-pitched and awkward. Law enforcement must have arrived. They were quicker than he’d thought they would be.
“No, they haven’t located Jason yet,” Tracy said, pretending to have a conversation.
“I take it the Feds are there.”
“Yes, that’s right, but we’re holding up okay. It’s stressful having no idea where he is. Mom and I are praying he’ll call sooner rather than later.”
“Tracy. Listen closely. I need you to find my laptop and bring it to me. Mom told me years ago that she was storing everything from my office at her house. Meet me at Dad’s favorite deli. You know where I mean. Two o’clock this afternoon.”
“I will. You take care.”
“Tell mom I love her.” He hung up the phone, and took in a deep breath. They were closing in. He was running out of time. He picked up the receiver again, and inserted more change. A man answered.
“Colin?”
“Yeah. Who’s this?”
“It’s Jason. Are the feds there?”
“Holy shit. I mean, no. They aren’t here, but you’re all over the news. What did you do with the girl? What were you thinking?”
“I had to take her with me. Listen, I don’t have much time.”
“That woman from the morgue is still with you?”
Jason heard a voice in the background. “Who’s that?” It was a woman’s voice. A familiar voice. Jason’s heart dropped to his stomach. “Is that Sophie?”
“We need to talk,” Colin said.
“Yeah, we do. Have the police been to your place?”
“No.”
“I’m meeting my sister at two o’clock. We need to talk and I could use a change of clothes. Do you still live on Sunnyside Court?”
“Yeah, but do you think it’s safe to come here?”
“Probably not, but hiding out in the woods isn’t going to get me the answers I need.”
“Call me after you meet with your sister. I’ll come up with a different meeting place.”
“Thanks.”
“Take care of yourself, Jason. Be careful.”
By the time Jason reached the car, Angela was in the driver’s seat, pulling up next to him. “Get in,” she said through the open window.
The moment he shut the door, she hit the gas and peeled out of the parking lot.
“Slow down. We don’t want to attract any unwanted attention.”
“There she is—Stephanie Carr. Up ahead in the white Lexus.”
The woman driving the Lexus was speeding. The light up ahead turned yellow. Angela gunned it. “We can’t lose her.”
By the time the Lexus pulled into a vast parking lot surrounding a tall, brick building, Jason was ready. He jumped out of the car and prevented Stephanie from taking more than two steps toward the building. He also stopped her from reaching inside her purse. “Get back in the car,” he told her. “I’m not going to hurt you. I just need to talk to you for a minute.”
“Oh, my God! Jason Caldwell?”
“Come on. Let’s go.”
The fob inside Stephanie’s purse made it easy to unlock the car. He held the door open and waited for the young woman to slide in behind the wheel before he climbed in, too.
Her eyes were wide, unblinking. “What do you want with me?”
“I want answers.”
“I’m late for work. I’ll be fired.”
“If you thought I was a killer, I would think you’d be more worried about your life than your job.”
Her mouth tightened.
He tossed her purse to the backseat. “Who bribed you?”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“Let me remind you. Eight years ago, you were the key witness at my murder trial. Who paid you to say that you saw me and Dirk arguing in his office?”
“You admitted yourself to being in his office.”
“We never argued and I never jumped out of my seat in anger. I didn’t kill the man.”
“Oh…that.”
“Yeah, that. Who paid you to lie?”
“I didn’t lie,” she said. “I would never lie.”
Jason pulled a folded envelope from his pocket, opened it up, and showed her the picture of the Lexus she’d bought six months after the trial.
She shrugged. “What does my car have to do with anything?”
He pulled out another picture. This one was of her and friends at Freddie’s Bar & Grill.
“I’m going to go now,” she said, her voice wavering. “I’m going to call the police.”
“Look closely at the picture, Stephanie. Look at the clock behind the bar. You told the jury you were still at work at 8:15. You couldn’t have seen me in the office because you weren’t there. You lied. Perjury means jail time.” He slid the pictures back into the envelope and held it up in front of her face. “Go ahead and call the police. It’s your future.”
“What do you want?”
“I need to know who bought you that Lexus. Who paid you to get on that stand and perjure yourself?”
Tears fell all at once. Mascara puddled around her eyes and slid down her cheeks. “I don’t know,” she said. “I never met the person.”
“Let me guess. You talked to them on the phone and they used a voice synthesizer to disguise their voice.”
“How did you know?”
“You’re not the only one who was bribed.”
Her bottom lip trembled. “I’m sorry. I really am. I needed the money.”
“I’m sure you did.”
Her eyes were pleading, her voice shaky. “You can’t tell anyone about this.”
He chuckled at that.
“No. I’m serious. The voice…the person who called said ‘dead men tell no tales’ and that if I ever talked they would kill me just like they killed Dirk Taylor.”
 



 
Chapter Eleven
 
Dominic’s Italian Market & Deli in Granite Bay was dimly lit, just as he remembered. Jason found a table in the back corner of the restaurant facing the main entrance so he could see who came and went. He hadn’t been to the deli, let alone the city of Granite Bay, since he was twelve. With a shaved head and sunglasses, no way would anyone recognize him.
It was ten minutes past two. His sister was late.
He went ahead and ordered a coke.
Angela was parked within sight of the deli, somewhere between the post office and the gym. If he thought he was being followed or in any sort of trouble, he was to walk outside and signal her by scratching his throat.
When the door opened and a woman entered, he had to take a second look. It took him a moment to recognize his sister since it had been two years since he’d seen her last. She’d cut her hair and lost a lot of weight.
The smile she gave him when she spotted him was tentative at best. She made her way over, then slid into the chair across from him. Reaching over the table, she took his hands in hers. “Wow. It really is you, isn’t it?” She gave a little shake of her head, her silky brown curls moving gracefully around her heart-shaped face.
“You look good, Tracy.”
“Thanks. It’s really good to see you, Jason.” She glanced over her shoulder, then back at him. “You shouldn’t be out in the open like this. What if someone recognizes you?”
He looked toward her leather bag. “Did you bring the computer?”
“I couldn’t find it. I’m living at home right now since all those cops outside make Mom nervous. Anyhow, I was able to check your old room and the garage where some of your stuff is being stored. Mom says there was never a computer in the box Colin brought from your office at work.”
He sighed, rubbing his jaw.
“I’m sorry. I had no other way of letting you know.”
“It’s okay,” Jason told her. “Not your fault. It’s good that you’re here. I want you to tell mom that everything’s going to be fine.”
She pulled her hand away. “I can’t, Jason. I didn’t even tell her where I was going today. I refuse to get Mom’s hopes up.”
“I’m never going back to prison, Tracy. I won’t stop until I find Dirk’s killer.”
Tracy’s head fell forward and her shoulders dipped.
“You know I didn’t kill Dirk.”
When she met his gaze again, her expression was hard to read, but she didn’t say a word.
Her reaction pissed him off.
His own sister made him feel as if he were an annoyance, doing anything he could to make her life more difficult. “Do you have any idea what it’s like being in prison? For the past eight years, it’s as if I’ve been living on a different planet. I’ve had to learn a new language, traditions, how to fit in and stay alive. It’s been all about survival, which isn’t living at all. The only thing that got me through each day was staying focused on the day I would break out of there. I’m not a murderer and I’m not going back.”
“I’m sorry. You’re right. I can’t imagine what it’s been like for you.” She sighed. “I guess I always hoped you would be granted parole.”
His sister didn’t have a clue. “I got life in prison, Tracy. My lawyer made sure of that. No chance for parole. Ever.”
“So, what now?”
“I’ve already paid Mike Gabaldon a visit. I got the scumbag to admit he was paid off. Just as I thought.”
“Mike Gabaldon? Your lawyer?”
“That’s right.”
“What did he say?”
“Not much. Whoever paid him to keep me in prison has done a decent job of staying out of the picture.”
“Have you talked to anyone else?”
“I think it’s best if I keep you out of this. I never should have asked you to meet with me.”
“What do you need your computer for?”
“There’s a lot that’s not adding up. I thought maybe I would find some info there. I have to get going. How’s mom holding up?”
“She’s doing as well as can be expected under the circumstances. There are federal agents are all over the place. Mom kicked them out of the house, but the men in black are lined up on the street right outside the front door. All the neighbors are talking. You know how Mom hates that.”
The waitress brought his coke, then asked Tracy is she wanted anything.
She declined, and then quickly filled him in on family news: Aunts and uncles, cousins he couldn’t remember. Mom, it turned out, had recently been laid off from her job at a Macy’s Department store.
“If you and mom need money,” he told her, “I could talk to Colin and see what he can do to help you two until I can get my hands on my share of the business. There’s got to be close to three million in the account, and that doesn’t include stock.”
She pulled at her hair on the side of her head, a nervous habit she’d developed when she was just a kid. “Don’t worry about us,” she said. “We’ll be fine.”
He noticed the rock on her left finger. “Something you want to tell me?” He gestured at the ring.
“Oh, this.” She swallowed. “I’m engaged.”
He frowned. “Since when?”
“Oh, gosh…it’s been a while. Beginning of the year.”
The sound of her voice, the way she looked at him, the fact that she’d hadn’t been  to prison to visit him in the past two years…it all made him look at her in a new light. He leaned forward, his gaze roaming over every bit of her face. “You look different, Tracy. Younger. Did you have something done to your face?”
“What? Me?” She smiled, but it was an uncomfortable, anxious smile at best. “Of course, not. My fiancé is doing well, but I would never waste his money on something like that.”
“What’s his name?”
“Benjamin Finch. He’s a banker.”
He felt his jaw tense.
“What’s wrong?” she asked.
“I just can’t help but wonder why you and Mom didn’t feel the need to tell me you were engaged.”
“It’s my fault. Mom wanted to tell you, but I asked her not to.” Tracy looked away, feeling guilty no doubt. “I didn’t want you to feel like you were missing out.”
“That’s real nice of you, Sis, but its bullshit. When you visited me in prison—when you were still coming—I couldn’t look into your eyes without seeing shame. Or maybe it was disgust I saw there. You really believe I killed Dirk, don’t you?”
She said nothing.
“Thanks for the support, Sis.” He stood, and tossed a few bills on the table. “Tell Mom I love her and that I’ll give her a call when it’s safe to do so.” He left the deli for the bright light of the afternoon sun and walked toward the post office, where he could see the Volvo in the distance.
Angry with himself for letting his sister get to him, he thought about going back and wrapping his arms around her, something he hadn’t been able to do in a very long time. But how would he ever be able to hold her tight if she thought he was a murderer? Even Angela, a complete stranger, believed in him. The notion sent a fire through his belly, pushing him to speed up. He needed to find Dirk’s killer.
A movement in the corner of his eye caught his attention.
A man stood on the street corner by the signal. Jason noted his height, a bushy beard, bulbous nose and sunglasses. When he noticed Jason watching him, the fellow turned and pretended to check his phone.
Jason kept walking. Eyes straight ahead, he focused on two ladies drinking coffee and eating pastries in front of a donut shop. But when he glanced over his shoulder, he wasn’t surprised to see the bearded man following him.
Keeping a brisk pace, he stayed on course.
What could this guy want? Jason aimed to find out.
 
***
 
Angela was relieved to see Jason heading her way. She was about to roll down her window and talk to him, but he glanced sideways and began scratching his throat.
Something wasn’t right.
Once he passed the car, he made a run for it, heading toward the street.
She kept her head low, pretending not to notice that someone was running across the parking lot after him. Another man, tall and slender with thick blond hair, suddenly appeared from around the corner of the building, gesturing wildly with both hands for first guy to hurry up and go after Jason.
After both men disappeared, she started the engine and made her way around the building. The guy who had been madly gesturing was now climbing into a black Explorer. She made note of the license plate number as she drove past, then headed in the direction she’d seen Jason go, her adrenaline soaring.
Catching a glimmer of Jason’s white T-shirt as he cut into the empty parking lot of what looked like a junior high school, she drove past the man who was following him, making sure not to look his way.  But in the rearview mirror, she saw something in his hand glinting in the sunlight. A knife?
Her heart plummeted.
What was she supposed to do now?
She made a U-turn and headed back toward the parking lot where Jason and the other guy had disappeared. She followed a narrow driveway until a guardrail stopped her from driving closer to the school’s soccer field.
With shaking hands and her insides doing flip-flops, she found a pen and quickly jotted down the license plate number she’d set to memory.
Then she looked around. All she saw were trees. Everywhere. She couldn’t just sit there and do nothing. Jason could be in serious danger.
Making a split-second decision, she turned off the engine and grabbed the gun from the glove compartment. With it gripped tightly in her hand, she hopped out of the car and ran toward the sound of a dog barking wildly in the distance.
Pine trees and oaks surrounded the school campus. Only halfway across the soccer field, she already felt winded. But she forced herself onward, climbed over a four-foot chain-link fence, and snagged her shirt, ripping the sleeve as she fell to the other side.
Where did they go?
Heart racing and legs trembling, she followed a dirt trail that led her through myriad trees. She hurried past a row of homes protected by a high wooden fence and a German shepherd out for blood. The dog shoved its snout through a loose board and its low growl unnerved her as she passed the animal. By the time she made it to the top of the hill, she was winded.
Bent over, one hand on her side, she lifted her head for another look around. There were homes to her left and a vast lake to her right. Having no idea which way to go, she headed toward the water, once again running as fast as her legs would take her. She stopped when she caught a glimpse of the bearded man sliding down an embankment toward the lake.
From her vantage point, she was able to spot Jason. He was hiding, hunched down behind a large grouping of boulders.
 
***
 
The heat was unbearable.
Jason thought back to the last time he’d been in Granite Bay, when he was twelve and he and his dad had gone bass fishing at Folsom Lake. But no time to go down memory lane now. The big guy was closing in on him. He could hear the sounds of his boots kicking up rocks and dirt. Jason tensed, preparing himself, and the moment he heard labored breathing, he pounced.
They rolled around on the ground. His attacker had to have sixty or seventy pounds on him. Sharp rocks and branches left behind after the water levels dropped cut into Jason’s arms and neck.
They both strained, grunting and gasping, each trying to get the upper hand.
A sharp pain in his side sucked the breath right out of him.
It wasn’t until his attacker attempted to get to his feet that Jason spotted the knife in his hand and realized he’d been stabbed. Blindly, he reached out to his side for the sharp rock he’d seen earlier. Instead, he claimed a fistful of sand and dirt and threw it into the guy’s face. The man cursed and covered his eyes, giving Jason a chance to try and wrest the knife from him, but it was no use. He had to be six-five, two hundred and fifty pounds, at least.
Jason’s attacker got the better of him and rolled on top of him, the sharp tip of his blade hovering a few inches above Jason’s chest. Dizzy and weak, he realized he couldn’t hold him off much longer.
“Drop the knife or you’re dead.”
Jason squinted into the sun and spotted Angela. She was pointing a gun at the man’s head.
When the idiot looked over his shoulder at her, Jason pushed him off of him, rolled to his right, grabbed the rock he’d been looking for earlier, and bashed it against the guy’s head.
He toppled over with a thump.
“Is he dead?” Angela asked, worried.
Jason reached into the guy’s pocket and took his cell phone. He found a wallet, too, and flipped through the contents. “He’s breathing. He’ll be fine.” Pulling out cash and an ID, he said, “He doesn’t appear to be a cop or an FBI agent.”
Jason thought about waiting for the guy to come to so he could force him to talk at gunpoint, but there were too many houses overlooking the lake. It wouldn’t surprise him if someone had already called the police. “We better get out of here.”
“Take this,” Angela said, handing him the gun, “I don’t want anything to do with it.”
Jason shoved the cash, ID and cell phone into his pocket and then took the gun.
Her gaze fell to his blood-soaked shirt. “You’re hurt!”
“Barely grazed. Let’s go.”
She put out her hand and wiggled her fingers. “Give me the guy’s phone. Hurry.”
He did as she said, watched her open it, push a button, then lean over and press the guy’s thumbprint to the button on the phone. Nothing happened.
She used his other thumb next. “It worked.”
“What are you doing?”
“Unlocking the phone so we can see his contact list and then setting it so there’s no longer a password to get in.”
“You seem to know an awful lot about computer searches and phone technology.”
“I would love for you to think I’m a techie geek, but biometric technology isn’t exactly new. Most ten-year olds these days know how to scan their fingerprint and use that instead of a passcode.”
“Impressive all the same.” He looked around. “Done?”
She nodded.
By the time they made it back to the car, they heard sirens in the distance.
Angela helped him into the passenger seat, then scrounged around in the back for a moment.
“What are you doing?” Jason asked. “We’ve got get out of here. Now!”
She secured both passenger side doors and climbed back in behind the wheel, tossing him a clean shirt. “Use that to stop the bleeding.” She backed out of the narrow drive and sped across the parking lot, fishtailing onto the main road.
“Take a left onto Auburn Folsom when you get to the end of this road. Eventually, we’ll get onto the freeway and head west toward Sacramento.” He pulled his bloodied shirt over his head and used that to stop the flow of blood. It took some maneuvering, but he slipped into the clean shirt and then adjusted the position of the seat so he was no longer upright and in plain view.
“That’s not a graze. It’s worse than you thought, isn’t it?”
“I’ll be fine.”
“Where are we headed?”
He gave her Colin’s address.
“Do you really think you can trust him?”
“I have no idea who I can trust any longer.” Although he’d never allowed himself to consider Colin as someone who might frame him for murder, he also knew it was time to get real. Everybody was a suspect. He couldn’t forget that. His life was on the line. And what about hearing Sophie’s voice in the background when he’d called his friend? What was going on between those two?
“What are you thinking?”
“Sophie. When I called Colin from the payphone this morning, I heard her voice in the background.”
“Are they living together?”
“I don’t know, but it’s time I found out.”
“We need to pull over and take care of that wound of yours.”
“Not yet. Get out of the area first. I’ll be fine.” He winced in pain. “Thanks for the help back there. How are you holding up?”
She kept her eyes on the road. “I’m fine.”
Sirens blared as a police car sped past in the opposite direction.
“Did your sister bring the computer?”
“Nope. She couldn’t find it.”
“You really think that’s where you’ll find what you’re looking for?”
“Someone spent a lot of money to make sure I stayed in prison for a good, long time. As I told you, I’ve had a few years to think about this. And everything always comes back to that damn computer. The answers have to be there and I’m the only one who can find them.”
“How?” she asked. “What is it you think you might find?”
“I was in charge of finance. My laptop was connected to the company’s network. I wrote a program that kept track of every deposit and withdrawal made since day one. It was still running when I left. I need to follow the money trail. Any and all withdrawals made in the year following my indictment could possibly lead me to the culprit.”
“Unless the murderer is someone outside of the company. What about all the different women Dirk was seeing? Did you ever meet any of them?”
“No. I just heard stories. He mentioned a woman named Pam once. I think there was a Jenny, too, but he didn’t say much, and to tell you the truth, I had no interest in hearing about his love life, so I never asked for details.”
“A pissed off woman. Isn’t that a common motivation for murder? Did the investigators ever consider that maybe you were just in the wrong place at the wrong time?”
He released a heavy sigh. “It always came back to my fingerprints on that damn knife.”
Angela sighed, too. “You should rest.”
A few minutes later, she merged onto the freeway and headed west. Fifteen minutes after that, she exited near Colin’s street and pulled to the side of the road.
Jason opened his eyes.
“We’re getting closer,” she told him. “How are you holding up?”
“I’ll be fine.”
“Okay. Stay low in case anyone is keeping an eye on Colin’s house.”
It wasn’t long before they arrived. His seat was as far back as it would go. “Take a drive around the neighborhood,” Jason told her. “Keep your eyes straight ahead, but let me know if you see anything suspicious or anyone sitting in parked car.”
She did as he said. Two blocks away she saw someone sitting behind the wheel of a dark sedan. “Don’t move,” she said through her teeth. “They are definitely watching his house. What should I do?”
“Just keep driving. Don’t look around. As soon as you can, get back to the main street, and I’ll give Colin a call.”
Angela didn’t realize she’d been holding her breath until she made a right and could no longer see the sedan in her rearview mirror. Once she pulled onto the main road, making sure to stay at the speed limit, she gave Jason the all clear.
He reached for the stolen cell phone and made the call. “Your house is being watched,” he told Colin the minute he picked up.
“Where are you calling from?”
“Not important. Did you hear what I said?”
“Yes. They showed up about an hour ago. I didn’t have any way of letting you know.”
“Nobody came inside?”
“Two agents took a quick look around the house. Before they left, they said they would be keeping an eye on the place. Rick Berner is the agent in charge. He left his card and told me to give him a call if you phoned or showed up.”
“I’ve got a problem,” Jason told him. “After I met with my sister, a couple of goons were waiting for me. I took one of them down, but not before he cut me with his knife.”
“How bad?”
“Not sure yet. Any idea where I might be able to lay low for the night?”
“Yeah, I do. After you called the last time, I thought of somewhere you’d be beneath the radar for a while. Do you remember where Sophie’s mom used to live?”
Jason grimaced as he tried to readjust himself in the seat. “Did she move?”
“No. She passed away three months ago. Cancer. Sophie hasn’t decided what to do with the house yet, so the electricity and water are still on. There’s a key hidden under a rock next to the rose bush by the front door.”
Jason remembered that Sophie and her mother had been close. He’d liked the woman. She lit up a room, just like her daughter. “Thanks. We’ll head that way.” He confirmed the address.
“If the activity around here dies down, I’ll come see you.”
“One more question,” Jason said.
“What is it?”
“After you sold the company, what happened to my computer?”
“D.M.S. Protection kept all the computers in case they ever lost a file. Want me to give Dennis a call?”
“No. Leave it be for now.”
 



 
Chapter Twelve
 
Her phone vibrated.
The moment she saw the number on the screen, she pushed the switch on the microphone and picked up the call. “Is it done?” she asked, her voice masked.
“There was a problem.”
“What sort of problem?”
“This Jason guy is clever. He attacked my man, took him out with a rock to the head, but not before Jason was stabbed.”
“How bad?”
“No way of knowing.”
“Damn it. I told you I didn’t want him to suffer.”
“Don’t worry. It’ll slow him down and make it easier for us to get him the second time around.”
This was not how things were supposed to go down. Clearly, she had not hired professionals. She should have trusted her instincts and found someone else to handle the problem. “Any witnesses?”
“Just the female he’s traveling with.”
“A woman?”
“That’s what I said.”
It had to be the woman she’d seen on the news—the one from the morgue.
“Everyone was gone before the police arrived,” the caller went on. “We’re not happy about this either.”
The hand at her side curled into a fist. She should have left well enough alone, let law enforcement do their job and bring Jason in. But the fact that Jason had been in Vermont, free to run, and instead had chosen to return to California didn’t sit well with her. It made no sense…not unless he knew something or had some kind of proof that might set him free. Why else would he risk coming all this way? “Bottom line,” she said into the microphone, “you screwed up. Now Jason knows that the Feds aren’t the only ones looking for him.”
“I’ll take care of it.”
“If you don’t, I’ve got others waiting in line who will be more than happy to clean up your mess. You’ve got twenty-four hours.”
 
***
 
The house looked the same as Jason remembered, a one-story ranch painted blue and surrounded by trees. The front lawn was overgrown, and the landscaping neglected since he’d been here last. He, his partners, and Sophie, had shared quite a few beers in the backyard. The good ol’ days.
“I’ll go look for the key,” Angela told him. “Stay low until I check out the garage. If it’s empty, I’ll pull the car inside. We don’t want the neighbors to see you.”
After Angela left, he shut his eyes. The pain in his side was excruciating, but he didn’t want Angela to panic. With two years of medical school under her belt, he was hoping she would know what to do.
The fact that she insisted on putting herself in danger continued to bother him. It was different now. There were agents everywhere. First chance he got, he planned to convince her to walk away before she got hurt or in trouble with the law for aiding and abetting.
The attack today baffled him. Whoever was responsible must have been keeping a close eye on his mom’s house, then followed his sister to the deli. It was the only explanation he could come up with.
The garage door opened. There was plenty of room for the Volvo. Angela climbed in behind the wheel, drove the car inside, then waited for the door to clang shut before she came around to the other side to help him into the house.
She moved fast, worry lining her face as she pulled a spindled chair out from the kitchen table and ordered him to take a seat. “I’ll be right back.”
When she returned, her arms were loaded with rubbing alcohol, clean towels, tape and bandages she’d somehow managed to find. She spread the items out on the counter and then removed the centerpiece from the table. Next, she put a clean sheet over the top and patted it with her hand. “Take off your shirt and lie down here.”
When he didn’t move right away, she said, “You don’t want to make a bloody mess in one of the bedrooms, do you?”
He supposed not. With her help, he removed his shirt and climbed up onto the hardwood table. “I feel like I’m back at the morgue,” he muttered after lying down flat on his back, his calves dangling over the edge.
She ignored him. Working slowly, methodically, she examined the wound.
“Thank you.”
“For what?”
“For everything.”
“You’re welcome. Now let me get you cleaned up so I can see what we’re dealing with here.”
He clamped his teeth together as she used hydrogen peroxide to clean around the wound, careful not to remove any clotting.
“How bad is it?”
“The gash is a few inches long. It looks to me as if you pulled back just as he attacked because the blade appears to have only affected the subcutaneous tissues.”
He winced when she applied some pressure. “I’ll take that as a good thing.”
“It’s a very good thing. The bad news is, I’m going to have to stitch you up.”
“With what?”
“Needle and thread, of course.”
 
***
 
With a cup of hot mint tea in hand, Angela opened the sliding doors leading to the back deck and stepped out into the dark. Slivers of moonlight lit up the deck and stars sparkled in the distance.
After cleaning Jason’s wound, she had used super glue to hold the flesh together and make it easier to sew him up. A sponge bath came next, and then she’d helped him into the bed in the master bedroom. He’d been restless at first, but finally settled into a deep sleep. For the past three hours she’d stayed by his side, making sure he didn’t develop a fever or show any symptoms of shock.
He was going to be fine.
The past few days had been a whirlwind of craziness. Her life had changed overnight. By now her sister must have seen the news and reported it all to her mother, and though Angela didn’t like the idea of causing them worry, calling either one of them at this point would only serve to put Jason in further jeopardy. They had come too far for her to see him carted back to prison before he had all the information he needed.
“Hello!”
Angela made her way back inside the house.
There was only one word for the woman standing in the entryway—beautiful. Tall and slender, her thick blonde hair pulled back from her face. Perfectly sculpted brows and high cheekbones framed a pair of amazingly blue eyes.
“I’m Sophie.”
Angela offered her hand. “Angela.”
“Where’s Jason?”
She pointed down the hall. “He’s asleep in the bedroom at the end of the hallway.”
“Colin told me he was hurt. Is he going to be okay?”
“After a few days of rest, he should be fine.”
The woman was at the top of Angela’s list of suspects. But Sophie was either a pretty good actress or she really was deeply concerned about Jason. 
Sophie set her purse and a bag of clothes on the floor near the couch, then gestured toward the bedroom. “Is it okay if I peek in on him?”
“Sure. He’s been asleep for a while. I was just about to make him some soup.” Angela lifted her cup of tea. “I hope you don’t mind that I’ve helped myself to some tea.”
Sophie waved a hand through the air. “Use whatever you need.” She hesitated, and then, before heading down the hall, said, “Your face has been all over the news. There’s been a lot of speculation about the two of you. Jason didn’t hurt you, did he?”
“Of course not.”
The woman looked relieved. “I’m glad you’re both okay.”
An awkward moment hovered between them.
“Is it true what they’re saying?” Sophie asked. “That he forced you to go with him?”
“He didn’t have a choice. He needed a car.”
“But you didn’t know him, did you? You must have been scared to death.”
“It was fairly obvious from the start that Jason wasn’t a dangerous man.”
“They said they found evidence in your apartment that he had tied you to the bed.”
“He never hurt me.”
Sophie rested a hand on her chest. “I would have been scared to death. A strange man demanding I give up my car, then tying me to the bed.”
Angela had nothing to say to that.
Sophie lifted a brow. “Have you two formed a relationship?”
Angela’s eye widened. “Why do I get the feeling I’m being interrogated?”
“I’m sorry. You’re right. It’s none of my business.”
“What are you two discussing?”
They both looked in the direction of the bedroom. Jason, wearing boxers and nothing else, made his way toward them, his gait slow and steady. His side was covered in bandages.
Angela helped him to the living room. “You shouldn’t be out of bed. You need to rest.”
“I heard voices.” Once he was settled on the couch, he took a good long look at Sophie. “It’s been a long time.”
“It’s good to see you, Jason.”
“Is Colin coming?”
“He couldn’t get away. They’re still watching the house.”
“I see.”
“Colin said you needed clothes, so I stopped at the store and bought you some pants and a couple of shirts. I hope it all fits.” She gestured toward the bag on the floor.
“Sorry about your mom.” Jason tried to get comfortable but wasn’t doing a very good job of it. Not until Angela disappeared and then returned with an armful of pillows and a blanket. “As you can see,” Jason said, “I’m being well taken care of.”
Angela blushed as she worked the pillows around him just so. Once she was finished, she straightened and then plunked her hands on her hips. “How’s that?”
“Perfect. Thank you.”
“I’m going to give you two some time to catch up,” Angela said. “I’ll be in the kitchen heating up some soup. You’re probably hungry.”
“Starved.”
 
***
 
As soon as Angela disappeared, Sophie took a seat on the edge of the couch.
“You shaved your head.”
He rubbed the palm of his hand over it. “Still not used to it.”
She smiled. “Even without hair, you look handsome.”
Before he could respond, she added, “I’m sorry I haven’t been to prison to see you in a while. Life tends to get in the way. Before you know it, days become months, and months become years.”
He gritted his teeth.
“You’re angry, aren’t you?”
He met her gaze. “You could say that. I’m rotting in prison and suddenly you drop off the face of the earth without a word, without a goodbye, and you think ‘you’re sorry’ covers it?”
Her spine stiffened.
“How long have you and Colin been seeing one another?”
Surprise lit up her face. “What?”
“When I was talking to Colin on the phone, I heard your voice in the background.”
Both of her hands were in her lap now. She looked suddenly anxious, making him wonder if she could be the one who’d murdered Colin and framed him. She had a key to his house, easy access to his kitchen knives. She’d been frustrated with Dirk back then, seemed reluctant to leave him. But kill him?
A tear slid down the side of her face. “After you were convicted, I was alone. My boyfriend had killed a man and yet I had nobody to confide in or to talk to.” Her hand shot up to her mouth. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean that the way it sounded.”
“You believe I killed Dirk?”
“No, of course not.”
“Oh, come on, Sophie. You just said as much. Quit lying to me. You can’t even look me in the eye.”
“I don’t know what to think,” she said. “After you were locked up, there were so many stories being told about you that painted a different picture of the man I knew. It got to the point that I didn’t know what to believe any longer.”
A ripple of fresh pain swept through him. It was one thing to think she might not believe in him, but something else altogether to hear her say the words. “You didn’t answer my question. How long have you been seeing Colin?”
“Does it really matter?”
“It does to me.”
She remained silent.
“The two of you have been together since the moment they took me away,” he stated aloud, as if he could see things clearly for the first time.
She didn’t have the courage to look him in the eye, but she nodded.
“In those first few years, you and Colin came to see me fairly often, and yet neither of you had the decency to tell me the truth. Why did you do it, Sophie?”
“Because I’m weak. I couldn’t stand to be alone. I needed him.”
“No,” Jason said. “That’s not what I’m talking about.”
She looked at him, confusion lining her face.
“Why did you kill Dirk?” he prodded.
Her eyes brightened with indignation. “I did no such thing. What’s wrong with you?”
He wagged a finger at her. “Ah, why didn’t I see it all before?” He struggled to sit up taller. “For years you had your little finger wrapped around all three of us, didn’t you?”
She continued to stare at him as if he were the crazy one.
“It was Colin,” he said. “You had Colin do the dirty work and then the two of you set me up. The two of you must have gotten in a few good laughs at my expense.”
She jumped to her feet, every muscle tense as she shuffled through her purse and pulled out a wad of cash. “I’m not going to listen to any more of your crazy talk. I came here because I wanted to help. Colin said you needed a change of clothes and I thought you might need some cash.” She tossed the bills on the coffee table. “Three hundred dollars. Any more than that would have raised a red flag.”
“I don’t need or want your money.”
She ignored him and headed for the entryway. “Use the house as long as you need it.”
“Yeah, sure. The police should be here any minute, isn’t that right?”
She turned about, her face lined with anger. “I told the neighbors that my cousin was using the house for a while.” She lifted her chin. “Colin adores you. He thinks of you as a brother.  He wanted to tell you the truth right from the beginning, hated the lies, but—”
“You can both go to hell.”
A few seconds after the door slammed shut, he heard it open again. Angela had stepped outside to talk to Sophie. He could hear voices, but he couldn’t hear what they were saying. A moment later, Angela was by his side, asking him what had happened to make Sophie rush off like that.
He did his best to rein in his bitterness. “Turns out that the moment I was thrown into prison, she moved in with Colin. Although she hasn’t been to visit me in a long while, I can’t say the same for Colin. And yet he never thought to mention they were living together.”
“I’m sorry.”
“I don’t appreciate being lied to.”
“I understand.”
And he knew she did.
After a quick trip to the kitchen, Angela returned with a cloth napkin, a spoon, and a bowl of tomato soup. While he ate, she sat on the chair across from him, the computer in her lap.
“What were you talking to Sophie about?” he asked.
“I wanted to know if she remembered the names of any of the women Dirk was seeing when she was with him.”
“And?”
“She gave me two names, along with the cities where they used to live.”
“Eight years later and she still remembers their names and the city where they lived?”
Angela met his gaze. “You don’t know women at all, do you?”
Silence.
“You’re still in love with her, aren’t you?”
He thought about it for a moment before he said, “No. I’m not in love Sophie. I’m in love with a distant memory, a past life I no longer have.”
“So, now that you’ve seen her and talked to her, what do you think? Is she a suspect?”
“The cops haven’t knocked on the door yet. It would have been real easy for her to give them a call and let them know where I was.”
“Unless she didn’t want Colin to know what she was up to.”
He set the bowl on a side table. “True. The people closest to me will all have to remain suspects until I’m one hundred percent sure they’re not.”
She nodded. “What about the guy who attacked you? There were two men. I did manage to jot down a license plate number, but it doesn’t do us much good unless you have a friend in the police force.”
“Hang on to it, will you?”
She nodded again. “Why would someone be trying to kill you? Do you think that lawyer of yours could have had something to do with the attack?”
“No. Mike and Stephanie both seemed genuinely scared. I’ve definitely worried someone, though. It’s no longer good enough that I’m thrown back in prison. This time, they want me dead.”
“But why?”
“That’s the million dollar question.”
“I think it’s time to concentrate on the women who probably knew Dirk best.” She went back to working on her computer, clicking away at the keyboard.
“What are their names?”
“Pam Cooper and Karen Hickman.”
He watched her as she concentrated on the task at hand. Angela Chack was beautiful, inside and out, he thought.
She looked up and caught him staring. “What?”
“I was just thinking about how special you are...and beautiful.”
“Stop,” she said with a smile.
“Everyday that goes by, my opinion of Rob gets lower and lower. He had no idea what he had, and now he’s going to spend the rest of his life regretting letting you go.”
“That’s sweet of you to say.”
“It’s the truth. After what I put you through, here you are doing everything you can to help me. If none of this had ever happened to me, I think someway, somehow, we would have bumped into one another. We have a connection.” He let out a breath. “You do something to me, Angela. You make me feel things I’ve never felt before. I’m falling for you.”
She scrunched her nose. “That’s the most ridiculous thing you’ve said since we met.”
“It’s the truth. I realize our time together has been beyond unconventional—”
“You think?”
He shrugged.
She pointed a finger at him. “You, Jason Caldwell, have been locked up for too many years. I think you’ve tasted freedom and you like it…so much so that everything around you, including me, seems refreshing and attractive.” She sighed and went back to her research.
After a moment, she looked up at him again, his feelings for her all but forgotten. “I’ve got an idea,” she said.
He waited for her to continue.
“I’m going to take the car in the morning and pay Pam Cooper and Karen Hickman a visit. I’ll pretend I’m a reporter doing a story about you.”
“Eight years after the fact?”
“Since you’re in the news right now, they won’t think it’s unusual.”
“What if they recognize your face?”
“I bought some hair dye when we were in Utah, but didn’t have time to use it. I’ll darken my hair tonight, cut it, put on some lipstick and a pair of sunglasses, and no one will be the wiser.”
“I don’t think it’s a good idea.”
“We have two people who talked to someone with a voice synthesizer, which could be anyone. We need a name. If I set off early in the morning, I should be able to talk to both women and return here by five.”
“I’ll go with you. They could be dangerous.”
“You need another day of rest. I’ll be fine.”
The three hundred dollars Sophie had left on the table caught his eye, and got him thinking. “Most of the guys I met in prison murdered for one reason only,” he said under his breath.
She looked over her computer at him. “And that would be?”
“Money.” Gingerly, he moved his feet off the couch and to the floor. “Maybe Dirk not only wanted to sell the business, he needed to sell the business.”
“You think he might have owed someone a large sum of money?”
“You asked me a while ago who wanted to sell the business in the first place. I’ve thought about it some more and it came to me while I was sleeping earlier. It was Dirk. He was the one who brought the deal to the table. Why was Dirk suddenly interested in selling the business? At the time, I knew he needed money to take care of his son, but mostly I thought the idea to sell came out of left field. Now I can’t help but wonder if he owed someone a lot of money.”
“If that were true, selling the company would be a logical thing for him to want to do. So who do you think he could possibly owe that kind of money to?”
“Dirk wasn’t just a player,” Jason told her, “he was a partier. He made a lot of bad decisions. He liked to gamble, and lost a lot of money over the years.”
They were both quiet for a moment
“Now more than ever, I need to get hold of my computer.”
“The computer from your office, right?”
“I only had one computer, a laptop, that I kept at work.”
“Don’t you think it would have been tossed by now?”
“Not necessarily. Colin said that the company that bought Viro Pro kept all the computers. Many times companies keep back-up computers in case a file is corrupt. And most companies don’t make wiping a hard drive clean a priority. It’s time-consuming and costly.” Jason rubbed the tension out of the back of his neck. “It took a few years for Colin to sell the business, so maybe D.M.S. still uses it or never got around to getting rid of it.”
Angela finished typing when she found the info she was looking for. “Viro Pro was sold in early 2011. So now what?”
“I need to find out if D.M.S. Protection, the company that bought us out, is still around.”
It only took her a moment to find what they were looking for. “D.M.S. Protection is still in business. They’re doing well, in fact. Dale Burnside is in charge of finance.”
He headed for the phone in the kitchen, ignoring the pain as he went. “Do you see a number?”
“Got it.”
 



 
Chapter Thirteen
 
Ever since leaving Jason alone at the house that morning, Angela had been uneasy. What if Dirk had been involved with the mob? If so, those same people could be responsible for yesterday’s attack. At this point, she would rather see federal agents find him than heavies with guns. If she weren’t five minutes away from Karen Hickman’s house, she would have turned around and headed back. But she was too close now.
She’d already crossed the first woman off their list. Pam Cooper had just been leaving for work when Angela pulled up to her house. The woman didn’t seem surprised at all that a reporter would show up asking questions about Jason Caldwell. Although Pam only had a few minutes to talk, she admitted to being angry at Dirk when she found out he was seeing other women. He drank too much and he once put a fist through her wall, she told Angela. But even then it took her six months to realize he wasn’t worth the trouble, and so she’d cut all ties.
As Karen Hickman’s residence came into view, Angela found herself thinking about Jason’s confession…the feelings he had for her. Something stirred within. He was a good man, and she had feelings for him, too. But she had a tendency to fall for men too fast. She might be book smart and good with computers, but when it came to relationships, she wasn’t always the best judge of character. She only wished things could have been different, that they could have met at another time and place.
After parking across the street from Karen Hickman’s house, she made her way to the door. The home appeared neglected. A rotted tree surrounded by fallen branches took up most of the front lawn. The front window was cracked and the front door looked as if it had been pieced together after being kicked down. Anchoring her newly dyed hair behind her ear, she rapped her knuckles against the door. As she waited, she readied her notebook and pen, trying to look the part.
The door creaked partially open, sending a prickling unease down her spine.
The woman’s face was pale and framed by tangled red hair. Peering out, she exhaled cigarette smoke through her nose. “What is it?”
“My name is Lisa Smith. I’m with News Media Magazine. I was hoping to talk to Karen Hickman about Jason Caldwell and Dirk Taylor?”
“Who is it?” a male voice bellowed from inside.
“It’s a reporter,” the woman shouted back, causing spittle to spray.
A beefy, shirtless man came to the door and opened it wide.
Angela took a step backward.
He was short and stocky with a head as round as a bowling ball. His jeans were filthy and his shirtless torso was covered in dark hair sprinkled with gray.
Angela didn’t like the way he was looking at her—not sexually, but as if he were contemplating all the different ways he might make her suffer if he could get a few minutes alone with her.
“What do you want with Karen?” he asked.
“I just have a few questions to ask her about Dirk Taylor.”
He looked at Karen. “Anyone you know?”
“Leave us alone, George.”
He didn’t budge. “So, who is he?”
Karen took a hit off her cigarette. “I was seeing him before I met you.” She looked back at Angela. “I guess this has something to do with Jason Caldwell’s escape?”
Angela nodded.
A deep crease settled across George’s forehead. “That name sounds familiar.”
“He’s that killer who’s been all over the news. You know…the fugitive who escaped prison and then kidnapped that girl who worked at the morgue.” She tossed the butt of her cigarette on the ground and didn’t bother stamping it out. It rolled toward Angela. Using the heel of her shoe, she crushed it.
Angela hadn’t driven all this way to listen to these two argue. Enough already. Get what you need and get out of here, she told herself. “Did the police ever talk to you about Dirk after he was murdered?”
Struck by a sudden bout of smoker’s cough, she shook her head.
Hoping to get a rise out of the woman and get her talking, Angela continued, “Don’t you think it’s strange that they wouldn’t talk to Dirk Taylor’s jilted girlfriend?”
The woman smirked. “I don’t know about where you’re from, but around here the police all have their heads up their asses. For the record, I wasn’t a jilted girlfriend.”
“How so?”
“Look. Any woman who crawled into bed with Dirk knew exactly what she was getting into. He never pretended to be anyone he wasn’t.”
“I don’t like where this conversation is headed,” George cut in.
Karen knocked him in the gut with her forearm. “Then leave us the fuck alone.”
“Fuck you. I’m trying to protect your ass.”
The woman rolled her eyes. “Dirk was a flirt and a cheat,” she told Angela, suddenly determined to have her say. “He made it clear he wasn’t in it for keeps. That man was all about pleasure. He knew how to give as good as he got. And that’s why he had so many women.”
“If I were you,” George told Karen, “I’d shut your damn mouth. This reporter thinks you had something to do with that dude’s murder.” Frustrated, he walked away.
Karen looked at Angela. “Is that true?”
“No, of course not.”
She didn’t look convinced. “If this story is about Jason Caldwell’s escape, why are we talking about Dirk?”
“There are rumors going around that Jason Caldwell is innocent. If that’s true, then we want to know who killed Dirk Taylor.”
“I think maybe George is right about you. I think you should go.”
Angela put a hand on the door, stopping Karen from shutting her out just yet. “Please. Jason Caldwell has spent eight years in prison for a murder I don’t believe he committed. You might be the only person on earth who can help this man. That’s why I’m here. From what I’ve heard, Dirk Taylor cared deeply for you. If anyone knew anything, I figured it would be the woman who knew him best.”
Karen gestured her head toward the inside of the house. “You better leave before he comes back.”
“Please. Just one more question.”
The woman huffed, but paused just the same.
“Did Dirk ever talk to you about any other woman he might have been seeing at the time who was causing him problems?”
The woman sighed and then lowered her voice. “I don’t know why I’m telling you this, but yes, there was one woman he was worried about.”
Angela tried not to get overly excited. “Did he mention a name?”
Karen shook her head. “Just said something about making a big mistake with a woman close to home. She was pregnant with his baby and he wanted her to get rid of it. He said she had more than one screw loose, and that he planned to cut her loose real soon.”
“Any idea what he meant by ‘close to home’?”
She shrugged. “I assumed he meant it was someone in his hometown or where he worked.”
“Do you know if he ever ‘cut her loose’?”
“No idea. That was the last conversation I ever had with Dirk.”
George was back. He took a firm hold of Karen’s forearm, pulled her inside, and slammed the door in Angela’s face.
 
***
 
Jason spent most of the day figuring out how he would break into the warehouse where, according to the person he’d talked to at D.M.S. Protective Services, his computer was being stored. After telling the man on the other end of the line that he was Colin Ferard, and that he needed the computer for legal purposes, Jason was told that all he had to do was fill out a few forms at the corporate office. Once approved, they would be happy to walk him through the warehouse on Messing Road in Sacramento. Apparently, they kept archived folders and old equipment for at least ten years before it was tossed.
Jason had no intention of filling out any forms. Instead, he planned to wait until dark and then break into the warehouse. He’d already found a crowbar, a wire cutter, and a flashlight in the garage.
Having showered for the first time in days, making sure to keep his wound dry, he was finally dressed in clean clothes, feeling better than he had in a while.
It was past seven. He did whatever he could think of to keep his mind off of Angela. He was worried about her. He never should have agreed to let her go alone. So far, the stolen cell phone had proved worthless. It was a disposable, no-contract phone with no stored numbers as far as he could tell. And it had yet to ring.
Just as he made his way out of the bedroom and down the hallway, he heard the front door open. He found Angela putting her things on the kitchen counter.
“How did it go?”
Her eyes brightened when she saw him. “How are you feeling? You look much better.”
“Thanks to you.” He crossed his arms. “So, did you learn anything?”
“I did. I think there’s a very good possibility that it was one of Dirk’s mistresses who killed him.”
“Any idea who?”
“No. One of the women I talked to said that Dirk mentioned making a mistake with a woman who was too close to home. He was talking about breaking up with her days before his death.”
“It’s Sophie,” he said under his breath.
“What did you say?”
“It has to be Sophie.”
“Was she pregnant?”
“Not that I know of.”
“The woman we’re looking for was pregnant at the time. Dirk wanted her to get rid of the baby.”
Jason looked suddenly pale.
“Are you okay?” She walked over to him and put her arms around him.
Jason pulled her close, their faces touching. Grief for all he’d lost floated downward and settled in his gut like a heavy rock thrown into a pool of water. For the first time, the realization that the killer was more than likely someone he knew and trusted was almost too much to bear. For eight years he’d been treated like scum. Why? For what? Who hated him that much?
And then there was Angela Chack, a woman he hardly knew, putting everything on the line for him. Without her, he never would have made it this far. Without her, he never would have believed that there was still good in the world.
He pulled her closer yet, covering her mouth with his, and in that moment he was taken to another place. She tasted like springtime, and everything he’d missed out on these past years. 
Much too soon, she put her hands on his chest and gently pushed away, just enough so she could look into his eyes. “We can’t do this. Certainly not now. If it’s Sophie, that would mean we’re being watched.”
“You’re right. Not the best timing.” He wasn’t ready to let her go, but he took her hand in his.
She smiled up at him.
“Life can certainly get crazy,” he said. “I hate that you’ve become a part of my mess, but I’m grateful for everything you’ve done…and to have you here.”
“You already know I wouldn’t have it any other way. I can’t stand the idea of you being dragged back to prison.”
“Listen,” he said, pushing a few strands of hair out of her eyes. “I talked to someone in finance at D.M.S. The computers from Viro Pro, along with files, are being stored in a warehouse not too far from here. Forms need to be filled out at the corporate office if I want the computer back.”
“What are you going to do?”
“I’m going to break into the warehouse tonight.”
“I’m going with you.”
“No. You need to stay here.” He looked into her eyes. “I want you safe and out of harm’s way.”
“If Sophie is our girl, then I’m no safer here. I’m coming with you.”
 



 
Chapter Fourteen
 
They parked in a dirt lot behind the warehouse and donned dark caps and gloves.
Jason looked at Angela. “Ready?”
She nodded. “Let’s do this.”
As they left the car, he hoisted a backpack filled with the tools he’d found at the house. Angela walked quietly by his side. If something went wrong, if an alarm went off or the cops showed up, Angela was to drop everything and run back to the car. She carried the key. Under no circumstance was she to wait for him.
Don’t be foolish, he’d told her more than once. Drive off. Get away.
The night was warm, bordering on balmy. They had used the Internet to get a bird’s eye view of place ahead of time. It was a large freestanding building, twenty thousand square feet of space.
As they drew closer, Jason heard traffic coming from Sunrise Blvd. He moved slowly around the outside of the building, shining the beam of his flashlight over the stucco.
“What are you looking for?”
“The keypad that would be used for the alarm. Stay here. I’ll be right back.” Moving with quick, light steps, he disappeared around the building. When he returned, he peered inside a low window, checking in every direction. “This doesn’t make sense.”
“What is it?”
“I don’t see any sign that the place has been wired with alarms. There could be motion detectors above the doors, but the windows are clear.”
 
***
 
She picked up the phone and headed into the other room so she wouldn’t be heard. “What the hell is going on? Your time is almost up.”
“My men have their sights on him now. You were right. They were able to follow that Sophie woman right to him. The bad news is that Jason was just taking off in a Volvo, and he wasn’t alone.”
“Did Sophie see you?”
“No.”
“Who’s he with?”
“Not the girl from the morgue. This woman had dark hair. She was petite, pretty.”
“Jesus. Are you going to tell me what she was wearing next? Where are they now?”
“Calm down. They’re in Sacramento, checking out a storage area.”
“What’s he doing there?”
“I have no idea. But I do know it’ll all be over soon.”
“Call me back when it’s done.”
She hung up the phone, then cursed under her breath.
“Is there a problem?”
“Go back to bed. Everything’s fine.”
“You know I worry about you. You should get some sleep.”
“I will.”
“I love you.”
She stared blankly at the woman in front of her. “I know you do.”
 
***
 
“Tell me again exactly what we’re looking for—you know—what the computer looks like,” Angela whispered.
Jason clicked on his flashlight and shone the light at the endless shelving units lined up, one after another. “It’s a laptop. A little bigger and heavier than the one you’ve been using over the past few days.” He stopped at a shelf in the middle of the room holding printers and an old scanner. One of the boxes was marked “computers”.
“Here we go. Start here. I’ll see what else I can find and then come back.”
“How will I distinguish the laptop we’re looking for from any other laptop in this place?”
“There’s a sticker.” He opened the labeled box. It was filled with cables and connectors and behind the box sat a laptop. He inhaled, then opened it up. It wasn’t his computer. He pointed to the bottom left corner of the keyboard, near the command button. “When and if we find the right computer, there will be a Raider’s sticker, black and silver, right here.”
“A Raider’s fan, huh?”
“Got a problem with that?”
“What if I do?”
She could see him smiling in the dark.
“What about you,” Jason said. “Do you have a favorite team?”
“Of course. The Jacksonville Jaguars.”
He laughed.
“What?”
“Please tell me you’re joking.”
“I don’t kid about things like football. The owner is very charismatic.”
“I believe they’re the least beloved team in the NFL.”
“Yeah, five years running. The Tennessee Titans are a close second.” She nudged him in the arm with her elbow. “I always go for the underdog. You ought to know that.”
 
***
 
Ten minutes later, Angela realized this wasn’t going to be as easy as she hoped. The good news was that there only appeared to be two shelves stocked with computer equipment. The bad news was that there were very few loose items. Almost everything had been boxed up tight. Jason was working three shelves away. Every noise they made echoed off the walls.
Angela had moved halfway through her shelf when she heard a noise. She shut off her flashlight and tucked it into her back pocket, then stood silently in the dark, listening, watching for shadows. She peered around the edge of the shelf. Her breath hitched when she spotted the silhouette of a man. It wasn’t Jason. This guy was bigger, broader. The moonlight came through a high window, hitting him just so. He was making his way to the area where she’d last seen Jason.
Angela promptly headed in the opposite direction, her mind whirling. She needed to warn Jason, but how?
The gun. She needed to get the gun from the car. She ran for the doors that said “Fire Exit Only”, and pushed on their metal bars. An alarm went off, sending a high-pitched warning through the neighborhood. She dashed in the direction of the parking lot, didn’t bother to stop and check if anyone was chasing her. Her heart pounded against her chest. By the time she reached the car, she was panting for breath. 
“You’re not going anywhere, lady.”
She grabbed the flashlight from her back pocket and swung around hard and fast, making contact with the man’s face and sending him reeling. As soon as she saw him bent over, both hands covering his face, she jumped in behind the wheel, locked the doors, and turned on the engine.
He lunged for the car, grabbing the door handle, but quickly let go, pulled out a gun, and pointed it at her just as she slammed her foot on the gas.
The car lurched forward as a shot rang out.
Angela drove toward the warehouse, leaning forward and ducking her head in hopes of avoiding a bullet.
Another shot was fired and the back window shattered.
There was no time to think. She needed to find Jason before it was too late.
 
***
 
The hollow sounds of footsteps Jason heard were not Angela’s. But before he could check it out, an alarm went off, the screeching whistle piercing his skull.
He’d made it through an entire shelf. He peered into the box he’d just opened, saw a laptop and opened it up. No sticker.
Another noise.
He was out of time.
Out of the corner of his eye, he spotted two more laptops in plain sight further down the shelf, power cords wrapped around them. Out of options, he managed to grab them both and slide them into his backpack. After hooking the straps over his shoulders, he took off running, leaving the flashlight and crowbar behind. But when he reached the end of the aisle, he nearly rammed into a dark hulk of a man.
The moment he spotted the gun, Jason took a couple of steps backward.
The man lifted his weapon, aiming at his chest.
Jason turned and bolted just as he heard the blast and felt his body jolt forward.
 
***
 
Angela sped toward the area where she’d exited the warehouse. Besides the constant shriek of the alarm, she could hear police sirens in the distance. Despite what Jason had said about leaving him behind, she couldn’t do it. She needed to get him out of there. She came to a screeching halt in front of the building just as a shot rang out from inside the warehouse.
She opened the glove compartment and reached for the gun. Dread crept over her as her finger settled over the trigger. In the rearview mirror, she glimpsed the man she’d hit with the flashlight coming for her.
Her foot hovered over the gas pedal, ready to take off the moment Jason showed up. Just then, the solid metal doors swung open and Jason jumped inside the car.
She sped off, tires screeching before he could get the door shut. A figure sprinting through the doors took aim at Jason’s retreating figure.
“Get down!” Angela shouted.
Shots were fired, but they were already too far away for the bullets to do any harm. Thank God.
 
***
 
Neither of them said a word until they were sure they were out of danger. Once Angela merged onto US 50 West, headed toward Sacramento, Jason pulled the cell phone out of the glove box and made a call.
Colin answered on the first ring. “Where are you guys?”
“Why?”
“Sophie called to let me know that police are all over her mother’s house. She’s being questioned.”
“Nice of her to let you know.”
“Yeah, it was. I was able to get my hands on a few thousand dollars, and she was bringing it to you. We’re both trying to help you, so what’s your problem? I know you’re upset that she’s living with me, but you’ve been gone for eight years. What did you expect?”
“I need to know if Sophie was ever pregnant.”
“What?”
“You heard me. After I was locked up, was Sophie pregnant with Dirk’s child?”
“No. Why are you asking?”
“Let’s just say I think you better start sleeping with one eye open.”
“I don’t like what you’re implying.”
“I don’t suppose you do.”
“She’s my wife, Jason. Has been for three years.”
“Funny, I didn’t see a ring on her finger.”
“We agreed it would be best for me to give you the news.”
“Well, congratulations, old friend. We’ll talk soon.” Jason hung up the phone.
Angela had gotten as far as 65th Street when he told her to take the next exit and turn around.
“Why, what’s going on?”
“The house we were staying at is no longer safe.”
“So where to now?”
“Mom’s house.”
“Your mom?”
He nodded. “Take 50 East via the ramp toward South Lake Tahoe, then get off on Watt Avenue.”
“I heard a shot ring out,” Angela told him. “Please tell me you weren’t hit.”
He examined the backpack before reaching inside. He pulled both computers out at once. A bullet was lodged in the middle of one of the laptops. “Saved my life,” he said.
“I can’t believe you got out of there alive.”
Taking a deep breath, he opened the other laptop. As soon as he saw the black and silver sticker on the left hand corner, he let out a laugh.
“You didn’t know that was your computer until now?”
“I had no idea. The alarms went off right just as I reached the end of the shelf. These were the last two. I shoved them into the backpack and took off.”
Angela shook her head. After a moment, she said, “I thought you said your mother’s house was crawling with cops.”
“It is. I was going to have to find a way to get in there either way. Better sooner than later.”
“What are you talking about?”
“I can’t get into the computer without a password. I kept a disc with all my passwords at home before I was locked up.”
“How are you going to get inside the house without being seen?”
“I’ll enter from the backyard. I spent most of my teenage years sneaking in and out of that place. When my dad was young, he was in the army specializing in surveillance, but not even he ever caught me coming or going.”
“You’re not thinking of asking me to wait in the car, are you?”
“Didn’t even consider it.”
“If I’m wrong about this,” Jason told her, “if there were no large deposits made into Sophie or Colin’s account, then I’m finished.”
“Don’t say that. Even if you find absolutely nothing on that computer, we can’t give up. Your attorney was taking bribes. The key witness at your trial lied. We have proof. That has to be worth something.”
“No matter what happens,” he said, “meeting you was worth the trouble.”
“Jason, you’re scaring me. Going to your mom’s house is like sneaking through a lion’s den. It’s too risky.”
“I need that password, Angela.”
 



 
Chapter Fifteen
 
They didn’t drive around the neighborhood or pass Jason’s family home. At this late hour, it would only draw suspicion. Instead, Jason instructed Angela to park two blocks away.
With his computer tucked away inside his backpack, he climbed out of the car. Angela followed close behind. They kept a brisk pace as they crept down the sidewalk of the tree-lined street, careful to stay in the shadows.
In a few hours, Jason thought, the sun would rise, throwing light on a lot of memories. Even in the dark, the area looked and felt so familiar. As they passed the house where Colin used to live with his dad and two older brothers, he recalled that he’d been jealous of Colin and his family back then.  They used to spend entire weekends wrestling on the floor, or catching tadpoles in the creek behind their house, while Jason was usually stuck with his sister. Tracy was three years older, and was forced to spend a lot of time watching over him. But although he was ashamed to admit it, even if only to himself, he’d never realized until this very moment how good he’d had it growing up.  Both of his parents had doted on him, and of course, Tracy resented the attention he got. He wondered now if she’d finally gotten the recognition she’d craved once he’d been carted off to prison.
A dog barked in the distance.
They remained silent, careful not to step on a twig or anything that might make a noise. Even from here, he could make out the large brick chimney, which had served as a marker when he was younger,  jutting above all the other houses.
Relief set in when he realized that the next-door neighbor had brought in the dogs his mom usually complained about. It only took him a minute to find the loose board in the wood fence.
He crawled through the opening, then helped Angela through.
Neither of them said a word as she followed him to the base of a large oak tree. Looking up, he could clearly see the window to his old bedroom. The tall pines surrounding the property kept him well hidden from the federal agents, who were more than likely on the other side of the fence.
Mom had no idea he was coming. He figured it best if she didn’t know.
“I’m going to make sure I can get the window open,” he whispered close to her ear, “and then I’ll come back to help you up.”
She nodded.
He took his time climbing the tree, making sure not to crack a limb and alert anyone that he was here. Climbing that tree felt like riding a bike. Once learned, never forgotten. Level with the window, he grabbed the screwdriver from his back pocket and slid it into the area still dented from years of coming and going.
Click.
He pushed the window open and crawled inside.
His eyes had already adjusted to the dark, and he realized instantly that nothing had changed in his bedroom. Shelves lined with old trophies, a mini basketball hoop on the back of the door, an old model airplane he’d watched his dad build. He turned back to the window, surprised to see Angela almost ready to climb in. He reached out a hand and helped her inside. Her hands were still shaking a bit, but she helped him remove his backpack.
“I’m going to let Mom know we’re here.”
“Should I try to boot up your computer?”
He nodded. “Do you have your flashlight?”
She pulled it from her bag.
“Probably a good idea to use that instead of turning on any lights. Might want to use a pillowcase or something to muffle the light from the screen.”
Before leaving the room, Jason went to the shelf lined with all of his old movies. He grabbed the Star Wars movie, opened the case, and pulled out the disc.
“What’s that?”
“All the passwords should be on this disc.”
“Perfect,” she said. “I’ll take it from here.”
Jason made his way down the carpeted hallway toward the stairs. Mom’s bedroom was downstairs next to the kitchen. He didn’t like the idea of giving her a fright in the middle of the night like this, but he didn’t have much of a choice.
The stairs were carpeted, too, but the floorboards beneath creaked with every step. Before he reached the bedroom, he heard his sister’s voice come from behind.
“Put your hands up where I can see them.”
He did as she said, slowly turning her way. “Tracy, it’s me, Jason.”
She didn’t lower the gun, not until a light came on and Mom walked out of her bedroom.
“Oh, my God!” His mom rushed forward. “Jason.” Her hands cupped his face, her eyes bright with unshed tears. “You shouldn’t be here. The authorities are outside.”
A knock on the door stopped him from saying a word.
“Go to my room,” his mom whispered. “Hide in the closet until I come and get you. Now!”
“And you,” she said next, pointing to Tracy. “Put that gun away.”
Before Jason disappeared into her room, he watched her flip the lights on in the kitchen and family room as she made her way to the front door. Inside the bedroom, he stayed close enough to the doorway so he could hear what was going on.
“Everything’s fine,” his mother said. “My daughter was having nightmares. I can’t have you people intruding on my life like this. It’s unacceptable. I want to talk to whoever’s in charge.”
“Sorry, Ma’am. We just wanted to make sure everything was okay.”
“Everything will be fine once you give me back my privacy.”
The door clicked shut.
“What are you thinking, pulling out a gun when you know there are police and federal agents parked right outside this door?”
“I heard someone walk past my bedroom and head down the stairs. What was I supposed to do?”
Once his sister and mother joined him in the bedroom, Jason told them about Angela, and the computer, and how he had proof that the key witness at his trial had been bribed.
His mother was appalled by it all, but he saw hope in her eyes.
“I’m sorry,” Tracy said, “but you can’t possibly stay here.”
“Of course, he can,” his mother cut in. She grabbed hold of Tracy’s arm. “Your brother needs us.” She looked at Jason. “What can I do, son?”
“I want to help Jason as badly as you do, but not to the detriment of all else. You could be thrown in jail for helping him.” Tracy looked at Jason. “How could you do this to your own mother?”
“Stop it!” his mom said, her face red from exertion. “You two need to talk this through and make nice. I’m going to heat up some water for tea.”
“Why are you so angry?” Jason asked his sister the moment his mom disappeared.
“Do you have any idea what you’ve put her through since you decided to break out of prison? She’s aged ten years in the past few days. She’s a nervous wreck.”
He grabbed his sister by both shoulders. “What is your problem? I’m your brother and I’m innocent. When are you going to get that through your head?”
For a moment, she looked terrified. He let go just as his mom walked back into the room. “Come on,” he said. “I want you to meet Angela.”
The three of them trudged quietly up the stairs.
“I got the computer booted up,” Angela reported. “Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t realize you weren’t alone.” Angela came to her feet.
After introductions were made, Tracy merely shook her head in dismay. The tension between him and his sister was palpable.
Downstairs, the teakettle whistled and his mother went to tend to it.
Meanwhile, his sister was making her way around his bedroom, her fingers brushing over trophies and pictures of Jason playing baseball and football. “They thought you walked on water.”
Jason sighed.
Angela glanced his way.
An awkward silence floated around the room.
“Mom and Dad loved us both equally,” Jason said.
Without a word spoken, and a crooked smile on her face, Tracy left the room.
Angela was still looking at him. “Is she okay?”
“I really don’t know. She’s always been jealous of me. I had hoped she’d grown out of it by now. Apparently not.” Noticing the illuminated screen of the laptop on the small desk where Angela sat, he said, “It looks like it’s working.”
“There’s a lot of information on here. All you need is time.”
“Come on,” he said. “First we need to get you something to eat.”
 



 
Chapter Sixteen
 
A hand touched his shoulder, jolting him awake. He had fallen asleep at the desk. He looked upward, squinting, and tried to focus. “Mom. What is it? What’s wrong?”
She leaned over and kissed his unshaved jaw. “It’s past noon. Your sister and I are running to the store. I wouldn’t bother going, but yesterday I had told one of the men watching the house that we were going out this afternoon. I’m afraid if we don’t stick with the plan, they might grow suspicious, especially after last night.”
“Good idea.” He straightened in the chair and glanced around the room. Papers and files were scattered around his feet.
“Angela is downstairs.”
He relaxed.
“She’s a sweet girl. She seems to be very fond of you.”
“Thanks, Mom.”
“I’m sorry about last night…you know…the things your sister said. You know how prickly she can be. She’s been worried about me.”
“I know, Mom. It’s okay.”
“I’ll let you get back to your work. Don’t peer out any of the windows or move around downstairs too much. They might see you.”
“We’ll be careful.”
“I have another box for you—all the mail I’ve been collecting for you over the years. I brought it in from the garage. It’s downstairs.”
He stood so he could gather her in his arms. “I love you, Mom. You know that, right?”
She gave him another long squeeze before pulling away and walking out the door. She was trying to be strong, but he could see that his sister was right. Grayish circles framed her eyes. She was worn out.
A few minutes after he heard the door open and close, Angela joined him upstairs.
“Any luck?”
“The good news is, I got in.”
“But?”
“But there are more transactions than I imagined. This might take a while.”
She sat on the edge of the bed. It was clear that Angela was troubled by something. “What is it?”
“Your sister wants us to leave.”
“Yeah. She made that pretty clear last night.” Jason narrowed his eyes. “Did she say something to you?”
Angela nodded. “She was angry, Jason. She thinks it’s best if we were gone before they come back.”
“That’s too bad. We’re not going anywhere.” A tic began to leap in his jaw. “Anything else?”
“I overheard your mom trying to calm her down. She asked her to take a seat and concentrate on taking calming breaths. They counted to ten together.”
“Tracy always seemed a bit off growing up. I need to talk to her and find out what’s going on.”
Angela nodded. “Your breakfast is downstairs and your mom left a box of mail for you to sort through. Why don’t you go eat while I take over for a while, okay?”
“I think I’ll take you up on that offer.”
Jason stood.
Angela made her way to the chair in front of the computer and asked, “I’m just looking for any deposit or withdrawal over fifty thousand dollars, correct?”
“That’s right.” He kissed her on the top of the head, then headed downstairs. As he looked around the house, every object in the room flooded him with recollections: the bronzed statue on the coffee table, the tiled vase he’d broken and then secretly glued back together, the pictures lining the mantle.
He picked up one of the photos. Jason and his dad were sitting in a boat, fishing poles in their hands. Seeing the grin on his dad’s face made him smile. He missed him. His dad had passed away from heart failure before Jason was convicted of murder. For that Jason was thankful.
He ate a bowl of cereal, then settled into his dad’s favorite chair and began to look through the box of mail. His first inclination was to toss it all. But as he sorted through the envelopes at the top of the pile, a bank statement caught his eye. He opened it and pulled out the statement. It was for the account he’d set up before he left for prison. ACCOUNT CLOSED was stamped across the middle of the page in bold red letters.
Odd.
He sifted through the rest of the box, pulling out every bank statement he could find. The earlier statements, around the time of his imprisonment, reflected the correct balances. While Jason was incarcerated, Colin had made deposits just as he’d asked him to do. Jason had also given his mom full access to his account, so her name was listed beneath his.
Jason gave the most recent statement another look: ACCOUNT CLOSED. Zero balance.
He ripped open the rest of the envelopes, examining each statement hastily until he finally found one that showed a withdrawal of fifty thousand dollars. After putting the statements in order by date, he saw that the withdrawals were made every few months after that first one. It wasn’t until two years after the first withdrawal that another name was listed beneath his mom’s name: Tracy Caldwell.
His insides twisted.
Nothing made sense.
Without putting much thought into what he was doing or where he was going, he made his way up the stairs and into his sister’s bedroom. He wasn’t sure what he was looking for, but he didn’t like the questions running through his mind.
Why was his sister’s name on his bank statement? What happened to millions of dollars? Who closed the account?
He found Tracy’s Smith & Wesson in the nightstand next to her bed. What was she doing with a gun, anyway? And why had she seemed so fearful this morning? Given her state of mind, he shoved the 9mm into his back pocket. He then went through every drawer and shelf in her room, rifling through her things.
Nothing. Not until he reached deep into the back of a bottom dresser drawer and pulled out a notebook. The pages were blank, but when he went to slide it back where he’d found it, a picture slipped out from the middle pages. It was a three by five photograph that had been cut at weird angles, so that only two people were left in the picture: Dirk and Tracy.
Jason remembered that day. It had been their first company picnic: Hot dogs, hamburgers, music. He and Colin had been posing next to them while Sophie took the snapshot.
Why would his sister cut him and Colin out of the picture?
He turned every page.
Stuck into the back of the notebook was an x-ray of some type. Upon closer examination, he realized it was a sonogram. The name Tracy Caldwell was printed on the upper left-hand side. Tracy? Pregnant?
His heart raced.
Dropping everything on the bed, he looked around, then headed for the closet, his mind whirling with speculation. He searched through coat and sweater pockets, then pushed clothes on hangers to the side so he could see if anything was on the floor. He glanced inside boots and shoes. On the shelf above his head were more clothes. He pushed them to the side, too. Shoved so far back on the shelf he could barely reach it was a shoebox. He brought it down and set it on the bed next to everything else. When he saw what was inside, he felt nauseated.
It was a portable voice synthesizer.
It took him a moment to find his breath.
He shoved the picture and the sonogram inside the box, tucked it under his arm, and headed downstairs. As he approached the landing, the front door opened, and Tracy walked in. His mom was right behind her. She quickly shut the door and said, “I hope they didn’t see you.”
Tracy was staring at the box under his arm. “Have you been going through my things?”
“Were you in love with Dirk Taylor?”
Tracy did her best to look horrified. “No!”
“I saw the sonogram. You were pregnant with his baby.”
His mom paled. “What’s going on, Jason? What are you talking about?”
“Remember the key witness and the attorney I told you about? The two people who were bribed?”
“He’s insane, Mom. Don’t listen to him.”
His mom went to Jason’s side, confusion in her eyes. “I don’t understand.”
“Both the lawyer and the key witness at my trial told me that they never met the person who paid them off. Whoever was trying to frame me used a voice synthesizer.”
Mom shook her head. “I don’t know what that is.”
“It’s a voice changer like the one I found in Tracy’s room.” He handed her the box.
She looked inside, but pulled out the picture and the sonogram instead.
“I also found my bank statements in the box of mail you left for me. Millions of dollars are missing and the account was closed. Tracy’s name was on the account.”
“But how?” Mom asked. “I never pulled out any money.”
“I gave Tracy power of attorney to sell my condo. She must have used it to get access to my account.” He looked at Tracy.
“Is that what you did?” Mom asked. “Did you steal your brother’s money?” Her eyes widened. “That’s how you and Benjamin were able to buy that big house in Granite Bay.”
Tracy stiffened. “Why would you listen to a convicted killer, Mom? He’s a fugitive. He’s putting us all in danger by being here.”
“Why did you kill him?” Jason asked Tracy.
Tracy whipped about and rushed toward the stairs.
“If you’re going for your gun, don’t bother.”
She looked over her shoulder, saw the gun in his hand, then sank down onto the step and buried her face in her hands. “He told me he loved me,” Tracy finally managed. “He said that we would be together forever. I didn’t care about the other women because I thought he would eventually come to his senses. But then I found out I was pregnant with his baby.”
Mom stared at her daughter in horror.
“Don’t look at me like that. The bastard wanted me to have an abortion! He wanted me to kill your grandbaby. I refused, but in the end, I lost the baby anyhow.”
A phone inside Tracy’s purse began to ring.
Behind Tracy, Angela stood at the top of the stairs, holding the cell phone he’d taken from the man who had tried to kill him after he’d met with his sister.
Everything was beginning to make sense. He’d always written off his sister’s aggressive behavior as just the way she was. His friends had always considered his sister to be peculiar. Jason put a hand to his temple. “It wasn’t good enough that I spent eight years in prison. You wanted me dead, too. Why?”
Mom inhaled an unsteady breath.
Tracy came to the bottom of the stairs and set an accusing gaze on Jason, her chin lifted high in defiance. “Dirk was the best thing that ever happened to me. He understood me. He said I wasn’t the oddball everyone else made me out to be. He told me he loved me.”
Jason’s insides were in turmoil. Of all the scenarios he’d thought up over the years, this was one he’d never imagined. “So you killed him?”
The wild look in her eyes caused a chill to work its way through his body.
“Didn’t you hear a word I just told you? He wanted me to kill our baby! He said he loved me, but it was a lie. I started following him, and watched him having a great time with a perky little blonde. I wanted to kill her, but in the end I decided to kill Dirk instead.”
“And pin the murder on me, your own brother?”
“What was I supposed to do? I was at your house. You had just set the knife on the kitchen counter, and that’s when my idea began to take on a life of its own. So I figured you’d go to jail.” She sneered. “Mom and Dad’s perfect little boy. In jail!”
Mom pointed a trembling finger at Tracy. “Your father and I loved you both the same. You were always so, so…hard to please, though.” She put a hand over her heart. “I should have kept a better eye on things. How could I have been so blind to it all?”
“It’s not your fault,” Jason said as he slipped his arm around his mother, worried as she fought to catch her breath.
“Please tell me you didn’t hire anyone to kill your brother.”
Tracy looked at her mom then, her face a maze of angry lines. “You pushed me to this. You all did.”
Mom turned around, walked to the front door, and opened it wide. “It’s time for you to turn yourself in.”
 



 
Chapter Seventeen
 
Six Months Later
Montpelier, Vermont
 
The high-pitched sound of the alarm snapped Angela out of pleasant dreams of sandy beaches and warm sun. She thought about hitting snooze, but tapped the off button instead. It was Monday, and she had to be at work by eight.
As she waited for the coffee to brew, she scrambled an egg, then checked the phone for messages. No calls. She hadn’t heard from Jason in nearly three weeks.
After Tracy and Jason were both arrested, Angela had stayed with Mrs. Caldwell for a while. They drove together to the prison every few days and were vigilant about keeping the case in the media and pushing to get Jason out of prison.
Tracy was looking at life behind bars.
Jason had yet to be vindicated. His new lawyer assured Mrs. Caldwell that he would be cleared, but these things take time, he’d said. 
Upon returning home to Montpelier, Angela learned that Rob and Christine were no longer together. When Rob found out she was back home, he repeatedly asked her out. Finally, she agreed to meet him for coffee and made it clear it was over between them.
Since then, she’d been keeping busy. Unfortunately for the people who had passed away, work had picked up at the morgue. She’d also applied for re-entry to medical school. Being on the run with Jason had made her realize how short life was. There was no time like the present to aim high and fulfill her dreams.
After locking up the apartment, she made her way toward her Volvo parked at the curb. She couldn’t look at the car without thinking about Jason. She missed being with him. It didn’t take much for her to remember his smile, or how she melted when he looked into her eyes and held her close.
She was afraid she’d gotten a parking ticket when she saw a slip of paper tucked under her the windshield wiper. The note said: “You look beautiful.”
She whipped around, and saw Jason standing a few cars away. His hair had grown. His eyes were bright—that haunted expression was gone.
“I was in the area,” he said, coming her way, “and thought I’d stop by to say hello.”
She jumped into his arms. He smelled so familiar, so good. She pulled away to have a better look at him. “I can’t believe you’re here!”
“I missed you.” He kissed her, his mouth a whisper on her lips until she pulled him closer and deepened the kiss. After she looked up into his eyes again, he retrieved an envelope from his back pocket and handed it to her.
“What’s this?” She ripped it open before he could answer. “Two tickets to Paris! You’re allowed to fly?”
“I’ve been fully exonerated, Angela. I’m a free man. I want to see the world, and I want to see it with you. I figured two weeks in Paris would be a good start.”
“How is that possible? I thought Tracy emptied your accounts.”
“I’m in the process of selling the house and everything else Tracy bought with the money. But that account only comprised half of my share of monies made from the sale of the company. Colin invested the other half in stocks, which happen to be doing very well.”
Stunned, unable to believe he was standing in front of her as a free man, she turned and ran down the walkway leading back to her apartment.
“Where are you going?”
“To call my boss. I think I need a day off.”
He laughed.
She laughed, too, and then ran back to him, wrapped her arms around his neck, and kissed his chin, his jaw, his lips. “I can’t believe this is happening.” Breathless, she looked into his eyes again. “You’re truly free. How does it feel?”
“Indescribable. For the first time in years, I have the power to choose…love, life, happiness…it’s all up to me.”
“I love you, Jason Caldwell.”
“I love you, too.”
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Chapter
One
 
Noon
New Orleans, Louisiana
 
Detective Michaela Dee Dare’s stomach growled. Loudly. One of those deep rumbles that would’ve been heard clear to the back of church on a packed Sunday morning. If she went to church.
Micki had given up church and praying to an invisible father for help a long time ago. Now she put her faith in the tangible. Her own skills. The gun at her hip, the shield that gave her the power to protect herself.
These days, she would not go down without one hell of a fight.
Lessons learned the hard way.
Up ahead, the blue lights of a lone cruiser flashed in front of a big-ass mansion. She’d pulled a temporary assignment in the Second District. Uptown. Bounded by Louisiana and Orleans Avenues and the Mississippi River. The highest priced real estate in New Orleans. St. Charles Avenue, Tulane and Loyola Universities, Audubon Park and the Zoo.
Ritzy-titzyville.
She usually worked the Ninth District. Not quite down on its luck, not quite middle class. Which suited her just fine. People who dealt with real life everyday; people who knew who they were and where they belonged.
Here, the phony-factor ran high. Real high. Sort of like the crazy club she’d grown up in. Mama’s narcissism, Aunt Jo’s desperation. Grandma Roberta’s complete denial of reality.
And her Uncle Beau’s voice in her ear, deep and round from a third scotch: “Come, Michaela, let’s play a little game of make believe.”
Micki shoved that memory deep into the dark recesses. The place nothing good lived. Certainly, nothing she was prepared to examine in the light of day.
She reached the scene, parked behind the single cruiser. Police tape stretched across the entrance, blending weirdly with the purple, green, and gold Mardi Gras swags adorning the columned mansion’s facade. Tinsel wreaths of the same colors hung on the double doors, sparkling fingers fluttering in the breeze.
The toot of a horn startled her and she glanced in her rearview. A man climbing out of his vehicle. Like her assignment, a temporary partner.  She grabbed her gear, climbed out, and went to meet him.
Her first impression was of an aging goodfella, softening around the edges but still intimidating. “Carmine Angelo,” he said, holding out a hand.
She took it. “Micki Dare.”
He smiled, a big toothy grin that changed him from crime boss to somebody’s daddy. “You’re new to the Detective Bureau.”
“I am.” They fell into step together. “Promoted the first of the year.”
“Congratulations.”
“Thanks.” She’d beat out a number of other candidates—all men, some with more time in uniform—which hadn’t made her any friends. “What do you know about the vic?” she asked.
“Besides that she was rich and now she’s dead? Nada.”
They reached the first officer; Angelo greeted him by name. “Chuckles, good to see you, man. My partner du jour, Micki Dare.”
He nodded at her. “How’re ya?”
She returned the nod. “Okay. What do we have?”
“Housekeeper called it in. Found her employer, one Vivianne Stanley, in a pool of blood in her Queen’s room.”
Micki cocked an eyebrow. “Queen’s room?”
“You know. Mardi Gras. Rex’s Royal Consort. 1969.”
Angelo unwrapped a piece of peppermint gum and folded it into his mouth. “That’s N’Awlins,” he drawled, “once a queen, always a queen.”
Rex: one of the oldest, most exclusive of the Mardi Gras organizations. More phony bullshit.
“Housekeeper’s name?”
“Margaret Cook.” He shook his head. “Looks like Stanley was beaten to death with her scepter.”
Micki looked up from her notepad. “Excuse me, did you just say—”
“Yeah, I did. Her scepter.”
Angelo snorted. “Those things aren’t much more than tin foil and paste.”
“Not this one. Like everything else, stuff was made to last in the old days.”
Micki jumped back in. “The housekeeper’s here?”
“In the kitchen with the rest of the staff. Yardman and cook. Stanley’s personal trainer. Apparently, his arrival precipitated finding the body.”
Micki glanced at Angelo. He met her eyes and nodded slightly. The coincidence of the trainer’s arrival could be nothing—or everything.
“My partner’s babysitting. Called another cruiser, got nobody. It’s that time of year, I guess.”
Angelo grinned. “You’ve got us.”
Chuckles chuckled and Micki instantly understood the nickname. “Paramedics called?”
“On their way. Supposedly. We’ll see how long that takes.”
Angelo winked at her. “Mardi Gras; can’t live with it, can’t kill it.”
“We could try,” she muttered as they entered the house.
She moved her gaze over the opulent interior, taking in details, absorbing. Waiting for that one thing to jump out and shout at her.
“Where’re you from, Dare?”
“Mobile.”
“So you’re familiar with Carnival.”
“Intimately.”
“Hence the disdain.”
“You got it.”
More crime scene tape. The inner perimeter. They ducked under. The Queen’s room, essentially an office. Writing desk. Credenza. Discreet file cabinets.
Except for the eye catching, life-size display: Queen’s garb—beaded gown, faux fur stole; photographs of the young and lovely Vivianne; framed newspaper clippings; display cases filled with memorabilia.
So eye-catching she almost missed the real deal: Vivianne Stanley on the floor in a pool of blood. Stanley’s head was a mess. Scepter there, by the body, bloodied. Even from this distance she could make out fingerprints on the scepter’s staff.
“Looks like Chuckles called it,” Angelo said.
Micki murmured agreement and moved on. “Perp didn’t bother with stealth. Crime of passion. Unorganized.”
“Looks like first blow came from behind.”
“Stanley stumbled, turned—” Micki indicated the blood trail, spatter on the fancy-ass rug.“Our UNSUB kept at her.”
Fury. Hatred. Jealousy. Trifecta of ugly.
Personal. Very.
In unison, she and Angelo fitted on gloves, inched closer, squatted beside the body.
The scepter had left a fleur-de-lis imprint on Stanley’s remarkably unlined forehead. A lone rhinestone had come free and imbedded there; it seemed to wink up at them.
“How old you think she was?” he asked.
“Queen of Rex in ‘69, that would make her seventy plus.”
He cocked his head and snapped his gum. “Pretty well preserved. Neither of my grannies looked like this.”
“My grandma did. All it takes is money. A lot of it.”
Micki felt his questioning gaze on her but didn’t acknowledge it, stood and crossed to the desk. She frowned slightly. Obviously, Stanley had been a neat and tidy sort, yet several files laid open on her desk. Drops of blood, bloody fingerprints. Perp was looking for something.
Micki thumbed through. Mailing lists. Returned RSVP cards. Several invitations to said event.
Queen’s Tea. Windsor Court Hotel. Today at four P.M.
“You found something?” he asked.
She looked at him. He had made his way from the body to the display case along the back wall. The lid of one case stood open.
“Invitations and RSVPs for an event today,” she answered. “Perp’s prints all over them. You?”
“Two things missing from this display.
“Scepter?”
He nodded. “And crown.”
She frowned, moved her gaze over the scene one more time. “So, where is it?”
“Good question.”
From the foyer came the sound of the paramedics arriving. More officers. She wouldn’t be surprised if the chief showed up. Vivianne Stanley wasn’t just any vic, she was New Orleans royalty.



 
Chapter Two
 
2:00 P.M.
 
Micki and Angelo agreed to interview the housekeeper first and had asked the other two to wait on the patio. They’d both seemed eager to get out of the house and into the sun.
Hunger had taken a left turn into a bad attitude. Micki decided if she didn’t get a sandwich soon, she just might bite somebody’s head off.
It didn’t help that they’d decided to conduct interviews in the enormous kitchen; she was having a hard time keeping her focus on the housekeeper. The lunch spread on the counter—including a triple layer chocolate caked decorated with strawberries and coconut—was starting to make her twitch.
“May I fix you a plate?”
Micki jerked her gaze to the housekeeper. Kind eyes. Somebody’s mother. Not hers. Not by a long shot.
“Thank you, Mrs. Cook, but no.”
“It’s just going to go to waste.”
“No, really—”
“Nonsense.” She stood and crossed to the spread. “Mr. Stanley is out of town and it wouldn’t be proper for me to take it.”
“Why not, Mrs. Cook?”
“Because it wasn’t offered to me. You’re guests in this house.”
She’d been called a lot of things by potential witnesses, but never that. It had a nice ring to it, she decided. No way she was going to refuse a third time.
The woman fixed the two plates, brought them to the table, then went back and poured two glasses of iced tea from the pitcher.
Two tumblers, Micki realized. Two plates. “You say Mr. Stanley is out of town?”
“That’s right. A business…” She stopped, eyes widening. “I haven’t…how am I going…to tell him?”
“Don’t you worry about that, Mrs. Cook,” Angelo said gently. “We’ll notify Mr. Stanley.”
She nodded, eyes filling with tears.
Micki went on. “Was Vivianne, Mrs. Stanley, expecting company for lunch?”
Her expression went blank. “Yes, Steve. Her personal trainer.”
“The one out on the patio? Mr. Stone?”
“That’s right.”
Micki eyed the plate in front of her. Besides the chocolate cake, there was bacon quiche and flaky, miniature croissants, both glistening with fat. A fat and carb nightmare. What kind of personal trainer ate that? Certainly not Mr. Iron Abs, Arms, and Ass out on the patio.
Luckily, her job didn’t require her to wear spandex shorts. She took a big bite of the quiche and almost melted like the butter used to make it.
Angelo stepped in. “You hesitated, Mrs. Cook. You’re certain she didn’t expect someone else?”
“Well, Bitty Vanderlund was here earlier. I just assumed lunch was with Steve…Mr. Stone.”
“Do Mrs. Stanley and her trainer have lunch together often?”
“Occasionally.”
“And how often do they see each other?”
“Several times a week.”
“This Bitty Vanderlund,” Micki managed around a mouthful, undeterred by the fact Angelo hadn’t touched his plate of food and was taking all the notes. “They were friends?”
“I suppose so. They’re on committees together.”
Angelo looked up. “Vanderlund. That’s not a typical New Orleans name.”
“I heard Mrs. Stanley call her an outsider before.”
Definitely not friends then. “What were they working on?”
“No idea.” She thought a moment. “With this being Mardi Gras, Mrs. Stanley had many events underway.”
“Like the Queen’s Tea?”
She looked surprised. “Yes.”
“I saw event RSVPs on her desk. What exactly is that?”
“An event for former queens of Carnival. Mrs. Stanley was chairing this year’s event.”
“Was this Bitty a former queen?”
“I don’t know, but—” She hesitated. “I don’t think so.”
“Why’s that?”
“Because she’s not from here. Not originally, anyway. But she’s very nice.”
And in a stratified society like New Orleans, that made a difference. Same in Mobile.
Angelo stepped in. “What time did Mrs. Vanderlund leave?”
“Ten-thirty. No, closer to eleven. I was on the phone with the caterer. Big party here tomorrow tonight. Oh dear, what do I do now?”
“And Mrs. Stanley was fine at that point?”
“Well, I’m sure. Why wouldn’t she have been?”
Angelo, Micki could tell, was struggling to keep his expression neutral. “Mrs. Cook,” she said gently, “because she’s dead now.”
Her expression went blank. Shock, Micki decided. She tried again. “You showed Bitty out, but didn’t see Mrs. Stanley?”
“Oh, I didn’t show her out. She called out goodbye and left.”
Angelo became alert. “You didn’t see her?”
“Like I said, I was on the phone.” She brought a hand to her head. “I don’t feel so well.”
“Why don’t you get some fresh air? And tell Mr. Hernandez to come in.”
The woman gratefully agreed and started toward the door. Micki stopped her on her way out to the patio. “One last question, Mrs. Cook. Did Mrs. Stanley have a secretary or personal assistant?”
“Yes,” she said, looking uncomfortable, “but she…fired her last week.”
Angelo jumped in. “Why’s that?”
She blinked. Twice. “I don’t know.”
Which was complete bullshit. Micki would bet Mrs. Cook knew everything that went on in this house, from something as minuscule as a purloined pastry to as major as the reason a personal assistant was up and fired at the most inconvenient time.
Micki glanced at Angelo. “Firing your assistant right before Mardi Gras? Mrs. Stanley must have had a really good reason.”
Angelo agreed. “It must have been something bad.”
“It was all a big mistake.” She twisted her fingers together. “You’ll have to ask Ginny about it.”
“Ginny? That’s her name?”
“Yes, Virgina Boudloche.”
“Thank you, Mrs. Cook. We’ll need to get her number from you before we leave.”
 



 
Chapter Three
 
2:40 P.M.
 
They spoke to the yardman next. He knew little. Bitty Vanderlund had arrived as he was leaving for the nursery. Something was eating the azalea bushes; Mrs. Stanley was not happy about it. He had arrived back at the property only minutes before Mr. Stone.
They saved the trainer for last. A fact he was bristling with indignation over.
“This is outrageous,” he said. “I’ve had to cancel three appointments.”
“I feel for you, Mr. Stone.” His expression made it clear to Micki that he didn’t buy it, so she got to the point. “Tell me about your relationship with Mrs. Stanley.”
“It was professional. I was her personal trainer.”
“And that’s it?”
“Seriously? She was seventy-two. What other relationship could we have had?”
That emphatic a denial, especially considering the circumstances, usually meant someone with something to hide. “Mrs. Cook told us you often had lunch with Vivianne.”
“What are you suggesting?”
“She was a wealthy woman.”
“Yeah, she was. She could afford to hire someone like me to keep her fitting in her designer labels. That’s it.”
Angelo stepped in, unperturbed. “Your professional relationship was good. No arguments, anything like that?”
“Of course.”
It seemed to Micki he’d hesitated a moment before answering. “What time was your appointment with Mrs. Stanley?”
Again, hesitation. “One o’clock.”
“You’re certain?”
“Yes.”
“You don’t seem certain.”
“Would you like to check my calendar?”
“That would be helpful.”
He called up the calendar on his phone, handed over the device. Sure enough, her name was entered, today at one.
“Did you know her personal assistant?”
“Ginny? Yeah, what about her?”
Defensive. Interesting. “I understand Mrs. Stanley fired her last week.”
His face took on a ruddy hue. “That’s right.”
“Do you know why?”
“Why would I?”
“You had Mrs. Stanley’s ear. I suspect she was quite…fond of you.”
“Old ladies like me. I make them feel good about themselves.”
“And Ginny? Did she like you, too?”
“What did Margaret tell you?”
“Mrs. Cook? She told us all about Ginny being fired.”
A slight misdirection; she hoped it worked.
It did. He found a chair and sat, demeanor changing from tough-guy to troubled. Resigned. “She was jealous of Ginny,” he said after a moment.
“Because the two of you had something going.”
“Yeah.” He dragged a hand through his hair. “She made up some shit about Ginny stealing from her. Used that as an excuse to let her go.”
He glanced down at the floor, then back up at her. “I flirt with the old birds. Make them feel attractive. Sexy. That’s it. I never take it any further. A little charm helps pay the bills. You know?”
“Sure,” Angelo said. “I get it.”
Micki wasn’t so nice. “Ever try making it strictly on your training abilities?”
He looked pointedly at her breasts. “Did you?”
Micki narrowed her eyes. “We can do this here, Mr. Stone. Or downtown at headquarters.”
He flushed. “You have any idea how hard it is to make a go of it out there? Doing what I do? I’m a damn good trainer, but so are a lot of other guys.”
Obviously, she had pushed a button. She wondered if Stanley had pushed a button, too?
Angelo stepped in. “So, you confronted Mrs. Stanley about firing Ginny? Maybe tried to get her job back.”
Micki took over. “Maybe things got a little crazy. Heat of the moment.”
“No.”
“You lost you temper,” Angelo said. “I get it.”
“No,” he said again. “God, no.”
“When we check Mrs. Stanley’s day planner, will we find an appointment with you for today at one? Or earlier?”
“This is bullshit. I showed you—”
“On your phone, Mr. Stone. You could have added or edited that entry after killing her.”
“But I didn’t.”
“Didn’t what? Edit the entry or kill her?”
His demeanor changed, indignation now mixed with desperation. Micki pressed harder. “You know what I think? You killed her, Mr. Stone.”
“What? No—”
“It was easy. She turned her back on you and—”
“Ginny needs this job! I was going to talk to Vivianne today. Try to convince her to take her back.”
His voice broke. “I was sure she’d listen to me.”
“But she didn’t,” Angelo said softly. “And you lost it.”
Stone looked up, expression panicked. “I didn’t kill her! I was just—”
“Just what?”
“I didn’t have an appointment today. You were right, I added that in my calendar while I was waiting out on the patio. To cover my butt.”
“Or someone else’s?” Micki offered.
“What do you mean?”
“Ginny had a motive,” Angelo said. “Opportunity, I’d bet.”
“Ginny couldn’t hurt anyone.”
Micki manufactured a sound of sympathy. “Can you guess the percentage of witnesses and loved ones we hear that from? Close to a hundred percent, Mr. Stone.”
“But it’s true.” He moved his gaze between them. “Besides, I was with her this morning.”
“Lovers don’t make good alibis. Not when they’re both suspects.”
He went white. “Suspects? That’s nuts! This place is totally wired. The exterior. Public areas. That’s how Vivianne found out about me and Ginny. Check the surveillance tapes, you’ll see neither Ginny nor I were here before I arrived at one o’clock.”
Video surveillance. Of course.  Micki gave herself a mental kick in the pants. “And we plan to review them. Thank you, Mr. Stone. We’ll be in touch.”
 



 
Chapter Four
 
3:20 P.M.
 
The Stanley’s home security system was badass—the kind stars and politicians installed to protect their homes. The exterior and every public area had been wired. Unfortunately, Stanley’s office was not one of those.
Micki sat in front of the monitors, Angelo beside her. They saw Bitty Vanderlund arrive in her Mercedes sedan, watched her climb out, smoothing her skirt. Typical uptown matron. Perfectly assembled in a smart suit and sensible, low-heeled pumps. Pearls at her throat. Clutch bag. Everything about her shouted wealth and position.
“Rookie move”—Micki said, not taking her gaze from the monitors— “not assuming this place was wired. I can’t believe I let that slip.”
“Let it go, Dare. Scene techs always check for that. Our focus is questioning witnesses and identifying possible suspects.”
“Not good enough.” She realized she was thrumming her fingers on her thighs and stilled them. “I expect better of myself.”
“Relax. Besides, tapes are always last.”
Because they’re tedious. She got that. But she should have considered electronic surveillance. She should have had that piece in mind as they questioned the housekeeper.
Which set her teeth on edge. Sort of the way Angelo’s laissez-faire attitude about it did.
They switched to an interior camera view: Margaret Cook leaving Vanderlund in the front parlor. The woman sat primly, waiting. She looked as threatening as a lap dog.
Micki started tapping her leg again. Anxious.
“When’d you say you moved up to Detective Bureau, Dare?”
“January one.”
“Not quite two months.”
She didn’t take her eyes from the monitor. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
“Detective work’s tedious. Dot the i’s, cross the t’s. You seem like a cop who likes action.”
“And you seem like a cop who doesn’t.”
Instead of taking offense, he laughed. “True dat.”
Micki forced her fingers to still again. “How long have you been DIU?”
“Fifteen years, give or take.”
On the monitor, Cook collected Vanderlund and escorted her to Vivianne Stanley’s office. A moment later, the door shut and the housekeeper hurried off.
“Fifteen years. So you’ve seen just about everything.”
“Most days it seems that way.” He tapped fast forward. “I’ve seen a lot of good cops get burned out, that’s for sure.”
“I guess that’s your politically correct way of suggesting I dial it down a notch?”
“Just trying to help. Fifteen years is a long time, a lot of cases.”
They fell silent. Several minutes ticked by. It felt like forever. Finally, Micki cleared her throat. “Advice noted, Angelo—”
 
The last died on her lips as she watched Bitty Vanderlund exit Stanley’s office. Proper gray suit splattered with blood. Blood on her hands, face, legs. On her head perched a crown.
Stanley’s missing crown.
Angelo froze the image. “Well, I’ll be damned. What we were talking about before? Yeah, fifteen years I’ve never seen this.”
The woman looked pleased with herself. She was smiling—a small smile, turned up at the corners. As she reached the front door, she called out a cheery goodbye, just as the housekeeper said she had.
They switched cameras and fast forwarded to Vanderlund climbing into her car and driving off. Not even a glance back.
Micki stood. “We’ve got our girl. Let’s go get her.”
 



 
Chapter Five
 
4:00 P.M.
 
The Vanderlund residence had the wow of the Stanley’s, but not the history. “New money,” Grandma Roberta used to sneer. As a youngster, Micki had always wondered what that meant; she’d finally realized the ugliness was about the sender, not the recipient.
The Vanderlund housekeeper stared at their shields, then looked at them in surprise. “Mrs. Bitty isn’t here right now.”
“Do you know where she is?” Micki asked.
“She had a doctor’s appointment this morning, then planned to visit a friend.”
“What’s the name of the friend?”
“I didn’t ask.”
Angelo stepped in. “What time did she leave for that meeting?”
“Before nine this morning.”
“You’re certain?”
“Absolutely. I came in at eight-thirty and she was preparing to go.”
Micki made a note. “And she hasn’t been back?”
“Not that I know of.”
Angelo looked up from his notebook. “You say she had a doctor’s appointment? Do you know the doctor’s name?”
The woman wrung her hands and darted a glance behind her. “Her daughter, Tori, is here. Maybe you should speak with her?”
“That would be helpful. Thank you.”
She showed them to the front parlor, one similar to the Stanley’s. Micki pictured Bitty sitting there waiting, expression so deceptively…pleasant. At that moment, had she been planning to beat the other woman to death? Had the thought, the urge, already been planted in her mind and heart, just waiting to bloom into full carnage?
Micki stopped the housekeeper on her way out of the room. “One last question. How did she seem this morning?”
“Mrs. Bitty? Same as always. Sweet and upbeat.”
“Sweet and upbeat,” Micki repeated as the woman exited. She looked at Angelo, who was busying checking out framed photos placed strategically throughout the room. “Hard to reconcile that description to the blood-soaked woman in the video.”
“What did you say?”
Micki turned. A young woman stood in the doorway. Tall, slim and attractive, shoulder-length brunette bob. And obviously smart, Micki thought. Some people simply emanated intelligence.
“Detective Dare,” Micki said, holding up her shield. “This is my partner, Detective Angelo. Are you Bitty Vanderlund’s daughter?”
“Yes.” She moved her gaze between the two. “Victoria Vanderlund, how can I help you?”
“We’re here about your mother.”
Alarm raced into her eyes. “What’s wrong? Has she been in an accident?”
“Not that we know of, Ms. Vanderlund. When do you expect her back?”
“I don’t know.” She shook her head. “Why do you need to talk to her?”
“Do you know Vivianne Stanley?”
She stiffened. “I do.”
“I see by your expression you don’t like her.”
“She’s not a nice person.”
“Not a nice person,” Micki repeated “Why do you say that?”
“She’s a snob. And a bigot, by the way. Constantly reminding my mother, who’s the sweetest person on the planet, that she’s not good enough. My mother, who’s kind to everyone, volunteers all her time and—hello—doesn’t look down on anyone because of income, ethnicity, or anything else.”
The reserved young woman had become passionate. Not with hatred towards Stanley, but in defense of her mother.
“Why,” she went on, “Mom keeps working with that woman on all her pet projects, I’ll never get.”
“Was your mother working with Mrs. Stanley on the Queen’s Tea?”
“Of course not,” she said tightly. “That’s work’s only fit for a queen. Or her hired help.”
Micki glanced at Angelo, working to keep her excitement from showing. She might be new to the Detective Bureau, but she’d have to be blind not to see this had motive written all over it. “Would you say your mother’s obsessed with Mardi Gras?”
She folded her arms across her chest, gaze sharpening. “You still haven’t told me what you want with her.”
“Mrs. Stanley was murdered this morning,” Angelo said.
“Murdered?” She brought a hand to her chest. “Oh, my God.”
Micki noticed her fingertips were painted a soft, petal pink. “We understand your mother was there to see her around the same time as the murder.”
She swayed slightly, grabbed the door casing for support. “Mom wasn’t…she wasn’t hurt?”
“Your mother left the scene unharmed.”
“Thank God. Thank—” She crossed to the couch and sank onto it. She held her hands up. “Look at me, my hands are shaking.” She dropped them to her lap, visibly pulling herself together. “Do you have any idea who did it?”
“We do, Ms. Vanderlund. In fact, we have the perpetrator on video.”
“That’s good.” She let out a long breath. “I didn’t like the woman, but that doesn’t mean—” She bit the words back. “But if you have the killer on surveillance video…why do you need to talk to my mother?”
She moved her gaze between them, disbelief growing in her wide eyes. She shook her head. “Ridiculous.”
“What’s that, Ms. Vanderlund?”
“That my mother could hurt anyone.”
“I’m so sorry, Ms. Vanderlund, but the person caught on the surveillance video was your mother.”
“No,” she said, getting to her feet. “That’s simply not possible.”
“It’s more than a possibility or speculation.”
“Please leave our home. You’re no longer welcome here.”
“There’s no question she did it,” Angelo said softly. “She left the scene covered in blood and wearing Vivianne Stanley’s crown.”
Micki stepped in. “We have a warrant for her arrest, Ms. Vanderlund. A BOLO has been issued for her and her vehicle, and it’s only a matter of time until we locate her.”
“And I’m sure,” Angelo added, “you’d like her arrest to be as trauma free as possible. Help us see to it that it goes down that way.”
“What the hell’s going on?”
Micki turned. Mr. Vanderlund. Stationed in the doorway, an indignant thundercloud.
“Daddy!” Tori jumped to her feet and ran to his side.
Micki watched as Tori was enveloped in his arms. She had never quite come to grips with the southern practice of grown women calling their fathers daddy. But maybe she didn’t understand because she’d never had one.
Until now, she thought. Until Hank. He was the father she never had.
But she sure-as-hell wasn’t about to call him daddy.
 
“It’s okay, baby,” he said, leading her to the couch, cradling her to his side. “I’m here.”
“They say Mom killed that awful woman!” she cried. “That Vivianne Stanley. They say they have proof!”
“That’s ridiculous, sweetheart. Your mother couldn’t hurt a flea. We’ll get this all straightened out, Tori baby.” He handed her his handkerchief and shifted his attention to them, gaze settling on Angelo. “You’d better start talking, Detective.”
While Angelo explained, Micki studied Vanderlund’s expression. Outraged disbelief didn’t quite cover it. It took several minutes to convince him this was for real and that his wife was in deep trouble. The confident and powerful man who had burst into the room seemed to deflate before her eyes.
“You’re absolutely certain the woman in the video was my Bitty?”
“One hundred percent, Mr. Vanderlund. I’m sorry.”
“What now?” he asked, voice shaking.
“Anything you could tell us about her state of mind would be helpful.”
“State of mind,” he repeated. “This morning? She was fine. Cheerful. Positive.”
“She always is,” Tori whispered. “This isn’t right. It doesn’t make sense.”
“Your housekeeper said she had a doctor’s appointment this morning.”
“Yes,”—the slightest pause—“with her psychiatrist.”
“I thought you said she’s always cheerful and positive.”
“She is. It’s not that. Both her parents passed recently, and with Tori graduating in May then heading to law school in the fall, she was—” He looked helplessly at his daughter.
“Lost,” she answered for him, eyes filling with tears. “It’s been hard for her.”
“If you don’t mind me asking, where’re you going to law school, Ms. Vanderlund?”
“Harvard.”
She’d been right about the smarts. “Congratulations. The psychiatrist’s name?”
“Renee Blackwood.”
Micki made a note. “This morning, did your wife mention Vivianne Stanley? That she meant to stop and see her? Anything at all about her?”
“Not to me,” Vanderlund said. He looked at his daughter.
She shook her head. “If she had, I would have told her not to.”
“Why’s that?”
“Mom liked to think they were friends.” She clasped her hands tightly in her lap. “She wanted them to be friends.”
“But they weren’t?”
“The woman used her,” Vanderlund offered. “She dangled the carrot in front of Bitty’s nose, then at the last minute snatched it away.”
“What sort of carrot?”
“Social position,” he replied. “Privileges.”
As if she were a child, Micki thought, earning the right to ride her bike down the block. 
“Could you give us an example?”
“The latest was about me,” Tori said. “It’s stupid and I totally didn’t care.”
Her father stepped in. “Vivianne had promised this was Tori’s year.”
“For what.”
“To be the queen of Rex.” He sighed. “Bitty wanted that more than anything. As a young woman, she was passed over. Both of our other daughters were as well. Third time was supposed to be the charm.”
“Was Mrs. Stanley the deciding factor?” Micki asked.
“No. But she had a lot of clout.”
“And she stabbed Mom in the back by lobbying for someone else.”
“Who?”
“Emily St. Pierre,” he said. “The St. Pierres are an old, New Orleans family. Emily’s an accomplished young woman. It makes sense.”
“I don’t know why she wanted it so much,” Tori said, voice breaking. “Her Majesty, Queen of Rex. Really, what does that have to do with real life?”
He looked at his daughter. “You know how she feels about it, Tori, honey. And it is an honor. It opens doors.”
“Not that many doors! Certainly not enough to be at the beck and call of—”
Vivianne Stanley.
A dead woman.
As if that fact truly just hit her, she started to cry again, deep rasping sobs. It looked to Micki as if her father was also fighting tears.
Angelo’s cell sounded. He excused himself, returning a moment later. “We have to go,” he said, then turned to the Vanderlunds. “We’ll be in touch soon.”
Micki waited until they’d reached their vehicles to ask what was up.
“They’ve located Bitty Vanderlund,” he answered.
“Where?”
“The Rex Den. She’s got a can of gasoline and a lighter and is threatening to torch the floats.”
 



 
Chapter Six
 
5:10 P.M.
 
Eight cruisers beat them to what was essentially a Central City warehouse—but not any warehouse; it was the one that housed the floats and historic memorabilia for the Krewe of Rex.
Micki couldn’t help but note the irony: a murder had pulled one cruiser, but some floats were threatened and an entire precinct turned out.
Bitty Vanderlund still wore the blood-spattered gray suit. Although slightly askew, the crown still perched on her head. In her right hand she held a barbecue lighter, in her left a gas can. Gone was the calm countenance of earlier. The woman looked as wild-eyed as a cornered doe.
And cornered she was, circled by NOPD, weapons drawn.
“Get back”—Vanderlund shrieked—“or I’ll do it.”
The smell of gasoline hung in the air. All it would take was one flick of her Bic and the famous Le Boeuf Gras was going up in flames.
Micki assessed the situation. She was the only other woman in the room and it seemed the circle of men with guns was not having the desired effect on Vanderlund.
Micki stepped through the ring of officers. “Bitty,” she said, voice soothing, “you don’t want to do this.”
“Yes, I do! They’re liars! All of them!”
“I’m a woman, too, Bitty. It’s hard sometimes. I get it. Not fair.”
“I did everything they asked.”
“I know.” Micki took a step toward her. “I’ve felt the same way you do now. But it will get better.”
“It is better. I’m not powerless. Not anymore.” She shook the gas can; the liquid inside made a sloshing sound against its sides.
Micki took another step. “You were never powerless, Bitty. You have a family. Raised beautiful, strong daughters.”
“She promised Tori would be queen. She promised.”
“Think of all the people you’ve worked to help. That’s real power, Bitty. And raising good children—what’s more important than that?”
“No.” She shook her head. “That’s not…it’s not…”
“They need you, Bitty.” Micki moved closer, almost within reach of the lighter. “Your daughters. Your husband. He’s a good man. He loves you.”
Vanderlund blinked, looking startled. “Where am I?” She moved her gaze quickly around, taking it all in. Confusion became panic.
“Vivianne was just saying…” She choked up, chin wobbling.
“What, Bitty?” Micki coaxed. “What was Vivianne just saying?”
“That not everyone…who wants to be queen—” Her eyes grew round. “Oh, my God…I didn’t mean…it just…I don’t know what happened!”
Micki took the final step and plucked the lighter from Vanderlund’s grasp. As she handed it off to Angelo, the woman dropped the can and brought her hands to her face. “What am I going to do now? What’s going to happen to me?”
Angelo stepped forward with cuffs; Micki waved him off and put an arm around her. “You need to come with me, Bitty. Then we’ll call your husband.”
The woman nodded and allowed Micki to help her out. Whatever had taken over Bitty Vanderlund, had passed. The woman leaning on her now was the person her family had described. The one who wouldn’t hurt a flea.
 



 
Chapter Seven
 
8:10 P.M.
 
The Banks Street two-story had been built at the turn of the twentieth century and had solidly stood against every hurricane until Katrina. The storm’s floodwaters had inundated the first floor. Rain pummeled the second floor when wind had torn the roof away.
Hank had purchased the moldering home as is and rebuilt it from the inside out. Truth was, the house reminded Micki of the man himself—sturdy and old fashioned, with a crusty kind of charm.
Her best friend. Mentor. And although she’d only known him a handful of years, the most important person in her life.
Micki let herself inside the gate and went around the side of the house. Light glowed from the garage in back. The Nova, she thought, smiling. His latest project. He’d hauled it home a couple months ago, grinning from ear-to-ear.
Didn’t matter if it was cars, buildings, or people, Hank liked to fix things.
He’d fixed her. Something her crazy mother and the small army of pediatric counselors she’d hired had been unable to do.
Micki stepped into the garage. Hank was bent over the car’s raised hood. “Hello, old man,” she said. “I see you’re wasting time on that heap again.”
“Heap?” He looked back at her. “This baby is a classic American muscle machine. 1971 with a 396 V in it.”
“That baby doesn’t run.”
“Have some faith, girl.”
She cocked an eyebrow and held up two brown paper bags. “How about some dinner instead?”
He grabbed a rag and began cleaning the grease off his hands. “Don’t have to ask me twice. What’s on the menu?”
“Your Spidey-senses not working tonight?”
Hank had the best sense of smell of anyone she had ever known. Same for his hearing and vision. It was practically supernatural.
“Burgers,” he said mildly. “From Port of Call.”
“On the money again.” She checked each bag, making certain neither was marked. “How do you do that? It’s just plain freaky.”
He laughed. “The smell of grilled beef and onions clings to you like a perfume.”
“Great. No wonder I’m single.”
“You’re single because you choose to be.”
She changed the subject; her relationship status was a regular point of contention between them. “Okay, Sherlock, besides my eau-de-diner cologne, what tipped you?”
He snapped off the work light. “You drive past Port of Call on your way home and their burgers are one of your favorites. I was a detective, you know.”
“Like a million years ago.”
“Ungrateful girl.” He lowered the garage door, and they started for the house. “I want to hear about your day.”
“Pulled a homicide. Partnered with Carmine Angelo.”
“Carmine’s a good guy. Straight arrow.”
“He could use a sense of urgency.”
Hank chuckled and let them inside. “He’s low key. But smart. Trust me, he doesn’t miss anything.” He cut her an amused glance. “Besides, someone to temper your intensity isn’t necessarily a bad thing.”
She laughed, not at all offended. This man knew her better than anyone else on the planet. He had saved her from certain self-destruction, taking an angry, rebellious, borderline criminal under his wing and nurturing her back to health.
He’d done it by being an example of a truly good human being.
He had made her want to be like him.
The burgers were big, juicy, and flavorful. Stacked high with grilled onion and mushrooms, oozing with more cheese than either of them should eat. A heart attack in a bag. He washed his down with a glass of milk; she chose an Abita beer.
“Tell me about the homicide,” he said around a mouthful of burger.
“Cut-and-dried. Uptown matron snaps and kills her queenly rival.”
“Nothing’s ever cut-and-dried, girl. Not when it comes to one man taking another’s life.”
She shook her head, fondness for him washing over her. “How long have you been retired from the force, old man? The way you talk, it’s been a long, friggin’ time.”
He laughed, deep and rumbly. “Snapped you say?”
“Mmm.” Micki took a swallow of the beer. “Everyone we talked to claimed our perp couldn’t hurt a flea. Said perp, however, beat the victim to death. Big mess. She walked out covered in her rival’s blood and wearing her crown. Got it all on surveillance tape. Then she tried to torch the Rex Den.”
She finished her beer. “Apparently, she was promised a crown for her daughter. When it didn’t happened, she…snapped.”
Hank stood, collected the remains of their meal, and carried it all to the trash. “Ugly thing, the green-eyed monster. The trick is to not put your hopes in things money and influence can buy.”
“Umm, isn’t that everything?”
He met her eyes. “Actually, it’s not anything.”
He held her gaze, his eyes the baby blue of a summer sky and somehow as endless. What was it about him? A cross between Santa, Yoda, and an aging Marlboro Man. “You’re such a weirdo,” she said.
His eyes crinkled at the corners. “Love you, too, girl.”
 



 
Chapter Eight
 
7:35 A.M.
 
The next morning, Carmine called her on her way to the Second District. Change of plans. His superior officer wanted to meet with her about the Vanderlund case. Angelo worked the Eighth District—the French Quarter—also known as Whack Central because every sort of whacked-out shit went down there. 
She arrived at shift change and made her way through the unfamiliar faces and up to the Detective Bureau. Major Nichols waved her into his office; she saw Angelo was already there.
“Good to meet you, Dare. Take a seat.”
She took the seat next to Carmine. “Feeling’s mutual, Major.”
“Read the report. Talked to Detective Angelo. You did good, Detective. ”
“Thank you, Sir.”
“I like your initiative. So does Detective Angelo.”
“Appreciate that.”
“I’m going to get right to it,” Nichols went on. “I need help here at the Eighth. Your permanent assignment’s to the Ninth, correct?”
“Yes, Sir.”
“Different animal here. We see it all, and lots of it. Thinking you might have the touch.”
“The touch, Sir?”
“Ability to stay focused in the midst of insanity.”
“With your own dose of crazy,” Carmine added, grinning at her.
Major Nichols ignored him and went on. “The Eighth isn’t for everyone. If you need some time to—”
“I’m in.”
Major Nichols smiled. “That’s what I’d hoped you’d say. Your reassignment won’t be official until after Mardi Gras. Unofficially, you’re on the team.”
“Who will I be working with?”
“Detective Angelo. I assume that meets your approval?”
“Absolutely.”
“Angelo, for now, make room at your desk. It’s carnival; you won’t be here much.” He indicated the door. “Go. I need you on the street.”
They exited the major’s office. Micki cleared her throat. “That was a surprise.”
“Cool, huh?”
It was. Very. She glanced at him. “Thanks for the vote of confidence.”
“Welcome.” He motioned toward the right. “But it wasn’t just me.”
“Who?”
“Don’t know for sure. But it came from up high.”
Up high?  She frowned. Could Hank have made a call?
“What?” Angelo asked.
“I was just wondering if—”
But why would he have done it without talking to her first? That didn’t seem like Hank.
“Nevermind.”  She shook her head. “I’ve got no clue, dude.”
Carmine dragged a chair over to an already over-crowded desk. “Got the pathologist’s report on Stanley. We called it at the scene.”
He slid the report across the desk. She flipped it open. Photos of Stanley bruised and bloodied.
“What’s this?” She tapped a photo depicting Stanley’s bruised left back and side.
“Vanderlund kicked her. Repeatedly.”
“Seriously?” She shook her head. “Hard to reconcile that pleasant faced little woman with this…overkill.”
“Freaky, right? She’ll plead temporary insanity. She might even get a jury to buy it.”
“You don’t?”
“Dead’s dead. Now it’s up to the court.”
She returned her gaze to the photo. “You’ve moved on.”
“Don’t have a choice, partner. That one’s done, another’s right around the corner.”
 



 
Chapter Nine
 
11:30 A.M.
 
Not exactly around the corner. More like up and over a half dozen blocks. Club Me-Oh-My, home to New Orleans’ most famous drag show.
Micki gazed at the vic, tuning out the sound of sobbing coming from the hallway behind them. Desiree Strong had been shot in the back three times, then a fourth at close range, to the back of the head. The wound and blood spatter suggested the headshot had been last, delivered after Strong went down.
It was a good thing she had a cast iron stomach, Micki thought. Otherwise her shoes would be decorated with the big-ass shrimp po’boy she’d scarfed down on the way to the scene.
“Another dead queen,” Angelo said, “in less than twenty-four hours. That’s one mind-bending coincidence.”
It was. So much so, her right eye began to twitch. “Maybe it’s not?”
“Seriously, Dare? C’mon, what could Ms. Desiree here and Vivianne Stanley actually have in common?”
“Besides that they both sported title of queen and are now dead?”
“Yeah.” He grinned. “Besides those.”
“How about overkill? Stanley, beaten to a pulp and then kicked? And here, four shots? The last with the gun’s muzzle pressed against Strong’s cranium? Both crimes of passion.”
“You’re overlooking one thing, partner. Vanderlund’s in jail. Desi here was still alive when that happened.”
She pursed her lips. “It’s just so bizarre.”
“Yeah, it is. But it’s Carnival and the city’s run amok with queens.”
He had a point. But as they turned their attention to interview the club’s owner, Micki’s eye continued to twitch. And her mind wandered back to the fact two “queens” had been murdered in twenty-four hours.
Carmine was asking the man about the club’s surveillance system. They sat at a corner table in the empty bar. The bartenders and waitresses stood clustered behind the bar, looking shaken and uncertain what to do.
Micki studied them a moment, then turned her attention to Carmine and the club owner. Unfortunately, lightning wouldn’t strike twice—the club’s only cameras pointed at the cash registers and front door.
“Mr. Alexander,” she asked, “were you here last night?”
“Call me Mustang. Everyone does.”
“All right, Mustang. Were you here?”
“I’m here every night. Open to close.”
Micki noted he was incredibly fit for a man his age. Built like a dancer, but with a face deeply lined from what she suspected was a lifetime of late nights in smoky clubs. “Anything different about last night?”
“We had a group of haters in.”
“Haters?”
“Definitely not transfriendly. Shouted ugly things. Slurs. We called the cops.”
“Does that happen often?”
He shook his head. “Not so much. People come to New Orleans for the show. You know, for the thrill of the naughty.”
That they did. And a lot of them parked their inhibitions at the airport and went crazy. She glanced down at her notes. “You think one of them might have come back, shot Desi?”
Mustang blinked against tears. “I don’t know. Maybe.”
“Easy enough to find out if they were booked or let off with a warning,” Angelo said.
Micki nodded, although she didn’t think some drunken jackass had done this. It felt way too personal.  “Any other ideas who might have killed Desiree?”
He brought the heels of his hands to his eyes. “This can’t be happening. She can’t be gone.”
Angelo pressed the man. “Think, Mustang. About the people in Desi’s circle. Family, friends, club regulars even. Someone who might have had a beef with her. Does anyone come to mind?”
“No, everyone loved Desi.” His voice broke. “I don’t know what we’re going to do. This is a complete disaster. She was the star of the show! Just brilliant. And it’s Carnival. There’s the ball, the fashion show, and all the tourists.” He dropped his head into his hands. “What do I do now?”
Micki made a note. “Was Desi married?”
“Would have been if same sex marriages were legal in Louisiana. It’s so unfair.”
“So, he had a partner?”
“Had. They broke up recently.”
Angelo took over. “Was the break up acrimonious? Were there specific pressures that came between them?”
“Late nights. The groupies and constant temptations.”
“Desi was unfaithful, is that what you’re saying?”
“Just a little.”
Micki cocked an eyebrow. “A ‘little’ unfaithful? What does that mean?”
He looked momentarily nonplused, then said, “As little as possible.”
Angelo cleared his throat to cover a snort. Micki ignored him and went on. “So, it was an acrimonious split?”
“Rog couldn’t have done it.”
“Why not?”
“He’s gone.”
“Where?”
“Took a job in Memphis. That played a part in the break-up. Desi refused to leave the show. It was her life.”
“You have Rog’s contact information?”
“I do.” He wiped a tear from his cheek. “He’ll be devastated.”
Micki wasn’t so sure about that, but then she wasn’t much of a cheerleader for human nature, although Hank had been helping her with that. How the man had done thirty years on the force and maintained his positive attitude toward humanity, she didn’t know. But it gave her something to aspire to.
“Was his partner, Rog, a transvestite, too?”
“Desi was a drag queen,” Mustang corrected. “Most folks don’t realize that the majority of transvestites and cross-dressers are actually straight, not gay.”
“You’re right, I didn’t know that. And Rog?”
“Just an accountant.”
She fought a smile at the way he said it, sort of disappointed for the other man. “We’ll need to question everyone who was working last night.”
He nodded. “The same crew is in tonight, with some slight changes in bar staff. The cast of course, is the same. No, that’s not right, is it?” He stopped, brought a trembling hand to his lips. “Desi won’t be here.”
“Did Desiree have an understudy?”
“Yes. Cherry.” His eyes welled with tears. “And you’re right, the show must go on.”
That wasn’t why she had asked the question, but she didn’t correct him. “Is there anything else you can tell us about Desiree that might help us find her killer?”
“I don’t know what. She was happy. Well-liked within the community. Financially secure.”
“Mind if we start questioning the bar staff?”
“Please, do whatever you need to.”
“Mustang! Oh my God. I just heard! It’s so awful.”
They turned. A slight man in skinny jeans, a tight angora sweater, and high heels rushed into the club.
“Cherry!” Mustang stood to meet the other man.
The understudy, Micki realized, watching the two embrace.
“I’m devastated,” Cherry said. “I can’t believe this has happened!”
“I was the one who found her.” The club owner’s voice broke on a sob. “I came in…there was blood in the back hallway… I followed the trail and—”
He bit the last back, visibly pulled himself together, then waved Micki and Carmine over. “This is Detective Angelo and Detective Dare. They promised they’re going to find the one who did this.”
Micki stood and held out her hand. “I’m Dare. I didn’t catch your name.”
He took it, his palm damp, hand trembling. “Cherry.” He looked at her, then quickly away. “Cherry Chablis.”
“Is that your legal name?”
“Stage name. My legal name’s Chuck.”
“Chuck what?”
“Chandler.”
“And you prefer we call you Cherry?”
He nodded but once again, his gaze darted sideways. Her eye twitched.
“Mustang said you’re the victim’s understudy.”
At the description, Cherry looked sick. Mustang swayed slightly and grabbed Cherry’s arm for support. Micki was surprised they both didn’t topple. Neither spoke.
Carmine stepped in. “That is correct, Ms. Chablis? You were understudy for the deceased.”
He nodded.
“I understand Desiree was brilliant in her roles.”
“I will be, too.” He looked at Mustang. “I won’t let you down, ’Stang. I promise.”
He squeezed Cherry’s hand. “I know, sweetie, but at this point, I’m not certain when we’ll start back up.”
Micki watched as several emotions moved across the understudy’s face. Regret. Longing. Fear? Desiree had been the star that Cherry had longed to be. Envy had turned Vanderlund into a murderer, had it turned Chablis into one as well?
“You said it yourself a minute ago, Mustang. The show must go on.” Micki looked directly at Cherry. “I have no doubt you’re as good as Desiree was. You deserve the opportunity to prove it.”
Chablis shifted from one foot to the other, gaze averted, obviously unbalanced by her approach. Micki went on. “Don’t you think you’re as good a performer? Maybe even better?”
“What a horrible thing to…I can’t, considering—”
“But you have longed for this chance? To prove yourself?”
Sweat beaded his upper lip. “Of course, but who wouldn’t? It doesn’t mean anything.”
Angelo jumped in. “Where were you last night, Cherry?”
He blinked, false lashes hitting his eyebrows. “Here. I’m here almost every night.”
“What time did you leave?”
“The same time as everyone else.”
“Everyone else?”
“Well…not everyone. I couldn’t have.”
“What do you mean?”
Three blinks. Eyes focused somewhere over her left shoulder. “Desi must have been…I’m assuming, she must have been…the last, you know. To leave.”
“Did I say she was murdered last night?”
“Wasn’t she?” He swiped his upper lip. “I guess I just assumed, because…I don’t know why.”
“Last night, did you leave alone?”
“I don’t remember. I…yes, I did.”
“I thought you said you left with everyone else?”
“I meant, around the same time as everyone else.”
“So someone must have seen you leaving? Someone?” Micki looked toward the bar, the crew who had worked the night before, from one person to the other in question. Their expressions began to register suspicion.
“I don’t feel so well,” Cherry said, taking a step backward. “I need to sit down. I’ll just—”
He turned and ran.
Micki took off after him. He moved really fast for a guy in three-inch heels, darting past the officer stationed at the club’s entrance and into the crowd of the curious clustered beyond the crime tape.
But his luck didn’t hold. The famously derelict French Quarter streets proved his undoing. He landed sprawled and weeping on the pavement.
Micki reached him, pinned him down with a knee to his back. “You have the right to remain silent—” She wrenched one arm around behind his back, snapped on the cuff. “Whatever you say can and will be held against you in a court of law.”
The other arm, wrist cuffed. “Do you understand these rights as I have presented them to you?”
“I didn’t mean to do it!” he cried. “It just happened!”
“Do you understand these rights?” she asked again, as Carmine sauntered up, two uniforms with him.
“Yes! Yes, I understand! But you have to believe me, it was an accident!”
“Dude, you shot him four times.”
“But I never meant…I promise, I—” He started to sob.
Angelo bent and helped him to his feet. “So, why’d you do it, man?”
“Desi had everything…she wouldn’t share. I just…suddenly, I couldn’t…I just…snapped.”
Same as Vanderlund, Micki thought.
Fricking weird.
Micki met Angelo’s gaze. She saw by his expression he was thinking the same thing.
 



 
Chapter Ten
 
7:10 P.M.
 
Micki sat at her desk. The sun had nearly completed its descent and the shift in lighting fit her mood.
“Good news,” Angelo said, grabbing his jacket off the back of his chair. “The major gave us a pass tonight. Job well done, he said.”
“I feel like we didn’t do anything.”
“You serious?” He shrugged into the jacket. “Murder, confession, arrest. Case cleared. Times two. It doesn’t get better than that.”
She looked away, then back. “Something’s wrong with this. Tell me you don’t feel the same way.”
“I don’t. Look, it’s weird, hell yeah. But so what? Life is weird and everybody is freaking nuts.” He shook his head. “Two murders, two days. Both closed. We’re a helluva team. Let’s grab a beer at Shannon’s to celebrate.”
“You go. I’m beat.”
“C’mon, Dare. A beer and some backslapping will do you good.”
“So would sleep.” She forced a smile. “Really, I’m toast.”
“Your loss, partner.”
She watched him go, then turned to their report. Neither of the victims nor their killers had known each other. They travelled in different circles. Big time different. The modes of death, also different.
But in a bizarre way, everything else pointed to connected crimes. Both victims were queens. Both killed by a rival. In each case a crime of passion in which the perps claimed to have snapped.
She and Angelo had missed something.
Micki got to her feet and grabbed her jacket. She hadn’t been lying when she told Carmine she was beat. But she wasn’t going home to rest.
 



 
Chapter Eleven
 
7:50 P.M.
 
A sign announcing Tonight’s Show Canceled hung on Club Me-Oh-My’s entrance, accompanied by black netting and a mourning wreath. Micki tried the door, found it locked, and peered through the window. A couple dozen or so folks stood at the bar, some more were seated at tables or milling about. She spotted Mustang and knocked.
He came to the door, peeked out. She held up her shield, though from his expression she knew he recognized her.
He cracked open the door. “How can I help you, Detective?”
“I was hoping to ask you and your employees a few more questions.”
He frowned. “I thought you got your man?”
The bitterness in his tone didn’t really surprise her. In a way she was the enemy for uncovering the killer from among them. “I just want to make certain we didn’t—” Micki bit that back and started again. “I want to get this right. I know you do, too.”
He cracked the door a bit wider. “Go on.”
“Were you surprised about Cherry?” she asked.
“Yes! My God, I was stunned.”
“Did you suspect Cherry was jealous of Desiree?”
“Sure I did. Show business is tough, especially when you’re always playing second fiddle. But kill over it?” He leaned closer, lowered his voice. “We’re a close community. We protect each other. We hold each other up. This…no. Not possible.”
“I agree.”
His jaw dropped. “But…I don’t— Cherry confessed.”
“To pulling the trigger, yes. But I have a strong feeling there’s something else going on.”
“Like what?”
“I don’t know. That’s why I’m here. Hoping to figure it out.”
He looked at her for a long moment, as if weighing whether she was telling the truth. Finally he nodded and let her into the club.
“We’re in mourning, Detective. We lost two friends today.”
“I understand. I’ll be respectful, I promise.”
Micki circulated through the club. Some were resentful of her presence, others suspicious. Most ignored her or were blatantly rude.
She didn’t belong. They were angry. And hurting.
Micki slid onto a barstool. The bartender looked so much like Tom Cruise she did a double take. “Can I get an ice water?” she asked.
“Sure.” A moment later, he set the glass in front of her. “Tough crowd.”
“I don’t blame them. I’m an intrusion.”
“Then why’re you here?”
“My own peace of mind.”
“I’m Jack, by the way.”
“Micki Dare. Good to meet you.” She eyed his martini. “Cosmo?”
“I’m not working.” He lifted his glass. “Want one?”
“I am working.”
He sipped the pink drink. “Actually, these were Cherry’s favorite. I’m celebrating her.”
“Cherry’s not the one who’s dead.”
“No, but she won’t be drinking one for a very long time.” He twirled the glass; the motion created a swirling, pink tornado. He stopped abruptly and the liquid sloshed over the side. “We were friends, Cherry and I.”
“Were?”
“Are,” he corrected. “Although it seems like that’s ending now as well.” He took a sip, then another. “We liked the same things. Saints football, mystery novels. Stuff like that.”
“Cherry ever talk about Desiree?”
“Some.”
“Did she seem angry at her?”
“Not at her. More frustrated at always being second banana. The situation did sort of suck. But no big deal. We all get frustrated, right?”
“Right.”
“I don’t think Cherry did it.”
Micki looked at him in surprise. “Even though she admitted she did?”
“Yeah, even though.”
“Okay, make a believer out of me. You have a theory?”
“Mind control.”
She almost laughed, choking it back at the last moment. “You’re not serious.”
“Maybe somebody brainwashed him. That kind of shit happens.”
“On TV.”
“In real life,” he countered. “Ever watch Fox News?”
She laughed at his attempt at humor. “Okay, I’ll bite. You have somebody in mind?”
“Cherry’s shrink maybe. There was something about her I didn’t like. Not at all.”
“Cherry was seeing a psychiatrist?”
“Who doesn’t?”
She didn’t, not anymore. Though she’d been told on more than one occasion she should. Usually about the time the word crazy was uttered immediately with the word bitch.
“Do you know what Cherry was seeing this shrink about?”
“Same thing we all do: our demons.” She cocked an eyebrow in question and he went on, “C’mon, Detective, you can’t guess? Our lifestyle comes with a lot of baggage. We don’t fit the two cars, two kids, house in the burbs model. Or any of the other socially ‘acceptable’ ones for that matter. Our model comes with rejection, bullying and, for some of us, physical violence.” He paused. “Even from our own families.”
Sad as it was, she knew it was true. “This shrink—you got a name?”
“Yeah. Renee Blackwood.”
Renee Blackwood.
That was it. The connection between the two crimes.
Vanderlund and Chablis had both been seeing the same shrink.
 



 
Chapter Twelve
 
10:30 P.M.
 
Micki dialed Carmine from the car. He answered, sounding sleepy.
“Dr. Renee Blackwood,” she said. “That’s the connection.”
“Dare? That you?”
“Yes, it’s Dare. Wake up, Carmine, this changes everything!”
He yawned. “Then you better hit me with it again.”
“Vanderlund and Chablis were seeing the same shrink. Dr. Renee Blackwood.”
She heard a rustling in the background, as if Carmine was climbing out of bed. Then the definite sound of the phone being shifted from one ear to the other. “I don’t get it.”
“The two perps, their paths did cross.”
“Okay, so we add that to the growing list of coincidences.”
“That’s total bullshit. We need to question Blackwood as soon as possible.”
“You’re out of your mind. It’s the Friday before Mardi Gras, there’re a hundred fifty thousand extra party animals in town and any manner of crazy shit could erupt at any time. I’m catching some sleep while I can.”
“These murders weren’t random. They’re not unrelated.”
“We have two perps in jail. I’m going back to bed.”
“No! Angelo, wait—”
“Get yourself some sleep, Dare. You need it.”
Then he hung up.
Micki sat, engine idling, dead air against her ear. He was right. She’d sounded like a crazy person. Show up at a prominent doctor’s home in the middle of the night? To question her about two murders that had been solved?
Micki dropped the phone to her lap and pressed the heels of her hands to her eyes. She should be grateful—two cases cleared, right out of the gate. She should be giving herself a pat on the back for a job well done, instead of manufacturing complications.
A memory sprang up, as clear as if it had happened yesterday. It took her breath away.
“But I don’t want to go, mama. I don’t like her.”
“Could you behave for once, Michaela? I don’t know why you insist on making things hard for me.”
She needed sleep. Things would look different in the morning.
No, they wouldn’t.
Hank.
She glanced down at the phone, snatched it up and texted her friend.
Are you up?
He responded immediately. “Angels never sleep, just in case.”
They had a running joke about him being her guardian angel. If tonight was any indication, it wasn’t a joke. “Can I come over? I need to talk.”
“Putting coffee on now.”
 
***
 
Hank had been working on the Nova. She smelled the solvent on his hands; the night air clung to his denim jacket. She should scold him, but how could she? She was so thankful he was still up.
He stuck a mug of steaming coffee in her hands. “It’s decaf. You should be sleeping.”
She forced a smile. “Takes an insomniac to know one.”
He snorted and sat. “Heard you cleared two cases in twenty-four hours. Congratulations.”
“News travels fast.”
He laughed and sipped his coffee. “I have connections, you know.”
She eyed him over the rim of her cup, realization hitting her. “You’re the one, aren’t you?”
“The one what?”
“Who put a good word in for me with someone high up in the force. The one who recommended me for a spot in the Eighth.”
“Guilty as charged.”
“I suppose I should be pissed.”
“Only if you were stupid, which you are not. Besides, your transfer to the Eighth isn’t what you’ve come to talk about.”
“No, it’s not.” She paused, sipped the coffee, thoughts racing. After a moment, she lowered the cup and met his eyes. “Did you ever have a case that didn’t feel right? After you’d closed it?”
“Sure. Lots of ‘em.”
“Even after a dead-to-rights video and confession?”
“Maybe you’d better give me the details.”
She did, explaining about the coincidences between the two murders and about having uncovered that both suspects were clients of the same psychiatrist.
“I know I should move on,” she said, “but I know there’s more to this story. I know it.”
“What’s the shrink’s name?” Hank asked.
“Renee Blackwood. That mean anything to you?”
His eyebrows drew together a moment, then he shook his head. “Nope.”
“What should I do?”
“What do you think you should do?”
“That’s no help.”
He leaned forward. “What’s a cop’s most valuable tool?”
“I don’t know. Intellect? Training?”
“Instinct, Michaela.” He searched her gaze. “Yours is telling you there’s more to this story than what dropped into your lap. You have to act on it.”
“But—” She laced her fingers. “I’m the junior officer.”
“So?”
“Shouldn’t I defer to Angelo’s—”
“Respect, yes. Never defer. Not from what you know is right. Fight for it.” He held her gaze. “You’re a good cop now. I think you could be a great one.”
“Why?” The word came out thick.
“Because you’ve got heart, Micki. You care about doing the right thing. Don’t lose that.”
She reached over and squeezed his hand. “What would I do without you, Hank?”
His expression changed, grew sad. “You’d be fine, girl. You’re made of some pretty tough stuff.”
She put her head on his shoulder, imagining a world without him and feeling anything but tough.
 



 
Chapter Thirteen
 
9:45 A.M.
 
Dr. Renee Blackwood agreed to see them between appointments. Major Nichols had sanctioned the interview, but had warned them it was strictly to fill in the blanks. If Blackwood balked at the line of questioning, they were to back off.
Renee Blackwood’s practice was located on Magazine Street at Jackson Avenue, uptown. The trendy area was home to coffee shops and cafes, antique stores and boutiques. And, apparently, the offices of high-priced shrinks.
Micki climbed out of the Taurus and went around the vehicle to meet Carmine.
“Pretty nice digs,” he said.
Micki moved her gaze over the cottage with its lacy Victorian trim and deep, shaded front porch. Nestled between nearly identical cottages, one that housed an antique shop, the other an upscale women’s clothing boutique, the yellow and white structure was as welcoming as a spring day.
“You ever been to a shrink, Dare?”
“Yeah.”
“Always wondered what it’d be like. You know, if I’d come out less screwed up.”
“You wouldn’t. Trust me.”
He chuckled. “Didn’t come from that kind of a family anyway.”
“What kind’s that?” she asked as they started up the walk. “Crazy?”
He laughed again. “Mine was certifiable, no doubt. But what I meant was we were a bootstraps or beating kind of clan.”
“Pull yourself up by them or get a beating?”
“That’s the one.” He changed the subject. “Love this area,” he went on. “Great little pizza place just up the block. Big Easy Slices.”
Micki was only half listening. She was planning what she would say to Renee Blackwood, how she would say it. Neutral, she reminded herself. They were interviewing the woman to fill in blanks.
Officially anyway.
They crossed the porch and entered the cottage. It smelled of fresh flowers. A tabletop fountain created a melodic, soothing sound track. Micki stopped, a strange sensation coming over her. A tingling at her wrists and back of her neck.
Weird. She rolled her shoulders and looked at Carmine. “Do you feel that?”
“What?”
“I don’t know.” She alternately rubbed her wrists. “Like static electricity.”
“Nope.”
A thirty-something woman manned the receptionist desk. Attractive with a nice smile.
“Good morning,” Carmine said. “I’m Detective Angelo, this is Detective Dare. We’re here to see Dr. Blackwood.”
“Of course,” she said, smile over-bright. “I’ll just let her know you’ve arrived.”
Her voice shook slightly and as she reached for the phone, she nearly knocked over her bottle of water.
A moment later, she replaced the receiver. “Dr. Blackwood will be out directly. Could I get you a cup of coffee or a bottle of water while you’re waiting?”
Before they could answer, the double doors to the right of the receptionist’s desk opened and a handsome woman stepped out. Forty-something, trim and elegant, smile as perfect as her blond bob.
“Detectives,” she said crossing to them, hand out. “Welcome.”
Micki clasped her hand. “Thank you for agreeing to meet with us, Dr. Blackwood. I’m Detective Dare, this is my partner, Detective Angelo.”
Introductions and greetings complete, she motioned them into her office, closing the doors behind them. “Please, have a seat.”
Micki would have preferred to stand but sat anyway, hoping to appear more relaxed than she was. Although, she decided, something about the woman’s intent, brown gaze suggested she would see right through that.
Blackwood folded her hands on the desk in front of her. “You said you wanted to ask me some questions about two of my clients?”
“Yes. Bitty Vanderlund and Cherry Chablis.”
Not a flicker in those almost liquid brown eyes. “What can I do for you?”
“Are you aware that both Vanderlund and Chablis have been arrested and charged in separate and unrelated murders?”
“Yes, I am.”
Micki cocked an eyebrow. “That’s it? All you have to say?”
The shrink moved her gaze between them. “I’m not sure what you want from me, Detective. It was a shocking turn of events.”
Something about the woman, her tone of voice, the way she held herself, grated. Like Jack from Club Me-Oh-My, Micki decided she didn’t like Renee Blackwood. “Was it? Shocking?”
Angelo cleared his throat. Blackwood’s eyebrows rose ever-so-slightly. “Of course it was. And extremely distressing. I worked with them both for several years.”
Angelo stepped in before Micki could point out to the woman that she looked anything but distressed. “Did either of them give you any indication they were—”
“Planning to commit murder? Of course not. I’m required by law to report viable threats to the authorities.”
“What constitutes a viable threat?” Micki asked.
The psychiatrist bristled. “Excuse me?”
“It’d be your call, right? Isn’t that rather subjective for something so urgent? And considering the intimate nature of your relationship with your clients, what does it take to separate real from fictional?”
The corners of Blackwood’s lips lifted slightly. “In any relationship there’s an element of subjectivity, Detective. Did I miss something with Bitty and Cherry? I don’t know.”
“You must have. They both snapped. Their word, not mine.”
“We all have a ‘snapping’ point, Detective. It’s like an emotional fault line. The right circumstances, amount of pressure, internal or external, and a break occurs.”
“You’re talking about a psychotic break.”
“Yes.” Her lips shifted into a small, condescending smile. “We all have the capacity for violence. You’re in law enforcement; you, more than most, should understand that.”
“Can I ask you a question, Dr. Blackwood?”
“Isn’t that why you’re here?”
“Within twenty-four hours, two of your patients snapped and killed a rival—who also happened to hold a title of queen. Don’t you think that’s a bizarre coincidence?”
“Absolutely.”
“Here’s the deal—” Mickie leaned forward, gaze fixed on the other woman’s. “—I don’t believe in coincidences.”
“What are you getting at, Detective Dare?”
“Nothing,” Angelo said, standing. “Thank you for your time, Dr. Blackwood.”
Micki ignored him. “What did you and Bitty Vanderlund discuss that last morning she was here?”
“I’m not at liberty to say.”
“Did she talk about Vivianne Stanley?”
“Once again, that’s confidential.”
“What was her state of mind? Was she agitated? Angry?”
The therapist narrowed her gaze. “My next appointment is due to arrive any—”
“Her family painted a portrait of a sweet-natured woman. One who was in fine spirits the morning of the murder.”
“Part of what makes a psychotic break so shocking to those who know the affected individual, is how contrary to their nature it can appear. Easy going, sweet-natured, happy. This is the way they’re often described. Inside, they’re volcanos of emotion. Thoughts and feelings they ignore are stuffed away, down in the deep recesses alongside all the things they’ve wanted to say over the years, but swallowed.”
There was something mesmerizing about the psychiatrist’s gaze. Micki couldn’t make herself look away.
“And volcanos sometimes erupt,” she finished. “A psychotic break. They lose control—” She snapped her fingers.  “—they snap.”
“But a volcano’s eruption isn’t unexpected. There are signs.”
“Steam and rumbles, Detective. Similar to what we all display at various times.”
“So, you’re saying she stuffed her true feelings. That’s why she was seeing you.”
“No,” she corrected, tone careful, “I was speaking generally about psychotic breaks. The underlying cause and why family is often taken by surprise when it happens.”
“You saw her the morning of the murder, correct?”
“I believe we already established that.”
“And seeing how agitated she was, you just let her walk out?”
“I didn’t say she was agitated. But nice try, Detective.” She stood. “I’m so sorry, but I’m out of time.”
Micki followed her to her feet. “Did you just write her a prescription and send her on her way? Out of sight, out of mind?”
“You’re so angry, Detective. Why is that?”
She was, Micki realized. And she wasn’t sure why. Something about the other woman, her steady gaze that seemed to say: You’re like Bitty and Cherry. Stuffing your true feelings. Your anger and hurt. Deep down. Where they grow and fester.
Micki worked to get ahold of her runaway thoughts. To control the emotion bubbling up inside.
“Not angry, Dr. Blackwood. Just not a fan of pill-happy shrinks. Vanderlund and Chablis came to you for help. Now, both are in jail facing murder charges. I don’t know about you, but to me that seems really fucked up.”
Angelo cleared his throat and stepped between them. “Thank you for your time, Dr. Blackwood.”
Her lips curved up. Superior. Controlled. The kind of woman who would never, ever snap.
“You’re very welcome, Detective Angelo. I truly wish this had ended differently.”
She walked them to the door. Micki stepped through, then stopped and turned back. “One final thing, Dr. Blackwood, do you practice hypnotherapy?”
The woman looked as surprised by the question as Micki felt at having asked it.
Her eyes narrowed slightly; the brown irises seemed to become darker. “That’s not my area, Detective.”
“Which doesn’t answer my question.”
“No,” she said, “I do not.”
Without another word, she turned and walked back to her office, shutting the door behind her.
Micki glanced from the closed door to the receptionist. She had gone white. She realized Micki was looking at her and pasted on the same bright smile as earlier. The curving of her mouth looked odd against her pale cheeks.
“Have a good day, Detectives!”
As they exited the building, Micki sucked in a lungful of fresh, cold air. It cleared her head.
“What happened in there, Dare?”
“What do you mean?”
“C’mon, you know what I mean. You were starting to lose it.”
Starting? He was being generous. “She rubbed me the wrong way.”
“Obviously.”
“You didn’t pick up something off about her?”
“Not really. A little creepy the way her voice didn’t change, no matter what she was talking about.”
Creepy, Micki thought. That was it. She rubbed her arms, as if doing so would rub the feeling off of her. “There’s something not quite right about that woman.”
“Like what? Plaques on the wall, smiling receptionist, family photos on her desk.”
“I know, but—”
“What?”
“Her eyes. Did you notice how they seemed to change color?”
Apparently not, by the way he was looking at her.
Like she had lost her mind.
“Forget about it.”
“Good call, Dare. Vanderlund and Chablis snapped. You heard what Blackwood said, it can happen to anybody. Let it go before you start sounding like a head case.”
Concern in his voice. Maybe even second thoughts about their partnership.
He was right. Time to let it go, move on.
“I must be hungry,” she said, pasting on a smile she imagined looked just like Blackwood’s receptionist’s. “How about we see if that pizza place has any slices?”
 



 
Chapter Fourteen
 
10:25 A.M.
 
Micki sat at her newly appointed desk. Mardi Gras weekend had passed in a purple, green, and gold blur. The weather had been fabulous, the crowds huge but thankfully, peaceful. Fat Tuesday had become Ash Wednesday. A day of regrouping and reflection. Of cleaning up, literally and figuratively.
She’d made her official transition to the Eighth. Very little fanfare. Quiet day. One of the quietest of the year, Carmine had told her. Everybody was either doing penance or nursing a hangover. A bad one.
The quiet had given her too much time to think. Her mind kept going back to Vanderlund, splattered with blood, crown perched atop her head. Chablis sprawled on the sidewalk, confused and weeping. And Renee Blackwood’s calm, evenly modulated voice as she explained why psychotic breaks occur.
Carmine sauntered in, carrying a mangled pastry box and sporting a cross-shaped black smudge on his forehead. He eyed her. “What’s up?”
“Nothing. Why?”
“You’ve got that look on your face.”
She cocked an eyebrow. “We’ve been partners less than a week, and you already know my ‘looks’?”
“Mmm hmm.” He set the box on his desk and turned back to her. “You’re chewin’ hard on something.”
“Can’t stop thinking about Vanderlund, Chablis, and—”
“Blackwood.”
“Right.” Micki thrummed her fingers on the desk. “Why can’t I let this go? Accept the win and move on?”
“You want there to be more to the story. Don’t know why, partner, seems like a major energy suck to me.”
She changed the subject. “What’s in the box?”
“Leftover king cake. Wife wanted it out of the house. Want a piece?”
“Hell, yeah. Maybe it’ll improve my mood.”
He laughed and a moment later handed her a piece on a brown paper towel.
Processed white flour, sticky icing, sugar sprinkles dyed purple, green, and gold: a dietician’s nightmare. She took a bite. “Have you noticed most king cake tastes like crap?”
He took a huge bite. “Yeah.”
“Then why do we love it?”
“Tradition, Dare. It’d be wrong not to.”
Maybe that was it, she thought. The reason why she couldn’t let go. Murder investigations weren’t supposed to fall so neatly into place. She wanted to complicate things, make there be more to the story.
No. She wanted the shrink to be the bad guy. What was it about the woman that seriously rubbed her the wrong way?
What the Me-Oh-My bartender had said in defense of his friend popped in her head. Mind control. At the time she’d laughed it off, focused on having made the connection between the two murders.
Micki turned to her computer and googled Hypnotherapy New Orleans. A list of practitioners popped up. And there, large as life, was Dr. Renee Blackwood’s name.
“Son of a bitch.”
“What?”
“She lied. Blackwood—when I asked her if she practiced hypnotherapy. She told me it wasn’t her area.”
Mickie turned the monitor his way. For a long moment, he said nothing. Then he sighed. “You’re going to make more work for us, aren’t you?”
“No, I’m not.” She returned her gaze to the screen. “Absolutely not.”
She wasn’t going to make more work for anybody but herself.
 
***
 
Micki decided to swing by Blackwood’s office on her way home. Never mind that the Uptown address was nowhere near where she lived. She’d spent the afternoon—between a call to the scene of a domestic dispute and an armed robbery—researching hypnosis and hypnotherapy in an attempt to ascertain whether what she was thinking was even a possibility.
Could someone be programmed through hypnosis to commit a crime?
She had learned that under the right set of circumstances, it was plausible.
Plausible didn’t seem like a helluva lot to go on, but it was all she had.
Micki got lucky. She caught Blackwood’s smiling receptionist, locking up for the day. Micki tapped her horn to get the woman’s attention, then did a U-turn to swing into the parking lot.
“Hi,” Micki said, climbing out of her car. “Pam, right?”
The woman did not look happy to see her. “Yes.”
“You might not remember me, I’m—”
“I remember you. Detective Dare. Dr. Blackwood’s gone for the day.”
“I wanted to talk to you.”
“About what?”
“Your boss.”
She shook her head. “I have nothing to say.”
“Is she good to work for?”
“She pays me well.”
“Which doesn’t answer my question. Is she a good therapist?”
“I guess so. Her appointment book is full and her clients keep coming back.”
The receptionist unlocked her car and swung open the door. Micki noticed that, like the other day, her hands were shaking. “Do I make you nervous, Pam? Because I’m a cop?”
“Of course not.”
“Then why are your hands shaking?”
She folded her arms across her chest. “Too much coffee.”
“They were shaking the other day, too. So badly, you almost knocked over your bottle of water.”
She didn’t comment and Micki went on. “You’re afraid of her, aren’t you?”
“No. That’s crazy.”
“Is it?”
“I have to go.”
“Do you know Bitty Vanderlund or Cherry Chablis?”
“I know who they are. They came in often.”
“How often?”
“It used to be once a week. Recently, it was more.”
“What changed that they were coming in more?”
“I don’t know. That’s none of my business.”
“Let me rephrase: had anything changed in their demeanors?”
She hesitated. Wet her lips. “They seemed more…anxious.”
“When they came in?”
Pam nodded.
“What about after their sessions?”
“Better. I don’t know, calm. Sort of refreshed.”
“That’s one of the good side effects of being hypnotized, isn’t it?”
“I’ve got to go. My kids are waiting.” She made a move to climb into the vehicle.
Micki laid a hand on her arm, stopping her. “Why are you afraid, Pam? Tell me, I can help—”
She jerked her arm away. “I need this job, Detective. Please leave me alone.”
She slid into her car, slammed the door, and started the engine. Micki tapped on the window, held up a business card.
Pam cracked the window. “What?”
Micki slid the card through. “Take this. My numbers are on it, just in case.”
“Of what?”
“You tell me, Pam.”
Micki looked her dead in the eyes. She thought she saw desperation in the other woman’s gaze. She hoped she was wrong. She hoped Pam didn’t take the card.
But she did. Snatched it from Micki’s fingers and tossed it into her purse.
Micki watched her drive off and wondered if she had made the right decision.
 



 
Chapter Fifteen
 
9:25 P.M.
 
The next morning, Renee Blackwood called before Micki had finished her second cup of coffee. She had wondered if her poking and prodding would cause a reaction. According to her caller I.D., it had.
A rush of adrenalin shot through her veins; Micki worked to get a handle on it as she answered. “Good morning, Dr. Blackwood. What can I do for you this morning?”
“You can tell me what the fuck you were doing at my office last night.”
The woman’s crude language took her aback. “Excuse me?”
“I’ll tell you what you were doing. Bullying my employee. Trying to intimidate her.”
“If that’s what she told you, let me assure you that wasn’t—”
“Don’t bother to deny it, Detective. This borders on harassment.”
“Hardly. A few simple questions—”
“What do you hold most dear, Detective Dare?”
Gooseflesh raced up her arms. “What did you say?”
“How would you feel if someone was messing with the one thing, the one person, you couldn’t live without?”
Hank.  His image popped into her head. The soothing sound of his voice.
Micki stiffened. “Are you threatening me, Dr. Blackwood?”
“How do you define a threat?”
Her own question from the other day, turned back on her. The shrink was toying with her.
Trying to, Micki amended. If Blackwood thought Michaela Dare was going to play mouse to her cat, she was in for a big disappointment. “Threatening a sworn officer is a chargeable offense.”
She laughed, the sound silky. “Not a threat. A simple, rhetorical question.”
“You had better hope that’s all it was.” She paused to let her words, their meaning, sink in, then went on. “Is there anything else I can do for you, Dr. Blackwood?”
“Don’t bother me or my employee again.”
Blackwood hung up, leaving an unspoken “Or else” hanging in the dead air.
“What do you hold most dear?”
Not what. Who.
Hank.
Suddenly, Micki was completely cold with fear. She dialed Hank. It rang once, then again and again.
No answer.
She redialed. Pick up, Hank. Pick up.
He didn’t.
He was working on the Nova, Micki told herself, fighting panic. He’d left his phone in the house. Or was visiting with a neighbor.
None of those calmed her. The called rolled over to voicemail.
Instead of leaving a message, she hung up and dialed a third time. And once again listened to the other device ring; once again, hung up without leaving a message. Grabbing her coat, she redialed and ran for the stairs.
He answered just as she hit the lobby door. “Michaela?”
“Hank! Thank God!” She stopped and sagged against the doorframe. “You’re okay?”
“Except for almost breaking my fool neck trying to find this stupid device, I am.” He paused. “Why wouldn’t I be?”
She knew him well enough to know he was frowning. Concerned. How could she explain this stupidity? “I just had this feeling something was wrong,” she said. “When you didn’t answer, I was sure of it.”
“I was under the Nova,” he said. “Covered in grease.”
She let out a pent-up breath. “Sorry. I totally overreacted.”
“Is everything all right.” 
She glanced into the lobby. Blackwood’s receptionist stood at the front desk, talking to the desk officer. What was she doing here?
“Michaela?”
She realized he was waiting for her answer. “Everything’s good. Sorry, Hank, but I’ve got to go.”
She hung up and crossed to the receptionist. “Pam,” she said, “this is a surprise.”
The woman turned. She burst into tears.
Micki led her to a bank of chairs. “What’s wrong?”
“Dr. Blackwood, she—” Pam drew a shaky breath “—she fired me. For talking to you.”
Micki frowned. “She called me just a few minutes ago and didn’t say anything about firing you. In fact, she gave me the impression you told her we’d talked.”
Pam shook her head, wiped her cheeks. “She’d looked at the overnight surveillance tapes. I didn’t know she did that and…I lied.”
“Slow down. Tell me exactly what happened.”
Pam nodded, took a deep breath. “She was already there when I arrived this morning. She was in one of her moods. Angry sounding. Sort of confrontational.”
“This wasn’t the first time you’d come in to find her that way?”
“No.” She wrung her hands. “It’s not every day, but once a week. I hate it when she gets like that.”
“Go on.”
“She point-blank asked me if I’d talked to you.”
“And you lied.”
“Yes.” She hung her head. “I hate myself for it.”
“Why didn’t you just tell her the truth?” Mickie asked. “You didn’t do anything wrong.”
“I knew she wouldn’t like it. She was already in a mood and I…I didn’t want to deal with it.”
“I’m sorry, Pam,” she said softly. “But you do realize what she did, right? She set a trap for you. Do you really want to work for a person like that?”
“Easy for you to ask.”
“True. But I saw how nervous she made you. How uncomfortable.”
“She’s mean. To the bone mean. She knew how much I needed the job and enjoyed firing me. I saw it in her eyes.” Pam balled her hands into fists. Gleeful, that’s what she was.”
“You’ll get another job.”
Her shoulders slumped. “Not like that. Not one that pays so much.”
“You were overpaid?”
She nodded and fished a tissue out of her purse. “A position, with my skills and experience…anywhere else I’d make half what she offered.”
“Why do you think she did that, Pam?”
She looked startled by the question, as if she had never considered it before. “I don’t know, I was just so thankful.”
“So thankful you never questioned it or anything else about the job? She bought your loyalty, Pam.”
“She said she couldn’t have an employee she didn’t trust.” Bright spots of color bloomed in her cheeks. “Then she smiled.”
“What else can you tell me about Bitty Vanderlund and Cherry Chablis?”
“Nothing more than what I have already told you! That’s what’s so stupid. Why did she even care if I talked to you? Nothing I could say would have incriminated her.”
“Let’s be certain of that.” Micki leaned toward her and lowered her voice. “Could she have somehow orchestrated the murders?”
“You’re serious?”
“I am.”
Pam hesitated, as if to focus. “Would she have if there’d been a way? Yeah, she would’ve. Absolutely. Just for fun. But how?”
Angry. Lashing out at her former employer. Hardly a reliable witness.
But all she had.
“That day my partner and I were interviewing Dr. Blackwood, I asked if she practiced hypnotherapy and she said no. I saw your face; you knew she was lying.”
“Yes.” She looked down at her hands, then back up at Micki. “I didn’t know what to do.”
“Why do you think she did that?”
Pam frowned. “Maybe she was hiding something?”
“Exactly what I think. She ever talk to you about what she does? About therapy in general or hypnotherapy in particular?”
“Some. She once told me that in the wrong hands hypnosis could be a dangerous thing. Something like, she could just as easily instill anxiety and fear in a person as alleviate it.”
Micki made a note and Pam went on. “She started quoting cases of ritualistic abuse in children and hypnosis being used to manipulate the mind of the abused. It creeped me out so much I almost quit then.” She looked down at her hands. “I wish I had.”
“But you didn’t. Because of the money.”
She inclined her head. “I think she got off on watching me squirm. I even told her I had kids and didn’t want to hear anymore, but she didn’t stop.”
Pam shuddered and rubbed her arms. “I was never so happy to get out of anywhere. I felt like I needed a bath, it was that icky.”
“Many therapists record their sessions with patients. Does she?”
“I don’t know. She takes notes, but transcribes them herself because of patient privacy laws.”
“Is there anything else you can tell me, Pam? Anything at all?”
“Only one thing, it’s probably nothing…but I kept thinking how ironic it was.”
“What’s that?”
“The beauty parlor she goes to. It’s called The Queen Bee Salon.”
 



 
Chapter Sixteen
 
11:00 A.M.
 
Ten minutes later, Micki had corralled Carmine with the promise of a late lunch, her treat. Now that she had him buckled in the Taurus and traveling seventy miles per hour, she figured it was safe to fill him in.
“It’s been a busy morning,” she began. “Renee Blackwood called me. After she’d fired her receptionist, Pam. Who then paid me a visit at the Eighth.”
For a long moment, he simply gazed at her. She kept her eyes on the road but was aware of his stare.
Micki glanced at him. “Say something.”
“You’re a bit of a pit bull, aren’t you?”
Not what she was expecting. “Meaning?”
“You sink your teeth in, then you won’t let go.”
Not the nicest mental picture, but she supposed an accurate one. “I can live with that.”
“So my question is, why?”
“Why what?”
“Why the call from Blackwood? Why’d she fire her receptionist and why did said receptionist pay you a visit at the Eighth?”
She quickly explained it all—driving by Blackwood’s office, seeing Pam Barnes, stopping and questioning her. Then the fallout this morning.
“Blackwood threatened me,” she said. “Asked how I’d feel if I lost what I held most dear.”
“Son of a bitch, Dare. You call her on it?”
“Of course. She laughed it off. Just a rhetorical question, she said. Here’s the thing, I don’t think she’s done.”
“I don’t get it. Done with what?”
“I think there’s going to be a third dead queen.”
He didn’t respond, so she pressed on. “Bad things happen in threes. Isn’t that what your mama always told you?”
“I played ball, Dare. Three strikes and you’re out.”
His subtext wasn’t lost on her. “I know I’m right about this, Angelo. I know it.”
“You’re sure this doesn’t have something to do with your history with shrinks?”
She appreciated his candor. He thought it; he said it. She owed him the same. “Maybe at first. Not now. Not after this morning. Think about it, partner. Fire her receptionist? Just for talking to me?”
“Because she lied about talking to you,” he corrected.
She ignored him and went on. “Then she calls me, a police officer, and delivers a ‘back off or else message’? C’mon, what’s she trying to hide? It’s got to be something big to risk threatening a cop.”
He sighed. “We’re not going to lunch are we?”
“Sure we are. Just one quick stop first.”
“Where?” he asked, tone cautious.
“The salon where Blackwood gets her hair done. It’s called the Queen Bee Salon and Spa.”
“Aww, shit. That’s just too frickin’ freaky to be a coincidence.”
 
***
 
They were too late, Micki saw as the Queen Bee came into view. Four cruisers sat in front of the salon, lights flashing. One officer stood at the corner, diverting traffic around the scene, several others were taking statements from witnesses in various states of hair horror—tin foil, curlers, and caps. A CSI van parked directly in front and crime tape stretched across the salon’s front entrance.
Their credentials got them through to the inner perimeter. The officer there held out the log. “You don’t have enough to do over at the Eighth?”
He looked at Angelo when he said it. “Yeah, right,” he answered. “This one may be related to another case we’re working.”
“Doubt it. Seems pretty cut-and-dry.”
Angelo snorted at the pun. “Good one.”
“Thanks.” He grinned. “I thought so, too.”
“What happened?” Micki asked.
“Stylist attacked the owner of the salon with a pair of scissors. Came right out of the blue. One minute everything’s fine, the next it’s pandemonium.”
Bingo, Micki thought. “Owner’s dead?”
“Nah, she managed to fight her off. Got cut up pretty bad, but nothing life threatening.”
“She still here?”
He shook his head. “The ambulance left with her just before you got here.”
“The perp?”
“Dead.”
“Excuse me?”
“Turned the scissors on herself. Jammed them into her own throat.” He shook his head, expression disgusted. “Who does that?”
“Body’s still here?”
“In the tranquility room. That’s where she did it. Detective Parsons’ in charge. He’s the one wearing—”
“—the orange tie,” Angelo finished for him. “We know each other. Thanks.”
They crossed to the other detective, moving around techs in the process of collecting and documenting evidence. Angelo greeted Parsons with a slap on the back, then introduced Micki.
He eyed them both suspiciously. “What’s up?”
“This attack is similar to two others we’re investigating. Exploring a possible connection.”
“This is a crazy one,” Parsons said. “Unique, as crimes go. Perp was cutting a client’s hair. Ms. Bea walked by, said something and our girl went nuts. Came at her with her shears.”
“What’d she say?” Micki asked.
“Apparently, something she says all the time. ‘It’s good to be a queen.’ I don’t know, seems pretty innocuous to me.”
“That’s it?”
“Yeah. One of the other stylists said it was part of her schtick. You know, since it was the Queen Bee Salon and she was the Bee. Beatrice LaTour.”
“It’s kind of cute,” Carmine said. “You know, the play on words.”
Parsons shrugged. “I think so, too. Apparently Ms. Schaefer had heard it once too often.”
“How’d Schaefer end up dead?”
He opened his notebook, skimmed his notes. “Half dozen witnesses said the same thing. LaTour fought, blood flew, and suddenly Schaefer was on her feet, running toward the spa area.”
“Nobody stepped in to help? Or tried to stop her?”
“It happened so fast, they said. Shampoo girl locked herself in the color closet and called 9-1-1.”
“Mind if we ask the witnesses a few questions?”
“I’m done for now, go ahead.”
Micki and Carmine made the rounds. Every witness gave pretty much the same version of events. A sudden explosion of violence that ended as suddenly as it had begun.
A short time later they sat in her car, engine running. Micki looked at Carmine. “What do you say we stop by the hospital, see if LaTour is up to answering a few questions?”
“Works for me.” He snapped his seat belt. “I could blow off Blackwood’s connection to two dead queens, but not a third. Not yet.”
“She’s involved somehow. I know it.”
“Mad Dog,” he said.
“Excuse me?”
“That’s you. Mad Dog Dare.”
She cocked an eyebrow, amused. “Don’t want to give pit bulls a bad name, is that it?”
“Exactly.”
“Great,” she muttered, and pulled away from the curb. The name was just awful enough to stick.
 



 
Chapter Seventeen
 
1:20 P.M.
 
The doctors had admitted Beatrice LaTour for observation, even though her wounds were mostly superficial. Her husband and grown children were clustered around her bed; the woman looked pretty beat up.
After introductions, Micki said, “Ms. LaTour, are you up to answering a few questions?”
Her eyes filled with tears, her chin trembled, but she said she was. Micki looked at her family. “I’ll need you folks to wait outside while we interview her.”
One of the young men began to protest; LaTour’s husband stepped in. “It’s okay. You kids go on.” He looked back at Micki, expression determined. “I’m staying.”
She didn’t blame him and agreed. As the door shut behind them, she turned back to Beatrice LaTour. “I understand Liz Schaefer’s attack was completely unprovoked.”
She nodded. Her husband caught her hand, curved his fingers around hers.
“Do you remember the last thing you said before the attack?”
“It’s good…to be—”
“A queen?”
“Yes,” she managed.
“Fine. Ms. LaTour, Beatrice, do you recognize the name Renee Blackwood? She’s a local psychiatrist?”
She indicated she did and Micki went on. “How do you know her?”
“A client,” she managed, voice thick, slurry.
“Whose client?”
Her chin wobbled some more. “Liz’s.”
“Liz Schaefer’s? The woman who attacked you?”
A look of horror sprang into her eyes. She seemed to press herself back, into the bedding.
“Liz Schaefer?” she asked again, as gently as she could.
“Yes.”
“Was Liz also a patient of Dr. Blackwood’s?”
She shook her head. “Not that I— I don’t think so.”
“Were they friends?”
She shook her head again. Micki looked at Carmine, frustrated. Working to hide her disappointment. She had needed Blackwood to be counseling Schaefer. It would’ve furthered the connection between the other cases and established means and opportunity.
They were so close.
But so damn far.
Angelo stepped in. “Can you think of any other way Liz might have been interacting with Renee Blackwood?”
For a moment, the woman stared blankly at him. Then she blinked. “There was something…”
She went silent. Micki realized she was holding her breath and released it.
“Ms. LaTour,” Angelo prodded gently.
“That’s right, she was helping Liz—”
“Helping her what?”
“Quit smoking.”
 



 
Chapter Eighteen
 
1:55 P.M.
 
“That’s it!” Micki exclaimed as they simultaneously slammed their car doors. “We’ve got the bitch.”
“Not so fast, Dare. So Blackwood was helping her quit smoking. It doesn’t prove—”
“The hell it doesn’t. How do shrinks help folks quit smoking, lose weight or whatever other nasty they’re trying to kick? They hypnotize them.”
Micki flipped on the cherry light mounted to her dash. “The power of suggestion, partner. Instead of helping Vanderlund, Chablis, and Schaefer overcome their feelings of anger or jealousy, she fed their feelings. She put them under. Maybe she planted some sort of trigger? Something that made them…just snap?”
“I like this,” Carmine said. “She would know their hot buttons. The thing that always set them off.”
“In Schaefer’s case, there’s no doubt what hers was.”
“It’s good to be a queen.”
“Exactly.”
“We don’t even know if she practiced hypnotherapy on Vanderlund or Chablis.”
“Oh, she did. I’m certain of it. That’s why she lied when we interviewed her. Her first screw up.”
Angelo agreed. “She lied for the same reason every other guilty-as-sin perp does: to hide the truth.”
Micki tightened her fingers on the steering wheel, weaving in and around the traffic that refused to yield. “If we get confirmation from Vanderlund and Chablis that she treated them using hypnosis, we bring it to the Major. See if he’ll agree to a search warrant request.”
“Agreed.” He grabbed the door handle as she made a sudden swing left. “Why, Dare? Why would a respected shrink do this? Chance blowing it all?”
She thought of what Pam had told her. That Blackwood had enjoyed firing her. That she’d seen it in her eyes.
Micki glanced at him. “Just for the fun of it?”
“Which would make her one scary, evil bitch.”
“Actually, partner, that’d make her a sociopath.”
 
***
 
Both Vanderlund and Chablis had bonded out.  Interestingly, Bitty Vanderlund’s bail had been set at five million dollars, Chablis’ at five-hundred thousand. Micki wondered at the judges reasoning. Both suspects had committed murder, both crimes had been excessively violent. Was the difference in the bonds due to a perceived value of the victims? Or the perpetrators?
Justice in New Orleans, a snapshot of justice in America.
 
They decided to try Bitty Vanderlund first. Her husband refused to let them in.
“She couldn’t answer any questions even if I did allow you to speak with her,” he said. “She was in such a state, our physician prescribed anti-anxiety medication. At least she can sleep now.”
Micki wondered if he could. It looked as if he’d aged ten years since the last time she’d seen him. And he was angry. She saw the accusation in his eyes. As if, despite his wife’s full confession, despite the physical evidence against her, he believed her innocent.
She did, too. But couldn’t share that with him, for obvious reasons. Micki handed him her card. “Have her attorney contact me. It’s just two questions.”
He stared at the card a moment, then looked back up at her. “The questions, what are they?”
Micki hesitated, glanced at Angelo, who nodded. “Her therapeutic work with Renee Blackwood, did it include hypnotherapy?”
His eyebrows drew together. “Why?”
“It’s just a question.”
“No. Not that I know of, anyway.”
“It did, Daddy.”
They looked up. Tori Vanderlund descending the staircase. Looking, ironically, like a queen.
“Dr. Blackwood suggested they try it. But after a couple sessions, called it off.”
“Why, do you know?”
“Said it wasn’t effective. Mom was disappointed.”
“Thank you, Ms. Vanderlund.” Micki heard the quiver of excitement in her own voice and worked to suppress it. “Last question. Do you know, was there anything Vivianne Stanley used to say to your mother that made her crazy?”
Tori had joined her father at the door. They looked at each other and simultaneously shook their heads. 
“One specific thing,” Tori said. “I can’t think of one. Dad?”
“Me either.”
After asking them both to call her if they thought of something, she and Angelo went in search of Cherry Chablis. 
The address of record led them to a small French Quarter apartment. The name on the unit’s intercom was Chandler—Chablis’ legal name.
Micki rang the bell. Chablis answered. “Cherry, it’s Detectives Dare and Angelo.”
“Go away.”
“We just have two quick questions.”
“Not without my lawyer.” 
He hung up. Micki rang again. “I want to help you,” she said when he answered. “Just two questions.”
He didn’t hang up; but he didn’t speak. Moments ticked by to the sound of his breathing.
“Hear me out,” she said. “If you don’t want to answer, you don’t have to.”
After another prolonged silence, he sighed. “Okay. Ask but I probably won’t answer.”
“Is there something Desiree used to say to you that always set you off?”
“What?”
“Something she constantly said that pissed you off, changed your mood?”
“Yeah, so what?”
“What was it, Cherry?”
“I don’t see why…Fuck it, whatever. She always called me ‘the Queen’s Understudy.’ The way she’d say it rubbed the wrong way. Big deal.”
A big deal, Micki thought. Maybe a very big deal. “Thank you, Cherry. Last question. Did Dr. Blackwood include hypnotherapy as part of your treatment?”
 



 
Chapter Nineteen
 
3:25 PM.
 
Hypnotherapy had been part of Chablis’ treatment. In fact, Chablis’ story matched Vanderlund’s: after a couple tries, the shrink deemed it to be a less effective treatment option than traditional psychotherapy.
Micki figured that was bullshit. The shrink-from-hell had used those agreed upon sessions to plant a subconscious trigger that would put Vanderlund and Chablis under without their knowing it. From then on, she’d had free access to their subconscious and could manipulate them however she pleased.
Sociopath. Big time.
Now, she and Carmine had to get Major Nichols to agree to a search warrant request.
“You want what?” he asked, looking dumbfounded.
“A search warrant,” she repeated. “Dr. Renee Blackwood’s office and home. We’re looking for notes and recordings from her sessions with Vanderlund and Chablis. In addition, her appointment books and billing records. Computer hard drive, phone records.”
He cocked an eyebrow. “Because you believe this respected psychiatrist used hypnosis to compel Bitty Vanderlund, Cherry Chablis, and Liz Schaefer to commit murder?”
“Not exactly,” she said. “She used hypnosis to magnify their feelings of anger, frustration, and jealousy. It’s like being egged on to do something you normally wouldn’t. By someone you respect and trust.
“Dr. Blackwood.”
“Weirdly, it’s not her voice you hear in your head. It’s your own. She plants the idea in your subconscious, and it becomes yours.”
“That can really happen?”
“It’s not outside the realm of plausibility.”
“That sounds like bullshit, Detective.”
She handed him a folder with articles she’d printed on the subject. “Case after case of the power of hypnotherapy to influence thoughts and actions.”
Nichols thumbed through the folder, then looked up at Carmine. “And you’re on board with all this?”
“I wasn’t at first, but three queens, Major? All similar crimes? All connected by Blackwood?” He motioned to the folder. “There’s science to back it up.”
“What about motive?”
“Because she could,” Micki said. “For kicks. A power thrill.”
Nichols drummed his fingers on the desk. “The judge may not agree.”
“But we’ll have tried,” Micki said. “She’s dirty. I know it.”
“Okay. Write it up, let’s see what happens.”
 
***
 
The judge approved the warrant and within two hours Micki and Carmine, accompanied by two cruisers, turned into the small parking area adjacent to the psychiatrist’s office.
“Something’s wrong,” Micki said as they climbed out. “Both times I’ve been here, a lamp burned in that front window. It’s out now. And the side window, that blind’s pulled up.”
“A burned out bulb,” he said. “Cleaning service forgot to lower the blind. We’ve got this, Mad Dog. Be cool.”
“Right,” she muttered, as her cell phone went off.  She saw it was Hank calling and answered. “What’s up, old man?”
“Checking on you.”
Something in his voice sounded wrong. “Hold on a second.” She covered the mouthpiece. “Give me five, Angelo.” 
He nodded and she returned to Hank. “I want to thank you.”
“For what?”
“For giving me that little talk about trusting my instincts. It paid off. Big time.”
“I’m proud of you. girl.”
“Judge granted a search warrant; I’m there now, so I have to go. How about we celebrate with a pizza tonight? My treat.”
“You got it, girl. Michaela?”
She glanced toward Angelo and the other officers. He was looking at his watch. “Yeah?”
“You know you’re special, right?”
A knot formed in her throat. “Special as a lump of coal, you silly man.”
“You’re worthy. Don’t forget it.”
The hairs at the back of her neck prickled. “Why so serious all of a sudden?”
“I need you to tell me you believe that. You’re worthy of love. You deserve everything good. Tell me, Michaela.”
Tears stung her eyes. She didn’t believe it and couldn’t lie to him. “What are you talking about, you nut. You’re the good one in this odd couple. I’ll see you in a couple hours—”
“Mad Dog,” Angelo called, tapping his watch. “Time to move!”
“I’ve got to go, Hank. Love you.”
She hung up, climbed out of the car and joined the others. They reached the business’s front entrance. The Welcome, Come In sign hung slightly askew on the door.
“See,” Carmine said, grinning at her as he opened the door, “it’s all good.”
But it wasn’t, they saw a moment later. Micki stood in the center of the wrecked reception area. She turned in a slow circle. Desk drawers hanging open, contents gone. Walls stripped of photos, awards, diplomas. Shelves cleared.
Gone. “Son of a bitch,” she muttered. “This can’t be happening.”
“How’d she know?” Carmine asked. “You think somebody tipped her?”
Micki looked at him, his stunned expression. “The third queen, Angelo. She knew I was suspicious and must have realized we wouldn’t be able to overcome a third. That it’d be enough for a warrant.” She let out a frustrated breath. “I should have anticipated this.”
“You and me both.” He checked the time. “Let’s get a couple cruisers to her residence, maybe we’re not too—”
“Detective Dare?” She turned to the uniformed officer standing in the doorway to Blackwood’s office. “I think you’d better come see this.”
An envelope on Blackwood’s desk. Micki’s name printed neatly on its front. A chill moved over her. She picked it up, slid out the single sheet of unlined paper.
My condolences.
Better luck next time, Detective.
Carmine came to stand beside her. She handed him the sheet of paper. “We’re too late.”
He muttered an oath and handed it back. “We’ll get her, Dare. Maybe not today, but we’ll get her.”
He was right. Where could Blackwood go that they couldn’t track her? Credit cards, cell phones, social security number, everything left a trail to follow.
Then why did she have this uneasy feeling in the pit of her gut? Like she’d not just been bested, but stripped naked as well?
 



 
Chapter Twenty
 
8:10 P.M.
 
The smell of the pizza had Micki’s mouth watering. She’d gone all out and gotten the ‘kitchen sink’ pie and a six pack of Abita Amber, although she didn’t know at this point whether the overindulgence was to celebrate or to lick her wounds.
Major Nichols had lauded her tenacity and instincts. There had been backslapping and high fives from her new colleagues at the Eighth. BOLO had been issued; subpoenas issued to trace every account number or address that had ever been attached to Dr. Renee Blackwood. The search for Blackwood’s known associates, be they friends, family members, teachers, lovers, colleagues had begun. No one would be missed.
But all that didn’t change the fact that Blackwood had slipped through her fingers. It stung. Bad. Micki was looking forward to kicking back, stuffing herself with pizza, numbing her brain with the brew, and letting Hank talk his magic.
He always had a way of putting things in perspective.
She was later than she had expected. Lights glowed from his front window. Micki climbed out of her vehicle, juggling the six-pack and extra-large pizza box.
“Yo, Hank!” she called, thumping the door with her elbow. “Open up. My hands are full.”
She waited a couple minutes, then tried again.
Still no answer.
Setting down the beer, then the pie, she dug her key out and opened the door. The TV was on; sounded like water running in the kitchen. No wonder he hadn’t heard her.
She collected their dinner, found it a home on the coffee table, then grabbed the television remote. “For the love of God,” she called, hitting the mute button, “you going deaf, old man?”
Silence. Except for the water.
A fully open faucet. Pouring out.
My condolences.
Better luck next time, Detective.
Micki’s heart jumped to her throat. It didn’t mean anything, she told herself.
But she knew. She knew.
Heart in her throat, she ran for the kitchen. And found him sprawled on the floor in front of the sink. Ghostly white, mouth agape, eyes open, blue gaze lifeless.
“No.” The word shuddered past her lips; she sank to her knees beside him. Micki laid her head on his chest. No steady thump of his heart, no warmth. Cool to the touch. Stiff.
Rigor mortis.
She curled her fingers around his big hand as best she could, remembering the comfort she used to take in his doing the same to her. Tears leaked from the corners of her eyes. Rolled down her cheeks.
How would it feel to lose what you hold most dear?
Like this, Micki acknowledged. Grief, an icy river, seeping into her bones, numbing her from the inside out. Splitting her wide. Exposing her for what she now was.
Alone.
She called Angelo. He came right away. Pried her away from Hank so the paramedics could get to him.
“What happened?” he asked.
“I found him this way.”
“No sign of violence. No marks on the body. Looks like natural causes.”
“No. Blackwood killed him.” Her voice sounded hollow, even to her own ears. “She asked me who I held most dear, what I would do without him.”
“Dare, Micki, how—”
“She did it because I found her out.”
He didn’t argue. Not then, not now two days later when the pathologist’s report came back.
Cardiac arrest, it said. A bad ticker.
“This can’t be right,” she said, scanning the report. “They missed something. They had to have.”
Her hands shook. Angelo took the report from her and set it aside. “We’re going to find Blackwood. And when we do, if she had anything to do with his death, we’ll find out.”
“Not if,” Micki said. “Somehow, Blackwood killed him. Someday I’ll prove it.”
 
***
 
Micki stood at Hank’s family tomb. Alone now, the other mourners long gone. So many had come to pay their respects. Much of the force had turned out, plus many faces she had never seen, names he had never mentioned. One person after another had shared a story or memory of how Hank had helped them or given them hope.
He had been a truly remarkable human being.
The cold wind stirred against her legs and she shivered. Drew her coat closer around her. Hank had been the last of his line. He’d had little—police pension, his house and the Nova. With no wife or kids, the pension ceased. He’d left the house to the Jesuits, but the Nova and this tomb to her. From this point forward their families would be entwined, if only in death.
Micki lifted her gaze. A marble angel crouched above the tomb entrance, wings curved protectively, as if to gather close all who came near.
The way Hank had gathered so many close to him. A guardian angel. As Hank had been to her. The way he had always teased.
Micki shivered again and curved her arms around her middle. No angel to watch over her now. She was on her own.
“You okay, Dare?”
She turned. Angelo. “You came back.”
“Never left. We’re partners.”
“Thanks.” She glanced back up at the angel. “I’m fine.”
“You seem different.”
“I’ve got this.”
“I didn’t mean…I know you do. Hell, I’m sorry about Hank.”
The simple words struck like a knife to her heart.
What would you do if you lost what mattered most to you?
Now she knew: You die a little bit with them.
He shifted from one leg to the other. “You were right, Dare. Vanderlund, Chablis, then Schaefer. Those crimes weren’t random, weren’t bizarre coincidences. So, maybe you’re right about this, too. So, we’ll get her and we’ll figure it out.”
“Thank you.”
“For what?”
“Placating me. Playing along.”
“Shit, Dare, that’s not—”
“Yeah, it is. Hank had a heart attack and just like that—” She snapped her fingers. “—I’m alone.”
“You’re not alone, Dare.”
Her eyes filled. “No?”
“You’ve got me, partner. You’ve got the force. We’re your family.”
“Yeah.” Micki glanced up at the angel, then back at Carmine. “Throw in a gun and a badge and I suppose I can live with that.”
He smiled, held out his arm. “C’mon. The party’s at Shannon’s. Let’s tip a few in honor of Hank.”
Micki nodded. “In honor of Hank,” she repeated. “Count me in.”
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Chapter One
 
Detective “Micki” Dee Dare had gotten the call just as she was about to step into the shower. The brass wanted her downtown, ASAP. She’d been forced to resort to what her snake-bit family called a “whore’s bath,” then pull her unruly mass of dishwater blond hair back into a quick ponytail.
Her commander had sounded choked. Really off. She hoped to hell she wasn’t walking into PID ambush. The Public Integrity Division investigated claims of abuse against NOPD officers. Not that she had anything to hide, or had done anything she hoped stayed hidden, but shit happened every effin’ day.
Inside headquarters, she took the lobby to the third floor. The receptionist directed her to the war room down the hall. Feeling more than a bit queasy over the turn of events, she headed that way.
Micki reached the room and stepped inside. Something was definitely up. Too many suits in the room. Some of them looking at her strangely. Very strangely.
She immediately found her superior officer. “Major Nichols, I apologize for not getting here sooner.”
“Actually, you’re right on time. You know Captain O’Shay?”
“Of course.” She nodded in the woman’s direction. “Captain.”
He ran through the introductions: Krohn, the Deputy Chief; Richards, community relations point man; and Roberts, FBI Special Agent in Charge of the New Orleans office.
Okay, nobody from PID. But the Bureau? WTF?
Nichols motioned the chair across from his, though he didn’t meet her eyes. “Take a seat. Chief Howard should be here any moment.”
She sat. Nobody spoke. A strange energy crackled in the air, and every so often she’d catch one of them looking speculatively at her.
What the hell was about to happen?
Chief Howard arrived, striding into the room—polished, confident and oddly exuberant. “Where’s Detective Dare?”
“Chief Howard,” she responded, standing.
He smiled broadly. “There you are. Perfect.” He crossed to her, hand out. “This is a big day for you. We’re thrilled. Absolutely ecstatic.”
She took his hand. “Thank you, Chief.”
Instead of the brief handshake she expected, he pumped her hand, then clasped it between both of his. “I want you to know, we’re expecting great things.”
“Yes, Chief. I just wish I knew for what.”
He laughed loudly and released her hand. As expected, he took the head chair. He looked directly at her. “Law enforcement is changing, Detective Dare. Starting today. And you’re going to be a part of it.”
He paused a moment as if waiting for a response, so she gave him the B.S. he expected. “Happy for the opportunity, Chief. I won’t let you down.”
He leaned forward with unconcealed glee. “The government has officially acknowledged the existence of a sixth sense. In conjunction with the FBI, they’ve initiated an experimental program called Sixers. This program—”
“Excuse me, Chief. Did you say a sixth sense? As in, I can read your mind or move stuff just by thinking about it?”
“Yes, Detective, that’s exactly what I’m talking about.”
She had expected him to laugh. Had expected everyone else to join in. She had been prepared to be the butt of a joke for clarity’s sake.
She hadn’t been prepared for this. She did her best not to look comically thunderstruck.
“As I was saying,” he continued, “the Bureau has assembled a team of these Sixers, evaluated their—”
Chief Howard stopped, as if uncertain what to call their qualifications. Gifts? Talents? Superpowers?
“—abilities,”—he finished, after a moment—“then trained them at a specialized police academy. The first crop of recruits has graduated—”
“It isn’t my birthday,” she interrupted. “Y’all know that, right?”
“Excuse me, Detective?”
“I mean, I don’t know who put you up to this, or how they managed to get you involved, Chief Howard, but—”
“This isn’t a gag.”
He looked dead serious—they all did—but no way this wasn’t a gag. Sixth sense? Specialized police academies? It had to be bullshit.
“It’s one of those TV shows, isn’t it? That’s how they got you involved. They’re probably makin’ a big donation to the department and I hate to ruin all that, but the gig’s up.”
She stood and turned in a slow circle, looking for the video cameras. “C’mon out. You can bring in the next sucker.”
She expected a smiling show host and camera crew to magically appear. Maybe theme music to sound or confetti to fall.
Something other than this toilet-paper-stuck-to-the-bottom-of-your-shoe silence.
Major Nichols broke the silence. “You’d better sit back down, Micki. This is the real deal.”
Stunned, she sank back to her seat. “My apologies, Chief,” she said. “But I’ve got to be honest, y’all are starting to freak me out.”
He chuckled. “I reacted the same way. In fact, it took a bit longer for them to convince me my wife wasn’t behind it.” He leaned forward, hands folded on the table in front of him. “This is some pretty far-out stuff, but it’s happening. The first crop of recruits has graduated. An even dozen.”
He paused as if for dramatic effect. She wanted to tell him to get on with it, but figured that’d go over as well as a fart in church.
“The NOPD has been selected as one of the inaugural PDs to receive a recruit. He’s being assigned to the Eighth. Congratulations, Detective Dare, you have a new partner.”
Micki stared at him. No way he meant—
“You’ll be meeting him shortly. Detective Zach Harris.”
She shot to her feet. “With all due respect, Chief, hell no. Absolutely not.”
“It’s done, Detective. I suggest you consider it an honor.”
“An honor,” she repeated. “I don’t see how—”
“You have the opportunity to make history here,” Howard said. “As do we all. You’ll not jeopardize that.”
Nichols spoke up. “Sixers are being paired with tough, experienced cops. Part of your responsibility will be to keep your Sixer safe from harm. The government’s spent too much time and money training him to have him killed by some street thug.”
Retorts jumped to her tongue, ones about being a glorified babysitter. The look in Major Nichols’s eyes told her to keep them to herself.
“What kind of cop is this guy?” she asked. “What’s his service record?”
“He has no service record, Detective.”
“I don’t understand. If he has the rank of—”
Then she did. “He graduated from his hocus-pocus academy with the rank of detective. That’s what you’re saying, isn’t it?”
She saw from their expressions that she’d guessed correctly. It pissed her off. Big time. She, like every other sworn officer in the room, had worked for their rank, paying their dues by putting their lives on the line every stinking day.
“Son of a bitch, does he even know how to use a firearm?”
Chief Howard ignored her question. “The Sixers program is top secret. Beyond this room, Detective Harris is just like every other officer on the force. It leaks out and we have a media circus on our hands. I think you’d agree, Detective Dare, it’s damn difficult to effectively do your job in that kind of environment.”
Micki considered the ramifications. Difficult wouldn’t begin to cover it. Fricking impossible was more like it. “What about Carmine?”
“Promotion. Cold case squad.”
“Let me get this straight. Carmine’s promoted. But instead of replacing him with someone from within, you’ve imported this Harris dude. Who, by the way, may or may not be able to use a firearm, and I’m supposed to protect.”
“Correct.”
She shook her head. “There’re going to be some mighty pissed-off folks. Off the top of my head, I can name a half dozen deserving candidates in the Eighth alone.”
“That’s not your concern.”
“With all due respect, Chief Howard, this blows.”
A hint of a smile touched his lips. “Welcome to the Sixers program, Detective Dare. We’ll give you an hour to familiarize yourself with your role. The real party starts then.”
“The real party?”
“When your Sixer arrives.” He stood. “Congratulations. The future begins now.”
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Chapter 1
 
Rosedale, California, Present Day
 
Parole Officer Santiago Cruz pulled a tee shirt over his head and adjusted his shoulder holster. A bagel clamped between his teeth, he slipped his feet into dependable size-twelve work shoes and laced them tightly.
In the small kitchen area he gulped down the last of his coffee and looked around the studio apartment, thinking for the hundredth time that he needed to get friendlier living quarters. For a six-foot four-inch former college quarterback, he felt like he was living in a box most of the time.
Cruz was tall, large, and dark – mixed race – white on his mother’s side, Native American and Mexican on his father’s side. His familiarity with street Spanish was probably why the Department of Corrections and Rehabilitation had hired him in the first place.
He patted himself down. Cuffs, keys, clipboard, jacket – check.
Another shift of chasing down his parolees, most of whom hung out at the weathered shelter Jesus Saves on Sheldon Avenue in Rosedale. This morning his first appointment – he grinned at the loose term for a meet with a parolee, his teeth flashing white in his bronzed face – was with parolee Dickey Hinchey.
Not only had Dickey missed his last check-in time, but he’d failed his pee test the week before. Dickey was about to be returned to jail.
Some people never learned, and Cruz was betting this guy was one of them.
He parked his jeep by the left side of the convenience store which fronted the shelter. Catching the parolee unaware was always a good tactic. They had a tendency to run, and although the injury that’d ended Cruz’s football career was a torn rotator cuff, he hated the running.
It was the principle of the thing. Running down ex-cons was embarrassing for a man his size. Like a huge tabby toying with a mouse.
He strolled into the convenience store, glanced around, and lingered over the coffee dispenser. Syed, the East Indian owner of the store, nodded courteously to Cruz, grateful for the presence of an officer of the law in the dicey neighborhood.
Ten seconds later all hell broke loose.
Although Santiago Cruz worked for the county, he wasn’t the kind of officer who dealt with the general public. Keeping up with his parolees was time-consuming enough.
But the instant the punk-ass kid walked into the store, Cruz recognized the signs. His eyes all hip-hoppy beneath the beanie pulled down to his eyebrows, he was someone high as a kite and ready to do something really stupid.
The next second the teenager pulled a knife from his jacket pocket and jabbed it at Syed as he stood behind the counter. “Gimme all the cash, mother-fucker!”
Clearly the kid didn’t see Cruz waiting beside the coffee dispenser. He outweighed the would-be thief by almost eighty pounds and had eight or nine inches in height over him. Cruz sighed heavily.
Damn!
Cruz stepped into the aisle, drawing the kid’s attention. The sixteen-if-he-was-a-day boy jerked his head back and forth, up and down, like a manic bobble head. If Cruz used a gun, the take-down would be quicker, but talking down a hopped-up meth addict with a knife took time.
Time Cruz didn’t appreciate taking for a job that local police had responsibility for.
Syed’s face remained impassive, not a twinge of alarm. He’d seen Cruz take down far more threatening targets than a skinny kid.
Cruz held his hands up in a non-threatening, gentling manner. “Okay, kid, just relax. Put down the knife and we can talk about this.”
“Shut up! No talking.” He turned back to Syed, swinging the knife closer to the owner’s throat. “Get the money! Hurry up.”
“This is not a good idea,” Syed said to the thief. “It will end badly.”
“Shut the fuck up, old man!” His pupils dilated and his forehead sweaty, the kid swung the knife back and forth between Cruz and Syed.
“Look, dude, you can still get out of this,” Cruz cajoled, taking one step forward. “Just put the knife down and you can walk away.”
“You think I’m afraid of you?” the kid yelled. “I’m the one’s got the knife.”
Cruz shook his head slowly, a resigned look on his face. “No, man, I think you’re a stupid kid who doesn’t know what he’s gotten himself into.”
The take-down was pathetically easy. The boy didn’t stand a chance and the victory felt hollow and annoying. Cruz subdued and cuffed the thief, and called local police for a pickup for attempted armed robbery.
Dumb jackass. Cruz would probably have him as a parolee in another five years or so.
The confrontation put him behind schedule by several hours. After a patrol car picked up the suspect – one Joey Johnson, sixteen, of Sacramento – Cruz made his way out of the store.
“You just can’t stay out of police business, can you, San-tee-AG-o?” Detective Andrew Flood emerged from his department-issued unmarked car. He was a detective who’d made his way through the ranks the hard way, and for no good reason, hated Cruz’s guts. He looked for the worst in people and usually found it.
Cruz grinned at the taunt. “Just making your life easy, Flood. All part of the county service.”
Flood scowled. “One day someone’s gonna knock you off that cocky pedestal you put yourself on, Cruz.”
“Who? You?”
Flood entered the store and grabbed a Styrofoam cup of coffee – without paying, Cruz noticed through the window – and returned to his vehicle. “Later, Santiago. Us big boys have a homicide to go to.” He laughed as if investigating death was an honor.
Cruz headed for Jesus Saves, just around the corner. Dickey Hinchey had better show up. He was ready to unleash his already frayed temper on the parolee.
 



 
Chapter 2
 
Pelican Bay State Prison, Crescent City, California, Present Day
 
Anson Stark was a gray man.
From his receding hairline to his slight build, from his stooping shoulders to his soft, mild voice, the inmate was all shades and shadows. A ghost of a man. Hardly noticeable, although he’d been a college professor in the world outside of prison.
A man easily forgotten. For all his precise language and polite manners, he was the picture of mediocrity. But one look into his pale, unearthly eyes and every officer in the Security Housing Unit knew why Anson Stark was the white shot caller at Pelican Bay State Prison.
The Lords of Death, the white gang called themselves, and their leader was “The Professor” – Anson Stark. In Correctional Officer Luca Jimenez’s opinion the Lords and Anson Stark were as deadly as all the other gangs put together.
Luca shook his head in bewilderment. Dios! Six months on the job, and gang politics inside the prison still baffled him. The white shot caller looked like an accountant or a teacher. In fact, he’d been an unknown, untenured community college teacher who earned less money than Luca did.
Despite wild speculation, no one knew the crime that had landed Stark in prison. Some said he’d embezzled college funds or dealt drugs to his students. Others, that he’d slept with underage pupils. Others whispered that he’d murdered his wife of twenty years.
Luca Jimenez only knew that within five years at Pelican Bay, the Professor had organized one of the tightest prison gangs in the state, ousting the Inland Empires and the White Supremacists in the power hierarchy of white gangs. The prison brass figured he ran a gang of over three thousand members outside the prison, along with his efficient minions inside northern California prisons.
‘Effing crazy, especially in the mind of a poor Mexican immigrant like Luca. But his job with the California Department of Corrections and Rehabilitation was hella good, with benefits and hazard pay for working in the SHU – the Security Housing Unit – which housed the deadliest of Pelican Bay’s inmates.
Even though he felt like he entered a war zone during each twelve-hour shift, he wouldn’t complain.
Meal time was the most dangerous part of a SHU correctional officer’s job. Twice a day he had to open the metal compartments of the cells and insert the food trays through the portals. An inmate could toss anything through the ten-inch-wide food port – urine they’d saved up, even feces, or worse, a hand-made dart dipped in shit.
SHU inmates fashioned any kind of weapon out of any kind of material. And why not? What else did they have to do in their twenty-two-and-a-half hours a day of isolation in an eight by ten foot cell with no window?
Stare at the concrete wall opposite them through the metal barrier filled with nickel-sized holes so the control guard could see inside, observe them in their cells. Never see a single soul except the Kevlar-vested CO’s that brought meals or ushered them to the shower or the dog run.
The smart inmates took advantage of the solitude, kept themselves occupied with exercise or reading. The stupid ones went loco. Either way, they were considered the most lethal inmates in Pelican Bay State Prison.
As his fellow officer turned the lock to open Anson Stark’s food port, Luca half expected a projectile made from tightly rolled paper, a staple straightened out to a sharp point, and elastic from an underwear waistband – the currently favored type of weapon – to fly through the opening. The corridor was unusually quiet today and prickles of expectation jabbed the CO’s spine like poisoned darts.
Nothing happened.
Sweat trickled down Luca’s temples as he inserted the tray through the port. A second later his companion secured the padlock. Luca couldn’t hold back a sigh. Seven more to go in this pod and he could take his break. Moving to the next cell, Luca glanced back at Stark’s immobile face through the perforated steel door.
The Professor stared back with pale, blank eyes. He never spoke to the guards, but his eyes unnerved Luca Jimenez more than any heckling could’ve done. Luca blinked first and lowered his eyes.
“Yo! Jimenez!”
The shout came from two cells down, occupied by a burly Norteño. The Northern Mexicans were currently at war with the blacks. Hatchet Juarez made an obscene gesture with his hand at his crotch.
Hatchet always tried to get a rise out of the guards. “You too pretty to work this shift, hermano.”
Luca had learned not to respond or engage with the inmates.
In spite of his height and muscles, a result of years working on the New Mexico farm, his baby face betrayed him. The verbal attacks were nothing personal, just the natural psychosis of the caged beast.
Even so, he breathed easier when he walked through the pod gate, controlled by the single, armed officer who managed the six pods of eight cells each from the high enclosure of the X-shaped area.
The row of grated red doors stood like a line of entrances to hell.
 



 
Chapter 3
 
Frankie Jones, MD, first heard the loud commotion as she bent over an HIV-infected patient in the SHU’s hospital wing. She knew immediately that something serious was going on.
Something that would require her medical skills. And from the direction of the noise, something in the prison’s exercise yard where most beat-downs took place.
The inmate she was attending, Charlie Cox, coughed and stared at her calm face, the lift of both dark, shapely brows the only expression that she knew a ruckus was going on.
An excited gleam showed in Charlie’s faded blue eyes. “Know what that is, Doc?”
“I can imagine,” Frankie replied, placing the stethoscope on another area of the shrunken chest.
He rasped out what might’ve been a snort. “Nah, you can’t. There’ll be wooden blocks flying like bricks. It’s the velocity, you see, that makes them dangerous. Hard as hell and hurt like bejeesus. Can kill you if you get hit in the right spot, the temple or the windpipe.”
He got caught up in a spasm of coughing that lasted long moments while Frankie waited patiently for him to recover.
“Well, don’t worry about what’s going on in the exercise yard,” she advised. “You need to focus on putting some weight on those bones of yours.”
Charlie continued as if he hadn’t heard. “If a guard gets attacked, it won’t be no wood blocks, neither. No sir, it’ll be the Mini-14’s. They don’t fu – fool around if one of their own goes down. Don’t matter who gets killed then. Everybody’s a target.”
“Hmm.” Frankie straightened and adjusted the man’s IV bag, ignoring the urge to turn around to see the reaction of her male duty nurses to the noise.
Charlie’s eyes focused intently on her. Saw the strength in her pretty face, glanced at the empty ring finger of her left hand, wondered why some lucky bastard hadn’t already grabbed her up and made her his own. “We’re all disposable, you know.”
How do you respond to the odd truth of that kind of statement? Frankie cleared her throat. “How’s the pain level, Charlie?”
He shook his head and snorted lightly. “Oh, you know, it’s just ... there. Kinda like a bad guest you can’t get rid of after dinner.”
She smiled, patted his hand. “I can increase the pain meds if you need it.”
Charlie attempted to return the smile. “You’re a good woman, doc. If I was thirty – no make that a hunnert – years younger ... ” His words trailed off and ended in a sharp pain which took a minute to recover from.
“Not long now,” he muttered, almost to himself.
Charlie looked at the doctor, let himself drown a little in those soft, dove gray eyes that were both no-nonsense and oddly comforting. Kinda like the mother he’d never had, but always dreamed about.
Today Doc Jones had her chestnut hair down, a rare thing, and it tumbled in wild curls around her shoulders, several strands blowing across her pale cheeks and forehead. He tried to return the pressure on her hand, but suddenly felt overwhelmingly weak ... and sad, like a party that’d ended too soon.
Yeah, Doc deserved better than bein’ surrounded by old scum-bags like him.
“You better go see what the ruckus is,” he advised. “Likely they’ll need your help. Bound to be lots of wounded inmates. Maybe even a dead body or two.” He jutted with his chin toward the double doors at the end of the ward. “Go on, then. I’m fine.”
Fine was something that Charlie Cox would never be, but Frankie gave his shoulder one last gentle squeeze and turned to the next patient. However, before she could even glance at the chart, several burly correctional officers slammed through the doors, dragging a bleeding man between them.
“Hurry, goddammit!”
“Fuck you, Schwartz!” the smaller of the two giants retorted. “Who gives a damn if this mother-fucker bleeds out or not? Animals, all of them!”
Schwartz flashed a warning glance when he caught the eye of Dr. Jones and lowered his voice. “Shut up, Benson.” All the officers knew the doc didn’t approve of rough language, and oddly enough, they respected her wishes and curbed their tongues in her presence.
“Here,” Frankie directed, pointing to the closest open bed, just as two more guards carried in another injured – or dead – inmate.
“How many more?” she asked as she bent over the first inmate, checking vitals. His carotid artery had been jaggedly savaged, and Frankie knew from a cursory examination and the amount of blood loss that the man was already dead.
Nurse Harry Lewis stood next to her, snapping on latex gloves.
“Call it,” Frankie said, “one-twenty-three p.m.,” and moved to the next patient.
This inmate was bleeding, too, a head wound, but she didn’t think it was life-threatening. “Start an IV and apply pressure,” she ordered and looked to another injured inmate.
The wounded and maimed dribbled in after that, most of them with concussions, contusions, and lacerations from the flying block-bullets. The next few hours flew by in a flurry of sutures, bandages, and IV’s.
The ward began to look like a battle-field hospital.
The only dead inmate was the Hispanic man with the severed carotid artery. Frankie had never seen him before. Mid-thirties, short, muscled. Without the ragged neck wound and cuts on his upper torso, she thought he might’ve once been considered handsome.
 



 
Chapter 4
 
Correctional Officer Luca Jimenez wasn’t the only person in Pelican Bay’s SHU who was intimidated by Anson Stark.
Early on, Stark had put word out that he didn't want a roommate in his cell. When the guards ignored his “request,” he'd beaten the first cellie so bad his skull had fractured. The next one he’d strangled with his bare hands.
The Professor was serving life without parole, had avoided the death penalty on a technicality. He had nothing to lose by racking up more dead bodies. Administration decided if he didn't want a cellmate, he didn't get one. Plain as that.
Even from the highly secure, X-shaped housing unit of the SHU, Anson Stark ran the white supremacist Lords gang efficiently and ruthlessly.
The SHU housed criminals so violent they couldn't mix with other inmates – or those who were validated gang members with double-digit points on their record. Isolation and a little over an hour a day outside the cell. A shower twice a week – soap, shampoo, and toothpaste poured into paper cups.
Exercise in a concrete enclosed yard, fifteen feet long, called a “dog run.” A pull-up bar for exercising, a rubber ball for bouncing off the concrete walls.
Nothing else.
Most inmates paced like caged animals during their mandated exercise time and slept face down on their bunks the rest of the day. Not the Professor, though. From his solitary cell in the SHU, he operated the Lords of Death like a well-oiled machine.
After the prison yard murder, Cole Hansen learned first-hand the unique psychological torture of the SHU. Even with a short stay, his cell right next to Stark’s, Cole knew he’d been sent to a scary place.
He believed he wasn't as bad as most inmates in Pelican Bay. For one thing he didn't let rage simmer like a hot coal in his belly. He'd always been a mild sort of guy, and sometimes wondered how he'd ended up in prison with a bunch of psychos and deviants. He figured it was just one turn of bad luck after another.
In general population a white inmate named Bones Griff got pissed because some stupid-ass Norteño dissed him in the chow line. Next day in the yard, Griff retaliated by jabbing the man's neck with a four-inch sharpened shiv, going full metal jacket on the inmate.
Which would've been funny except there'd been no warning that Griff was planning payback, and the attack caught everyone off guard.
Metal was everywhere in prison, the bunk racks stacked three high in the gym, the lockers. Although nothing was plastic – too easy to make a weapon out of – it was surprisingly easy to wear down a chunk of metal.
A strong piece of bed sheet folded just so, saw that sucker back and forth, back and forth, hour after hour, day after day, and you could break off a good-sized piece of metal. Make a bad-ass weapon.
And what else did inmates have to do to pass the hours of boredom?
The metal shank that Griff had used was sharpened to a point more lethal than a scalpel, and he’d jabbed it straight into the carotid artery of the Norteño. Blood spurted like a geyser. Cole had been right there, seen it all.
A reluctant witness.
That’s how he’d gotten jammed up and landed in the SHU. He'd been in the wrong place at the wrong time.
When the Norteño who'd heckled Griff in the chow line went down in the yard that same day, carved up like raw meat, Griff had shoved the bloody knife in Cole's hand, and the block bullets started flying, and they hurt like a mother-fucker especially if they whammed you in the face or balls, and the guards in the tower screamed, "Down, down, down," and Cole knew the next block had his name on it so he flung himself flat, arms over his head, still clutching the damning, blood-stained blade.
Thank God, it wasn’t a correctional officer who’d got killed. Then real bullets would've been loaded into real guns – Mini-14’s – and taken a bunch of inmates out. Fuckers didn't mess around when a CO was attacked. As it was, a shit storm flew down on them loud as thunder and hard as icicles.
As leader of the Lords, Anson Stark had put out the word that Griff wasn't to go down for the attack in the prison yard. Stark wanted his second in command to stay in general population where he could control the inmates at large, and provide intel to and from the SHU, to and from the outside world.
Since Cole Hansen had the bad luck to be on the spot when the incident happened, and had the shiv in his fucking hand, for Christ’s sake, he was asked to take the fall. He now occupied a cell in the white shot caller’s pod, where the president and founder of the Lords of Death operated his gang from the cell right next to Cole.
Cole had no choice but to keep his trap shut and man up. That’s how a petty criminal who'd been serving a three-year sentence for burglary was now doing a term for murder and gang retaliation in security housing. Worst damn luck ever.
 



 
Chapter 5
 
Even though another doctor had been called in to assist in the medical wing, Frankie worked extra hours the day of the stabbing. She tried to catch a quick nap in her car, and finally, still groggy and tired, returned to the clinic.
The ward was much quieter now, housing only the seriously injured inmates, along with the regular terminal patients. The others had been dispatched to their cells.
As Frankie passed the security desk, she waited for the question she’d heard many times before.
“Hey, Jonsey.” Beefy Officer Quinn, who checked her through prison personnel security, squinted at her badge and rummaged through her personal cooler. “Why does a pretty gal like you wanna get ogled by these degenerates when you could have a lucrative private practice on the outside?”
Frankie never understood if the degenerates Quinn referred to were the prison workers or the inmates. She smiled blandly and turned away as he released the door’s lock, then waited another minute while the second security door’s entrance to the prison proper was released.
She sighed and squared her shoulders. Another shift in the trenches.
Making her way through the labyrinthine prison, security check after security check, to the SHU’s hospital and her tiny office at the front of the clinic, she considered Quinn’s tiresome question. Why had she chosen prison work instead of private practice?
The work was brutal, the patients surly, and her co-workers often disturbing. Although she repressed the reality when it threatened to take over her life, in her heart she knew why she worked here so tirelessly.
She saw her father’s shattered image in the face of every inmate who passed through the clinic doors.
Her two nurses, Harry and Mike – male and burly, and looking like inmates themselves – were already at work. Heaving another sigh, she removed her coat and sank into the desk chair in her office, reaching for the “kites” lying in her inbox.
Kites were inmate requests for services – medical, counseling, legal. There were a pile of them today, delayed after their request dates while being vetted by correctional personnel who determined their priority. These likely were further held up because of the yard incident earlier.
“Kites” actually referred to any form of prison communication. Literally a request for various services from inmates to staff, they’d also come to be a way for inmates to communicate with one another secretly – and illegally – inside the prison. A reversion to man’s most basic form of contact in a world where talking was a privilege, and whispering a defiance.
The kite lying on the top of the pile was from inmate Cole Hansen. Frankie had treated him more than a few times since she’d started working at the prison. She wondered what was wrong this time.
A white male, average height, with muscles gone to flab and thick coarse dirty-blond hair, Cole hadn’t adjusted well to incarceration. He had multiple medical complaints, some genuine, others imaginary.
His kite was dated today, but had already made its way to the top of her stack of papers. With the fight in the yard she was surprised that any kites had been processed at all.
How had Hansen managed that? Better still, why had the guards allowed it?
Before Frankie worked for the Department of Corrections and Rehabilitation, she had heard the saying that prisons were actually run by the inmates.
She’d scoffed at the idea. But now, ten months on the job, she understood the truth of it. And the idea chilled her to the bone because it upset the normal hierarchy of captor and captive that the outside world believed in. The reality was the inmates did run the prison.
Frankie looked up from the kite and glanced into the ward through the plexiglass windows of her office. The nurses, Harry and Mike, and the fill-in doctor – old Doc Vincent – worked at various ends of the clinic. The many empty beds in the ward were a good sign that the trauma was passing.
She returned her attention to Cole Hansen’s kite for medical services. She sensed an unusual urgency in his words, a hint of panic. The kite had been marked critical by administration.
Frankie had become familiar with Cole’s requests over the months, and this one was odd, desperate-sounding. Was it just jitters from the yard murder? Or something more? A complaint not related to his health?
Cole Hansen was the type of parolee who had fallen through the cracks. With virtually no skills, he was a high school dropout, who’d failed the GED exam twice.
He just wasn’t very bright, which is probably how he got himself in trouble in the first place. With almost no hope for success in the outside world, Frankie estimated he’d end up back in prison within a year of release.
Even so, what on earth did Cole Hansen think Frankie could do for him, and why was his kite marked critical by prison administration?
 



 
Chapter 6
 
A request from the shot caller was absolute – a command inside the prison hierarchy that no inmate refused. Unless Cole Hansen wanted the same fate as the hapless Norteño with the crudely slit throat who’d died in the prison yard, he had no choice but to confess to prison admin that, yeah, he was the doer.
He was the one who had murdered the Norteño in the barbed-wire fenced exercise area.
Every inmate who was there knew different, but who’d say it aloud?
Now, Cole’s life consisted of twenty-two and a half hours a day inside a SHU cell, facing a concrete wall and listening to other inmates beating off in the cages around him. No sense in trying to recant on his admission or snitch out Griff.
Unless he was willing to drop out – debrief in prison authority parlance – and spend the rest of his sentence in the SNY – special needs yard, which was a fancy way of saying protective custody for snitchers and child molesters – he was stuck here. With a murder rap and the alleged strong gang affiliation, who knew for how many years?
Maybe the rest of his life.
Dropping out, snitching, however, would be a death ticket. Cole would be forced to write down everything he knew about gang activities, finger other gang members, betray their movements and plans, their orders to the outside.
It wasn't even like he was a real Lords of Death gang member. He grimaced at the wry irony of it. He just shuffled along the perimeter of other white inmates, praying that he wouldn’t get caught up in a gang war with browns or blacks.
He'd ganged up on the inside his second day at Pelican Bay, where the choice was get a crew or get brutalized, but Cole’s heart wasn't in it. He actually liked the blacks and the Mexicans better than the whites, but in prison you weren’t safe without making alliances along race lines.
Without the Lords’ protection, he’d have lasted less than a week inside.
Right now Cole felt like a rat in a maze, trying desperately to find a way out, knowing there was no reward at the end, but hoping anyway. Weighing his options, analyzing the consequences, but trapped in a web he hadn’t spun.
In some ways for a man like him it was easier to do the solitary time in the SHU. He didn’t mind being alone with his own thoughts. Sometimes the hustle and noise of gen pop, the infernal talk like a swarm of bees, made him edgy.
And now that admin had put an offer on the table – not a spectacular offer, but a good one – he didn’t know what to do.
Shame, though, because he only had six months left on his original sentence. Now, with the murder rap hanging on him, he'd probably die of old age in here. Or bang his head against the concrete wall until his brains were a bloody pulp.
If he didn’t debrief.
He sighed in resignation and did the first sensible thing that came to him. He sent a kite to the prison doc, requesting a medical appointment.
Dr. Jones would know what he should do.
Afterward, he unwisely dreamed about life on the outside, no cages, no sweat-filled rooms, no grunts and groans of ugliness. It might be worth a chat with the warden.
It might be worth it to figure out what he’d get in exchange, like finish his six months in protective custody. He wondered how safe they could keep him in Special Needs.
Not that he had anyone or anything waiting for him on the outside. Family had disowned him, but he had a sister who still had a soft spot for him. He’d caused her too much pain, he decided.
The very next day, hope struggled in his chest like a wilting flower desperate for life. By accident he saw the folded note lying in the corridor between his cell and the one next to it – Anson Stark’s cell. The kite was attached loosely to a string as if a stiff wind would lift it up into the cloudy blue sky any second.
Ridiculous thought, because Cole couldn’t even see that sky, couldn’t prove there were clouds or wind on the outside, above his concrete cage. But he knew this for certain:
The kite was meant for Anson Stark.
He didn’t know why he reached for it. A dangerously stupid move. He paused a moment before reeling it in, holding his breath, waiting to see what the man in the neighboring cell would do.
When nothing happened, a thrill mingled with fear, jerked out of his throat in a strangled sob. The soft snore of Anson’s breathing thawed Cole’s frozen body and he reached for the string, stretched his arm as far as it’d go.
His fingers eased it slowly toward him.
He read it quickly, flushed the string down the toilet, and shoved the paper in his mouth, gagging as he tongued it deep in his cheek. The kite was a good thing, he told himself. It gave him a bizarre burst of determination, and he finally resolved not to have a future next door to gang psychos and predators anymore.
He would debrief. Even if he didn’t, if he behaved himself and got transferred from the SHU back into general population in three or four years, he’d still be doing life without parole.
No money on his books in the commissary. Not a single letter from the outside world. No one coming during visitations. A do-nothing life until he wasted away and died for a murder he didn’t commit.
He was surprised how the injustice of it angered him.
When he got word within a few hours that he could see Dr. Jones, a fierce whirl of nausea spun him breathless at the dizzying speed of it all.
 



 
Chapter 7
 
The homeless man lumbered to his knees, scattering the damp twigs and leaves. He spread out the old sleeping bag on top of the debris, making up his bed for the night. His nearly white beard and bedraggled clothing belied his age – fifty-five on his next birthday. At least he thought so, but sometimes his memory played tricks on him. January 15 or 16, he wasn’t sure.
Shrugging carelessly, he ransacked his backpack for a cigarette, lighted it, and relaxed against the tree trunk. When the dark figure suddenly loomed over him, he peered up, surprised but not afraid. Not much scared the old man anymore.
“No smoking in the park,” the voice growled.
“Hey, I know, man. And I ain’t supposed to sleep here neither.” What a tight ass. A man couldn’t smoke nowhere anymore. Clearing his throat, he hawked up a huge lump of mucous, spitting it carelessly in the direction of the creek.
The interloper remained disapprovingly silent.
The bum rolled the unfinished cigarette on the edge of his backpack, shrugged and squinted up at the sky through the striated leaves. Nearing dawn, he judged. “I’m leavin’ anyways,” he offered in the subservient tone that worked best in a situation like this.
The figure raised an arm in a dismissive gesture. “Get up.” A flashlight beam pointed at the homeless man’s eyes, blinding him. “Get out.”
Scrambling to gather his tattered sleeping bag from the ground, the hobo reached for his backpack.
“Leave it,” the voice instructed, impatience a ragged edge in the silence.
Confused, the man rose on unsteady feet. “Come on, man,” he whined. “I ain’t doin’ nothing wrong, just gettin’ a bit a’ shuteye.  I won’t come back, I promise.”
The residents of this one-way street, bordering the east side of the park, often patrolled the area after dark. City ordinances clearly prohibited entrance after sunset, and residents were possessive about their parks. His confronter could be one of them ... or anyone. “Please, man, gimme a break.”
If the hobo heard the soft pleading in his own voice or wondered how he’d gotten to this point in his miserable life, he had no more than a moment to ponder the consequences of his years on the street.
It happened in a flash.
The knife struck deep into his gut, angled upward so that it bypassed the ribs and nicked the heart. The attacker pushed the blade deeper, a deadly gush of blood blanketing his hand. The bum felt only the weight of pressure and a  faint surprise as he crumbled to the ground.
In the distance, water from the creek babbled like a friendly child, the October wind ruffled the tree branches, and the killer mumbled low in his ear as the man’s life ebbed from his scrawny body. “A reminder not to sully the park.”
After a few minutes of staring down at his victim, the killer stood straight, roused from his stupor as surprise then shock, replaced fury.
My God! The knife had appeared in his hand before he realized it, the jab thrust before the thought existed, the deed done without conscious intent.
Done. Over. Finished.
He stood another long moment, confusion battling common sense.
What compulsion had brought him here to the wide, dark expanse of Ryder Park? What had made him leave his car several blocks away and enter the area on foot? He hadn’t searched out the homeless man, didn’t even know him, but the sight of the filthy rags curled beneath the tree had disgusted him, and provoked an anger so deep he felt like a stranger had attacked the man.
Suddenly, white, hot rage had boiled up inside him, a pressure cooker gone mad.
He’d meant only to roust him, warn him off, but something had snapped inside him. It wasn’t personal. He hadn’t planned to kill the man.
Had he?
Reality bathed him with chilling sweat while he looked around the park. Agitation skittered down his spine. Like an automaton, he reach for the man’s backpack, swung it over his shoulder. The sleeping bag was sodden with blood. No help for that.
He scuffed damp leaves over most of the bag, digging up dirt and debris around it. Then he rolled the body over and over, edging it toward the creek bank.
He stared down at the figure. He needed to shift focus on this, he thought, calculating the risk of remaining too long against the swift practiced wound to the chest. Couldn’t have the police looking for a skilled person.
He bent over the dead body, reached for another weapon. First, a vicious blow to the head, shattering bone and cartilage. After pausing only a moment, he finished the job, each blow of the stick a determined strike, each knife slash to the cooling flesh a shameful thrill of pleasure.
While it was harder work than he’d imagined, he felt more alive than ever before.
Long minutes later, finished with the task, he toed the body until it sank beneath the creek’s shallow water. How long now before someone would stumble on it? A neighbor? A jogger? The police?
There’d be shock, of course, some outrage, but in the end no one really cared about a hobo.
 



 
Chapter 8
 
Searching for Dickey Hinchey, Santiago Cruz walked toward Washington Street Church, which offered breakfast to the homeless every week day. The regulars had already left, so he made his way back to Jesus Saves – a nonprofit organization which provided shelter at night and always had a group of parolees looking for a place to hang, chill or sleep.
About a third of Cruz’s parolees had no permanent residences. To save time and work for himself, Cruz could round up a bunch of them here, pee test them on the spot, and fill out his reports.
Jesus Saves ran a daily bus up to the county seat in Placer Hills where the parole office was located. Of course, alcohol and drugs had messed with most of them so bad they couldn’t wrap their brains around details like bus schedules.
Cruz passed back by the convenience store located directly in front of the Jesus Saves building, noting Officer Rawley – the responding officer – had already left with his teenage thief. On Sheldon Street he turned right toward the shelter. Although Dickey Hinchey had paroled two weeks ago, he’d never reported in. Missing parole check-in was a big deal.
Dickey was heading for three strikes and this violation could send him straight back to prison. Cruz shook his head in disgust. Some of them never learned – hell, most of them. Dickey probably wasted his discharge cash on booze, drugs and a cheap hooker.
As he rounded the corner of the building, a tall bony man with bright green eyes, nearly knocked him down. Not an easy thing to do, for Cruz was a dark and mean-looking man.
He reached automatically for his weapon, heard his handcuffs jangle at his waist, and steadied the Russian man. Sergei Petrovich, not one of Cruz’s parolees, but he’d noticed him around the railroad tracks and made a point to learn his name.
“Hold on there, man.” Cruz grabbed Sergei’s arm. “What’s your hurry?”
“Oh, man, you no hear ‘bout Dickey?” Sergei jabbered with his heavy eastern European accent. “Is one of yours, right?”
“Dickey Hinchey? What about him?”
“Is bad, man, real bad.” Sergei continued, babbling in an unintelligible mixture of English, Russian and street Spanish.
Cruz grabbed the other arm and shook him, raising his voice. “Cut it out, Sergei. Slow down. English. Now!”
A small crowd of homeless men and a few women had gathered around them, sullen and silent. Curious, but not wanting to get too close in case they got jammed up.
“Any of you know what he’s talking about? Something about Dickey Hinchey?”
Their eyes slid away, feet shuffled, but no one answered.
Dragging Sergei down the sidewalk and through the incongruous white picket fence that surrounded the Jesus Saves building, Cruz pulled him through the doorway. He shoved Sergei onto a worn Naugahyde sofa and looked for Angie Hunt, the woman in charge.
“Stay there,” he growled, and turned left to the office.
Angie, a recovering addict herself, looked fifty although Cruz knew she was only in her late thirties, not much older than him. She tugged on her long dreadlocks and eyed him cautiously. “Anything new?” she asked.
“What?” Cruz felt stupid, as if he was the last person in a game of gossip.
“Hinchey. Your parolee, right?” Angie dabbed at her nose. “Heard he’s dead.”
“What the fu – ?” Cruz ran his hand through his thick short-cut hair. “When? How?”
“At Ryder Park, down by the creek.” Angie covered her mouth with one bony hand. “Pretty awful they’re sayin’, lots of blood.” She sniffed. “But you know how these guys like to exaggerate.”
Cruz eyed her carefully, noting the troubled look on a worn face the color of toffee. “Yeah,” he said, jerking his head toward the crowd outside the building, “but something has scared them.”
“Yeah,” she repeated. “Hell, Dickey was an okay guy, a drunk and a felon, but he was all right. Tryin’, you know?”
“Aren’t they all?” Cruz replied, placing a large hand on her shoulder, and handing her his business card. “Let me know if you hear anything else, will you?”
Curious, Cruz swung by Ryder Park on his way to the Rosedale Police Station, slowed down at the sight of the blue and red flashing lights and the gathering crowd. Even this early nearly fifty people hovered around the park perimeter and across the one-way street.
He wouldn’t stop, add to the chaos, but searched for Sheriff Ben Slater’s battered Chevy pickup. The city outsourced many of their services to Bigler County, so Slater had ultimate jurisdiction over any homicide in the county.
Cruz stopped his mind from going to murder.
Sometimes they just ... died.
When he didn’t see the Sheriff’s pickup, he drove on, wondering if the body could belong to his parolee, and if it was Dickey Hinchey, how he’d ended up dead in a Rosedale park.
Vagrants like Dickey, with no family, died all the time, but few mourned their passing.
 



 
Chapter 9
 
The doctor saw Cole Hansen quicker than he expected. Usually it was weeks, if not months, before an inmate got an appointment to the clinic. Long enough to either be cured or dead of whatever ailment they had. Where was the usual bullshit politics and delay?
He puffed up a bit. Maybe debriefing was the right decision. Maybe it would be all right if he took the deal prison admin offered.
Cole admired Dr. Jones. She didn’t play favorites, but he knew she liked him. She was what his older sister would call an “old soul,” a person who was born gentle and kind.
Not that she looked gentle, mind you, – or old. She had a severe expression to her face that overshadowed her wide smile and sympathetic gray eyes. She wore no makeup on her pale face and pulled her thick brown hair into a tight bun at the back of her neck.
Rather than making her look hard, though, one loose curl tugged from the knot and made her seem approachable. The doc’s eyes were ... safe.
Escorted to the SHU medical ward by two officers, wrists and feet shackled, Cole waited patiently for the doctor to appear in the examination room. It was uncomfortable, but he’d long ago given up the idea of comfort, and at least his hands were cuffed in front of him.
“Hello, Mr. Hansen.” Dr. Jones smiled as she entered the exam room. “What’s wrong this time?”
She observed him without waiting for an answer, noting the sweaty palms and moist forehead, taking in the pallid color and jittery eyes. “You’re not looking so good today.”
Cole always had a lot of stomach trouble, a condition that became more severe with his hurried transfer to the SHU. He’d used that excuse, along with a complaint of migraines, to request the medical visit.
Dr. Jones leaned against the wall, eyeing him neutrally. She never seemed afraid of the inmates when they visited her. Never alarmed or disgusted with the signs and symptoms of their degeneracy.
“Even so, you’re pretty healthy, Mr. Hansen. Sleeping troubles, too? Or – ?” She cocked her head to one side in invitation.
Cole coughed, cleared his throat, and looked uneasily around the room. He jerked his head, motioning her to come closer. There was no privacy anywhere in prison, even with the shrinks, counselors and medical personnel.
“I need to make a decision,” he whispered when he was sure his voice was low enough not to be overheard if there were hidden microphones in the room. “But – but I’m kinda nervous.”
A startled look crossed her face. For an inmate to express fear rarely happened. The whole system of bully or be bullied was built on macho bravado. Dr. Jones lay down her clipboard and leaned her ear next to Cole’s mouth, placing her stethoscope on his exposed chest.
“What are you worried about?” she murmured quietly.
Cole coughed and took comfort from the placid depths of her calm eyes. “I – I wanna drop out,” he stuttered.
Her hands froze a moment. She didn’t pretend not to understand the term for snitching. “Why would you do something so dangerous?”
After a long pause, a flicker of understanding clouded those storm-swept eyes. “You didn’t do it, did you?” she said. “You didn’t kill that man.”
Of course, she would’ve heard all about the fracas that resulted in murder in the yard. “No – no, ma’am, I didn’t.” He straightened his back in a semblance of pride.
Sucking in his cheeks to produce saliva, he edged the note he’d retrieved in the SHU corridor to the front of his teeth. “I’ve got something – you know, just in case I – I don’t ... ”
He willed her to look up at him. When she leaned over to place the stethoscope higher on his chest, she twisted her head to glance at him and he spat the sodden note neatly onto her knuckles.
As smoothly as a professional card player, she palmed the note, and it disappeared from sight. She waited a long moment, contemplating the situation, and even though she hadn’t glanced at the note, she urged, “Do it, Cole.”
She placed one capable hand over his linked ones, pretending to take his pulse, her breath a sweet sensation on his cheek. “If you didn’t kill that man in the yard, you need to debrief. Set the record straight.”
She tightened her grip in encouragement. “You’ve got to get out of the SHU, Cole. You won’t survive there. You – you’re not ... brutal enough.”
She smiled wanly and straightened up, patted his shoulder, and walked to the door. “I’ll prescribe acetaminophen for the pain and something to help you sleep,” she said as smoothly as if they hadn’t been talking about Cole Hansen putting his life on the line for a system that didn’t give a shit whether he lived or died.
 



 
Chapter 10
 
Inside the newly built Rosedale police headquarters Cruz buzzed the phone connection and displayed his badge through the window. After the female officer pushed a release button, he wound his way around the inside corridor to the bullpen.
Considering all the patrol cars and the gathering crowd at Ryder Park, Cruz figured the incident had to be a murder, so he wasn’t surprised to find Sheriff Ben Slater relaxing in a chair by Officer Jeff Rawley’s desk.
Slater rose when Cruz approached. “Officer Cruz.” The Sheriff’s eyes were a slate gray color, cool and hard as the metal file cabinets on the far wall, but he extended his hand in welcome. They’d met before, but it was a while ago.
Rawley looked sullen and dissatisfied from this morning’s event at the convenience store. He was a beat officer who itched for the action found in inner city precincts and always seemed bored with his job. He nodded stiffly toward Cruz, but didn’t rise.
“Crime scene at the park?” Cruz asked the Sheriff. “The victim could be one of my parolees.”
“Another meth head identified the vic,” Rawley supplied. “Says it’s Dickey Hinchey.”
“Damn,” Cruz said. He looked from Slater to Rawley and back again. “Who has jurisdiction on the case?”
Rawley opened his mouth, but Slater answered first. “RPD can have it. We’ve got enough on our plate right now.”
There’d been a rise in meth production in the county over the last several months. Although the Sheriff wasn’t one to ignore a homicide case, he already had his hands full, and figured Rosedale PD could handle this one.
Rawley smirked, assessing Cruz carefully. “Flood caught the case, but I gotta tell you, no one’s going to worry much about a dead bum.”
That was what Cruz was afraid of.
Sheriff Slater’s cell phone beeped and he checked the message. “Crime scene’s finished. I think I’ll take a quick look around before passing it off.” He lifted an eyebrow at Cruz – an implicit invitation to join him.
Slater eased his long body up and ignored Rawley. “Have Flood give me a call.” He tossed these last words over his shoulder as he exited the bullpen ahead of Cruz.
Fifteen minutes later Cruz and Slater walked silently across Ryder Park’s baseball field toward the group of people cordoned off from the crime scene.
“Don’t worry about Rawley,” Slater said out of the blue.
“Sir?”
“These Rosedale police are like a dog with a bone.” Slater twisted his mouth in what could’ve been a smile. “They get territorial as hell.”
“Yes, sir.”
Slater frowned. “And don’t ‘sir’ me,” he warned. “You may be – what, twenty-five, thirty? – but I’m not old enough to be your granddaddy.”
Cruz laughed in spite of himself. “Been on the job five years,” he offered, feeling far older than he was. College, then law school at McGeorge in Sacramento, mostly nights while he worked a beat.
“Good, then you’re only a few years younger than me.” Slater grinned while his keen eyes took in the rugged face above the muscled body of a football player. He didn’t have to look up to many men, but Santiago Cruz was one of them. “Call me Slater.”
Cruz nodded. “My friends call me Chago.”
They flashed badges and made their way through the outer perimeter. The detective in charge, Andrew Flood, was already on scene, as Cruz knew he’d be. He motioned the Sheriff over, simultaneously growling orders to several police officers trying to disperse the crowd. “Get these goddamn vampires outta here!”
Nice PR, Cruz thought.
“Look, Slater,” Flood began when he saw Cruz, a crimson flush creeping up his tanned face. “We got this under control. There’s no need – ”
“Ah, don’t get your tidies in a bunch,” Slater answered. “I’m turning the case over to RPD. Just wanted a quick look-see.” He turned to Cruz. “You know Parole Officer Cruz?”
“Yeah,” Flood answered darkly. There was no love lost between Rosedale PD and county parole officers even though their clients were often the same desperate people. The detective, built like a bulldog, had a corresponding pugnacity.
Slater crouched to inspect the damp, crumpled sleeping bag. “Looks like enough blood for two adults. Nothing but the sleeping bag?” he asked Flood.
Flood nodded toward the creek. “The body’s down there. Some water decomp, but not much. M.E. says about four hours ago.”
"Ah, hell!" Slater looked toward the garish sight of mangled flesh and viscous fluid that shadowed the edge of the creek.
"Looks like a werewolf’s been here, doesn’t it?" Flood observed, a vaguely amused look on his face. “Careful,” he cautioned as they approached the body.
“Asshole,” Slater murmured under his breath.
The body was a hacked lump of flesh and blood, and although Flood’s comparison was crude, he wasn’t far from wrong. The victim lay on his back, arms splayed out from his sides. His head was bashed in and his face almost unrecognizable. The shirt had been ripped open and the pants pulled down to his knees. Someone had made a ragged cut from sternum to groin, then chopped away at the torso until the intestines straggled wildly from the body into the water.
What maniac did this?
 



 
Chapter 11
 
The prison release process went faster than Cole Hansen could’ve imagined. He didn’t have to finish out his original sentence, and in exchange for the early release, he gave up everything he knew about the Lords – confirmed gang membership and leaders. Which was precious little and probably confirmed what admin already suspected.
He could tell during the interview that the warden had already figured out who'd really sliced up the new inmate in the prison yard. Cole could’ve served out the remainder of his original sentence in Special Needs with the pedophiles and other gang drop outs, but he lucked out. If the Lords hadn’t shanked him inside, someone thinking he was a child molester, could’ve beaten him down bad in SNY.
But it didn’t work out that way.
After a short time in the SHU, he spent only a desperate few hours in SNY. Restless, he waited for someone to attack him, but no one bothered him.
When they released him, he suddenly realized he wasn't in any hurry to be paroled. He had no place to go and no one waiting for him.
The prison gave him two hundred bucks in cash and a backpack that held everything he owned in the world. An officer drove him to the bus stop. Locals didn’t want prison trash hanging around their city. Cole didn’t blame them.
Waiting for the bus to Sacramento, he thought about his situation, knowing the Lords could get to him easy enough on the street through the large gang membership. He wasn’t going to be any safer outside prison.
He wondered how long it'd be until the Professor’s long reach snatched him up like a fish grabbing a worm on a hook.
 
Frankie fingered the note she’d palmed from Cole Hansen. The ink on the paper was soggy and slightly torn. Luckily, whoever had written it had used pencil, which didn’t run as badly as ink would have.
She couldn’t say why she’d played along with Cole in his clandestine game of note-passing. Maybe because she liked him. He had an earnestness in his expression that rang true to her. He seemed such a harmless guy. She knew she was being terribly naive, as her friends always reminded her.
They told her the same thing about the men she’d dated lately, she thought wryly.
But Cole was harmless and he was truly terrified. There was plenty to be afraid of in Pelican Bay, especially in the SHU. The huge step of debriefing to prison authorities put him in a very precarious position.
If Cole survived the rest of his sentence without gang retaliation for snitching, he’d be just as vulnerable on the street. Frankie knew from his prison profile he had no place to go, no family. No transition house awaited him because he wasn’t in prison on drug-related activities. He’d literally be homeless without any resources.
The man was a throwaway. Not violent enough to be monitored carefully on the outside – when he debriefed, they would expunge the false murder charge – and not resourceful enough to pull himself out of the poverty he faced. He was a lost soul.
Frankie caught a glance of her reflection in the glass window. Talk about lost souls. A pretty, dark-haired woman, who looked younger than her thirty years stared back at her with troubled eyes. The luck of good genes had given her an excellent complexion, good health, and a high IQ.
But the stormy gray eyes told another story. Without the constant search for the truth about her mother, she would live an empty life.
She shook herself mentally and opened Cole Hansen’s medical file, staring at his prison ID photo. Fate hadn’t been generous with Cole. Medium height, on the pudgy side, straight, lackluster hair, and an acne-scarred face all added to the mediocrity of his low intelligence and self-esteem.
However, Frankie had scratched the surface of Cole’s character and found a decent guy underneath. She believed he’d been set up for the prison yard murder, just as he’d claimed. His record was a sad story: unsupportive parents, spotty education, no friends.
He’d been in trouble almost from the start.
She carefully opened the note Cole had sneaked to her during his medical exam. The blocked letters and figures on the note were incomprehensible to her, and yet Cole Hansen had risked his life to get them to her.
Why?
What did Cole expect her to do with the note? And why in the world had he picked her?
Her duty was clear. She should pass the message on to the warden or his assistant, but her gut told her that wasn’t the right move. During his debriefing Cole could’ve given the note to prison authorities, but he’d chosen not to. Was he too slow-witted to know the safest action to take? Or was there someone he didn’t trust?
Frankie jammed the crumpled note in her pants pocket, and closed the folder after making notes on Cole’s medical record. She ordered acetaminophen and a sleeping aid for him, added blood pressure, heart rate and other vital signs to his record, but she did not make a note of what he’d said to her, or mention the soggy kite.
 



 
Chapter 12
 
Cruz turned away from the mangled body, afraid he’d toss his breakfast at Detective Flood’s feet. A parole officer usually carried a gun, taser and cuffs, often chased parolees, and regularly apprehended them, but seldom saw this kind of butchery. A fine line of sweat prickled at his hairline and he shuttered his eyes briefly before turning back to the scene.
After getting a closer look, Cruz was pretty sure the victim was his parolee Dickey Hinchey, although much of the face was covered in blood and gore. He recognized the pinky ring Dickey wore on his right hand.
“I think he’s mine,” he whispered in Slater’s ear, one hand on the Sheriff’s shoulder as he knelt over the body.
“Murder weapon?” Slater asked Flood.
“Something sharp. Something blunt.” Flood shrugged and signaled for the ambulance to ease forward onto the grass. “M.E. said to find more, he’ll have to autopsy and test for drugs.”
“This it? No backpack? Nothing else?” Slater asked.
“I’d have said if there was more,” Flood retorted in annoyance. “Just the sleeping bag and what he’s wearing.”
“Who ID’ed him?”
Flood jutted his chin toward the thinning crowd. “One of the street hags – a woman – says she knows him from Jesus Saves, recognized his sleeping bag.” He shook his head at the possibility. “If you can believe her.”
“Get her in interview right away,” Slater advised, ignoring the skeptical look on Flood’s face. He rose from the body and straightened to his full height. “The case is all yours now, Detective Flood.” Slater smiled slyly. “Be sure to keep Officer Cruz in the loop. Could be one of his parolees.” He winked discreetly at Santiago.
"Oh, and ask the M.E. how many blood types he finds." Slater sauntered off, whistling softly, Flood glaring at the Sheriff’s back.
A call came in on Cruz’s cell just after Slater left. Angie from Jesus Saves.
“I wanted to tell you before I notify the police,” she whispered into the phone. “We found Dickey’s backpack. Across Washington Street by that drive-in? In their dumpster.”
Cruz turned away so Flood couldn’t overhear. “Who found it?”
“Sergei. He – he was real upset about Dickey, decided to go dumpster diving even though I told him it’s too early. Nothing good this time of morning.” Angie was babbling, her voice rising. She sounded terrified.
“How’d he know it was – uh, the right one?”
“He didn’t at first, brought it here to the office. Jesus, Cruz, it’s in the bathroom now. Layin’ on the floor, all – all wet and bloody-like.”
“What?” Cruz dug his fingers into his temple.
“Yeah, but I could tell it was Dickey’s. Got this Forty-niners signature on it – Joe Montana.” She hiccupped quietly. “Dickey was always so proud of that.”
“Don’t say anything to anyone until I get there, and keep Sergei under wraps.” Cruz pressed the end button. The backpack, if it did belong to Dickey Hinchey, had been tossed right by the Jesus Saves shelter. The backpack could implicate Angie and all the other homeless men and women at Jesus Saves who clung to the shelter as their one sure place of safety and sanity.
Cruz surveyed the park, pondering the situation. Dry Creek ran down one side, wide spans of thick green grass and trees, and across the street stood a quiet line of elegant houses built in the 1920's when Rosedale, initially a railroad town, had flourished.
Who’d kill a harmless, homeless parolee?
Unfortunately, the homeless population had taken up residence in the park recently, causing incessant complaints from the neighborhood residents. The city council had passed several ordinances which reduced the number of street people hanging out where moms and dads watched their kids' t-ball games and retirees liked to stroll leisurely at dusk.
Why had they dumped the backpack so far away?
Still, it was nearly impossible to keep the homeless from pitching their sleeping bags in secluded park areas. Patrol officers spent most of their time rousting them. A thankless job because the homeless always came back a few hours later, or the next day or night.
Was one of his parolees responsible for Dickey’s death?
Police couldn't really keep the homeless from hanging out in the park, so they nailed them for littering or loitering. Misdemeanors at best, one the offenders didn't mind. For the older ones, a few hours or a night off the street in a warm cell was a good deal, especially during the winter rains.
Cruz made up his mind.
Andy Flood’s rigid back faced him. As a law enforcement officer, Cruz should inform the detective about the discovery of the backpack, but Flood’s sense of self-importance rankled him. He tapped Flood on the shoulder. “Who discovered the body?”
Flood turned around, irritated, rolled his neck. Cruz heard a pop. “Some old guy out walking his dog called in around seven.”
Cruz glanced in the direction Flood pointed. The frail-looking elderly gentleman, still armed with his pooper-scooper and baggie, held a noisy terrier next to his chest, both shivering like leaves on a windy day. They looked scared and shaken, and Cruz felt a momentary pang for the odd duo.
On reflection, he doubted the police would find any ID in the backpack. Homeless people often didn't carry identification with them. Most couldn’t afford a driver's license or county ID card.
Cruz called Angie back. “Dial 911,” he murmured. “Tell them someone found blood in the dumpster. Keep everyone out of the bathroom, and for heaven’s sake don’t touch the item. I’m on my way.”
 



 
Chapter 13
 
It was hard to stick to his job with the murder trending everywhere.
Brutal Park Murder.
Motive Unknown.
Police Baffled.
Mid-morning newscasts and sound bites screamed the latest gory gossip.
The words were raw lesions on his skin, burning and blistering. They were painting the dead as poor and pathetic, and the death as some grotesque murder.
He snapped his cell phone shut in disgust.
No one cared about the homeless population in Bigler County, not in Sacramento County either, although they put on a good show at American River Food Bank.
The reality was vagrants were damn bloodsuckers, living off the government teat. Taking hard-working people’s hard-earned money. They could get jobs, live better lives if they wanted, but they’d rather live off the sweat of someone else’s labors.
Lazy good-for-nothings, like his father had always claimed.
The whole situation disgusted him.
He felt rage at the injustice of the system rise again in his gorge and remembered ...
The quiet, deserted park. The man leaning against the tree without a care in the world. His approach and the raw exchange of words.
Then the accident. It was an accident, he told himself. No planning. No premeditation. No intent. The phrases of TV crime shows lolled lazily inside his brain like drifting clouds.
An accident, he argued to himself. Not murder!
Still, the death of the homeless man had shaken him up. Not that the world was experiencing any great loss with him gone. But a kind of shame raced along his nerves in tandem with the same fire that burned there, the same unacknowledged thrill. He compartmentalized the emotions, but they lingered, two giants battling for dominance.
He was ashamed, yes! He’d taken a man’s life, but still ... the secret tinge of excitement remained. Even now, he felt himself remembering, dwelling on the feeling of emotional power. It was a seductive aphrodisiac.
After the clean up at Ryder Park, he had walked hurriedly back to his car, glancing around to be sure he wasn’t seen. He’d stowed the backpack and his tools in the car’s trunk on an old blanket.
Ditch the backpack, but where? None of this could lead back to him.
Before he drove to his grubby apartment in Old Rosedale – the only thing he could afford since his wife divorced him – he’d decided what to do.
In the kitchen at home he made a good strong cup of coffee, added a bit of brandy, and sipped it slowly at the counter. It was almost morning, and by then he’d stopped shaking and only a slight tremor remained in his hand.
Glancing at the clock, he thought about work, considered calling in sick. He quickly discarded the idea. Business as usual was the best way to proceed, but he didn’t like leaving the tools and blood-stained blanket in the trunk of his car.
He hadn’t tossed those items in the dumpster with the backpack. Too risky. The tools would be safe for the day in his car, he finally concluded. Then he’d determine what to do with them – dump them in the lake or a bleach soak to remove stains and DNA.
Would the tools be ruined? He thought he might enjoy using them ... again ... for other purposes, of course.
He took long, deep breaths, calming himself. No one would ever suspect him.
After a long, hot shower, he lay down in his shorts on top of the bedding. Stared at the white, water-stained ceiling. He’d have to repair that soon. Maybe a leak in the apartment above him? He relaxed a long time, letting the terror of what he’d done play itself out in his mind like an old-time movie – jerky and disconnected, shades of gray and an occasional bleep of white or black.
He worked through the whole event in his mind – from the time he’d left work the night before until, edgy and restless, he’d gone for a drive. He’d left his apartment and eased his late-model car through the dark, empty streets of Rosedale, past the million-dollar-plus homes in the ritzy part of town to the pawn shops and empty store fronts in Old Town. On almost every corner one or two street people slouched against a lamp post or sprawled in a darkened alley, a bottle of vodka clutched to their worthless bodies.
The sight had made him sick. Was that why he’d snapped?
The night was chilly for northern California in late fall. Low forties, high thirties the news said. Hard to keep warm, living on the street on a night like this. He tried to conjure up a thread of emotion, force sympathy or pity, or even civic duty for the wretched night creatures.
But he couldn’t. Hell, most cities had passed an ordinance making it illegal to sleep outside anywhere in town. Why was Rosedale so lax?
Where did they go, he wondered, if not to the alleys and abandoned buildings? If they got arrested for sleeping in the parks, they’d spend the night in jail. A stir of irritation sifted through him. Who was supposed to pay for that? How did arresting the bastards do anything except give them food and a bed for the night?
And always his father’s words came back to him, dashing through his mind in a crazed 100-meter race. Lazy good-for-nothings. Sucking life out of hard-working folks.
 



 
Chapter 14
 
When Cruz reached the Jesus Saves office, a squad car was parked in front of the drive-in across Washington street. He pulled into the convenience store lot and walked over, flashing his badge to the officers standing beside a dumpster. “Find anything?”
The male officer eyed the badge carefully and then relaxed. “Looks like some blood smears inside the bin. Crime scene’s on the way.”
Cruz deliberated a moment and then jutted with his head. “What about the Jesus Saves woman?”
“What? The 911 dispatcher said there was a call about evidence in the dumpster.”
Damn, Angie. She probably thought she was helping, but she could get in a hell of a lot of trouble for concealing evidence. “Anonymous call?”
“Yeah, so what?”
“Lots of homeless people around here. They hang out at the shelter across the street. Maybe one of them saw ... ” He let the sentence trail off, hoping they would be smart enough to fit the pieces together, but not too clever to nail Angie for obstruction.
“Come on,” Cruz offered. “I know the woman in charge. We can ask her.”
“You go,” the pretty female officer offered. “I’ll stay here.”
When Angie saw the police officer with Cruz, she was smart enough to keep her mouth shut.
No, she didn’t know nothing about no backpack. No, no one had used her office phone, far as she knew. Sure, he could search without a warrant, no trouble at all.
“Honey, we ain’t got nothing to hide here.” She ended with an expansive sweep of her hands around the comfortable, but worn lounge, just as the female officer stepped in.
Cruz gave Angie a look of approval. They waited patiently while the partner, Officer Summers, the redhead who’d been at the park crime scene earlier taking names and contact numbers, searched the Jesus Saves building.
The middle-aged officer noticed Cruz watching Summers. “She’s new, but ... enthusiastic.”
Summers hurried back with a grin on her freckled face and the bloody backpack dangling from her latex-covered fingers. She looked so green and eager her shield sparkled like a shiny new button on the waistband of her pants. Cruz watched her alacrity and tried to remember if he'd ever been so freshly unaware.
When Angie saw Summers holding the backpack gingerly by one bloody strap, she gave a genuine-sounding little squeak.
Well played, Angie.
Cruz didn’t question why he’d allowed the subterfuge to continue. If one of the street people had murdered Dickey Hinchey, he wouldn’t let them get away with it.
The thing was, at one time in their lives one of these guys, or even a woman, could’ve killed a person, but not now. He was sure of it. Life had leached the intellect or nerve or rage out of them.
He’d swear on his life that not one of them had the ... bravado to carve up a person so brutally. He hoped he wasn’t staking his career on that belief.
After the discovery was called in, the evidence bagged and tagged, and the homeless had boarded the bus, Cruz caught Angie alone in her office. “Which church tonight?”
Every local church provided a hot meal and a place to sleep for the night during the winter.
“Presbyterian,” she replied shortly, and held her hands up, palms out to ward off his next question. “I ain’t gonna talk about this, Officer Cruz. I just ain’t.”
“I understand,” Cruz soothed, “but don’t you find it odd that the backpack turns up near Jesus Saves, the very place Dickey always hangs out?”
Angie set her mouth in a thin, stubborn line. “Sergei didn’t do this.”
“I’m not saying he did, but somebody stabbed Dickey multiple times and then added insult to injury by smashing him to bits with a metal pipe.” He wasn’t sure that was the way it’d happened, but what the hell.
Angie chewed on her lower lip, then her thumb. “You’re saying someone’s trying to frame one of us, huh? This is a set-up?”
“I wouldn’t go that far.” Cruz frowned. “Look, I know you’re scared – ”
“No, you don’t,” Angie spat. “You don’t know what it’s like for these people. They don’t need any more hassle from cops like Officer Rawley, who’s always harassing them, and parole officers who give ‘em trouble.” Here she flashed a gimlet eye at him. “Life’s hard enough without more shit.”
Cruz ignored the criticism. “Sergei found the backpack, right? His prints will be all over it and probably inside the dumpster. You know I can roust him and make it harder than it needs to be.” Cruz sighed. “Look, Angie, Dickey was one of mine. He wasn’t the brightest guy and he was wasted most of the time, but ... ”
Cruz felt the same overwhelming emotion he’d felt a lot lately. Like he was swimming upstream all the time. That what he did was useless because neither the system nor the people in it – felons and cops alike – changed. “It’s just a matter of time before the police catch him,” he warned.
“What if he’s got an alibi?” Angie suggested.
“Hell,” he muttered, “let’s hope so.”
 



 
Chapter 15
 
By the time Frankie was able to closely examine Cole Hansen’s note again, she discovered he’d already been paroled.
So fast!
Administration must have processed him through the system right after he left the hospital wing. The question nagged her – why had he given her the note? Should she pass it on, or remain silent?
Conflicted about what to do, she retrieved the message from her jacket. She flattened it out on the desk, examining the series of figures on the faded page.
1BTO+O-HKDD11-15RP10P
The letters, numbers, and symbols made no sense. Some sort of code, she guessed. Not mathematics or the two zeros – or were they the letter “O”? – would have another letter or digit after them instead of the plus sign, right? Was the next sign a minus, or a hyphen, or ... what? The harder she stared at the message, the less she understood.
Even if she were inclined, how could she take such flimsy evidence to the warden? She sat at her desk in the SHU medical wing, the paper curled in her fingers. Harry and Mike were tending two newly-admitted flu patients. The regular inmates on the ward were relatively quiet, sleeping or resting from their recently-administered doses of pain meds.
Rising from her desk, she pulled out a file cabinet drawer and rummaged through the patient files, looking for Hansen, Cole.
His file wasn’t there.
That didn’t make sense. Maybe she hadn’t returned it to the cabinet after she’d seen him. Or misfiled it. She riffled through several dozen folders before and after the alphabetical position where Cole’s record should be.
Nothing.
Walking down the corridor, she stopped at the hospital bed where Harry was adjusting an IV tube. She motioned him aside. Most of the patients in the SHU hospital were critically ill, but they had excellent hearing. And snitches were everywhere.
“Harry,” she asked, touching his white jacket sleeve. “I can’t locate Cole Hansen’s medical file. Have you seen it?”
The nurses weren’t supposed to enter her office without permission, but those regulations were loosely kept. The truth was that the medical dispensary lay behind her office, and although the nurses didn’t dispense narcotics, they did have access to the closet that held other medical supplies necessary for them to perform their duties.
“No, doc,” Harry answered easily, his large homely face showing a gap-toothed smile.
She shrugged casually. “Oh, well, it’ll show up sooner or later.”
It wouldn’t do to make a fuss over the missing file. Better for anyone who might’ve taken it to think she believed she’d misplaced it. The patient was discharged and paroled, and the matter no longer concerned her.
Nonetheless, Frankie didn’t like being duped. She was very certain she had not lost Cole Hansen’s medical records, and she thought she knew how to obtain a copy.
She didn’t know why she felt so protective of the hapless inmate. Probably because he projected a vulnerability that she identified with. She didn’t believe for a minute that he was smart enough to engineer the murder in the prison exercise yard. And she didn’t think prison admin believed it either.
More than that, Cole didn’t have the passion for murder. She’d never known a person so apathetic, as if he’d given up on life.
Although the official medical file didn’t contain the entire inmate history, she convinced Officer Jake Turner in records to make her a copy. Jake had a crush on Frankie – unfortunately, one she didn’t reciprocate – and easily bought her story about needing to look at some family history to complete her medical report – stave off liability, you know.
She flashed her brightest smile, feeling only a little guilty for the subterfuge.
After finishing her shift, Frankie made her way through security to her little Toyota Corolla, threw her briefcase into the back, and left the prison grounds. She drove the winding road north to an isolated acreage where she rented a small house close to the ocean, just outside the Crescent City limits and very close to the Oregon state line.
It was old and cheap, but she loved the view and felt, if not content, at least stable there.
Kicking off her shoes, she fingered the now-dried note from Cole, but left it in the jacket pocket when she hung it up. She poured a cup of tea, flipped on the television for some background noise, opened the copied medical file of Cole Hansen, and began reading.
After pulling double shifts, however, even the hot tea couldn’t keep her awake.
 
Frankie danced that night. Deep in her dreams she danced with her father. She was homecoming queen her senior year. She and her father led a waltz during the Homecoming Dance – a daddy-daughter tradition.
She felt his broad, steady arms around her, his smoothly shaved cheek lightly touch hers, and the slight hint of the aftershave she’d given him for his birthday the week before. He was so proud of her, and that excitement showed in his stormy gray eyes and mobile mouth, so like her own. People often claimed she was a mirror image of him.
She was happy because he was so pleased with her.
Roger Franklin Milano was thirty-nine and that night was the last time Frankie saw her father outside a prison cell.
 



 
Chapter 16
 
The kite from Anson Stark startled Frankie.
It lay on the top of her incoming documents like a snake, a menacingly pale green color with black stripes of words running horizontally across the form. She poked it with a tentative finger. Silly, they were only words on paper, nothing more.
Still, the uneasiness lingered and she shoved the stack of kites aside, ignoring them while she entered medical details into the patient database on her computer. The unit was secure, as protected as any device these days, at any rate. Even the nurses weren’t supposed to access the electronic medical files.
But Frankie kept another set of files where she changed the password every two weeks and didn’t write it down anywhere. She strained to remember the current password – so many of them whirled through her head – and finally recalled: Fr5th1*1995.
She always coded the passwords so that it was nearly impossible even for someone who knew her well to figure them out, but also was something she wouldn’t likely forget. The current one was for Freddy Mesmer, her fifth grade boyfriend, from whom she’d gotten her first kiss in 1995.
She kept notes on written patient charts, of course, but they were brief comments about blood pressure, heart rate, meds prescribed – all the mundane data concerning the mostly terminally-ill inmates. These records were kept in her locked filing cabinet, and copies scanned into the prison network database. All administrators had access to these records because they might be necessary in a court of law, for example.
The more detailed records which she kept for her private study were maintained in a separate database on a flash drive. Each inmate who’d visited her had an individual, well-documented computer file containing her observations – medical and otherwise. These statistics and observations were unbreachable.
Frankie liked details. She reveled in facts. She delighted in the irrefutable logic of proof. She liked even more that her records were secret. No one but herself knew about the mountains of data she’d gathered over the last ten months.
The day got busy really fast. Charlie Cox, the garrulous terminally-ill patient, had seized in the afternoon, and despite their efforts to revive him, he’d passed, not with a whimper, but a bang, she thought, recalling the famous poem. She sighed and called the time of death, pulling the sheet over his emaciated form.
She’d liked Charlie Cox. She realized as she perused the final notes documenting his symptoms and the COD, along with his long medical history in Pelican Bay, that the man he’d been when he first entered prison wasn’t the man who’d just died in front of her.
Prison changed them all. Some for the worse, but many, many more for the better. Having no sound religious faith herself, she wondered why, but accepted the simple faith these men often clung to in spite of devastating circumstances.
Sitting at her desk, drained and exhausted from the battle to save Charlie’s life, she gnawed on the end of her pen, and swiveled her chair gently from side to side. She recalled what Charlie had been saying right before he seized.
“It’s a tricky path you’re on, Doc,” he said between coughs that were more like carving out something large and malignant from the lungs. “Very tricky.”
He closed his eyes and rested a moment, and she’d thought he was finished when he opened his eyes and reached for her hand, clutching it with surprising strength. “Be careful. This is a dangerous place for innocents like you.”
“What?” She thought his mind had wandered into the past.
His faded eyes widened and he glanced over her shoulder. She involuntarily followed his gaze, but no one was there.
“You don’t know what you know, Frankie.” He never called her anything but “doc” or “girl,” and she was mildly surprised that he knew her first name. “You oughter get outta here.” He inhaled sharply, struggling for breath.
“Charlie, relax, you need to calm down. This talking isn’t good for you.”
“Never mind me!” he exclaimed with more ferocity than she’d thought he had left in him. “It’s you that needs to worry.” He sighed and closed his eyes briefly.
“I know you won’t leave,” he murmured at last, the words labored and halting, “but watch your back. There’s those would not like you meddling in prison affairs.” He gestured feebly with one hand. “Look around you, girl. They’re all murderers, rapists, thieves, liars – the lot of them.” He glowered darkly. “And I don’t mean just the inmates.”
Then he’d closed his eyes right before his poor ragged heart had seized, his body convulsing, and neither CPR, the paddles, or epinephrine injection had been sufficient to revive him.
And what the hell was she supposed to do with those last words from a dying inmate who’d been on his own personal death row for decades? He couldn’t possibly have known about the message Cole Hansen had slipped her in the examination room, he couldn’t understand what had really happened in the prison yard the day of the murder Cole had confessed to, and he absolutely couldn’t have figured out her personal stake in the whole affair.
 



 
Chapter 17
 
Cole Hansen spent his first night of freedom in a flea-bitten hotel off Washington Street, in downtown Rosedale. The kind of place that rented rooms by the hour, the dump was all he could afford. For a while, he amused himself watching the hookers come in and out, doing their business, briefly and efficiently.
After the long bus ride from Crescent City, he still had about sixty dollars left from the money he’d paroled with. When it ran out, he didn’t know what he’d do, but he’d be damned if he would spend his first night of freedom huddled against a building in a dark alley.
He’d gotten fast food and spent thirty bucks on this sorry excuse for a rented room. He lay on top of a worn bedspread, not wanting to think about what crap was crusted into the thin fabric. No matter, he’d had worse before, both inside and outside of prison or jail.
As long as he was alive, he could survive anything.
Staying alive, avoiding blowback from prison debriefing, was the important goal.
He had expected to serve out the last six months of his original sentence in special needs, but admin had fast-tracked him through the system, gotten him out of harm’s. He figured that move had saved his life.
Anson Stark would be wanting major retaliation.
Now he just had to stay alive long enough to finish parole or disappear.
People thought Cole was dumb, and he admitted he wasn’t very smart. He had trouble in school all his life and dropped out at the age of fifteen. He didn’t read well – the letters and figures on the page looked all twisted around and backwards, but teachers, and even his own parents, seemed to think he was just lazy, not trying hard enough.
He knew there was something wrong with him, in his head, but he wasn’t as stupid as people thought. If he was, he’d be dead already. Right now he knew enough to realize he was in deep shit with little chance of getting out of it no matter who reached out to him.
There were precious few giving a hand to a no-good ex-con like him.
No one around here, not even his parole officer, could help him. Some things just didn’t get fixed, no matter how good peoples’ intentions were.
He thought of Doc Jones and her pretty, but sad face. She’d tried to help him. She was one smart cookie, the way she’d scooped up that note he’d dropped in her hand during his medical exam. She’d be a helluva card player, he figured, smiling at the image.
He sighed deeply and then shivered as if someone had walked over his grave. He sure hoped he hadn’t put the doc in harm’s way. He didn’t want that on his conscience, along with all his other mistakes.
Opening the packet of materials his parole officer had given him, he started reading. It was a laborious task, his reading skills being only slightly better than his writing, but using the map provided, he realized he was right around the corner from the shelter Officer Cruz had referred him to.
Jesus Saves. Sounded hinky to him. He didn’t trust much in Jesus freaks. They were always wanting to convert you to something in exchange for a bite of food or a place to bunk for the night.
Still, Cruz had sounded sincere. Maybe he’d give it a once-over in the morning.
He dosed a bit, wakening up around midnight. Taking his backpack with him, he walked down the stairs and next door to a twenty-four-hour, old-fashioned drive-in where he got a black coffee and sat quietly in the corner, planning and thinking.
At last the manager, a pimply-faced teenager who’d been eyeing him for some time, walked over to his booth. “Uh, sorry, sir, but you can’t stay here, uh, any longer. That is, uh, unless you order something.”
Cole was pretty sure the kid was scared to death, but he didn’t want to start off his release with some kind of unnecessary altercation, so he simply nodded and rose, taking his coffee with him. He wandered around the area, silent and mostly empty except for the occasional street person settling down for the night in an alley or behind a secluded dumpster.
Even though it violated his parole, Cole knew he had to have something to defend himself with. You couldn’t live a life on the street without protection. A gun was out – too hard to get, too easy to get caught with, and too expensive.
Some kind of blade, maybe a hunting knife. Anything over three or four inches violated parole, too, but was easier to hide or ditch.
A steak or paring knife would provide some protection, although not much. He decided tomorrow he’d go to the Walmart store across town and see if he could shoplift a suitable weapon.
Returning to his room, he settled down for the night, having found a hefty, good-sized rock in the alley behind the hotel. The rock would have to do until he boosted a blade.
 



 
Chapter 18
 
Anson Stark wasn’t anything like Frankie had expected. How could the whole damned prison be terrified of such an ordinary-looking man? Stark was only a few inches taller than Frankie, who was five feet seven, and he had a slight, but wiry frame.
He didn’t look much of a threat, probably weighed about twenty-five pounds more than her. But she’d learned a lot about killers in the last year, and the look in Stark’s eyes and the expression on his face chilled her to the bone. He wasn’t someone you’d turn your back on.
He was heavily shackled. By law, inmates had to receive requested medical attention, but security was taking no chances with Stark. Wrists cuffed behind his back, with a chain extending to his feet and linking them together, he was forced to hunch over when he walked. The whole affair gave him an awkward, stilted gait.
When he saw Frankie, however, he pulled himself erect – at the cost of some pain, she imagined. The strain on his posture would be tremendous. Pride or control, she wondered?
Both guards remained inside the examination room, although protocol demanded that the inmate receive some attempt at confidentiality. Stark wouldn’t dare threaten her in front of the hefty correctional officers.
Still, Charlie Cox’s words rang in her ears. She was in danger, and who else but the leader of the most powerful prison gang could possibly be a threat to her? She’d never had even the slightest fear around her inmate patients. In fact, they were remarkably respectful to her.
She thought of Cole Hansen’s note, lying on her coffee table at home, paper clipped to the inside of the pilfered medical file. When she returned to work, she’d discovered Cole’s real medical file exactly where it was supposed to be – between Haddock and Hobson in the H section, but when she opened it, the record was largely redacted, many of her marginal notations blackened out.
Why? What valuable information lay in an inmate’s medical record? She felt like she’d unwittingly stepped inside a CIA covert operations movie.
One guard waited by the door and the other stood behind Stark as he sat on the exam table. No one spoke for long moments.
Frankie took a step forward, Stark’s thin medical file in her left hand. He had been incarcerated for eight years, all but two of them in the SHU. Frankie had done her homework on the man and learned that he’d risen from obscurity in a level four ward – having been convicted of second-degree murder – to the SHU when admin realized he’d been running his white gang ruthlessly and efficiently.
Prison administration, not the courts, assigned inmates to the SHU. Strong gang activity had landed Stark there, where he’d subsequently murdered two cellmates. The medical record described Stark as a psychopath with no apparent affect toward others. Looking at his impassive face, Frankie believed the assessment.
She cleared her throat. “So, Mr. Stark, what’s troubling you?”
The eerie eyes, so pale blue they were almost albino, narrowed while he ran them contemplatively over her body from head to feet and back again, lingering on her breasts beneath the medical jacket. She struggled not to flinch.
She saw the door guard nod slightly and a second later the other guard smacked his baton down hard on Stark’s cuffed hands. The inmate blinked twice rapidly, but Frankie had the feeling that he’d braced himself for the blow because he smiled at her as if he’d just proved an important point. She felt her face lose color and her hands go numb. After nearly a year at Pelican Bay, she hadn’t gotten used to the casual brutality of prison life.
She addressed the guard who’d struck Stark. “Could you please lift up his shirt?” After a moment she began the exam, listening to his heart, lungs, feeling his throat for lumps or swollen glands. “Open wide and say ‘ah,’” she instructed. His throat and ears seemed clear of infection. She noticed Stark had remarkably little dental work done, but an amazingly sound set of teeth.
This close to his face she smelled the scent of peppermint on his breath. She shivered slightly, half expecting him to chew off her ear with those sturdy teeth.
“Cold, Dr. Jones?” Stark asked.
“Shut up, Stark.” The guard behind him prodded him in the back.
The whole domination thing suddenly irritated Frankie. “I can’t treat him if I don’t know his complaint,” she snapped.
The correctional officer by the door – his name badge said Mahoney – shrugged and nodded.
Frankie stepped back and crossed her arms. “What’s bothering you, Mr. Stark?”
Stark coughed, leaned his mouth into his shoulder, and eyed her darkly from under lowered brows. He was angled so that neither guard could see his face clearly.
“I’ve got this pain, Dr. Jones.” His voice was low and cultured. She remembered that he’d been a college teacher.
“Where?”
He coughed again, and she clearly saw him mouth the words: You. Here. Watch your back.
Not only the words implied a threat. The vicious look on Stark’s face was pure intimidation.
“Answer the doc,” Mahoney commanded.
“Here,” Stark said, jutting his chin toward his forehead. “In my head. A sharp pain. I can’t seem to get rid of it. What do you think I should do?”
The message was unmistakable.
 



 
Chapter 19
 
Santiago Cruz’s new parolee stopped by the county office just barely within the deadline of his release from Pelican Bay State Prison. He’d signed in and taken a seat, gotten jittery, and stepped outside for a smoke when Cruz called his name.
As Cruz shook his hand and offered Cole Hansen a chair in his office, he knew from the moment the man opened his mouth that he wasn’t going to make it. A wave of despondency gripped his gut.
Christ, it was like a revolving door. Inmate released. Inmate on parole for a month. Inmate violated and returned to jail or prison.
Bound by parole guidelines, Cruz only had so much latitude with parolees. If they attended AA or NA meetings – most of his cases were addicts – went to anger management classes, got a job, a place to live, they just might make it for a few months.
But the slightest setback moored them, often a girlfriend with the same negative history with cops, but just as often family who got sick of seeing the continual backslide. The road to recovery was two steps forward and one step back. And those were the lucky ones.
Recidivism rate for California parolees was sixty-one percent. Cruz took a deep breath and gave his normal spiel, ending with, “I won’t pee test you this time, but expect one every time you see me.”
He gave Hansen a hard stare. “Don’t let me find out you have a dirty pee test when I get the report,” he warned. “I don’t like surprises. If you hit a bump in the road, get out in front of it by telling me, okay?”
Hansen nodded, but had a distracted air that made Cruz think he wasn’t really listening.
“Hey, man.” Cruz raised his voice and rapped his knuckles on the desk. “This is important. You’ll end right back in jail real quick if you don’t listen up.”
“Yeah, man, I know. I’m gonna really try this time.”
Cruz read the man’s record. “You know the drill. You’ve done time before. Just in case – no weapons, no drugs, no association with known criminals, carry ID at all times.” He paused and eyed the man’s pasty face. “You got family? A place to stay?”
Hansen looked at his hands as if he’d find the answer there. “Uh, not really.”
Cruz sighed and reached for the packet of papers in the right desk drawer. “Here’s a list of shelters, places where you can get a free meal, coffee and a snack in the morning. Also a list of companies that hire ex-felons.”
He stapled his business card to the top of the packet and handed Hansen a few vouchers. “These are bus passes you can use to get up here for your weekly appointments. If you had a place to stay, I’d only need to see you monthly instead of weekly, so try to get a regular residence, okay?”
After a few more minutes of instructions, Cruz finished. An inmate is required to serve out his parole in the area where he committed his offense, a policy that made no sense to Cruz. How could a guy start over again when all he knew were the same crooks and petty thieves, drug addicts and pimps who’d gotten him started in crime in the first place?
He blew out a deep breath, having no faith that Cole Hansen would be different from all the other parolees who passed through his office. “That’s all for now. Keep my number. Call me if you need anything, okay?”
Hansen rose and picked up the papers, looking stunned and overwhelmed. His shoulders slumped and he sort of shuffled toward the door, turning back when he reached it. “What – what about protection?”
“Protection? From what?”
Hansen looked quickly over his shoulder into the lobby. “You know. From them.”
Cruz shrugged, looking out at the three other waiting parolees. “Hey, man, I don’t know what you’re talking about. Those guys are in the same boat as you.”
Hansen waited a long time, stepping from one foot to another in an odd little two-step.
“Has someone threatened you?” Cruz asked. “Are you afraid of something? We’ve got lots of resources to help you, but you gotta reach out, man.”
Hansen stared blankly and finally whispered. “Oh, okay.”
He opened the door and started out, but Cruz stopped him. “Look, go to Jesus Saves in Rosedale. There’s a bus route and map in the packet.” He pointed to the pile of papers clutched in Hansen’s fist. “Talk to Angie. Tell her Santiago Cruz sent you. She’s good people. She’ll help you get around, find a job.”
“Uh, okay.” The man looked dazed, and when he reached the outer door to the building, he turned back again. “You can contact the doc at Pelican Bay, can’t you?”
“The doctor at the prison? I could,” Cruz said slowly, “but why should I?”
“The doc – she’ll – she’s good people, too – she – she’ll tell you – ”
“Tell me what?” Cruz interrupted impatiently.
“About me ... and what I know.”
Cruz stood and watched the man stumble awkwardly out of the parole office. Did Hansen really know something or was he paranoid, caught up in his own delusional world?
Damn, dude wasn’t going to make it. He looked defeated before he’d even started.
 



 
Chapter 20
 
Frankie sank shakily into her office desk chair after the guards escorted Anson Stark from the infirmary. After prescribing a mild pain reliever for Stark’s “headaches,” she’d needed a moment alone.
She lowered her head onto her folded arms, her insides coiling with panic and shock. She’d only needed to look into his eyes – those freaky translucent eyes – to know that Anson Stark was a cold-blooded murderer.
Maybe he’d been convicted of second-degree murder in the death of his wife, as the rumors went, but the deaths of two SHU inmates had been deliberate, and planned like a military commander initiating a well-executed campaign.
She’d certainly gotten the message he intended. He perceived her as a threat, one to eliminate coolly and ruthlessly. But why? How? Did it all tie back to the note Cole Hansen had given her?
Ten minutes later her heart still raced like a metronome on speed, but she stifled her fear, took deep breaths – in slowly, out slowly – and assessed the situation.
She would not let this monster get the better of her.
The primary emotion, she realized after a moment’s reflection, wasn’t fear but anger, coupled with helplessness. Sure, she was shaken up – who wouldn’t be when confronted with a calculated killer? – but Stark had stirred up a painful and primitive emotion, a fierce need to retaliate.
Her psychology rotation in med school hadn’t been wasted. Somewhere in the back of her brain she understood that her current anger was for the loss of her mother at a young age, misplaced rage from her father’s arrest and incarceration all those years ago.
She’d been a teenager then, motherless and fatherless, and unable to help her father against the massive amount of evidence the state had against him – evidence that pointed to Roger Franklin Milano as the murderer of his own wife, her mother. She’d been shuffled off to live with her aunt, her mother’s sister, who believed the eye witness who had been the major nail in her father’s case.
Frankie didn’t want to get even with the system. She wanted to figure out what the hell was going on in Pelican Bay Prison. If the inmates truly ran the place, then Anson Stark was king. The correctional officers might bully him, try to break him every chance they got, but she’d noticed on occasion the narrow slip of alarm in their otherwise impassive faces.
She didn’t think either of these particular guards was on the take, but someone was. Likely, many someones.
She didn’t dare let herself ponder how high up the corruption might go.
 
Toward the end of her shift, Frankie had even more cause to worry about recent events. She’d just returned from break, getting a cup of the truly awful coffee supplied by the prison. She planned to catch up on the never-ending task of updating medical records. She’d been doing this before the prison yard murder occurred and was now on the “F” files.
She always kept a colored sheet of paper to mark her place, and when she pulled out the file in front of the bright marker – Fader, Henry – she found a 4x4 sticky note fastened to Henry Fader’s file. The note was a deep, blood-red color. She turned it over.
Both sides were blank.
She opened the file slowly, hands trembling for no apparent reason but a gut feeling that she wouldn’t like what she found inside. Henry Fader’s file was average sized, contained a list of normal medical complaints, and described a young black man. The notable part of the file was the large red stamp affixed to the top of the file.
DECEASED.
The date of death was September 23, 2013, several years ago. Why was his file still in the records cabinet? It should’ve been weeded out of the active files and already archived.
The bigger question, Frankie asked herself – was this a personal death threat, a blood-red note marking a deceased inmate’s file? Did someone mean her to end up like Henry Fader – dead?
She flipped through the pages to determine cause of death. Henry had been an amiable twenty-two-year-old African-American, primed for rehabilitation, taking courses for his GED, attending NA meetings and counseling sessions. On the evening of September 23, his naked body had been found in the shower. He’d been brutally savaged, raped and strangled. A crude symbol had been carved into his chest: LOD.
Hands trembling, Frankie reached for the phone to call the only person she really trusted at Pelican Bay.
Walt Steiner had been a cop when her father was arrested for the murder of her mother fifteen years ago, and he’d been her lifeline. In fact, she’d chosen Pelican Bay when she was searching for a position as a prison doctor.
Walt had transferred there shortly after Roger Milano went to Folsom Prison to serve out his twenty-to-life sentence for murder two. Frankie checked Walt’s work schedule.
His assignment was visiting lieutenant, the officer in charge of clearing visitors for all inmates. He would have details about Anson Stark’s visitation privileges. Stark was probably a no-contact inmate who’d be allowed visitors only through a plexiglass barrier. He wouldn’t be able to pass written information.
But criminals like Anson Stark always had ways to communicate.
 



 
Chapter 21
 
After a moment’s hesitation, Frankie decided to text Walt Steiner rather than risk a phone call.
Hi! Long time, no see. Lunch tomorrow? Off campus?
The response came right back. You bet, baby girl. See you soon.
She’d have to risk just one more shift, she told herself, so that she could prod Walt for information. She tried to convince herself one more day wouldn’t matter, but shivered as if a rigid wind had blown down her back.
By the end of her work day, Frankie felt calmer. The parking lot was empty except for staff cars. She beeped her remote to open her Toyota’s door, her right arm weighted down with the heavy satchel where she’d stuffed both Henry Fader’s and Cole Hansen’s files, as well as the flash drive with her secret data.
As she reached for the handle with her left hand, a thick muscled arm wrapped itself around her throat, almost pulling her off her feet. She stumbled, dropped the satchel, and tried to claw with both hands at the vice-like grip threatening to suffocate her.
The hyoid bone in the adult neck, unlike an infant’s, is ossified and not so easy to break, but she suspected the man choking her was fully capable of throttling her to death. She panicked, forgetting every trick of self-defense she’d ever learned, everything her father had taught her in her early teens when he was her best friend.
I’m going to die, right here, right now, she thought, unless I do something. She relaxed and dropped her purse from her shoulder, slumping back against a thick, solid wall of chest. Her attacker was tall, beefy, and very strong. She stood no chance against his superior height and weight.
Her languid body must’ve boosted the man’s confidence, or perhaps he’d never intended to kill her at all. He bent his mouth to her hair, fetid smoker’s breath making her queasy as he growled low in her ear.
“Best you learn a lesson, bitch. Quit sticking your nose where it doesn’t belong. I’m letting you go, now, but if you even make a squeak, I’ll snap your pretty neck.” He loosened his hold. “Nod if you understand.”
Shaking like a wet puppy, Frankie jerked her head in assent.
He stepped back from her. “Don’t turn around,” he instructed. “Wait five minutes and then go home. This is your last warning.”
Dead silence reigned in the prison parking lot. How had no one seen the man assault her? Where were all the employees who got off shift when she did?
None, she thought, with a tremor of renewed panic. The correctional officers didn’t work the same kinds of shifts as the medical staff, and the nurses staggered their hours so at least two medical personnel were on call at all times.
The night was cold and she’d forgotten her coat. Her mind raced with adrenaline-fueled indecision. How long was five minutes? An eternity had passed since the man released her. Was her attacker gone now?
Her legs shook so much she thought she’d lose her balance and sink to the ground. She had to remain steady until she could seek refuge in her car.
Her keys! Where were her keys?
She ventured a glance down at her feet. The car keys lay right beside her shoes and next to them lay the briefcase. It looked intact. Her assailant hadn’t thought to rifle through the bag. The files were safe.
Her mind started to clear.
That meant he didn’t know how much Frankie had figured out about the deaths of the Norteño gang member and Henry Fader, and Cole Hansen’s debriefing. Her attacker didn’t know about the coded message on the note Cole had passed her.
Long minutes later she retrieved her items, opened the car door, and sank onto the comfortable seat of her old familiar Toyota, slamming the locks on the doors. She’d parked in a remote area of the lot out of sight of the tower guards with their rifles and binoculars. She’d always felt safe here, surrounded with officers and guns, men who were trained to secure the prison.
Now she didn’t know who she could trust. Her assailant was either a civilian or a correctional officer. It wasn’t easy to loiter in the parking lot without detection.
Who was so concerned about what Frankie knew?
Not Walt, she thought frantically. Please not Walt Steiner.
Whoever was threatening her, clearly she was no longer safe at Pelican Bay.
Twenty minutes later at her remote house in Crescent City, Frankie slumped limply against the front door. Henry Fader’s medical file had scared her, but the attack in the parking lot had been terrifying. Her first thought was flight.
She needed to take personal leave and contacted the assistant warden immediately. She was sorry for such late notification, she claimed, but her aunt had just been diagnosed with stage four Hodgkin’s lymphoma. After giving a vivid, if false, account of the aunt’s prognosis, she was granted time off, a week, possibly longer.
Three hours after her shift had ended, she was packed and on the road to Rosedale, in Bigler County, where Cole Hansen had been paroled to. Ironically, it was where she’d gone to high school. If she found Cole Hansen – hopefully alive – she might get some answers about the bizarre note he’d bequeathed her. And why she was in danger.
She didn’t dare return to the prison.
 



 
Chapter 22
 
Staying after hours at the parole office to finish up some paperwork, Cruz glanced up from his desk to see a woman standing in the open doorway, her hand lifted to knock on the open door. Damn, he’d thought the front door was locked.
“Are you lost?” he asked.
He took in her clean but worn jeans and a plain jacket tossed over a white shirt, and wondered if she was one of his. Her clothes looked the part, rumpled and worn, but her face didn’t have the uncertainty of someone who’d just gotten out of jail or lived on the street very long.
He tried again, clearing his throat. “Can I help you?” He glanced pointedly from the leather-strapped watch on his wrist to the mound of paperwork on his desk.
The woman suddenly turned, as if in a daze, to examine the empty lounge behind her.
Damn, he was always a sucker for a damsel in distress.
Frowning, she looked awkward, as if she didn’t know how she’d gotten here. “I’m looking for someone.”
Cruz eyed the loose hair and worn Doc Martens. She was tall for a woman, slender beneath the loose-fitted jacket incongruously wrapped with a cheerful scarf around the neck.
“A parolee,” she continued, “or someone in charge?”
He saw now that she clutched a set of car keys in the hand that dangled at her side. Not a parolee, then. They never had cars, at least not ones they actually owned.
She held herself formally, like a school teacher trying to detect a lie on a student’s face. Cruz refrained from squirming under her stern look by rising and sweeping a negligent hand at the molded plastic chair in front of his desk.
He wondered idly what she meant by “someone in charge.”
“I guess I’ll do as well as anyone.” He extended his hand in a half-hearted gesture, but she’d already sat down, looking around her in mild interest. Feeling awkward, he stumbled over his words as he sat down. “I’m Santiago Cruz, one of the parole officers in Bigler County.”
The woman perched on the edge of the chair, her fingers twined on her lap, her eyes downward, the tiny frown between her eyebrows telling him she was struggling with words. He noticed the pallor of her face, the dark smudges beneath her eyes.
Cruz held back a smile. He’d never had a drop-dead gorgeous woman come looking for a parolee before. Her dark shiny hair swirled around her face, tiny threads of gold and copper glinting through the dark curls.
“It’s always good to start at the beginning,” he offered. “Who’s the parolee you’re looking for?”
She raised her eyes and met his steadily across the desk, revealing striking gray eyes fringed with thick, short black lashes. Under her scrutiny, he glanced down at the folder in front of him, tapped it like he had something important to attend to.
Those arresting eyes followed his fingers as if the monotonous tap-tapping hypnotized her. “Cole Hansen. He was just paroled from Pelican Bay. Do you know him?”
Cruz swiveled to the gray filing cabinet behind his desk and extracted a file. He angled the folder so she couldn’t see the contents and recognized the photo immediately. Cole Hansen, the beaten-down man who’d just registered with him this morning. He closed the file and looked directly at her.
“I might know him,” he said, “but I’d have to understand what business you have with him.” He shrugged with a small lift of his shoulders. “Confidentiality issues.” He smiled, curious about why a woman like her would want to find a man like Cole Hansen.
She returned his smile with a wide, bright one of her own as if to acknowledge that he had her there. “I , uh, knew Cole at the prison,” she began tentatively. “He gave me a message, but, uh, was discharged before I could talk to him.” She leaned urgently across the desk. “I just want to make sure he’s all right.”
Cruz shook his head. “Why wouldn’t he be? He hasn’t been on parole long enough to get into trouble.” He lifted his eyebrows in question. “Unless you know something I don’t.”
She frowned again, the tiny line marring the smooth beauty of her skin. “No, probably not. It’s just that ... well, everything happened so fast, and then he was gone.” She examined her blunt fingernails at the end of sturdy well-formed hands. “Do you have an address – or a phone number for him?” A pleading note entered her voice. “Please, I really need to find him.”
Cruz opened the folder again, knowing the answer already. Cole Hansen was going to be living on the street, which didn’t bode well for any kind of successful rehabilitation. He shook his head. “Sorry. He checked in, but doesn’t have an address yet.”
He took another careful look at her, knowing the answer before he asked it. “Are you a relative?”
She sighed in resignation and rose, reaching for a card in her jacket pocket. “No, I’m not. I’m just a – a friend. If you hear from him, will you contact me?”
She handed over a business card, with a hand-written cell phone number on the back, and turned toward the door. The front of the card bore the state seal, and the information, “Frankie Jones, MD, Pelican Bay State Prison, Crescent City, California.
Cruz suddenly remembered Hansen’s words about “the doc.”
What the hell?
When he looked up again, however, Dr. Frankie Jones had already gone.
 



 
Chapter 23
 
Frankie sat in her car outside the Rosedale Police Station, weighing her options. The parking lot was brightly lighted and in a relatively new part of the city, a safe part of town. Across the street were recently-built condominiums. A quarter mile away, upper-middle-class homes that were constructed about fifteen years ago, looked attractive and pricey.
Lifting her hands off the steering wheel, she realized she’d been clutching it so hard that indentation marks showed on her palms. What to do? Go in and file a complaint – or drive the long, unwelcome trip back to Crescent City? She’d have to return home sooner or later, and she certainly felt safer there, even so close to the prison, than she did in Rosedale.
If she entered the police station, what kind of complaint could she file? Without evidence the police would laugh her out of the precinct. She had no evidence, just a shadowy, creepy, gut instinct that someone was following her.
Had been following her since her visit to the parole officer earlier this morning. What was his name, Cruz something-or-other? She’d driven circuitously around the city, trying to determine if someone was actually tailing her.
Her first clue to being stalked was the car, distinctive because of its non-monochromatic paint job. As if someone had begun the task with a bright metallic red and finished up with a dull gray – or stopped painting altogether. The car’s muffler was noisy and distinctive.
She’d caught a good look at the two men inside the car. She’d been around felons long enough to recognize them easily. From their look, they were gang bangers, which explained the noisy muffler and incomplete paint job.
After a few more twists and turns, she’d pulled into a Walmart parking lot and idled her Toyota’s engine. She didn’t see the car. Ten minutes later, she pulled out of the lot and into a McDonald’s drive through. When she arrived at her motel, however, she spied the same car driving past on Vernon Street.
Damn! She unsuccessfully tried to convince herself she was being paranoid, but her practical mind wasn’t buying it.
Instead of entering her first-floor motel room, she’d driven to the police station, eating her dinner while sitting indecisively behind the wheel. She could think of only one sensible, safe thing to do if she didn’t go into the precinct and file a claim.
“Walt,” she said when he picked up his phone. “It’s Frankie.”
“Couldn’t wait to have lunch with me tomorrow, huh?” he joked, his voice sounding tinny over the connection.
She paused and took a sip of soda. “I have a problem with tomorrow. Sorry, but I had to go to – ”
“What’s wrong?” He interrupted her, hearing the fear and uncertainty in her voice.
She blew out a heavy breath of frustration. “Uh, nothing, I just need to cancel lunch tomorrow.”
“What’s wrong?” Walt repeated, harsher this time. “Are you in some kind of trouble?”
Frankie looked around at the police parking lot, nearly empty of cars. “Maybe,” she ventured. “I had to drive to – ”
“Not on the phone,” Walt interrupted again. “Get to a safe house. You know what I mean,” he emphasized assuredly. His voice sounded calm and steady, and her nerves settled. “A safe house. I’ll come to you,” he promised.
The connection went dead.
Twenty minutes later Frankie pulled into the driveway of her old house on Bridgeford Avenue in Rosedale. The security pad code on the garage door still worked and she drove inside, parking her Toyota beside the old family car, a 1983 Impala, a classic now, she supposed. The door from the garage into the laundry room was unlocked, same as always.
The house had the musty scent of unused linen and stale air. Even though she had a cleaning service come twice a month, and a lawn service weekly, she couldn’t believe vandals or teenagers hadn’t broken in to camp out or party in the abandoned house. Or that her aunt hadn’t tried to sell it for the equity. But, no, it looked much like it had the fateful night of her Homecoming Dance fifteen years ago.
Rummaging through her bag, she found sweats and a tee shirt to change into. She made up a bed on the couch. She couldn’t stand sleeping in either her old bedroom or her parents’ room. Opening a package of Top Ramen she’d brought with her, she settled into a family room arm chair, worrying what to do next.
She wouldn’t sit helplessly and wait for Walt to swoop in and save her. Again. She would stay here tonight and tomorrow she’d go back to see that parole officer – the Cruz guy. Insist that he give her information about Cole Hansen. Or help her find him. That was his job, wasn’t it?
Cole had answers to her questions. All the trouble had started with him.
Going back to Crescent City without knowing what the note he’d given her meant, or why he’d given it to her, was an admission of defeat. He considered himself in danger. Had he involved her in the same danger just by passing her the indecipherable note?
And what in hell did it all mean?
 



 
Chapter 24
 
Feet propped on the coffee table in front of him, a whiskey shot glass in his right hand, he tried to remember how he’d gotten himself in so deep. If he’d known it would come to this when he started, he’d have – have what? Not started? He didn’t think so.
Didn’t every man gamble a little here and there? Golf rounds, football pools.
Give it up completely? Maybe. He sipped at the whiskey and stared at the muted television screen. That wouldn’t help the dilemma he was in `now, though.
The Moktu Indian Gaming Casino, he decided. That’s where the real trouble had begun.
It was fun and games at first, playing the dollar machines, swilling booze, getting a little high. Then he’d moved up to the five-dollar slots. Roulette and poker next.
He’d worked his way into the private poker games in a flash. The buy-in was a thousand bucks. He remembered thinking vaguely what a big chunk of change that was for a man in his profession, but he’d gotten this primo condominium from his parents. He’d shrugged off caution and taken out a large mortgage on the property.
The condo paid off, he figured he could handle a second mortgage.
Later, he cashed out his 401K.
Most of the time he’d won big at gambling, and the temptation sucked him in like an industrial vacuum. The casino opened a line of credit for him, long before he’d needed to use it. A temptation he couldn’t resist. Five thousand, then twenty, then a hundred grand. By the time his head had cleared, he owed Moktu Casino nearly two-hundred fifty thousand dollars.
Even then he hadn’t panicked. Not until the reality of owing over a quarter million G’s to a bunch of Indians, probably backed by mobsters, hit him like a ton of bricks.
Holy fuck!
Another mortgage on the condo, now almost under water, 401K depleted, his finances a ruin. No way he could afford to live in this ritzy neighborhood on his salary. He was in debt to the casino so deep he didn’t know how to get out, and he knew it would only get worse. The only solution was to run, a sure way to get killed.
So what had he done instead?
He’d laid low, making piddly-ass payments once in a while, just enough to keep the bone-breakers away from the door. All the time knowing a huge day of reckoning was just around the corner.
Like a little kid, he pretended that if he ignored them long enough, they’d go away. They hadn’t, of course. The long arm of retribution had finally reached out.
They came to him brutally – three of them, although the ugly giant would’ve been threat enough – and the knowledge of his vulnerability washed over him like a summer monsoon – without warning and very lethal. A drenching flood of dread that could only end in him dead and lying at the bottom of the ocean.
Not to worry, though, they had a proposition for him.
“A mutually beneficial proposition,” the ham-fisted brute with the broken nose and squinty eyes explained happily. The thug was a walking cliché, but it fit him like a glove, a brass-knuckles-encased glove.
After the debt-ridden man had sworn off gambling forever, explained he’d never enter the doors of Moktu again – cajoled, begged, almost cried – the giant continued calmly, “You want to make this right.”
You need to make this right, the brute had emphasized, unnerstand? He jabbed a thick finger in the air.
“My Boss is the debtor, you’re the debtee.” He leaned close and grinned as if he’d said something clever.
The man was pretty sure those weren’t the right words, but he had no intention of arguing with a six-foot-six gargantuan with a nasty face and even nastier breath. Plus, the giant had explained, the debtee was in a unique position to give them what they wanted in lieu of the cash owed.
Maybe take a year or two, but it could be done. An acceptable arrangement for both sides. Wasn’t he lucky the Boss was so accommodating?
Just to be sure the gambler understood their plans for him and the repercussions if he reneged on the deal, the thug had calmly explained what would happen to his body if he didn’t cooperate. Every bloody slice and specific blow to his weak flesh and puny muscles. It ain’t pretty, the thug declared with a wry smile but ... He lifted both muscled shoulders and let the threat hang ominously.
Fingers or thumbs, they’d said – you’ll get a choice what to lose when the time comes – if you screw us over.
But first ... a little something so you don’t forget.
The man swirled the whiskey around in his glass, calm now that the slick, smooth liquor and the oxys had taken off the edge of fear and pain. Briefly contemplated how costly disappearing would be – just getting the hell out of Dodge.
But where to? With the 401K wiped out and the condo mortgaged to the hilt, did it really matter what the cost was? He didn’t have any of it.
However, the situation wasn’t intolerable. He was perfectly capable of doing what Moktu Casino – and the mobsters supporting it – asked of him. He had the knowledge, the skill, and certainly the guts for it.
He scratched his jaw, thinking about the how and the who and the where of such a project. It was risky, but doable.
Placing the whiskey glass on the end table, he held up his left hand, palm inward and wiggled the splint on his broken ring finger, their reminder of his debt.
 



 
Chapter 25
 
Cruz waited another day before driving to Rosedale and talking to Angie Hunt at Jesus Saves about his recently-paroled client. Predictably, Cole Hansen hadn’t reached out to Angie, and no one had seen him hanging around the Washington Street area. It was early, though. He had almost a week before his parole could be violated.
Angie didn’t look well. Her flesh was a dusty gray color, like a burlap bag filled with potatoes and clinging with the dirt from harvest. Cruz knew she worried about her “boys,” as she called them. She was one of those people who’d been through hell, come out the other side, and wanted to pass what she’d learned to others.
Cruz tapped on the office door and slung his long frame into a wooden chair in front of her desk. “What’s up, Angie?” Misunderstanding her depression, he tried to assure her. “You don’t need to worry about the backpack. The police won’t hassle you about it. Sergei, now that might be another matter.”
“He didn’t mean anything by taking it. He was just worried about his friend.”
Cruz held up a hand. “I know. He won’t get into any serious trouble. No one figures a person like Sergei was involved in Dickey’s murder.”
“It’s definitely murder?”
“I’m sorry. Dickey was probably in the wrong place at the wrong time.” He glanced over his shoulder to see if anyone was standing outside the office door, and lowered his voice. “What do you think, Angie? Did Dickey have any enemies? Someone have a grudge against him?”
“Nah, nothing like that. He was just a harmless old bum.” Her eyes misted at the memory.
“Did he owe any money? Steal someone’s stash?”
Fire danced in her expression, giving her face the life it lacked. “No, I told you. Dickey wasn’t like that. Everybody liked him. He got along with all types. Real low profile, you know?” She stared sharply at him. “At least you’d know if you kept up with your clients.”
Cruz flushed at the accusation, but lowered his voice further and rested his elbows on his knees. He was close enough to smell the faint tang of body odor covered by the scent of Angie’s cheap cologne. “What about the police? Did any particular officer hassle Dickey?”
Angie hesitated, worrying her bottom lip with a thumb and forefinger. “Well, you know, don’t none of the cops like these fellas, and the feeling’s mutual, but ... ” Her voice trailed off as her brow furrowed and she searched her memory.
“But what, Angie?” Cruz tried to keep the eagerness out of his voice. No matter what Angie said about a grudge against the homeless by a police officer, he couldn’t let his mind travel that road. Christ, they were all on the same side, weren’t they?
“Some of the cops – detectives, too – had a hard-on for my boys. Winston and Braun, Rawley, Flood – shit, even that sweet-faced gal cop, name of Summers – they was always rousting Dickey from the park.” She reached idly for her pack of cigarettes lying on the desk, remembered where she was, and pushed them away.
“Confiscating his cigarettes, hassling him about leaving trash lyin’ ‘round,” she continued, irritated without her nicotine rush.
She shook her head. “But they did that with all the street people. They really hate the homeless. It’s kinda scary, but, nah, they cops. Bluster and talk trash to us, but what somebody did to Dickey? That’s just plain sick.”
Cruz stood, wondering if he should’ve kept his mouth shut. It was a crazy notion anyway, and he didn’t want any rumors running around the street. “Let’s keep this between ourselves, okay, Angie? Dickey’s death was likely just a random snatch and grab gone wrong.”
“Yeah,” she replied with no conviction in her voice. “Yeah,” she repeated, “but what’d Dickey have worth snatching anyhow?”
 
In the afternoon Cruz visited Cole Hansen’s parents. The address was on file from several years ago and still current. The father was a stronger and more fit replica of his son, the mother red-eyed and weepy.
“We’ll have nothing to do with him,” the father exclaimed. “He’s been nothing but trouble from the day he was born. Rubbage and good riddance!”
They slammed the door in his face.
The older sister, his next stop, lived in an upscale condominium in Rocklin, and was more compassionate, teary-eyed and soft spoken. “Poor Cole, he never had a chance in this world.”
“Would he have reached out to you for help?” Cruz asked.
She sighed heavily. “I thought so, but I didn’t even know he’d been released from prison.”
“He hasn’t called or written?”
“Cole doesn’t write. He’s ashamed of his poor education, and no, he didn’t phone me.” She touched Cruz tentatively on the arm as he stood to leave. “Is he all right, do you think?”
Cruz wouldn’t tell her that if her brother didn’t report in soon, he could be right back in prison. Although the discharge records hadn’t been clear, Cruz had read between the lines and figured Cole had debriefed in prison. That’s why he’d gotten the unusually early release. If Cole was a snitch, he was in serious trouble, whether on the street or back inside.
It looked like Cole had figured that out, too, and was on the run. “I’m sure he’ll get in touch with you soon,” he soothed as he left.
Useless to tell her the truth, much kinder to give her hope.
 



 
Chapter 26
 
On his way back to Placer Hills and the parole office, Cruz got a call from Sheriff Slater. He put the cell on speaker phone. “What’s up, Slater?”
The Sheriff’s voice sounded worn and disgusted. “Another one. We got another body.”
“Jesus Christ. Where? Not Ryder Park again?”
“No, just outside the county line at Battery Hill Park.”
“On Auburn Drive?”
“Yeah, just barely out of Bigler County. Not my jurisdiction, but I have a friend in Sac County. Hell, Chago, from what Clarence said, it sounds like it might be the same perp.”
Cruz didn’t hesitate. “I’ll meet you at the station in thirty.”
The air was chilly, with a hint of frost to come, when Cruz accompanied Slater to the crime scene site. Battery Hill Park was an old, tattered location next to a cemetery and a middle school.
Wondering briefly how that odd combination had happened, Cruz realized the park had been an afterthought, established long after the cemetery’s residents had turned to bone and bits of cloth. What short-sighted city council had then authorized a middle school right next to a graveyard?
The notion gave the crime scene an eerie, ghostly aura, but Cruz shook himself clear of such foolish thoughts as he met up with Slater. Sacramento PD had already cordoned off the area, and Slater hailed a man dressed in a rumpled suit and wearing, of all things, a worn fedora. A cigarette dangled between the fingers of his right hand.
“Clarence, Santiago Cruz. Clarence West is my very old friend from homicide division of SPD.”
“Not so very old,” growled West with a voice like a gravel truck dumping its load. He coughed harshly for a moment and held up his hand to ward off anticipated questions. After he recovered his breath, he asked, “So why do you think this homicide is like yours, Slater?”
The Sheriff shook his head. “You called me, remember?”
“Oh, yeah, well.” West stepped gingerly over the crime scene tape and motioned Cruz and Slater to follow. “CSU’s already finished here and our coroner will release the body in a few.” He nodded toward a heavy-set man in a white lab coat under a heavy parka.
Clarence West hunkered down over a body bag partially unzipped and tugged at the fastening, pulling it down to the woman’s knees. “No ID on her, no plastic bag or backpack to carry her stash. Zilch. She looks homeless, but no one around here could identify her.”
“A woman?” Slater said, registering surprise.
“That’s one difference between our victim and this one.” Cruz noted the ragged clothing, the torn sneakers wrapped with bands of cloth around the sole, the dirt-crusted fingernails. “But, yeah, she was a street person.”
The wounds looked remarkably like those found on Dickey Hinchey’s body, except the face wasn’t disfigured. Below the neck, however, the torso was a wild slash of mayhem – blood and gore extended from the stomach area, and intestines wriggled out from the body cavity like a nest of snakes.
Clarence stared up at Slater. “You think this could be the same doer as did your vic?”
“Maybe. Both homeless. Both bodies savaged. Still ... ”
“Don’t see something like this very often,” Clarence muttered.
Slater lifted both shoulders, pursed his lips in thought, and glanced at Cruz.
“Well, we’ll see,” Clarence answered, rising creakily from thick haunches. “The medical examiner will provide more, I expect. Just wanted to give you a heads up in case the homicides are tied together.”
The two men shook hands. “Keep me informed,” Slater said as he and Cruz stepped back from the body.
“Ditto,” Clarence echoed, his attention already wandering.
The ride back to Placer Hills was long and silent, Slater and Cruz pondering the possibility of coincidence – or something much worse.
 
Cruz had waited a while to contact the prison doctor who’d dropped in unexpectedly at the parole office asking questions about Cole Hansen. That’s how long it’d taken him to figure out that Cole, his most recent parolee, was probably on the run.
Normally, he wouldn’t even think of the man until at least two weeks after he’d first reported in. Then he’d drop in on the ex-con and administer an unscheduled pee test. He’d either congratulate him or violate him. Sounded simple, but really wasn’t. Cruz had come to understand that nothing was ever that black and white in the world of corrections and rehabilitation.
Based on the prison doctor’s concern, he decided to spend some time trying to track Cole down right away. Angie had said Cole hadn’t even stopped by Jesus Saves as Cruz had advised. Investigating last known addresses, phone numbers, and associates, he’d found nothing. A complete bust. No one had seen or heard from Cole Hansen since his release from prison.
And, now, to top it all off, when he tried the number on the prison doctor’s business card, it went straight to voice mail. He attempted to contact her in Crescent City, but prison authorities told him she was on an unspecified leave of absence.
What the hell?
A lot of coincidences were starting to pile up, and Cruz didn’t like that.
 



 
Chapter 27
 
Cruz knew from the tone of Slater’s voice that the news was bad. “Do I really want to know?” he joked as he held his office phone in one hand and a parolee file in the other. He relaxed back in his swivel chair, keeping his next appointment waiting.
“I sure as hell didn’t when my friend Clarence West called me,” Slater answered in a troubled voice. “Autopsy – or what passes for one in a case like this – is complete: no fiber, no prints, no DNA. Bullshit nothing.”
“What do you mean ‘what passes for one?’”
“They’re so understaffed and overworked in his county that when a case like this one comes in – a homeless person, no family, no contacts, obvious knife wounds and blunt force trauma, they’re not going to do more than a cursory exam and lab work.”
“Nothing internal?”
“No point. In their opinion it’s not an important illegal homicide. They’ll put two, almost-retired detectives on it, who’ll dick around for a few weeks, interview people. Nobody sees or knows anything.” Slater heaved out a heavy sigh and continued, “It’ll stay open, go cold in a month, and be forgotten in a year.”
“Shit,” Cruz said.
“Yeah, shit.” A long pause over the line. “Anything on your case?”
“Patch Wilson, our number one pathologist, is on vacation, somewhere in the Bahamas, and his replacement is ... well, let’s just say, he’s not as thorough as Patch.”
“Oh, yeah? What’s his name?”
“Mason Foster, but it’s Patch’s assistant, Howard Casey, who does most of the work. Dr. Foster doesn’t like to mess up his manicure.” Cruz’s voice was full of sarcasm.
“Well, no one could be as good as Patch, could he? Being as he’s the best in the business. Haven’t heard of this Foster guy, but Howard Casey – that name almost rings a bell.”
Cruz continued, “We’ve gotten everything we could from the substitute coroner – lab work’s back, no fingerprints or DNA except the vic’s, but we did find the backpack in a dumpster near Jesus Saves.”
Slater was familiar with Angie Hunt and the work she did at the shelter. “Anything in it?”
“No, but it belonged to Dickey. Angie ID’ed it and Detective Flood’s got it in evidence now.”
“No leads?”
“So far, RPD hasn’t kept me in the loop,”
“So what’s next?”
“Hell if I know.” Cruz spat out the words. “RPD has the same attitude toward the homeless that your friend’s county does.”
“There’s one thing left,” Slater said, disgust in his voice.
“Yeah? What’s that?”
“Wait for another murder and hope the crazy fucker gets careless.”
 
The parole office was dead quiet at this time of the day. Cruz fiddled with a pen on his desk blotter, reflected on the latest death. If it was the same killer, he was an arrogant bastard, didn’t seem to care how quickly his victims were found. The homeless woman was somewhere between thirty-five and fifty-five years old, scrawny, nearly toothless – and carved up much like his parolee Dickey Hinchey.
He shook off a wave of pity for her wasted life.
Determined to track down the doctor, Cruz reached one more time for his landline. The phone rang, a jarring sound that made him jerk back his hand.
The first words the woman on the other end of the line said were, “I need your help.”
Distracted, Cruz didn’t recognize the voice immediately, but sensed the urgency and fear in it. “Who is this?”
“Frankie Jones,” she replied shortly. “I asked you for information about Cole Hansen?”
Of course. The stormy gray eyes, the long dark hair, the medical doctor who looked nothing like a medical doctor. “Dr. Jones. Yes, I tried to catch you before you left my office yesterday.”
“You did?” She sounded dubious.
“Yeah, sorry about that. Things got real busy at the office.” Cruz thought again of the two dead street persons. “One of my parolees died.”
“Oh, I’m sorry.” A long, pregnant pause as if she were deciding whether to ask for his help after all.
I need your help, she’d said.
“Can we meet?” In spite of the concern in her voice, the words had the effect of a decisive command.
“I’m in Placer Hills now. How about a late lunch? There’s a diner on the corner of Highway 49 and Grant Street. Maybelle’s? You know it?”
“Yes,” she answered, “I grew up around here.”
“Great. See you there at three o’clock.”
His mind whirled with ideas. Why had he mentioned Dickey Hinchey’s death? How much should he tell Dr. Jones about Cole Hansen? Trying to track down Hansen was part of his job, so he might be able to help her.
Though definitely no longer his purview, finding out who’d murdered Dickey was more important to him. As far as RPD was concerned, he’d be sticking his nose in their business if he continued looking into the case.
Cruz checked his watch. He barely had time to wash up, put on the extra clean shirt he kept in the office, and make his lunch date. He didn’t question his need to look less rumpled when he saw the edgy Dr. Jones.
The woman had been stressed when he’d first seen her. Now she sounded almost frantic. He wondered what the direct, but worried, Dr. Jones wanted now.
 



 
Chapter 28
 
At Folsom Prison, California state prison inmate number Z143973 received notice that he had a visitor thirty minutes before visiting hours began. He washed up at the stainless steel sink, combed his dark hair – heavily threaded with gray, grown long now, and tied back in a queue – and changed his shirt.
A visitation for inmate Z143973 was a rare thing and he went through the preparation with a mild sense of shock.
It had to be her. She was the only person who’d ever visited him during the fifteen years of his prison sentence for second-degree murder. She hadn’t come at first, or rather, wasn’t allowed to, but gradually she’d pushed the family rules or sneaked around, or whatever – he didn’t want to know – in order to visit him occasionally.
He hadn’t seen her in nearly a year.
In many ways doing time had been hard for him, learning the rules, who to trust, who not to turn your back on, but in other ways it’d been easy – no independent decisions. Everyone told you what to do and when to do it. Eat, sleep, take a crap – all normal activities were granted or withheld by correctional officers.
Inmates took on halting, indecisive behaviors, anticipation of direction. Without it they were like statues waiting to be animated, waiting for orders.
Doing time was tedious, but for an introverted, reflective person like inmate Z143973, prison was a relief from the harried pace of everyday life in the outside world. He realized by the end of his second year of incarceration that no one would rescue him, that he’d serve out his sentence with basic needs provided for, and that he really wasn’t a man made for the uncertainty of life outside prison walls – for the profound betrayals that occurred there without warning.
Even in his years in the army, he’d done solitary work – ordnance at Ft. Lee, Virginia. Not much more of a job than a military secretary. And very isolated. Which he’d preferred.
He wasn’t a man who inherently knew how to interact with other people. Not any longer.
The guards released the cell doors and accompanied him and the other inmates in a straight line into the visitors section. Their guests waited on round stools on the other side of an elongated plexiglass wall that separated them from the prisoners.
Phones to the right were for communication. He entered his coded number and nodded to his guest to pick up the receiver on the other side of the window. He peered at the visitor through the glass barrier.
It wasn’t her after all. Unexpected disappointed squeezed his heart.
His court-appointed attorney sat on the other side. No contact with the man in at least five years and he barely remembered his name. He’d done a creditable, if unremarkable, job of defense, but – whoops, no cigar.
Inmate Z143973 had been charged with murder two, a sentence of fifteen to life. However, when he’d come up for parole, the agitation surrounding the murder had prevented his paroling. It was beginning to look like he would do the full time.
He frowned uncomfortably. What was the lawyer’s name? Ah, John Wright, who worked for the county as a public defender. No pro bono, high-profile, hot shot attorney from Sacramento. Just some low-paid county worker.
Not that Wright hadn’t done the best job he could. It was just that fifteen years ago, Wright was so new to law you could rub the shiny off him with a rag.
Because Wright was the attorney of record, the two men were allowed the privilege of a secure room, no recordings, no video tapes. At least in theory. After what’d happened to him, inmate Z143973 – Roger Franklin Milano – didn’t trust police or guards or anyone anymore.
Apparently Wright had decided to meet with Roger in regular visitation with the other inmates. No confidentiality. Was that good or bad? It must be important.
Surprise or shock or something must’ve registered on his face because Wright’s first words were, “Walt sent me.”
A jolt of terror raced through his blood like wildfire because he knew immediately what that meant.
“It’s Frankie. She’s in trouble,” Wright continued, his sad basset-hound face drooping almost comically.
“What?” Roger whispered, his voice as rusty as an old engine. He realized he rarely used his vocal chords anymore. “Who? Why?”
“I’m trying to get a private room,” Wright assured him. “I don’t want to say more here.” He glanced around. “Publicly.”
Roger looked at the door where a guard waited for visitation to end, and behind Wright where the reception officers watched through tinted windows. Every word said during inmate visits could be recorded and listened to later – no expectation of privacy inside a prison facility.
“Walt said to give you the message about Frankie, and see what you can learn about ... ” The attorney looked down meaningfully at Roger’s hands splayed on the counter. The letters L-O-D were tattooed into the first three fingers of his right hand, below the knuckle joint.
Roger Franklin Milano – inmate Z143973 – was a member of the Lords of Death.
“I’ll see you tomorrow under privilege,” Wright continued, “and tell you everything I know about – about what’s happened.” He cleared his throat. “Try not to worry. We’re taking care of it.”
Wright stood abruptly and exited the room before time was up, leaving Roger staring after him. He sat on his round stool, gazed fixed on his folded hands, thinking desperately of the only thing in the world that mattered to him anymore.
What had happened to his only daughter – Frankie Jones she called herself now – and what could he do about it stuck inside his concrete cage?
 



 
Chapter 29
 
Maybelle’s was a breakfast-lunch restaurant that had been an established attraction in Placer Hills for three decades. Worn and a little seedy, it served the best food in town and was still operated by the original owners.
Cruz had just settled with a menu and a glass of water when Dr. Jones entered the diner and spotted him in the corner. She was as stunning as he’d remembered, and wore a casual look again today, her hair up in a loose ponytail.
Slow down the hormones, he warned himself, as he rose from his chair.
Instantly recognizing him, she sat down quickly while the wait server placed a menu and glass of water before her.
“What’s good?” she asked, scanning the list.
“They serve breakfast all day.” Cruz wondered why she seemed so jittery. Her fresh face and wide-eyed expression contrasted with her ill-at-ease body.
“I like the biscuits and gravy with a side of sliced tomatoes, so I can pretend I’m eating healthy.”
She tried a lopsided smile that didn’t quite work and ordered the same. They settled into an uncomfortable silence until the server, whose name tag said “Sally,” placed their breakfasts and the check on the table.
“Let me know if you need anything,” Sally said. “We’ve got great bread pudding if you’re hankering for dessert.”
They ate a few minutes without talking while the other customers gradually left and only they remained. He was starved. Being so occupied with his cases, he hadn’t taken time to eat all day.
“Tell me about Cole Hansen,” she said at last, laying her fork down.
Again, a command, not a request.
“We talked about confidentiality, Dr. Jones,” he answered, testing the waters.
“Frankie, please.” She removed her sweater and hung it on the back of her chair. She wore a tank top that hugged her slender figure without being too revealing.
“All right – Frankie,” he conceded, trying to keep his mind on her words. “I can’t give you parolee information without cause.”
She sighed, patted her mouth, and placed her napkin beside the empty plate, signaling for the server. “I’ll have a Pepsi, please, lots of ice, and try that bread pudding you mentioned.”
“Same for me.”
After Sally left, Frankie continued, “There – there are – odd things happening at the prison where I’m head doctor. I can’t elaborate, but I think Cole Hansen is in serious jeopardy.”
She leaned over the table and lowered her voice when Sally left to fill their dessert orders. The neckline of her tank revealed smooth, white flesh. “I saw him in my clinic right before he paroled. He dropped out – you know what that means?”
Cruz nodded. “Debriefing. Snitching.”
“Yes, and he had six months’ time left on his sentence, but after he dropped out, he was paroled that same day.”
Cruz shrugged. “Lucky guy. So what’s the problem?”
She lifted one dark eyebrow and leaned back in her chair. “Really. You don’t know that debriefing effectively puts a target on his back?”
“Maybe, but it depends on what he gave up. If he just named small-time gang members, gave insignificant information about their activities, he wouldn’t be bothered on the inside or the outside.”
“It’s the Lords of Death,” Frankie said flatly.
“Ah.”
“Yes, ah.”
“Still, I don’t see what this has to do with you.” Cruz dug into the bread pudding Sally set before them. “You’re a doctor at Pelican Bay. Hansen is a parolee. I don’t see how you fit into any of this.”
“They’re going to kill him,” she insisted ferociously.
“What makes you so sure?”
“Like I said, I saw Cole in the clinic the day before his release. A murder had just gone down in the prison yard. An inmate stabbed in the jugular. Hispanic – Norteño, I think.” She shook her head. “Or maybe not even ganged up yet. I’m not sure. They got him to the clinic, but it was too late. He bled out.”
Cruz lifted both shoulders and concentrated on his dessert. “So?”
She frowned, a look both angry and disappointed shadowing her face. “So, Cole admitted to stabbing the man – no provocation at all – and landed in the SHU. He confessed, but I’m positive he didn’t kill that man.”
Frankie willed the parole officer not to dismiss her. He scraped a hand across his jaw which was starting an early five-o’clock shadow. Her eyes followed his hand, brown and strong-looking. She’d always had a thing for well-shaped hands in a man.
“And you think he took the fall because the Lords of Death shot-caller ordered it,” Cruz said
Frankie nodded, forcing herself back to the topic. “Cole’s just not smart enough – or vicious enough – to do something like that.”
Cruz tried to recall the details of Hansen’s rap sheet and parole record. If he remembered right, it was petty stuff, possession, dealing, theft – but no violent crimes. A lowly criminal like him didn’t usually escalate to murder, but you never knew.
Prison had a way of changing men.
Cruz spoke the words aloud.
“You don’t understand.” Desperation weighted her voice like stones in a stream. “Cole has information I need to find out.” She pushed aside her plate, took a deep drink of soda, and eyed him levelly across the table.
“Cole may not be the only one in trouble.” A tiny line of perspiration dotted her upper lip. She dabbed at it with a napkin.
“What do you mean?”
“I think someone’s trying to kill me, too.”
“Why would someone try to kill a prison doctor?”
“Because I – I think I know something, maybe something I don’t know I know.”
 



 
Chapter 30
 
Even through the convoluted words, Cruz knew what she meant. Frankie Jones had uncovered information she wasn’t supposed to have – information that put her in danger.
Her hand rested on the table, palm downward. Without thinking he covered it briefly with his own. He’d only meant a gesture of comfort, but an unexpected tingle ran through him. For a single moment their eyes met, and he knew she’d felt it, too.
“Tell me everything,” he said, signaling for another round of sodas.
Frankie Jones recounted each detail – from the murder in the prison yard to the note Cole Hansen had slipped her. From Anson Stark’s menacing visit to – finally and reluctantly – the attack in the prison parking lot. Cruz sat stunned for long moments.
“It sounds like a made-up story, I know,” she said at last, but the look in her stormy gray eyes told him she was desperate for him to believe her. “I’m not crazy.”
“And this friend of yours – this Walt Steiner? – what about him?”
“I – I don’t know. I called him and he – he told me a place to go.”
“Can you trust him?”
Her face hardened. “No, and I thought I could trust a lot of people. Now – now I’m not sure.”
She clasped her hands together on the table top. He noticed the slim fingers and the clean nails, cut short and bluntly. Capable hands. She seemed like an efficient woman, a steady woman not prone to fanciful imaginings.
“You’re safe enough here, don’t you think? So far from Crescent City?”
She bit her bottom lip. “Maybe. I don’t know. I was followed by a low rider car last night. I didn’t dare go back to my motel room.”
“Gang bangers?”
She spread her hands helplessly. “They were white, not Mexican, but they looked like gang members.”
“Go to the cops,” Cruz advised. “What can I do for you?”
“No cops,” she insisted. “If CO’s at the prison are involved in this, why not local police? You can help me find Cole.” Her face was a stubborn wall of determination.
Why would someone who worked for Corrections and Rehabilitation not trust the authorities?
Frankie pulled a paper from her handbag and shoved it across the table. It was the coded message, wrinkled and torn, she claimed Cole had given her when she was examining him in the prison clinic. “Can you tell what it means?”
Cruz was impressed by her composure. The attack and threats must’ve been terrifying, but she managed to maintain a cool outward façade.
He reached across the table, took the note, looking around to check if anyone had noticed. “It looks like gobbledygook,” he complained after a glance.
“Maybe, but Cole Hansen risked his life getting it to me in prison. He couldn’t know his release date would come so quickly.”
Cruz lifted one eyebrow. “Don’t make Cole Hansen into some kind of hero, Dr. Jones. He’s an ex-felon. He’ll say or do anything to make his life easier.”
“Maybe.” Frankie shifted in her chair. “But I don’t think he’s a killer. I think he’s a guy who got caught up in something he doesn’t know how to get out of.”
“In every one of his prison terms he’s been ganged up,” he reminded her.
“You know how it is in prison,” Frankie returned hotly, pink flushing her high cheekbones. “It’s all about survival.”
Cruz sighed and rubbed his right temple. Damn, the woman gave him a headache. What kind of prison doctor was also a liberal, left-wing supporter of prisoners’ rights?
But she did look appealing when she blushed.
“You may be right,” he returned, “but unless we can find Cole, get him to help us figure this out, it’s just a useless piece of paper.”
“A piece of paper intended for the president of the Lords of Death,” she countered.
Cruz nodded. “There’s that.”
“We have to find Cole before someone else does.”
“You need to worry about your own safety first. If you’re correct, and someone’s trying to get to you, you’re in trouble. If you won’t go to the police, do you have somewhere that’s secure?”
Frankie had already found her safe house, but only nodded.
“Okay, go to this – this place you have – and make sure no one follows you,” Cruz ordered, pushing back from the table, throwing a few bills down.
He reached for her phone lying on the table and programmed his number into it. “Wait for me to call. We’ll talk about that – ” He nodded at the note “ – later.”
“Wh – what are you going to do?”
“I’m going to locate Cole Hansen.”
 
Cole needed help, but didn’t know where to turn.
As his last few dollars ran out, he scrounged around for empty soda cans and got enough change for a cup of coffee and a dollar sandwich at McDonald’s. Another manager, another young kid, gave him warning looks as he huddled quietly in the corner, so he left.
By now he was real grubby. He hadn’t washed since he’d left prison and was sure the frowns and stares he got from people in Old Town was from the stink coming off him. He’d never lived on the street before. In between jail and prison stints, he always found someone who’d give him a place to stay, a few weeks here, a few there, even if it meant sleeping on the floor or in the garage.
Desperation was a ball of sodden bread clogging his throat.
He sat on the steps of the Washington Street Church. Looked around the corner to see the small sign of the Jesus Saves building. Cruz had said the woman there, Angie Hunt, was good people. Cole didn’t know if he could trust his parole officer or not, but what choice did he have?
He was that desperate.
 



 
Chapter 31
 
Cruz caught up with Cole Hansen by sheer accident.
Cruising down Washington Street, he swung his jeep into the parking lot behind the Washington Street Church where the parishioners served breakfast on weekdays for the homeless. A few stragglers lingered about, drinking coffee and eating breakfast bars.
Cruz idled his vehicle a few moments, watching the people who exited the back door of the church. Suddenly, Cole came out of the wide double doors and looked around carefully. He hoisted his backpack on one shoulder while he sipped from a Styrofoam cup.
Clearly, Cole didn’t recognize Cruz’s car. The parole officer eased out of the seat, closed the door quietly, and started walking toward the parolee. Cole caught the movement, and in a flash tossed aside his cup of coffee and hauled ass around the side of the building.
Damn! Cruz hated the runners. He took off after him.
Cole was faster on his feet than Cruz had expected, but no match for him. He worked out regularly and ran five to seven miles a day. Single, with few hobbies, and both parents passed away, Cruz had little else to do with his spare time.
He caught up with Cole three blocks away in a residential section of the town. Tackling him hard, he twisted his arms behind his back and cuffed him.
“See now, Cole, that’s exactly what you’re not supposed to do.” He puffed out a long breath and hauled the parolee to his feet, glowering down at him. “Running from your P.O.? Worst thing you can do.”
Cole looked like a cornered animal. “Don’t violate me, please. I can’t go back to Pelican Bay.” Surprisingly Cruz saw tears squeeze out of the corners of the man’s eyes. “I’m a dead man if I go back there.”
“Jeez, Cole, are you going to cry like a little baby? Come on, man up.” Cruz felt uncomfortable disrespecting the man, but he knew it was the best way to handle this situation.
He tugged on Cole’s arm and looked around. No one had followed them, but there might be a crowd when they got back to his car. They took their time returning to allow any church stragglers to disperse. The brief spurt of fight had gone out of Cole.
Cruz shoved Cole into the back of his jeep and drove off, getting on Interstate 80 and heading to Placer Hills and the Bigler County Jail. Halfway there, he realized he didn’t want to drag Cole into the office where everyone could see him in handcuffs. Once that happened, he’d be forced to violate the man’s parole.
What was he going to do with Cole?
Impulsively, he pulled off the road, put on his hazard blinkers, and called Frankie Jones’ number – the one he’d programmed into his cell phone.
“I found him,” he said as soon as she answered.
“Officer Cruz?”
“Chago,” he corrected. “I found Cole.”
Cruz looked over his shoulder, but Cole was staring gloomily out the window, his hands and shoulders twisted awkwardly from the cuffs. “Idiot ran as soon as he laid eyes on me.”
“Is he hurt?”
Hurt? Did she imagine he would abuse one of his parolees?
“No,” he said abruptly, “of course not. Where are you now?”
Frankie hesitated. “At the – the house, the place I told you about.”
“Right.” Cruz thought a moment, then lowered his voice, trying to imagine what kind of house she had and how secluded it might be. “We both need to question Cole and find out what he knows before I decide if I’m going to violate his parole.”
“Do you have to violate him? If he goes back to jail or prison – ”
“I have some discretion,” he interrupted impatiently. “Right now I have to decide where to keep him.”
“Wait until dark and bring him here,” Frankie suggested after a moment.
Cruz sighed heavily. “Think about that. Do you really want Cole Hansen to know where you live?”
Cruz could hear the shrug in her voice, her being brave. “It’s not my primary residence. Besides, if you arrive at night he won’t remember the address or how to get here. It’ll be okay.”
“All right,” Cruz capitulated reluctantly. “See you soon.” He clicked off and watched Cole through the rear-view mirror. The man slumped against the back seat, a look of abject desolation on his face, as if his world was fast coming to an end.
Maybe it was.
 
The newspapers screamed about the recent murder. It had happened not here in Rosedale, but in a park in Sacramento County. Why was someone interfering with his work? Some lunatic killing on a whim. Were they imitating him? Mocking him for what he’d done by accident?
He was having a hard time keeping it together – at work, the demands, the pressures.
Who was it? Who’d have the balls? Who’d take the risk?
He gnawed on the skin around his right thumb until it bled. Gnawed on the problem until it drove him crazy, tearing his brain apart. He didn’t want to repeat that first – accident. He wanted to bury the whole experience so deep in his mind he’d never have to deal with the – with that – with it, again.
He couldn’t allow himself to even think the word. Murder, it whispered, like a wicked siren, enticing him to madness.
Murder was what had happened in Sacramento to that poor, homeless woman. Only a monster would attack someone weaker than himself.
He knew he drank too much – not often – but when he drank heavily, sometimes he passed out, waking up in the most bizarre places with no memory of what he’d done. Was it possible? Could he have ... No! He wasn’t a monster. He was a regular guy with a job, friends.
His mind stumbled on the idea of family and stuttered to a halt. His family – his father was – No! Better not go there.
 



 
Chapter 32
 
Although Folsom Prison inmate number Z143973 – Roger Franklin Milano – was a level four inmate, he was allowed a level two exercise yard, and therefore, had a kind of freedom. Although freedom within a prison setting was a paradox.
Every year, if an inmate didn’t get written up for a violation, he could earn credit for good behavior. This lowered the number of points he entered prison with, depending on the level of crime he’d been convicted of. The lower the points, the less dangerous the inmate was considered.
Roger had fifteen years of good behavior even though his “crime” was a violent one: he’d been found guilty of murdering his wife without premeditation. Murder two. Ironically, although convicted of a violent act, he enjoyed the privilege of being incarcerated with criminals who were much less violent than society viewed him.
Access to a lower-level yard made it possible for Roger to gather all kinds of information. Inside the walls of a prison, information was currency. He’d learned to use his currency wisely. Listen and learn. Learn and pass on – or withhold – as the situation called for.
As a member of the Lords of Death, Roger had access to careless chatter dropped among all of the white inmates who hung out together in the prison yard and ate at the same tables in the cafeteria. Gangs were divided along racial lines scrupulously adhered to. The 187 Crew, a white supremacy gang, ruled at Folsom, unlike at Pelican Bay where Anson Stark’s LODs had set up a tight network that dominated not only the incarcerated whites, but all gangs.
But white was white, and as long as Roger didn’t get up in some other guy’s business, the 187’s and the Lords managed a kind of truce.
In fact, Roger played chess with a 187 member, the only inmate good enough to beat him. Check that. The only player better than him in chess was a black dude.
But playing with a black was out, of course, since black and white didn’t play chess together. Black, white, brown or yellow didn’t do anything together, even watch television on the same unit. Riots had begun and blood had been shed over this hard and fast rule.
As much as racism played out in silent, subtle threads in the real world, within the system where Roger lived, the rules of segregation were raw and immutable. Race lines were clearly drawn in California prisons.
Sam Houston, with the unlikely name of the famous Texan, was a member of the 187 Crew and a close second to the black chess player who was good enough to beat Roger. Although Roger usually won, Sam sometimes sneaked a new play in on him, crowing with delight when this happened.
Sam was an inveterate talker. Other inmates said he had diarrhea of the mouth disease, but often he was a good source of information. Whenever something went down in the yard, he knew ahead of time. Not only was he a reasonably good chess player, he was a good source of prison gossip.
Doing life without parole on an enhanced murder one charge, he looked about seventy with a shocking mane of white scraggly hair and an untrimmed beard which he continually stroked like a woman’s soft flesh.
“Fuckin’ maniacs!” Sam complained after making a good opening gambit in their current chess game. “No offense, my man, but they’re whacked half the time.”
“Oh? Who?” Roger feigned concentration on the chess board and his next move.
Sam rattled on the most when you pretended disinterest in what he had to say. Almost nobody put much store in his ramblings and spurious claims – like he really was a descendant of Sam Houston, the governor of Texas. He was always trying to prove he knew something no one else did, but sometimes there was a nugget of truth in his verbal wanderings.
“Yeah, fuckin’ vampires,” Sam continued. “Not here a’ course, but I heard up at Pelican Bay they’re getting new recruits to – ” He stopped suddenly, bobbed his head around like a yoyo.
Roger responded irritably. “Why are you always blathering on about weird shit like vampires and – ”
Sam looked offended, put his hand on a chess piece and leaned closer. “Not real vampires, scumbag. I said the Lords are acting like vamps, losing turf blood.”
“Turf blood? What the hell does that mean?” Roger growled.
“You know how the Sureños and Norteños say ‘blood in, blood out’?”
Roger nodded slowly. “Sure, most gangs do.”
“Well, Lords are upping the price.” He stroked his beard, looked uncomfortable. “It’s blood in. And – and something more.”
“Hell, Sam Houston, you make about as much sense as a politician.”
“You’ll see.” Sam bobbed his head and cackled, but Roger heard the underlying fear in his words. “You’ll see. Surprised you haven’t heard. Blood in – and something more.”
Back in his bunk, Roger considered Sam’s words, trying to decipher them. Blood in, and something more, he’d said. Most of the time the old man spouted a bunch of idiocy, but something rang true this time.
What were the Lords at Pelican Bay up to that Roger and the Lords of Death here in Folsom knew nothing about? Did it have anything to do with the prison doctor?
Did it have something to do with the old score surrounding her mother?
 



 
Chapter 33
 
The third victim was discovered the next day in Rosedale near Lindy Creek, a shallow, but long body of water that stretched between homes in a newer, upscale part of the city. In the spring the creeks and streams rose to flood depths when the winter snow in the Sierra Nevada Mountains melted, but now, in the dead of winter, they were shallow enough for children to play on its banks.
Two fourth-grade boys on their way to Jefferson Elementary School found the body of a young female. The victim had been murdered in much the same way as Dickey Hinchey, the body bruised and battered, stabbed and beaten.
Slater called and gave Cruz a heads up on the location and agreed to meet him at the scene. “We’ll run into Detective Flood at the crime scene,” Slater murmured, “but two killings in the same town, with a possible third one nearby – that sounds like a pattern, don’t you think?”
Cruz thought a moment, a sharp jolt of terror cutting through him, muscle to bone. “Jesus, a serial killer? Two women, one man, different dumping grounds, only one a parolee. How do you figure?”
“He’s target specific, isn’t he? Going after homeless people?”
“Damn, Slater, that sounds crazy.” Cruz breathed deeply and exhaled slowly. “You’re saying that some crazy right-wing nut job has a hard-on for street people and is picking them off one by one?”
“Well,” Slater grumbled, “when you say it like that – ”
“Right, it’s insane.”
Cruz tapped his fingers restlessly on his desk. “Look, I majored in psychology in undergrad. Let me do some research on this and get back to you. Changing the victim’s sex, choosing a young, strong girl instead of an older, weak man – that deviates from the pathology of the killer.”
He shifted in his swivel chair. “And what’s the motive? There’s always a sexual component with a serial.”
“You sound like a damned shrink,” Slater grumbled, “but, yeah, looks like no one messed with their junk.”
“And the motive?”
“Oh, there’s one. We just don’t know it.” Slater returned. “Let me handle the crime scene by myself. That’ll make Flood less prickly. You check out the psych stuff. Aren’t you a little nuts anyway?”
Cruz smothered a guilty laugh. He was loco for sure – following a couple of murder cases when he had parolees to check up on, and only one of the deaths directly tied to him. “Nah, I’d like a look at the body. Maybe I’ll recognize her, and I don’t mind pissing Flood off.”
 
Patch Wilson had returned from vacation and was present at the crime scene at Lindy Creek. Unfortunately, as Slater had predicted, so was Detective Flood.
Cruz and Slater stood out of the way and listened as Flood pontificated about the dead body, trying to act like he knew something special. While it was true he led the investigation, the M.E.’s role was sacrosanct. No one touched the crime scene until the pathologist had the first look, and Patch was particularly territorial about his work.
Dr. Wilson gave Flood a discouraging frown. “Please step back, Detective Flood, until I finish my on-site examination.”
“Same as the other one, right?” Flood prompted. “Street people get into all kinds of altercations with each other. Chances are some bum had a grudge against this one. Just like with Dickey Hinchey.”
Cruz exchanged a glance with Slater and suppressed a grin, knowing Patch would be formulating a sharp reply.
“Well, now, Detective, we won’t know until we finish our examination, will we?” When Patch, the most clever medical examiner either man had ever known, went into his professorial mode, using the royal “we,” he was ready to lambast his target.
Get ready, Flood.
“Step back, now, please, and let me do my work.” Wilson paused. “Unless you have a medical degree?”
The statement had all the force of a presidential order. Flood stumbled several steps backward, regained his balance, and stuffed his fists into the pockets of his natty suit.
Dr. Wilson studied the corpse an abnormally long time. “Why’s he taking so long?” Cruz asked Slater.
“I don’t know. This is unusual even for Patch. Maybe something intriguing caught his attention.”
At length Wilson rose, snapped off his latex gloves, and announced to the small group of law enforcement people surrounding him. “Good, I was hoping for something complex to wrap my brain around. It appears I have it.”
He nodded Slater’s way. “I’ll begin the autopsy tomorrow morning.” He paused and stroked his smoothly-shaved jaw reflectively. “I’ll also want to re-autopsy our dead Mr. Hinchey. I’m finished now,” he added to the ambulance driver. “You can deliver the body to the hospital.”
He turned and walked away.
“Wait,” Flood called after the M.E. “What’d you find? How’d she die, same as last one, right?” He was shouting now because Wilson had arrived at his car. “The Hinchey autopsy is already done. What in hell is going on?”
Wilson’s voice was low but clear, caught by the westward blowing wind, and wafting back to them. As if he hadn’t heard a word Flood had said, Wilson opened his car door. “Sheriff
The remark was a slap in the face to Andrew Flood, and he glared at Slater and Cruz with muddy, lethal eyes.
 



 
Chapter 34
 
The killer glanced idly around the room where everyone scurried about, filled out forms, answered phones. Chattered like magpies. Like they performed some important job that no one else could do. When he was the one who conducted important business.
Sometimes he hated this job. Despised the people he worked with. He’d worked so hard to get promoted. No one appreciated what he had to deal with – the worthless scum who were everywhere in his life. No seniority, little authority. He’d once thought he was part of the inner circle. One of the guys who got the breaks, got to do something important besides complete more paperwork, answer more phones.
He fiddled with his pen, turning it over and over, end to end – his only outward sign of agitation. Restlessness skittered down his spine all the time now. Ever since the – the incident with the homeless man in Ryder Park.
An ember burned inside him, rage smoldering, ready to erupt into flame. The man roused himself from self-pity. What he’d done – that was a mercy, a favor to the community and the homeless man himself. The hobo was better off dead than living a wretched existence on the street.
And even though it was an act of kindness in the overall picture, it was still an accident, for God’s sake!
He glanced down at the newspaper on his desk.
A monster was now running around Sacramento. Copying him. He’d
never do something so outrageous, so vicious, as the newspaper reported. He thought of the poor, ravaged woman and her pathetic, brutalized body, and shuddered.
Not him! He was a person who protected people not –
He glanced down at his clenched fists. For a brief moment his mask slipped.
Fran Winston across the room gave him a strange look. She was a nosy little bitch. She’d notice the smallest change in a person and blab it to everyone.
He shut his feelings down. Shut them down fast and hard.
Glancing at the wall clock, he realized it was nearly quitting time. Good thing, too, because he could feel himself falling apart, tearing into tiny shreds of anxiety.
In his apartment he kicked off his shoes and threw his jacket on the couch. Reached for a beer in the refrigerator. He hesitated, thought a minute, and pulled his stash from the kitchen armoire he’d inherited from his mother. His cache was hidden in the soup tureen, also inherited from his mother, and which he had no use for.
Well, except for the drugs – oxy, norco, percocet – whatever he scored on the street.
Settling down in his recliner, he chased a handful of xanax with the beer. He’d rather light up a joint, take a good long toke of high quality pot, but that shit stayed in your system forever.
I am not a murderer, he whispered aloud as he relaxed. The words echoed around the small apartment. Good. He repeated the words in his head. What happened with the homeless man at Ryder Park was – it was an accident. Anyone sitting on a jury would see that he was a normal, respectable citizen with a good job and a solid life. He wasn’t a killer.
Calmer now, he analyzed the situation. He wasn’t a killer, but someone was screwing with him, messing with his mind. The newspaper article of the murdered Sacramento woman was proof of that. And that was a serious mistake.
As the xanax gradually relaxed him, he allowed himself to remember the dreams that awakened him in the middle of the night. Foggy dreams filled with violent images and illicit pleasure that left him soaked with sweat. He always woke up with a major boner.
The images always ended with his hands wrapped around someone’s throat, squeezing the neck, harder and harder, choking the life out of the person lying helpless beneath him while his prick swelled like a balloon ready to pop.
With the benzo slowing down his busy brain, he admitted consciously how good it had felt to kill the homeless man in Ryder Park. More than good – great! It was a rush better than any high he’d ever gotten. Not that he was much of a drug user now. Never knew when he’d get caught up in a dirty pee test.
Most of the guys he knew drank and avoided pot. Hell, they drank like fish. Suddenly this idea seemed silly and he suppressed a giggle. Must be the norco he’d mixed with the xanax. The half-life on that stuff was short, so he didn’t worry about
getting caught taking it. And he had a ‘script for the Ambien, so no problemo there.
He breathed deeply and returned to his fantasy, thinking what a rush it felt to carve the life out of another person. Thought how he’d like to do it again, but without the knife this time. The blood – and the gore – that was too much.
Choking, squeezing, tightening his fingers around the neck. Yeah, that was good.
But someone else was playing his game and that disturbed him.
He stewed on the matter during the night, disturbing images racing through his dreams like thoroughbred horses. Each culmination of the chase, the attack, the vicious ending – made his heart gallop and his groin burn.
He’d have to do it again. He confessed this during these dark-night fantasies, even while his day-time brain kept him acting normally – at work, doing the job, facing co-workers. Maintaining normalcy was becoming a herculean effort.
 



 
Chapter 35
 
By nature and profession Patch Wilson, the Bigler County medical examiner, was a meticulous man. His recent trip to the Mediterranean was the most spontaneous act he’d ever taken. His wife had died last spring, and although he had a son and a daughter, the loss of his life-long companion had left him bereft.
The vacation had been a bad idea. He missed his work more than he’d imagined. He missed his coworkers and staff, and the precision of pathology. Patch enjoyed the structure and accuracy, the DNA and medical evidence. He liked the infallible order of the profession.
Hell, he even missed odd duck Howard Casey, who was one of his technical assistants.
Back at work in the autopsy room, Patch felt more cheerful than he had in weeks. The varied instruments, the stainless steel table, the tubing and scales – all were items of exactness and surety. He could count on the results. The facts were immutable.
He glanced over at the row of body trays where his assistant Howard pushed an autopsied body back into the vacant drawer. The man had been Wilson’s lab helper for nearly eight months, and he still didn’t understand much about what made the inscrutable man tick.
He’d hired Howard Casey, of course. The technician had a stellar curriculum vitae, along with outstanding letters of recommendation. Howard had completed his training and work experience at various institutions on the east coast. Patch had been very pleased with the qualifications of his new hire.
Still, eight months later, he was no closer to understanding the man than he was before he’d begun working for the county coroner. Howard wasn’t a physician, but had very strong anatomical skills, a pleasant bonus for the very busy medical examiner’s office. He was confident, knowledgeable, and very competent. If an underlying arrogance tinged his personality, well, it was something Patch could work with.
“Howard, would you get the evidence report off my desk for this young lady, please?” Patch nodded toward the young female on the autopsy table. The external examination had already been completed, the body photographed and cleaned.
He never liked to begin an examination until he knew the name of the victim, whenever possible. It seemed ... disrespectful, otherwise.
“Certainly, Dr. Wilson,” Howard answered, retrieving and handing him the file. “Will you be needing an assist for this?”
Another odd quirk – Howard never called Patch by any name except his formal title and last name. Not that Patch was complaining. He rather liked when the younger generation showed proper respect for their elders.
He thought briefly of Sheriff Slater, who always called him by his nickname “Patch.” Wilson pretended to be annoyed by it, but he enjoyed the affection that went along with the appellation. He’d known Slater a long time.
“No, thank you, I can handle this one. After you clean up, you may leave for the day.”
“Whatever you want,” Howard answered mildly.
Patch scanned the first page of the report. The girl had already been identified – Valerie Hightower, a runaway from Richmond. She’d been reported missing by her parents two months ago, ID’ed by fingerprints and confirmed by several homeless people in Rosedale who recognized her from the street.
The pathologist examined her fingers, not yet displaying the dirt and wear of older denizens of the street, and thought what a pity her early death was. He looked sadly at the pale young face, the long hair flowing like grass over the end of the table, the hands lying parallel to her torso.
Snapping on his latex gloves, he picked up the long-bladed scalpel, and pulled the microphone toward his mouth, beginning his autopsy of seventeen-year-old Valerie Hightower from Richmond, California.
An hour later Patch stepped back from the autopsy table, his internal examination complete. Initially, he’d intended to do both autopsies back to back, the girl’s first, Dickey Hinchey’s second. Instead he called Slater.
The Sheriff arrived with P.O. Cruz in tow. Patch supposed what he had to show them would interest Cruz as well, since Dickey Hinchey was his murdered parolee, and the cases appeared related.
 
Slater had agreed to meet Patch at the coroner’s office, located in the basement of the hospital, a place Cruz had never been. Wilson waited for them at the wide swinging doors and led them to the autopsy table which held the body. The girl’s hair hung over the edge of the shiny table and a sheet covered her legs, but her torso lay open, the flaps of the Y-incision pulled back so they could view the interior organs.
Cruz leaned closer, looking over Slater’s shoulder, but didn’t voice the thoughts in his head. A ripple of queasiness raced along his nerves at what he saw.
The body cavity gaped like the maw of a gigantic cavern.
“Where the hell are her organs?” Slater demanded.
Patch nodded. “Good point. I drained the fluids, removed her intestines and lungs, other minor material, but – ”
Suddenly, Cruz realized something as he looked back and forth between the open body and the stainless steel containers resting on a set of scales. There were no organs from the body. Kidneys, heart, liver – all missing.
Slater glanced at Cruz’s blanched face. “You see it?”
“Hell, yes.”
Patch confirmed their worst fears. “The body has been stripped of vital organs, neatly and precisely, likely someone with medical knowledge, however scant. Organs that are both vital and valuable,” he added.
“Holy shit,” Slater exclaimed. “Do you know what these particular organs go for on the black market?”
 



 
Chapter 36
 
Roger Milano met the next day with his attorney in a privacy room at Folsom Prison. John Wright came straight to the point. “Someone assaulted Frankie Jones in the prison parking lot after work night before last.”
“Jesus mother-fuckin’ Christ,” Roger shouted, clamoring up and knocking his chair over with a loud crash. He saw the security guard glance through the observation window and quickly sat down. Wright raised his hand, signaling that everything was okay.
Roger swiped at his damp forehead, saw the tremor as he clasped his hands together. “How is she? Is she hurt? How bad? Was she – ” The words had tumbled out of his mouth with the force of fear and panic, but now he couldn’t bring himself to say the word. “Was she ... assaulted?”
“No, no,” Wright assured him. “She’s okay. The guy threatened her. She’s shaken up, scared, skinned up a bit, nothing serious. Mad as hell.”
Roger managed a grim smile. “She’s a warrior.”
“She didn’t see her attacker,” Wright continued, “and has no idea who it was, but she’s taken an unspecified leave of absence from Pelican Bay.”
Wright looked inquiringly at Roger. He didn’t know Roger’s relationship to this Frankie Jones, but he’d been watching out for her on Roger’s behalf for the last dozen years or so. He suspected Frankie was Roger’s daughter, but he wasn’t sure. Last names were different, but a legal name change was easy to get. She’d never attended the trial, never visited the inmate until several years after he was incarcerated.
“She told the authorities her aunt was grievously ill.” Wright lifted one corner of his mouth at this bald lie.
Roger and his sister-in-law were not fast friends. An ironic understatement because his dead wife’s sister hated his guts and was completely sure Roger had murdered his wife in a fit of rage.
But Frankie ... the important thing was her safety.
“Why, then?” Roger asked. “If not – not rape – why was she attacked? What did they want? Why threaten Frankie? She’s nobody.”
Even though privilege was supposedly observed in the privacy room, the lawyer lowered his voice until it was barely audible.
“She called me, talked five minutes. She doesn’t know who attacked her, but says a murder went down in the prison yard a few days ago, and the inmate who confessed to it passed her a note. Cole Hansen. Last I heard he was suddenly paroled and released. Fell off the grid since then.”
“She thinks the attack has something to do with this – this Cole guy?” Roger scratched his head, frowning. “Why does that name sound familiar? Cole Hansen,” he muttered softly.
Wright looked pointedly at Roger’s right knuckles. “He’s LOD, too.”
Roger jerked back, astonished. “You think this has something to do with me?”
Wright lifted his hands, palms upward. “You tell me.”
Roger sat up straight, as if an iron bar had replaced his spine. He’d always had such stiff composure, Wright recalled, even during the arrest and all through the trial.
Roger hadn’t wanted Frankie to observe the proceedings, and the aunt hadn’t allowed it, but when she reached the age of consent, no one could stop her from visiting him in prison.
That was the first time he’d met Frankie Jones. Even at that young age, she was impressive – slender and composed with gray eyes calm and stormy at the same.
“What’s going on, Roger? What’re the Lords up to?”
Roger folded his arms across his chest, the only concession to relaxation he allowed himself. “I’ve heard bits here and there, how they’re expanding their enterprises.”
“Expanding? What does that mean?”
“Rumor is they want to move into other kinds of activities, all illegal, of course.”
“What’s left that the Lords don’t control?” Wright asked.
“Murder for hire, for one,” Roger said. “The professional kind, not gang retaliation.”
“You think the Lords hired someone to kill Frankie?”
“Not really. She’d be dead by now if they’d put a contract on her.” Roger leaned forward across the table separating the two men. “They wanted to scare her. Real bad.”
“They did,” Wright acknowledged.
“So you’ve got to figure out what she’s done that’s spooking the Lords.” Roger looked deadly serious. “She’s always been a feisty one. I can see her poking her nose in where it doesn’t belong, not realizing how dangerous these people are.”
“Look, Roger, I represent you, not Frankie. I can talk to her, but privilege doesn’t apply.” Wright shifted uneasily. “I’ve only got a cell number for her. Anyway, she’s taking leave and laying low for a while. But she’s not going to stop whatever she’s involved in.”
Roger thought a bit, staring up at the ceiling and tapping his long fingers on the table. “I think I know where she might be.”
He stood up, his back toward the door with the guard on watch through the window. After he’d whispered the information into Wright’s ear, he added. “I think I can trust you, but I swear to God if anything happens to my little girl, I’ll kill you.”
Wright stared at Roger’s broad back as he left the room. He’d always known Roger Milano was capable of killing someone, but had convinced himself the man was innocent of his wife’s murder.
Whatever his previous thoughts, he now realized for a certainty, that Frankie Jones was Roger’s daughter, and from the narrowed steel gray eyes, he knew if he didn’t protect her, Roger would come looking for him.
 



 
Chapter 37
 
The man stood restlessly at the kitchen counter in his pricey condominium, knowing blowback was just a knock on the door away. His hands were so shaky that whiskey slopped over the edge of his glass. The splintered ring finger chaffed against the other ones, ironically whole  and healthy.
What next, he wondered? How would they come at him this time?
He drained the whiskey clumsily and considered the latest development. His merchandise hadn’t satisfied him. It wasn’t prime, they claimed. Not good enough.
Bullshit!
He thought of his parents again. They had money, beau coups of it, hidden away in various accounts all over the world, squirreled away for a rainy day. Like it wasn’t pouring buckets of crap down on their only son right now. The apartment and its contents had been their parting gift to him before they took off to a comfortable life in sunny Florida.
But that was long ago. They’d done their duty by him, and now they’d cut him off like a diseased and amputated body part, not their own flesh and blood. No, they wouldn’t understand this mess he’d gotten into.
Glancing around the room, taking in the fancy furnishings, the antiques and collectibles, he wondered if he could get another loan on the place. Hock the expensive items – rich people’s junk, in his mind, but his parents had loved them. Some of them might even be priceless, passed down from generation to generation from the Mayflower to him, the degenerate descendant.
Damned bastards, not accepting the first shipment he’d delivered! That’d boiled his blood. After he’d gone through so much trouble, taken so much risk. It hadn’t been easy – he shivered at the reminder of what he’d done – but he’d fulfilled his commitment.
Surely they’d understand that? But they were getting restless and wouldn’t wait much longer. And now this nonsense about inferior merchandise? What the hell?
Dread was a heavy anvil weighting his chest. He couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think.
What they asked of him – demanded of him – was a hazardous proposition, and if he didn’t pull it off, he’d either be in prison for the rest of his life, or dead. Did California still have the death penalty? That was his fate – murdered by the people he owed money to, or executed by the state.
The thug who’d broken into his home a few days ago – his fucking home! – had been very specific about what they’d do to him if he didn’t come through this time. He’d left a vivid and still painful memento.
“You can use some of the items, can’t you?” he’d shouted in desperation. “It can’t all be worthless.”
“Look, you little piss-ant addict,” the man said, sitting in a favorite armchair by the window, slapping one gloved hand with the eighteen-inch metal pipe he held in the other. Was he going to break another finger? Or his thumbs? Surely not. He couldn’t work without his thumbs.
“You gotta know that the Boss wants all or nothing,” the thug continued. “Now, see, Bernardo is a patient man. He’ll take a little down, but you gotta pay for wasting his time, causing all this trouble. Honest, dude, you’ve been a real pain in the ass.”
The intruder smiled in anticipation and the man thought of his ass and what the metal pipe could do to delicate flesh. The thug rose and took a menacing step forward.
“You know, there are dozens of parts of the human body that you can cut off or damage,” he reflected aloud, shaking his head in wonder, “and the damn suckers still work perfectly.”
He grinned with a kind of salacious glee. “Well, maybe not perfectly, but ... There’s lots a’ stuff I can do to you and leave you able to do the job.” He stared meditatively toward the ceiling as if he were a damn priest giving advice to a mendicant.
Which he was, he supposed – a beggar pleading for his life. Don’t hurt me, he entreated silently.
“A leg, an arm, an ear. Whadda ya wanna give for the down payment?” Acting as though he’d just gotten a bright idea, the man answered his own question. “I know, a fingernail. That’s the easiest thing to hide from your ... uh, coworkers.”
“Please, don’t,” he gasped, despite his determination to remain stoic.
“Put a little bandage on it. No one will know the difference,” the thug continued as though he hadn’t heard. “Hella easier to heal than a broken leg, ya gotta admit.”
All the while the man had continued to slap the metal bar against his palm, the sound a sickening reminder of pain, concussion, broken bones, and damaged muscles – all the so-fragile parts of the human body.
Now his attacker laid the metal bar aside and pulled something from his back pocket.
“This’ll work just fine, I’m thinking. You won’t deliver inferior merchandise again. Right? Yeah, the fingernails are a good lesson.”
He saw now that his torturer held a pair of pliers in his hand.
“What do you prefer – thumb or fingernail?” he asked, advancing with purpose and pleasure.
Several hours later the pain was a dull, numbing throb in spite of the Dilaudid he’d taken.
The two ragged ovals where his thumbnails had been still oozed blood through the bandages.
 



 
Chapter 38
 
“I dunno what the kite means,” Cole Hansen mumbled as he rubbed at his chaffed wrists. “It’s just a bunch of scrambled writing to me.”
Cruz had removed Cole’s handcuffs after Frankie made the runaway ex-con swear on his sister’s life that he wouldn’t flee again. Santiago tried very hard not to grimace at her naiveté. Even if he found it kind of cute, she wouldn’t appreciate it.
“Why’d you pick it up then?” Cruz challenged, sitting in one of the oak kitchen chairs that surrounded Frankie’s kitchen table.
“A gut feeling.”
“But why did you pass it to me, Cole?” Frankie asked quietly. “Surely you knew it would put me in danger. Did you want that?”
“No! No!” Cole exclaimed. “I wouldn’t do anything to hurt you, Doc.”
Frankie leaned back in a matching chair. The three of them had cups of strong coffee and slices of pound cake. Cruz would’ve preferred a cold beer, but didn’t want to slow down the interrogation.
The doctor looked much calmer than she should be. After their lunch she’d gone here – her childhood home, she said – waiting for her friend Walt to call her as he’d promised. That the correctional officer hadn’t contacted her yet wasn’t a good sign, in Cruz’s mind.
“You know, Cole,” Frankie continued. “You probably have information that you don’t even realize you have. Something you overheard after the beat-down in the yard? Gossip or chatter among the inmates?”
“Think hard,” Cruz added. “Your life might depend on it.” He glanced at Frankie. “The doctor’s life, too.”
Cole picked at a piece of cake with his long, dirty fingernails. Even though he’d been living on the street for less than a week, a faint odor of unwashed body and unbrushed teeth wafted across the table.
He took a long swallow of coffee before answering. “Yeah, I guess the LOD’s business ain’t so secret since I dropped out. Might as well tell you what I know.”
“Tell us what illegal activities the Lords are engaged in outside the prison system,” Cruz prompted. “Tell us why Dr. Jones was threatened.”
Cole looked sadly at Frankie, and then gazed thoughtfully toward the ceiling. “There’s drugs, of course, street drugs. They do a good business in northern Cal, took the biggest share from the non-white gangs. The Professor runs it all from Pelican Bay.”
“What else?” Cruz asked.
“Well, there’s prostitution, money-lending, guns and ‘jackings – cars and stuff easy to move.”
“You hear about anything unusual – activities other gangs aren’t into?” Cruz asked.
“Something you didn’t tell the authorities when you debriefed?” Frankie encouraged.
Cole squirmed in his chair. “Hmm, I dunno. I mighta – uh, overheard – some talk, uh – about stuff that’s not – uh, usual.”
Frankie and Cruz exchanged a glance, intrigued by Cole’s sudden bout of stuttering. “What?” both said in unison.
Cole downed the rest of his coffee, shoved his plate and cup aside, and folded his hands on the table top. “I dunno if it means anything, but I heard some chatter ‘fore I went into the SHU, right before that dust up in the yard.”
“What kind of chatter?” Cruz asked.
“Jest bullshitting, you know how the guys do.” Cole looked at Frankie.
“What was the BS about, Cole? How was it different from the usual talk?” Frankie asked.
Cole scratched his head, pulled on his ear lobe, and frowned, as if thinking was a complex trigonometry problem he couldn’t quite get his mind around. “Jest, like dealing in illegals, you know?”
“Drugs?” asked Cruz.
“Nah, not the usual stuff. Things I never heard of before. Like – okay, this is stupid – but it was about, like, music – a piano or keyboard, somethin’ like that – music.” He looked hopefully at them with sad, worried eyes. “They talkin’ about pirated DVD’s or CD’s, you think?”
“Music?” Frankie echoed, frustration warming her cheeks. She breathed deeply and tried to calm herself. “Cole, think about this. Do you mean musical instruments?”
She glanced at Cruz, who closed his eyes and rubbed his temples in frustration. She noticed, irrelevantly, and with some disappointment, that he’d shaved off his five-o’clock shadow.
“Get serious, Cole,” Cruz said patiently. “They wouldn’t deal in pirated material. There’s not enough profit. Could ‘music’ be a code for weapons? Are they gun trafficking?”
“Sure, they are.” Cole looked surprised that he’d even ask. “Everyone deals in guns. I told you.”
“Do you think it’s something more than guns?” Cruz asked, even as Cole bobbed his head, a vague expression on his face.
Music? What did it mean?
And how was it connected to Frankie?
 
Patch Wilson finished up the autopsy on Dickey Hinchey around 10 p.m. Howard Casey had gotten off work at five, and the morgue was eerily silent. The body was stitched up and a white sheet drawn up to his neck.
This autopsy had occurred when Patch was in the Bahamas, and was performed by a local physician called in as a substitute coroner. Dr. Mason Foster was a general practitioner, older than dirt. Patch knew he often rubber-stamped the conclusions of the police department.
Patch shook his head and vowed never to vacation again.
The Rosedale Police Department had ruled death by multiple knife wounds. While this was a fact, in spite of the blows to the head and body, the puzzle of how and why Dickey Hinchey had died was a much more complicated conundrum than that. One that Patch enjoyed trying to solve through forensics.
The first murder, which was actually the second autopsy he completed, appeared to be similar to the first autopsied body – that of the seventeen-year-old young woman. But there was a very important difference.
Patch rolled the body into the autopsy drawer and reached for his cell phone. He hesitated, considered the late hour, unsure if any of his findings were significant.
He punched the numbers to Slater’s phone anyway.
 



 
Chapter 39
 
In the garage Frankie made a bed on a camping cot covered with a sleeping bag and blankets. Cole washed up in the bathroom off the laundry room and seemed glad to rest and be by himself.
“I don’t like leaving you alone with him,” Cruz said as he shut the garage door behind him and followed Frankie into the kitchen. “He’s an ex-con and unpredictable.”
“He’s harmless.” She smiled. “I’ve established a relationship with Cole and he trusts me. I’ll be okay.”
Cruz took the coffee cup she handed him as they entered the kitchen, stared intently at her. “You’re too soft. That’s going to put you in serious danger one day.” He reached up to wrap a loose curl around her ear. Inappropriate, he knew, and stepped back awkwardly.
She pretended not to notice. “Maybe, but it’s better than being cynical and untrusting.”
Was that a poke at him?
Not ready to go yet, he said, “Before I leave, let’s take another look at the note.”
Frankie pulled a sheet of paper from a bookcase and laid it on the kitchen table. The original note lay between them like an inexplicable omen of foreboding. Carefully, she copied the letters and numbers one by one, this time writing them vertically instead of the way they were initially written – horizontally.
 
1BTO+O-HKDD11-15RP10P
 
Cruz laughed. “It’s worse that way.”
“Maybe not,” Frankie began. “It’s clear the first symbol is a one – ”
“Or the lower case letter ‘l.’”
She smacked him playfully on the arm. “Then the ‘O’ could be a zero or the capital letter ‘O.’ If it’s an ‘O’ what could it stand for?”
“No weapon I know starts with the letter O,” Cruz said.
Frankie felt giggly and silly, punchy from the two long days of worry. “Didn’t Cole mention something about music? Musical instruments – two oboes, two ocarinas, two octavins – ?”
“Now you’re just making things up.” Cruz smiled and steadied himself in the laughter in her eyes. It felt good. He found himself lingering over the coffee long after any discussion had yielded any new ideas about the code.
As he left through the front door, he hesitated, turned back, his hand on the knob. Her safety loomed over both of them, a dark cloud of threat. He reached up to graze her cheek with his fingertips. “Don’t take any chances.”
She nodded and shut the door behind him. He heard the safety locks and chain click in place.
Frankie leaned against the door after Chago Cruz had left. She smiled faintly, then sobered. This was no time to develop a crush on a hunky parole officer, she reminded herself.
She hummed all the way upstairs to her bedroom.
 
After leaving Frankie and Cole, Cruz decided, even at this ungodly late hour, to call the Bigler County coroner directly. Patch Wilson was not happy to be awakened after his long night in the morgue.
“You finish the Hightower autopsy yet?” Cruz asked after identifying himself.
Patch, grumpy from interrupted sleep, rankled at the parole officer addressing the young victim so casually. “Her name is Valerie, officer. Valerie Hightower.”
Cruz had the grace to remain silent a moment. “Sorry,” he apologized. “Can you tell me anything about Valerie or Dickey Hinchey?” Dickey was Cruz’s responsibility. He needed to be sure the autopsy was straight forward.
“You were his parole officer?”
“Yes,” Cruz said defensively, “and I’d sure like to know how he died.”
“I finished attending to Mr. Hinchey’s body late last night. Sheriff Slater has the results.” Wilson relaxed his formal manner for a moment before continuing. “I’m very sorry about your friend, Officer Cruz. The internal examination confirmed what Dr. Mason Foster suspected. Multiple knife wounds and blunt force trauma – cause of death.”
“Nothing unusual?”
“Not unless you consider violent murder unusual,” Patch answered before disconnecting.
In for a penny, in for a pound, Cruz thought, and woke up the second angry man in one night. Sitting on the edge of his bed, removing his boots, he waited for the sound of the Sheriff’s gravelly voice.
He started in without preamble. “What’d you find in Sac County?”
Slater growled out a loud harrumph. “Lazy, half-assed coroner!”
“I take it you mean the Sac County medical examiner.”
“Shit, yes. No examination of internal organs. Just a slipshod outer exam,” Slater explained. “Clarence is putting pressure on the M.E.’s office. We should get something by tomorrow.”
“I called Dr. Wilson tonight.” Cruz hesitated. “He wasn’t pleased.”
Slater snorted. “Yeah, I imagine. Breakfast at 8:00 at Denny’s. I’ll bring you up to speed. Nothing that can’t wait – ” A pause while he checked the clock. “Five damn hours. Hell, Chago, you’re a pain in the ass.”
He clicked off, his low grumbles broadcasting until the connection was severed.
 
Angie Hunt had settled down her “boys” for the night. This evening the Methodist Church on Douglass Avenue was feeding and housing the homeless men and women. They always liked M.C. night because the wealthy parishioners fed them generously, often with steak and the kinds of food many of them only smelled walking past a fancy restaurant.
Angie smiled as she locked up the Jesus Saves office, leaving the soft interior lights burning. It’d been a bad few weeks, but she hummed softly as she walked to her car parked on Grape Street, where a row of older homes was a remnant of the once-thriving area when the Pacific Fruit Express transported thousands of pounds of produce around the country.
Angie didn’t hear the killer step from the shadow of an old oak tree. Didn’t hear his muffled attempt to stifle his arousal of anticipation. She staggered under the hard blow to her temple, felt a fierce pain and rough maneuvering as he pushed her into the passenger seat.
She didn’t hear the faint jingle of her car keys as he removed them from her lax fingers. By the time he drove away in her car, she welcomed the empty, sweet relief of unconsciousness.
Most of all, she didn’t register the angry, brooding face behind the wheel of her own car.
 



 
Chapter 40
 
The Professor sat straight-backed on his cell floor in the SHU, legs crossed and hands loosely held on his knees in the Sukhasana yoga position. He concentrated on breathing, slowed down his heart rate, and tried to empty his mind.
But he couldn’t relax, try as he might. His thoughts drifted from calm to agitation, composure to irritation, as he considered the current situation.
His second-in-command, Eugene Griff, known by his so-called associates as “Bones,” had reported back to him. Bones served Anson Stark’s purpose – for the moment. Anson hadn’t liked the necessity of covering for him in the prison yard murder, but he’d done what had to be done for the safety and health of the organization.
A second misstep from Griff would be another matter. Anson would replace him without a thought if he screwed up again.
Griff was a giant hulk of a beast, a white supremacist through and through, born and bred in the hollers of Kentucky. The other Lords respected him, followed him, and paid allegiance to him. That’s why he was useful to Anson. Although Griff wasn’t the most clever of men, he had a cunning wiliness that embraced the basics of leadership organization.
And he was completely loyal to the Professor, another point in his favor.
Anson moved into another position – Bhujangasana, cobra pose. Simple movements, but his brain wasn’t concentrating anyway. Griff’s recent communication had alerted Anson to the rather lovely, but meddling, Dr. Jones. He’d thought he’d taken care of that problem, but hadn’t anticipated how tenacious the troublesome doctor would be.
He wondered about her fierce stubbornness. What fueled such a beautiful woman to enter such a competitive field as medicine, and then choose, of all things, a prison facility in which to work? And what caused her to continue snooping after both subtle and overt threats?
When he visited her in the clinic, he was mildly shocked at her familiarity. Had he seen her before? Somewhere else? She reminded him so much of ... some illusive someone. But who?
He loosened his yoga concentration, just for a slivered moment while he pulled himself back to the present. Although he didn’t like indiscriminate killing, he would do what he must with regard to the good doctor.
He shifted into downward facing dog – Adho Mukha
Savanasana
– his least favorite pose. It reminded him rather too much of his late wife.
He pondered the recent changes he’d initiated. The “blood price” had been a brilliant idea from the start. Griff had been the first inmate to pay the membership requirement. The rest of the inner circle followed like lambs.
How better to commit oneself to a cause, to the LOD’s, than donating a body part? Though crude, the nurse in the SHU clinic was a far more skilled surgeon than Anson could have hoped to find. The death rate had been negligible and the disposal of the merchandise smooth, thanks to the guards on LOD’s payroll.
Satisfaction all around, and why not? Everyone likes money and no one was seriously harmed. Not really.
That was how the idea of expanding his business had been born.
Once he’d latched onto the idea with the “blood price,” the rest had been simple communication among his members, both inside and outside Pelican Bay.
Although his face showed nothing, the Professor’s thoughts darkened and a slow-raging storm began to build inside him. All was well except for the meddlers.
Like the prodding, resolutely inquisitive Dr. Frankie Jones.
He struggled to breathe deeply, calm the thundering within. He finally succeeded. Standing up from his yoga pose, he stared at the nothingness of the concrete wall through the grated barrier to his cell. His face was impassive, his mind clever and ruthless. He had made his decision.
Clearly Dr. Jones was a problem that had to be eliminated. Too bad. She was a lovely woman. He shrugged mentally. Even beautiful women had to be sacrificed.
Still, he wished he knew who she reminded him of.
 
Before she had a chance to resist, the stupid bitch went down with a single fist punch hard to the temple. Her eyes rolled back in her head as he pushed her into the car.
The killer planned to have a little fun before he squeezed the life out of her, but the sight of her bony body through the shirt and jeans stirred nothing in him. He just wanted to get on with it, get rid of her, so he pulled off the road and threw her limp body in the truck.
Edgy and anxious, he wondered if taking someone so well known had been a stupid move. All the street people and meth heads knew her – the great, reformed Angie Hunt, who was a savior in their eyes.
Through the window he’d watched her cleaning up the lobby of Jesus Saves, and he lurked in his car until she came out. She’d thrown a careless glance his way, gave a quizzical look, but otherwise barely acknowledged him as she walked down the street to her car. She’d be sorry for the disrespect.
She hardly knew him, but Angie didn’t like him. She made that clear whenever their paths crossed. He didn’t think much of her, either.
Her bleeding heart liberal attitude riled him, and their mutual animosity made her a perfect target. He shifted impatiently in his car seat, watching her with grim satisfaction as he slipped out of the car and quietly tailed her.
She had no idea how afraid of him she should be. 
Waiting for the fury to rise up in him, he tried to conjure his father’s words about people like Angie Hunt who helped others game the system. Every time he looked at the state and federal tax bite taken out of his paycheck, he cursed people like her. They were ruining the country.
He hated the smell and the look and the sounds of the pathetic beings that made up the homeless masses. His father’s words rang in his ear again, “Don’t give them anything. They probably go home in a car nicer than mine and live in a house swankier than ours.”
Professional beggars – that’s what they were. They wouldn’t work as long as the government paid them so well not to.
 



 
Chapter 41
 
“The Professor says take care of both of them,” Bones Griff whispered in Earl Perkins’ ear as they sat side by side on the metal bench in the prison yard at Pelican Bay.
Perkins was being paroled in twenty-four hours. Not so much paroled, but released, since they couldn’t make the charges against him stick. On appeal, the defense discovered the prosecution had withheld evidence during discovery. The judge had no choice but to overturn the conviction.
Perkins was the luckiest son-of-a-bitch in the world. No doubt he was guilty of the crime, a contract killing ordered by Anson Stark. Sometimes, Griff thought the loopholes of the law were a glorious thing.
“I don’t wanna get jammed up the minute I get out,” Perkins fretted. He was only doing a dime on voluntary manslaughter anyway, because they couldn’t prove the murder for hire.
He was the best man with a knife Griff knew.
“The Professor ain’t asking, dude,” Griff returned, thinking the man was a dumb son of a bitch if he thought he could cross Anson.
“Shit, Bones, you know how it is. I gotta stay clean for a – ” He interrupted himself when Bones reached out and lifted his shirt, pulled at his prison trousers, exposing the jagged scar on the right side.
Bones said nothing, just stared with that accusing look, the one that reminded you of your obligations. Bones would’ve made a good drill sergeant, Perkins thought.
Goddamn!
“A blood oath, a blood price,” Bones murmured, although the verbal reminder wasn’t necessary. Perkins was one of the lucky few who’d been selected to enter into the inner circle of the gang. Not all the Lords were so fortunate.
The Professor had carefully appointed the men who had the skills he needed to keep the organization going both inside and outside the prison. Or in Perkins’ case, to perform a particularly nasty job. “You don’t want the Professor to think he made a mistake backing you,” Bones cautioned. “That would be a stupid move.”
The two men sat close together in seclusion, with other Lords surrounding them in a wide perimeter. If the guards noticed, no one appeared to care.
“Shit, no, man!” the smaller man said, shifting uneasily on the bench as he gazed at the other inmates in the yard, at the guards high up in their towers with their heavy ammo.
“You gotta get rid of the bitch doctor,” Bones emphasized. “Threats didn’t work, the attempt at the Rosedale home was a bust. Fuckin’ new gang bangers. They always do sloppy work.”
Bones swiped at his nose with a finger. “The Professor don’t want another failure. Be quick, be clean, and be efficient. You can do whatever you want with her so long as she’s dead and her body disappears. Completely. No traces back to Anson and the Lords.”
Perkins nodded slowly, catching on to the bonus Bones had just flung him. A slow smile creased his scarred face. “Anything I want?”
Bones laughed aloud. “Just be sure nothing leads back to us.” His face grew sober. “She’s screwing with our business, Perkins, losing us a lotta green. Take care of it.”
“And Cole?”
Bones shook his head like a parent over a wayward child. “Damn idiot. If he’s still alive, just make it quick. He’s too dumb to understand what he did. He’s on the street, should be easy to make it look like an accident. Overdose, hit and run, whatever. Just don’t botch it.”
Perkins nodded in satisfaction. The task would be a snap and put him in Anson Stark’s good graces.
 
Finally! The idiots were satisfied with the latest merchandise. He’d chosen a girl – young, healthy, and fairly new to the street, a perfect choice. He’d earned twenty-five grand for the job.
A sly smile lifted his thin lips as he remembered.
He hadn’t actually gotten the money in cash, but he had made a tiny dent in his debt to the Moktu Casino. Couldn’t give up the day job, naturally, but maybe they’d let him visit the casino once in a while.
Not often, not yet. Just occasionally. He was making progress.
He smiled and emptied his water bottle, moved away from the work station at the same moment his cell phone buzzed in his pocket. He crossed the room, hurried down the stairs, and took the back exit. He stepped outside into the alley where he couldn’t be overheard. “Yeah?”
“Got another job,” the voice said cheerfully. “I think you’re getting the hang of this new occupation.”
He held the cell phone pressed to his ear with the hand that had the broken finger and the savaged thumb nail. A quiver started in his belly and wormed itself lower. He felt the sudden tightening of his bowels as they cramped, threatening to loosen. Fuck, don’t let him crap himself.
He’d been expecting the call, but even so, the fear gripped his gut with intense pain.
“You still there?” the disembodied voice asked.
“Yeah, I’m here,” he muttered.
His jaw clenched as he squeezed  his butt cheeks. He pushed down the spasm. “Which ones?”
“Check your phone for details.” The line went dead.
He clicked the attachment and widened the view. The requirements were simpler this time: 2A-LKDD12-1RP11P.
Two A-negative, liver, kidney, delivery date 12-1, regular place, eleven p.m.
 



 
Chapter 42
 
Cole Hansen was dreaming of his childhood. He was five and had crawled up onto the dining room table to reach the shiny, sparkling object perched on the top of his mother’s antique cabinet. He wasn’t supposed to play with anything inside or beside the armoire – which was a fancy way of saying old cabinet with fancy glass doors.
But nobody said anything about on top of, which Cole figured was sort of okay. The object that had caught his eye looked like a toy, a little boy’s toy, red and gleaming and shaped like a fire truck.
It had to be meant for him, didn’t it? Although he’d never gotten such a magnificent present before, little boys’ wishes were powerful. Everything else in the cabinet was dishes or crystal glasses or delicate-looking statues of girls and birds. This object was new, and definitely something made for a little boy, something designed for him to play with.
It was a no-brainer, he thought. No-brainer was something he’d heard his dad say once, the last time Cole had seen him. Cole liked the sound of no-brainer and smiled in his sleep, turning onto his side on the narrow cot in Dr. Jones’ garage.
He didn’t hear the click of the side door to the garage, nor the soft, steady tread of Rebok CrossFits on the concrete floor. The figure crossed to the back door of the house and fiddled with the knob.
Candy from a baby.
Hidden in his slumber corner, wrapped inside a sleeping bag piled with more blankets against the chilly October night, Cole was a lumpy shadow beside the Toyota parked in the big garage. Another soft click and the man entered the laundry room of the house in Rosedale.
Candy from a baby.
Upstairs Frankie Jones slept lightly. She was too far away from Cole and the figure downstairs to hear anything like Cole’s faint snoring – or clicks.
In his dream, five-year-old Cole placed a stool on the table and stretched on tippy-toes as far as he could, grabbing for the toy fire engine on top of the cabinet. Suddenly he overreached, teetered precariously, and plunged to the floor, his small feet smashing through the delicately etched design of the armoire’s glass doors.
The crash was like the clap of doom.
Cole jerked awake. A dream, just a dream. No one coming to punish him, although the grown man felt the urgent need to empty his bladder in much the same way that the five-year-old Cole had wet his pants. Listening to the calm, dead silence of the garage, eyes adjusting to the gloom, Cole stood and padded on sock feet to the laundry room door.
It stood ajar.
That wasn’t right. He distinctly remembered Cruz pushing hard to shut it. Wary, he crept into the laundry room and through the kitchen. Everything was gray shades and odd shapes. At the foot of the stairs, he waited a long moment before climbing slowly upward.
He hesitated on the third step, legs shaking unsteadily. Doc wouldn’t be happy if he woke her up.
 
The crash and tinkle of broken glass woke Frankie immediately. She rolled off the double bed and crouched on the opposite side from the bedroom door. Reached under the bed for the baseball bat – thanks, Dad, for the safety tip – and gripped it with both hands, hunkering low and hidden from sight.
The man entered the room with a swift kick to the bedroom door. Damn, why ruin a perfectly good, unlocked door? Frankie tightened her grip on the bat.
The figure scanned the room for long moments, adjusting his eyes to the darkness, examining the bed where she’d just lain a few moments ago. From her position on the floor, Frankie watched the feet of the intruder tread toward the bed, heard the soft pop-pop-pop of a silenced gun killing her pillow.
Cautious steps approached the bed. Through a thin veneer of calm, she thought of the age-old question: what do you bring to a fist fight? A knife. What do you bring to a knife fight? A gun.
Shit. Her intruder had brought a gun and all she had was a lousy baseball bat. Somebody really wanted her – or maybe Cole? – dead.
Suddenly from the doorway, she saw a bulky shadow fling itself on the man with the gun. A loud grunt, a groan, and the discharge of a weapon. She stood cautiously, bat raised, and watched the two figures grappling on the floor, a tumbling of arms and legs and desperate grabbing for the gun.
Getting as close to the fighting men as she dared, she poised to slam the bat into the man’s head – God help her if she hit the wrong one.
While she hesitated, the gun discharged with another quiet pop and one figure went lax.
The other person snatched up the weapon and ran out the door. She heard him tromping noisily down the stairs.
Frankie reached the inert figure.
“Cole! Oh my God!” The ex-con lay unmoving on the bedroom floor, a red circle blooming steadily on his chest and dripping onto the hardwood floor.
 



 
Chapter 43
 
Frankie heard feet thundering all the way up the stairs and down the hall to her bedroom, accompanied by Cruz shouting and cursing.
“Thank God, thank God,” she mumbled, tossing the baseball bat on the bed and bending over Cole’s body.
“Why’s the damn front door open? What’s hap – ” Cruz stopped in the doorway, taking in the bloody scene, the evidence of a struggle, the unconscious – or dead – body lying on the floor.
For a split second, his heart had stopped, his mind frozen with fear. It wasn’t Frankie’s blood.
“Get my medical bag downstairs by the entry door,” Frankie snapped, not looking up as she applied pressure to the wound high on the left side of Cole Hansen’s chest.
Cruz blinked once, spun around, and returned seconds later with the bag.
“Take my place,” she ordered, her pale, mobile face cool as ice, hard as a slab of granite. She hurriedly washed her hands in the bathroom while he, woozy and light-headed, maintained pressure on the already blood-sodden towel.
Kneeling beside him, she opened the medical kit and snapped on latex gloves. She pushed him back and lifted the towel. The wound oozed steadily. “Good, no spurting. I don’t think he hit an artery. Maybe, if we’re lucky, no major organs were damaged either.” She frowned, thinking. “Although I don’t like how close the bullet is to the heart.”
He exploded. “What the hell is going on? Why haven’t you called 911?” He knew the emergency responders would’ve already been on scene if she’d called them first. But she hadn’t.
She’d called him, and all she’d said when he picked up his cell phone was, “Emergency. My house STAT!”
When he began to ask questions, she’d simply yelled, “Effing get here,” and dropped her phone. He could hear her muffled words through the connection while he dressed and raced across town – a twenty-minute because he floored it. No freeway traffic this hour of the morning.
Sometimes Frankie’s words were soft and pleading – “Come on, hang in there” – often shrewish – “Wake up, you mother-effing idiot!”
Even in a crisis she censored her swearing. The discovery was a paradox that almost made him smile. The proper Dr. Jones cursing like a sailor while simultaneously curbing her coarse language. Wryly, he reminded himself there was nothing to smile about.
“Why didn’t you call 911?” he repeated as she poured an orange liquid over Cole Hansen’s shoulder and probed the wound with her gloved fingers as delicately and gentle as a mother testing a child’s splintered palm.
Her eyes were closed as if, Helen-Keller-like, she could learn more by touch than sight. “Don’t be ridiculous,” she replied after a moment. “If I called 911, we’d have at least four to six emergency technicians here, fussing around Cole.” She opened one eye. “I’m an MD. Don’t you know I can handle this?”
“Oh.” He sat back on his heels, then narrowed his eyes, taking in her still one-opened and very steely eye. She lifted the other brow, giving her face an almost comical look.
He gestured toward the patient, who groaned softly. Good, the jackass wasn’t dead. “And I suppose the bullet wound – if he should live, mind you – will go unreported?”
Frankie sighed deeply as she reached for a scalpel. “See that bottle on the dresser? Grab it for me.”
Cruz grabbed the bottle. Vodka? In her bedroom? But he wasn’t going to question her when she was wielding a surgical knife about.
She doused her instruments and the wound with the vodka and cut an X-incision around the entry point, which caused a spurt of bleeding. “Staunch that,” she ordered.
While he daubed the wound with sterile gauze from the kit, she deftly probed with forceps in the open, bloody wound until she pulled something out with a cry of triumph. “Ha, got you, you little bugger!”
Ten minutes later she’d stitched the opening, bandaged it carefully, and stripped off her gloves. Cruz watched her closely, marveling at the look of calm satisfaction in her expression. She was amazing. “You do this often?”
She smiled at last. “He’s not out of danger yet. Let’s get him on the bed.”
Cruz frowned. “He’s a bloody, filthy mess.”
She arched both brows this time. “You think I care about my bed linen right now?”
Annoyed, he stood and walked into the hall. He’d noticed the narrow closet on his way in, one of those abstract facts you store unaware in your mind. A linen closet. He opened the door and reached for the most worn-looking sheets and blankets he saw.
“This’ll do,” he said, spreading a blanket and a torn, but clean sheet over the light lavender comforter.
She’d already begun cutting off Cole’s clothing with scissors, stripping him naked. Cole’s body was white and dingy and aromatic. Together they worked to get him on the bed, and Frankie wrapped him closely in the other sheet and blanket, leaving the left part of his chest exposed.
“Now what?” Cruz asked.
“Now we wait to see if he lives,” Frankie answered.
They stared at the homeless man for long moments.
“Why do you keep a bottle of vodka in your bedroom?” Cruz asked in a rare moment of non-sequitur.
 



 
Chapter 44
 
Cruz never made it to breakfast with Slater the next – or rather, this – morning. After tending to Cole’s wounds, he and Frankie had tanked on volumes of coffee to keep their minds sharp enough to figure out what the hell they’d gotten themselves into.
Slater would have to wait.
Cruz turned off his cell phone after the first several voice mails and text messages that started with the same annoying question, “Where the hell are you, Cruz?”
Frankie stared at Cruz across the kitchen table, holding a coffee cup to her lips. “You should call him back,” she suggested, nodding toward the cell phone. “It might be important.”
Cruz swiped a weary hand across his damp forehead. Like this wasn’t important? But she was right. While she went upstairs to check on Cole, he dialed the Sheriff.
A cloudy, moody pallor shadowed the view through the living room windows as Cruz looked out onto the calm residential street. He powered up his phone. Another voice-mail message.
Slater.
“We’ve got deep, crazy shit going on, Chago.” Slater’s voice was rushed and tremulous. “Patch finished Dickey’s autopsy. Dr. Foster’s report was correct. He died from blunt force trauma to the head, but hell, it’s strange. The internal exam was different from the Hightower girl’s autopsy. Although Patch found Valerie didn’t have an – ”
The voice message exceed the time limit and ended abruptly. Cruz dialed Slater’s cell. Direct to voice mail. This revolving machine crap was wearing on Cruz’s nerves. He walked back into the kitchen, finding Frankie there, puzzling over the note.
“We’re going to work on this now?” He heard the sharp tone in his voice.
“All right, then let’s talk about tonight,” she retorted. “Like who attacked us? In fact, who was the man after? Me – or Cole? How did he find out I was here? That enough for you to chew on?”
Frankie lifted one brow, but remained silent after the brief outburst. Resigned, he refilled his coffee and sat down at the kitchen table. “You’re right. The answer to all those questions is – I don’t know. Maybe you were followed from the station house earlier?”
She’d already begun shaking her head. “Pretty sure I wasn’t.”
“So neither of us knows. Let’s look at the note.”
Both stared at the scribbled, incomprehensible letters. “I got nothing,” Cruz said after a few moments. “But I’ve been wanting to ask you a question.”
“Oh?”
“Yeah. You admitted to keeping secret medical records on the inmates that passed through your clinic.”
He cocked his head to examine her normally passive face. Right now it was pale and deep shadows lay under her eyes. He imagined he looked just as haggard. “What made you suspicious in the first place?”
She shrugged uncomfortably, her face flushed with momentary color. “I just thought that something illegal – or at least ethically wrong – was going on in the prison.”
“Is that why you specifically targeted Pelican Bay?”
She shook her head negligently. “That was sheer accident. An opening came up and I applied. I just – you know – wanted to stay close to Rosedale, where I’d been raised.”
She would not tell him about her father unless it was absolutely necessary, she vowed. That was private, personal business, and anyway, she didn’t want her father’s situation to color Cruz’s view of the facts.
He gazed at her shrewdly and took another sip of his coffee. Was she so transparent?
“There’s other prisons,” he pointed out. “Vacaville – it’s less than an hour from Rosedale. Or Folsom, almost around the corner.” He tried to keep his voice casual, tried not to probe even though he suspected the story she was telling him was not the whole truth.
She’d been toying with a napkin and now snapped her eyes up to meet his. “Does it matter? Why the interrogation? Crescent City had an immediate opening.”
Frankie Jones was definitely holding back. His gaze wandered back to the cell phone’s cryptic message. What got Slater jazzed up about Dickey’s autopsy?
“Okay,” he said. “What did you find at Pelican Bay?”
Frankie had been suspicious from the first week of work, she explained. An underlying system of graft was lining the pockets of some correctional officers at PBSP. She’d seen the lax protocol of dispensing drugs to patients, and suspected some of the nurses who worked the clinic were pilfering from the medicine cabinet.
The locked one, with her the only possessor of the key.
“Obviously, someone had access to the controlled medications,” Cruz said.
Frankie had made a duplicate copy the second day on the job, disliking the idea that as the prescribing physician she had only one key to obtain the Schedule III and IV drugs needed for her terminally ill patients.
After ten months working at the prison, she had enough proof to nail the guilty officers and inmates.
“That’s it? Stealing and selling drugs?” he asked.
Her gaze shifted away from his. “Yeah,” she answered after a moment.
Cruz knew she was lying. He prickled at the idea. She’d found something else going on at Pelican Bay. But if it didn’t relate to the murders in Rosedale, he didn’t care.
 



 
Chapter 45
 
Cole ran a slight fever.
While Frankie rounded up some old clothes that had belonged to her father, Cruz tried to sponge the street dirt off the ex-con. Together the two of them cleaned and dressed him without disturbing or aggravating his wounds.
Feeling an irrational moment of jealousy, Cruz considered asking Frankie about the male clothing – who did they belong to? – but decided against it.
When they returned to the kitchen, Cruz motioned toward the kitchen chair, and as if their conversation hadn’t been interrupted, asked, “So first you noticed the missing drug supplies at the prison. And then what?”
“Yes, it was so negligible I couldn’t be sure.” Frankie smiled wanly. “Everyone thinks items are strictly accounted for – medical supplies, instruments, drugs – but it’s hard to get precise counts. There’s an emergency, staff get careless, the cabinet is left open for easier access. Supplies are dropped on the floor, contaminated, then thrown away.”
She shrugged. “The clinic is a fast-track event one day, a leisure-cruise the next. If we get several days’ worth of emergencies in a row, items... just get lost.”
Some kind of buying and selling was going on in D Block, she explained, but it wasn’t just the drugs that were pilfered from her clinic. After a few months she saw a pattern of visitation to the clinic and disappearance from the secured medications cabinet. The doses were small, so infinitesimal she could’ve considered it a miscount or human error.
Gradually, she heard snippets of conversation among the inmates. The prisoners were astonishingly loose-mouthed around her, as though her white medical jacket separated her from the guards. Like they had immunity around her, or knew she wouldn’t snitch.
She’d finally put the bits and pieces together. Inmates could buy or sell just about anything – cell phones, cigarettes, drugs – and a few of the guards turned a blind eye for a kick back. Since she kept such meticulous records, she was finally able to pin the disappearance of drugs from the clinic on two particular inmates – both white and members of the Lords – and one of her staff nurses.
And this was just the pilfering she’d been able to document within the clinic. Apparently, quite a lot of trafficking went on in D Block, all under the direction of the Lords of Death.
Cruz rested his chin on his fist. “So you started your – what do you call it? – your secret database. When was that?” Cruz asked.
“The beginning of my second week on the job, early in February.” She stretched sore muscles. “Yes, I started inputting data for every patient who visited the clinic.”
“What kind of data?”
“Anything. Vitals, symptoms, drugs,” Frankie enumerated. “My eventual intent was to do a non-critical health evaluation on each inmate in the prison.”
“That’s an ambitious goal,” he murmured. “Is it prison protocol?”
“Yes, ambitious, and no, not protocol at all. Usually the physician in charge responds to requests or complaints from individual inmates. Some go years without seeing a doctor or dentist.”
Cruz rose and got each of them a glass of water. “Did anyone notice what you were doing?”
“No one said anything at the time, but –  but now I think there must’ve been all kinds of questions and rumors flying around.” She took a deep drink of water, wiped her upper lip with her fingers. “Why was I examining all inmates? Was I looking for something specific? Was I trying to upset the system, make trouble?” She frowned. “Nothing from admin, though, which surprised me.”
“Were you getting routine evaluations?”
“Just one, about three months into the job. That was it, nothing else.”
“Did you find anything concrete, something you could take to the CDCR board?” Cruz asked.
Frankie looked serious and disturbed, her porcelain face like a doll’s ready to crack, her wide gray eyes turbulent and angry, her mouth a thin, tight line. “Yes, I did. When I had a large enough sample, I noticed an unusually high number of abdominal surgical scars among the inmates. Statistically speaking.”
Cruz was confused. What the hell did that mean? He stomped down his impatience, letting her tell the story her own way.
Noting his perplexity, Frankie continued, “A statistically high number of inmates at Pelican Bay have had an organ removed – appendix, gall bladder, but probably a kidney.”
“That’s ... irregular?”
“Let me explain it this way: you have fifty friends, random people not related to each other. Out of the fifty, over twenty of them – that’s forty percent or more – have had a kidney, gallstone, appendix removed.”
“That’s a lot, but why? How?”
“I don’t know, but someone in the prison is performing abdominal surgeries on prison inmates. While a few of the scars are old, too many of them are recently performed.”
Cruz shoved back in his chair, astonished. “You can tell by looking at the scars?”
Frankie nodded.
“Could it be a coincidence?”
“No, not possible, statistically speaking. While these men are incarcerated they’re having some kind of surgery that appears to be unnecessary.” Frankie troubled her bottom lip. “I can’t tell which organs are missing – there’s no surgical record – but they’re not vital ones, or the patient would die. Probably a kidney.”
“Shit,” Cruz exclaimed. “What’s going on at that prison?”
“I don’t know,” Frankie confessed, “but it scares the hell out of me.”
“We’ve got to take this to Slater,” he muttered. “Right away. It might be tied to our murders here in the county.”
 



 
Chapter 46
 
He’d been expecting the order for more merchandise, but still the shock of it rumbled through his body like thunder. He needed a good stiff drink. He reached for dependable old Jimmy Bean, and poured himself a shot, neat.
Did the men he supplied have any idea how hard his part of this ungodly bargain was? Slicing through human flesh and removing delicate organs without damaging them? The skill and delicacy of the blade? The surgeon-like precision of each stroke?
Keeping them viable, packed in ice, the timing of communication and delivery? Hoping they could use the merchandise, that the blood types matched? A dozen important details.
So far, they’d taken the organs regardless, so he speculated they had a wide customer base. Wealthy-beyond-belief people who could bypass hundreds of names on a donator list and soar straight to the top. Or a lot of filthy rich someones who could hire rogue doctors willing to perform an operation on the down-low for an insane fee.
It was as risky for them to distribute as it was for him to procure, but they must have a large force of thugs to execute their work, while he was the solitary person slicing and dicing the general public. At least he thought he was the only one.
He grunted mockingly, on his way to being stinking drunk.
He’d gotten smarter about the procedures. More selective at choosing the “client,” and more wily about the surgeries themselves. He was no board-certified surgeon, of course, but he knew how to remove major organs. The trick was not damaging them.
There was no real concern about the patient dying under the knife, however. He snorted, sluicing whiskey up his nose. He fell into a fit of coughing as he grinned at the irony.
Nonetheless, the greater the risk, the higher the profit. And he was very pleased with the profit. How many, though, before he turned a profit for himself?
 
“Do you have a gun?” Cruz asked, thinking wildly of the invasion, and Cole Hansen upstairs and no help at all. His filthy clothes in the dumpster, no longer staining Frankie’s pristine bed linens.
“What?”
He didn’t like the fact that they hadn’t called emergency services, but if they took him to a hospital, they’d be required to report a bullet wound to the police.
“We don’t want that kind of scrutiny until we know who we can trust,” Frankie had explained.
Cruz agreed. “Local police could be in on this. We don’t know how wide Anson Stark’s ring of corruption reaches.”
She hadn’t gotten a good look at the intruder who shot Cole, but Cruz guessed by the fact the man ran off that he was a gang banger, some punk-ass member of the Lords of Death sent to frighten or kill Frankie. Or Cole, who certainly had a target on his back by now.
“What?” Frankie repeated.
“A gun. You need protection.”
“Don’t worry, I have several guns.”
That surprised him. Most doctors he knew were anti-gun people. “Know how to use them?”
She laughed, as if he’d said something amusing. “Oh, yeah.”
“Yeah?”
She nodded. “My father taught me. I could shoot cans off a fence when I was barely able to steady a pistol. Dad took me hunting every year – deer, elk, bear in season, here and in Utah and Idaho.” She sounded nostalgic, and a little proud.
“Where is Dad now?”
Her face shut down fast, a smooth-as-glass calmness that made her look like she was made of crystal. “Doesn’t matter anymore.”
More secrets, but concern for the immediate dilemma made Cruz decide to let the subject drop. “Show me the guns.”
Upstairs in a smaller bedroom, clearly used as an office now, was a locked gun cabinet. Not only did Frankie have a .22 rifle, but a 12-gauge shotgun, and two hand guns – a .40-caliber Beretta and a larger, heavier Glock. Cruz was impressed. Anyone with this kind of small arsenal definitely knew how to handle a loaded weapon.
“Cartridges?”
She opened a locked drawer on the side of a wide mahogany desk where rows of magazines, cartridges, and bullets filled the inside.
He smiled. “Guess I don’t have to worry about leaving you alone.”
He gently put one hand on her shoulder. “It’d still be a mistake to underestimate these guys. They caught you off guard once. They can do it again.”
“I thought I was safe here,” she admitted, “that no one knew about this house. That won’t happen again.” Her stormy gray eyes darkened like a thunder cloud rolling across a heavy sky. “I’ll have more than a baseball bat next time.”
“Let’s hope there won’t be a next time.”
From his car Cruz listened to Slater’s message again and called him. The Sheriff picked up right away.
“Slater, what’s going on?”
“You won’t believe it,” the Sheriff answered. “Meet me at the morgue in twenty minutes.”
“Wait!” Cruz shouted. “A lot has happened since I talked to you – a hell of a lot of messed-up shit.”
“Same here. Make it quick. Best not to talk over the phone.”
“Aw, hell!” Cruz hung up, thinking what Slater had to say couldn’t possibly be worse that what he had to tell the Sheriff.
 



 
Chapter 47
 
Cruz, Slater, and Dr. Wilson gathered around the autopsied body of Dickey Hinchey, where it had been pulled from its drawer in the morgue. The former parolee looked more peaceful than he ever had in life. Cleaned up and the incision sewn closed, he seemed almost normal.
Cruz didn’t have time to fill Slater in before Patch began the particular details of the two post-mortems he’d done. After they viewed Dickey’s body, the medical examiner pulled out the drawer containing the Hightower girl’s body.
“I don’t get it,” Cruz said, stepping closer. “You’re saying the girl’s organs were removed, but Dickey’s weren’t? Why?”
Dr. Wilson shrugged elegantly.
Slater wore a puzzled look.
“Should we talk to Flood?” Cruz asked.
“Hell, no. Let the little weasel squirm.” Slater flashed a small grin, then quickly sobered as he turned to the medical examiner. “Have you sent the autopsy reports to Detective Flood yet?”
When Wilson shook his head, Slater asked, “Can you do me a favor and hold up for a few hours until we can figure this out?”
Wilson answered calmly, “As you wish.” He paused, touching the girl’s long hair. “It’s a bit of a puzzle, these two murders. The blows indicate different kinds of weapons caused the blunt force trauma – one was hard and wide like a baseball bat, the other narrow and heavier. A different size of blade also was used on the two victims.” He paused, looking perplexed. “And, of course, the victims themselves vary greatly as to age, gender, and general health.”
“And there’s the missing – or not missing – organs,” Slater added.
Both men followed the coroner into his office where he handed them a copy of the pathology report. “Mr. Hinchey’s liver was riddled from years of alcohol abuse,” Wilson informed them. “He wouldn’t have lived much longer on the street. His heart and lungs were compromised.”
“And the girl?” Slater asked.
“I can’t be sure, but her age alone suggests healthy organs were removed. Everything remaining was in excellent condition.”
“And Hinchey’s organs wouldn’t be worth pennies,” Cruz said.
“You think the organs were harvested to sell?” Wilson asked.
“It crossed my mind,” Cruz said, thinking of the inmates’ missing body parts. “But if someone is harvesting organs, why go after homeless people? Most of them have abused their bodies from years of living on the street. Many have Hep C or HIV.”
“Sac County’s dead body was a homeless woman, too,” Slater reminded him.
Cruz didn’t want to challenge another county’s medical examiner, but he had to ask. “How thorough do you think Sac County was with her autopsy?”
Slater’s craggy face had a fierce look. “I don’t know, but I mean to find out.”
“That county is much more overworked than Bigler County is,” Wilson offered. “A too-casual autopsy wouldn’t surprise me.”
“If the homeless woman in Sacramento had her organs removed, too, it’s – ”
“Right,” Slater interrupted, “going to be a shitload of a mess.”
After Cruz and Slater finished at the morgue, Cruz turned to Slater. “There’s more,” he said, not quite knowing how to explain Frankie Jones’ role in all this. “A doctor at Pelican Bay contacted me, looking for a paroled inmate. She was nosing around in inmate medical records through a routine health exam and was attacked at the prison.”
They’d reached their cars in the hospital parking lot by the time Cruz had told Slater about the assault on Frankie at the prison parking lot, about Cole and the sudden attack on both of them at the Rosedale house.
“Mary, Mother of God!” Slater said. “How? Why?”
During the post-mortem discussion, Cruz had considered another puzzle piece. “There’s more,” he began just as Slater’s phone rang.
“Urgent, I have to take this,” Slater said as he slipped into his truck. “Tell me the rest at this – this prison doctor’s house. Right now we need to keep your two people out of harm’s way. Text me the address and I’ll send a deputy there.”
Yeah, Cruz thought as Slater sped away. But will that be enough?
 
Cruz swung by the Jesus Saves shelter before returning to check up on Frankie and Cole. The building was locked up tight, no lights, no one inside. A dozen or so homeless men and woman stood smoking and leaning against one of the buildings. A pile of backpacks and two bicycles lay on the sidewalk.
When Cruz spied Sergei Petrovich from the corner of his eye, he approached him. “Where’s Angie?”
Sergei’s small eyes darted one way, then the other. “She’s missing.”
Cruz hovered over Sergei like a mountain. “What the hell do you mean she’s missing?”
The Russian man shrunk back. “I dunno, man. She’s gone.” He pointed toward the closed door of Jesus Saves. “She don’t show up today.”
“That’s not like Angie,” Cruz remarked, looking around the white picket fence of the Jesus Saves yard. He narrowed his eyes and fixed them firmly on the Russian. “Do you know where she’s gone?”
Sergei shrugged in a very east European manner, but his eyes slid away from Cruz. “Nobody know.”
“When did you see her last? Maybe she took a vacation day,” Cruz suggested.
“No, man, this place her life. She no show, she in trouble.” Again, his eyes didn’t quite meet Cruz’s. He started to say something, but was interrupted by the arrival of a woman Cruz had never seen before.
“Thas Sharon Fasser,” Sergei mumbled. “She muss be here to work for Angie.”
 



 
Chapter 48
 
Drumming his fingers on the steering wheel, the killer realized he’d been thinking subconsciously about Angie Hunt for a long time. Been waiting for the right opportunity. He drew in a deep, shuttering breath, calmed his excitement, tried to tamp down the adrenaline rush from having snatched her right outside the Jesus Saves
building.
He’d made peace with it all now.
He freely admitted to himself that the death of the man in Ryder Park had been an impulse. A rage without thought in the moment. It could jam him up royally. He couldn’t afford to give in to that kind of sloppiness again.
This time he’d planned, taken his time, and chosen carefully.
Bitch Angie Hunt, street skank supreme, acted like she was somebody important. Running the worthless shelter, overseeing the funds that rolled in from wealthy saps who believed her sob stories about street bums and their tough lives.
He would take his time with her. It wouldn’t be quick or easy.
The old homeless man had been a spontaneous act, an accident that’d ended in a risky situation, but this time he’d figured out all the details in advance. He knew where to take her, how long he’d keep her, and where he’d dump her when he was finished. A careful plan.
His groin tightened in anticipation as he drove south on I-80 to Highway 50, then east on what used to be State Route 16 to Sutter Creek. He’d found the old abandoned gold mine there months ago. It was hidden well off the beaten track and virtually unknown.
He checked his watch. A little more than an hour. He heard the thump of the body in the trunk of the car and grew harder, his pulses thrumming with arousal.
One hand on the wheel, he unzipped himself and reached into his pants with the other hand.
 
When consciousness returned, Angie Hunt became aware of the rhythmic hum of tires on asphalt and the rocky bump of a dirt road. She was curled on her side in a small space – the truck of a car?
The steady sound of the engine stopped abruptly, and her body was handled roughly as someone dragged her along uneven ground, feet first. Rocks jabbed her back, and brush tore at her clothes. She wanted to protect her head, but when she tried to lift her arms, they were uncooperative lumps of lifeless flesh.
A cold wind whipped through her coat. Her body hurt like she’d been somebody’s punching bag. Her fingers were numb and her head throbbed.
He must’ve clobbered her hard, she thought, as she drifted in and out of consciousness. She squinted at the dim night sky, and suddenly was hauled roughly into a place darker and less windy.
To think her life would end like this – after the hard road she’d walked – seared her chest with a pain more real than the one in her head. Even as despair overwhelmed her, she shook herself like a wet dog.
Angie Hunt was a fighter. She’d survived six years living on the street, drug addiction, and cancer. She’d eaten out of dumpsters and sold her body for smack. She’d begged on street corners and woken to find rats gnawing on her fingers.
She’d gotten through those bad years, and she wasn’t going to let some crazy-ass mofo take her down. She only weighed 115 pounds, but she was wiry and tough, and suddenly had a profound desire to live.
She was a survivor, she chanted silently. A damn survivor.
She passed out again and woke cold and wet. A dank, dimly lighted place. What the hell? He’d hauled her inside a cave? A single lantern lighted the interior and cast spooky shadows on the walls, horrible demon-like images.
Weak and dazed, Angie struggled to sit up, looking helplessly around. He was gone now, but she knew he’d be back. Tears made dusty trails down her cheeks and her nose dribbled snot. Crazy-ass mofo had dumped her on a tattered blanket and left her to die!
For a moment indignity overcame terror. Then a wave of despair swept through her. How could little Angie Hunt from Madison, Arkansas, fight against the white establishment of Rosedale, California?
Yeah, he was gone now, but she knew he’d return. And soon.
What chance did she have to survive?
 
By midday, her patient recovering nicely, Frankie Jones returned to the living room and curled up in the worn, comfortable chair she’d done homework in as a child. She felt the sweet drowsiness of memory and her father’s presence wrap her in a blanket of security.
She wouldn’t sleep she told herself, even though she’d had no rest for over twenty-four hours. Just a brief respite. Just a minute or two of closing her eyes. Checking her eyelids for cracks, her father used to say. She smiled as her mind wandered lazily and she relaxed her tired body.
Cole Hansen had mentioned prison talk about something illegal – illegal music. Musical instruments, like a keyboard or piano. An organ. She pictured the giant instrument, the tall various-sized pipes, the pedals, the double keyboards, the ... the organ. She felt herself go limp, her body succumbing to much-needed rest.
Music. Organ.
Organs.
Cole simply hadn’t understood how the overheard chatter fit with Anson Stark and his terrible, threatening plan of harvesting inmates’ organs.
 



 
Chapter 49
 
Sharon Fasser was a frazzled-looking white woman, bleached blonde and a little on the plump side, hurried through the gate to unlock the door to the lobby. “Sorry, guys, sorry.” She panted heavily and pushed her way inside, moving directly to Angie’s office and dumping her things on the desk.
Cruz followed her. “Where’s Angie?”
The blonde looked harried, but guarded. “Who are you?”
“Parole officer.” Cruz indicated the badge at his waist and repeated the question. “Where’s Angie?”
“Your guess is as good as mine. She didn’t show up, I got a call from one of the people, here I am. I never know anything,” she complained. “She’s a recovering addict. You know how it goes.”
“You file a missing person’s report?”
“Get serious. You think the cops care if someone like Angie goes missing a few hours?” She shrugged. “She’ll turn up.”
Cruz’s large body framed the doorway. “You don’t like her much.” It was a statement, not a question.
“Not really, but what’s that got to do with anything? She’s left me with a load of work. That’s what I’m worried about right now.” Turning away, she ignored him and shuffled through the paperwork on the desk.
Irritated, Cruz wandered outside, asked a few questions, but no one knew anything about where Angie had gone. The last person to see her was an older veteran, grizzled and boozy with vodka. “She close up late, man, ‘bout a couple hours after dark. Thass all I know.”
Cruz jumped in his jeep and drove to the Rosedale Police Department. What the hell happened to Angie? This disappearing act was not like the woman who’d dedicated the last ten years to rescuing down and outers.
A bad premonition washed over him. Sergei was right. Angie’s disappearing was a sign of trouble. Shit, would it end up being another murder?
At police headquarters Cruz examined the bored look on Officer Jeff Rawley’s face as he riffled idly through a stack of reports. Pretending he was busy while he manned the reception desk. How had a man who looked like an anorexic, balding version of a sumo wrestler made it through the Police Academy?
Across the room in the detective division, Andrew Flood glanced over at them with his usual smirk. “Ease up on Rawley, man. You know the drill, twenty-four hours at least before we can file a missing person’s report.”
“Yeah,” Rawley echoed. “It’s not like some twelve-year-old disappeared. We got better things to do, even if you don’t.”
“Angie Hunt is a responsible woman,” Cruz answered patiently. “She cares for her charges. She wouldn’t bail on them without a good reason.”
Flood shrugged. “Tell it to someone who cares.” He rose from his desk, shoved past Cruz, giving him a little bump on the way to the coffee machine.
“You know what,” Cruz said, “Rosedale PD is full of lazy bastards like you two.”
“Oh, yeah?” Rawley retorted, hands fluttering nervously over the items on his desk.
If Cruz said “boo,” the man might jump, but the parole officer decided to let it go. Finding Angie was more important. Protecting Frankie and Cole was more important. The murders were more important.
Cruz appealed to Detective Flood. Like Rawley, Flood had a lousy attitude toward the homeless population in Rosedale, and he didn’t hide it, which was one of the reasons he’d only risen to detective, second grade. When he saw Cruz walk toward him, he snarled, “Back off, Santiago. I got enough on my plate with these homicides.”
Cruz stared him down, noting the sweat that broke out on the detective’s forehead, the tight shoulders, the anxious eyes. Maybe the cases were getting to him. Leads were dwindling to nothing, and Flood acted like he’d given up.
Or didn’t care, more likely. He was a hard-ass, who basically despised the entire homeless community. He should never have headed the case.
Cruz stood close, eyeing him pugnaciously.
Flood edged backward, tried to act nonchalant. “So Angie Hunt’s got herself into trouble.”
“Why would you say that?”
“It was just a matter of time. She’s an ex-junkie, works all day with those losers, and makes my job harder than it should be.”
“How’s that?” Cruz followed Flood back to his desk. When the detective sat down with his coffee, Cruz perched on the edge without invitation.
“You don’t want to irritate me, San-tee-AG-o,” Flood warned, sipping his coffee.
Cruz leaned forward, up in Flood’s business. “Oh, yeah, why’s that?”
Flood cleared his throat, had to look up to Cruz. “Angie’s a bleeding heart do-gooder. Always on the side of ex-cons, even when they break the law – hell, especially if they break the law.”
“No one’s breaking the law right now, and Angie Hunt’s missing.” Cruz towered over Flood. “Angie could be another victim like Dickey Hinchey and Valerie Hightower.”
Flood sneered. “So now you’re a detective, is that it? Why don’t you get the hell out of my office and leave the investigation to me?”
“You just man up and do your job, Flood.” Cruz gave him an icy glare and walked away, flinging the last words over his shoulder. “Or someone will have to do it for you.”
“Oh, yeah, sez who?” Flood muttered, but not loud enough for the big man to hear.
 



 
Chapter 50
 
Frankie awoke from a light sleep and checked on Cole. In spite of her crude surgical techniques he was holding his own. So this is what medical practice was like a hundred years ago, she thought. Clean, cut, and wait.
He was still running a low-grade fever, possibly indicative of an beginning infection, but now rested quietly on her bed upstairs, looking much better since his wash-up. Luckily, she had plenty of pain killers on hand, along with her surgical kit supplies.
Frankie was fond of the ex-con, but knew when this ordeal was over with, she’d have to burn the sheets and bed coverings he lay on. The blood, the stains, the infected areas – she didn’t want any reminders when this ended.
If they all survived when it was over.
Frankie swept the kitchen, ate a hearty lunch. Dressed in jeans and a sweatshirt, her hair pulled back in a ponytail, she returned to the huge leather chair that had belonged to her long-dead grandfather. She pulled her grandmother’s quilt tight around her.
Too wired, she knew she wouldn’t sleep again. The locked and loaded pistol that’d belonged to her father lay on her lap beneath the quilt.
Frankie had no intention of letting someone take her unaware again.
She jumped when the cell phone buzzed on the end table. She picked it up quickly.
“It’s Cruz,” he said before she could speak. “How is everything?”
She updated him on Cole’s condition. “When he – when Cole recovers, what are we going to do with him?”
That wasn’t the most important point, she knew, but the words had erupted from her mouth as though her brain had no control over her lips and tongue.
“Don’t worry. I’ll take care of that,” Cruz answered. “Right now we have to consider safety.” He hesitated, thinking. “When do you think it’ll be okay to move him?”
“A few days probably, but he’ll still need nursing care.”
“Right.” A long pause filled the space like the calm before a storm.
“Cruz?” She asked the really important question now. “How did they find us? How did they know about this house? It’s owned by my father. My official residence is in Crescent City – ” She interrupted herself when she heard the rise of hysteria in her voice.
It was funny how doctors could contain the panic and chaos of trauma during triage, but when it was your own life threatened, you lost yourself to terror.
“I’m scared,” she admitted reluctantly. “Someone has connected this house – my safe house – to me. It’s where the lawyer told me to go.”
The thought flitted through Cruz’s mind: what lawyer? What was she talking about? But like an annoying fly, it buzzed away. There were too many immediate concerns to consider.
“We’ll figure it out. Sheriff Slater will help us. We can trust him. He’s got a deputy watching the house. For now, keep the weapon close by. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”
The phone went dead and she carefully placed it on the table. A sense of warmth came over her, knowing that Cruz was thinking of her, worrying about her.
Throwing off the quilt, she moved steadily and quietly around the downstairs, checking every lock, every window, every point of entry. She conducted the same systematic patrol upstairs. Satisfied, she finally returned to the chair, determined to keep watch over herself and her patient.
 
No point in telling Frankie about Angie Hunt, Cruz thought. She didn’t know the Jesus Saves woman personally, and she would only worry about another person in danger, possibly targeted for murder.
In fact, they hadn’t discussed the case Detective Flood was putting together – the murders of two homeless people, the investigation. An uneasy suspicion gripped his gut. The whole tangled web of death, missing organs – it had to be connected somehow.
Throw in a man like Anson Stark, a powerful gang leader, the attack on Frankie. He was sure she’d gotten involved unwittingly in something far more dangerous than he’d initially thought.
Additionally, there was the murder of the woman in Sacramento County. How did she fit into the puzzle?
The answer came sooner than he expected. Cruz was still talking to people loitering around Jesus Saves. Had they seen or heard anything about Angie? How late had she worked last night? The blowsy blonde, Sharon Fasser, claimed she knew nothing and clearly had decided to be unhelpful.
Slater rang through while Cruz continued to ask questions. “Good news from Sac County,” he said.
“It’s about time for some good news.”
“Their M.E. did a complete autopsy after a little pressure from homicide division. The homeless woman they found in Battery Hill Park was missing both kidneys.”
“That’s all?”
“Yeah, and according to the coroner after examining her lungs and other internal organs, she was unhealthy, probably well into the final stage of cirrhosis.”
“So the kidneys would be no good.”
“Yep.”
“I’ll bet someone is royally pissed off about that,” Cruz mused aloud.
“Yeah, enough to kill because of it,” Slater agreed.
“And how does that death fit into the overall scheme?” Cruz asked. “We’ve got to talk to someone we can trust at the prison. Walt Steiner?”
“The visitation officer at Pelican Bay?”
“Yeah, Frankie trusts him.”
“Not sure it’s wise to trust anyone right now,” Slater muttered as he hung up.
 



 
Chapter 51
 
The killer saw from the scuffed dirt on the cave’s floor that she’d crawled from the spot he’d dropped her, back toward the entry. She lay unconscious near the mouth of the cave. He looked around, wondering if anyone could see the opening this far up.
Bitch!
He bent over her, felt for a pulse. Steady and strong. Good, she was alive.
Grabbing her feet, he dragged her heedlessly deeper into the interior. For good measure he kicked her once in the ribs. The blow roused her for a moment, and she groaned weakly, rolling into a fetal position.
He jerked her flat on her back on the rumpled blanket he’d spread on the dirt. Wouldn’t want to get his own clothing dirty.
Bitch! Miss Self-righteous Angie Hunt, always looking down her nose at reliable, productive members of the community. Favoring the scum she surrounded herself with. He felt the familiar rage roil inside his gut, remembered his father’s disparaging words.
Straddling her, his knees on either side of her hips, he looked down at her bruised face, the gouges and cuts on her arms. He felt the first stirrings of arousal at the sight of her helplessness – not sexual – he wouldn’t screw a diseased whore like her if his life depended on it.
But a thrill at the sight of her fragile, thin neck – the cords standing out like chicken bones – made him hard. Thinking about how easy he could snap it – a twig in a child’s hand – aroused him. The utter vulnerability of the woman and the absolute power he had over her made him shudder with sexual promise.
He wrapped a hand around her throat. He could break her scrawny neck with one twist. He spread his fingers widely and felt another pulse of anticipation jitter through his body. Felt her pulse skitter beneath his touch.
She coughed and sputtered her eyes open, staring at him with round black pits in her chocolate face. “You?” she choked out. “I thought – ” Pure unadulterated hatred, mingled with fear, contorted her face.
He could hardly hear her weak words, but laughed anyway. “Yeah, what a bitch, huh?”
Her eyelids fluttered wildly as she tried to shake her head. Her eyes rolled back, showing only the whites, stark against her brown skin.
He wrapped both hands together around her throat, thumbs hooking at her larynx.
Squeezing slowly, watching her eyes jerk and close – open, jerk, and close as she gasped for air – he brought her almost to death. Then the next moment he allowed her to gasp back to life in a spate of wheezing and coughing. He repeated the actions, excited by the perverted intensity of the act. He began a third time.
All at once with a sudden burst of strength, Angie came to life, fought him, her skinny fingers clawing at his hands, desperately trying to break loose from his iron grip. Her legs kicked, her hips bucked beneath him, but he continued the rhythm – tighten and release, tighten and release.
At last the exquisite pleasure was too much and he exploded, spasmed in a jerk that bowed his body backward. Sweat dripped down his face onto her rictus of repulsion. He collapsed on her, rolled off and trembled with the greatest sense of release he’d ever felt.
That was good. He bathed in the pleasure of the moment until his sweat cooled in the dim cave. Finally he stood, stared at the corpse. His heart slowed down, his brain sprang alive, and he aimed one last kick at the lifeless body.
She didn’t flinch or move. He smiled with thin, cruel lips.
What a rush! And he didn’t even have to screw her.
The killer rolled her onto the dirt floor and tossed the blanket over her body, looked around. They were so deep inside the cave she wouldn’t be found for years and years.
 
It was the last phone call Frankie ever expected to receive.
“He what?” she nearly shouted into the phone.
The neutral voice on the other end of the line didn’t belong to a medical person. Frankie knew by the tone – brusque and military sounding. “He’s been transferred to Sutter General Hospital in Sacramento, the ICU. You’re the only person listed in his files, but you’ll need picture ID to see him. He’s under guarded lock-down.”
She dropped the land line. It fell lopsided onto its cradle. Her father was in critical condition in a trauma center. That meant he might not survive the night. The automaton-like voice had given few details on his condition. She’d have to visit the hospital herself for a status report from a physician.
Involuntarily, Frankie glanced at the stairs winding up to the second level bedroom where Cole Hansen recuperated from his bullet wound. He was getting better every hour, but still ran a low-grade fever.
She didn’t dare leave her patient, but she had to see her father. Learn for herself how critical his condition was. What had happened to him in Folsom Prison? And why?
Did it have anything to do with her?
 



 
Chapter 52
 
“Both of them can hide out at my place,” Slater offered as he and Cruz sat in the Sheriff’s office discussing the case. “No one would suspect the Bigler County Sheriff of harboring an ex-con on the loose and a pretty prison doctor.”
“Who said Frankie’s pretty?” Cruz asked.
“Oh, ho, I’m the older and wiser man, and I can tell by the way you say her name that she’s no ordinary-looking woman.”
It annoyed Cruz that he was so transparent. “Cole Hansen’s a violated parolee, not a runaway,” he corrected. “I had to violate him to keep the heat off me and Dr. Jones.”
Slater smiled slyly. “Dr. Jones, huh?”
“Cut it out. We’ve got three murders, attacks on a respected member of the community, homeless people in jeopardy, and a violated parolee on our hands.” He rose to pace the floor of the small office. “We don’t have time for jokes.”
“I got plenty of room at my ranch,” Slater offered again, “and it’s secluded enough to avoid notice. Trick will be to get them out of the ‘ordinary-looking’ Doc Jones’ house.”
He smiled at his little joke and rubbed the top of his close-cropped head. Gray threads ran through the thick brush of hair. “How do you figure the Lords got to them anyway?”
Cruz shook his head, continuing to pace. “No idea. Whatever this is about, though, I bet somehow it all leads back to Anson Stark.”
“Maybe,” Slater said slowly. “But if so, we’ve gotta be careful. Whenever money’s at stake, the risk increases.”
He gave Cruz directions and a set of keys to his ranch north of Placer Hills. “I’d better see what Flood thinks he’s got on the cases.” As they left the office, he placed a hand on Cruz’s shoulder, halting him. “Safety first, Chago, safety first.”
Cruz didn’t need the warning. He didn’t call ahead to warn Frankie about the move to a different safe house. She’d resist the change, especially if Cole was not recovering well, and he didn’t need an argument with her right now. Safety first, he muttered to himself.
 
“I’m not leaving my patient,” Frankie insisted when Cruz arrived at the Rosedale house and explained the plan to her. “Not until his fever drops and the wound stops seeping.”
He’d brought groceries and was stacking them on the counter, when he paused. Hands on hips, he glared down at her. She looked frazzled and he didn’t blame her. The last forty-eight hours had been brutal for both of them.
He stepped away from her because even while his survival senses were ringing alarm bells, part of him wanted to take her in his arms and soothe her. “All right, okay.”
Finished with stocking the refrigerator, he rummaged through it, muttering, “No beer? What kind of doctor doesn’t drink beer?”
She trailed after him. “The kind who – ”
“No, don’t tell me,” he interrupted. “The kind who keeps a giant bottle of vodka in her bedroom.”
“The kind whose mother was an alcoholic,” she corrected calmly.
He felt foolish, straightened up, and looked at her over the top of the fridge door. “Oh – sorry. And I guess the vodka is – ”
“A nice little disinfectant and pain killer in an emergency.”
He smiled gently. “Not a reminder to stay on the straight and narrow?”
“Well, maybe that, too,” she admitted, sinking onto a kitchen bar stool. “Seeing as how I’ve kept it in my bedroom since before med school.”
He leaned against the counter, holding a carton of milk and a package of sliced lunchmeat. “We’ve got to figure this out because you and Cole can’t stay here.” He drank from the milk carton with the abandonment of a child and then stuffed his mouth with several slices of ham.
“Who at the prison has the know-how to remove a kidney without someone dying?” Cruz asked Frankie as they moved into the living room.
“Has to be one of the nurses, night-time, probably. No one else would know the mechanics of it, but it would still be a great risk.”
“Another doctor?”
“Dr. Vincent comes in to cover for me, but he’s old, nearly retired. I doubt he’d – ”
“Where would they do it?”
“The SHU clinic is pretty quiet at night, but at least one guard would have to be part of the scheme,” Frankie answered. “They’d have to pack the organ in ice and transport it for immediate use.” She shook her head in perplexity. “I don’t see how they could manage it.”
“Unless ... ” Cruz began, trailing off.
“Unless, what?”
“Unless they don’t plan on using the organ at all.”
Frankie looked shocked. “But – but why would they remove a perfectly good kidney simply to – what, dispose of it?”
“A demonstration of loyalty?” Cruz suggested. “Or intimidation?”
Frankie bit on her lower lip, concentrating. “If that’s true, they could dispose of it easily enough in the hazardous waste containers.”
“A ritual for leadership in the gang,” Cruz continued. “Do you have the names of those inmates who had abdominal scars? We could cross-check them against known members of the Lords of Death.”
“I have another idea,” Frankie said after thinking a long moment. She retrieved the pilfered note from a folder, and pushed it across the counter where Cruz stood. “Take a look at this again. In light of what you’ve told me, could the letters and numbers refer to human organs?”
Cruz nodded. “Cole was talking about musical instruments ... ”
Frankie’s brow puckered. “The symbols could represent blood types, like O+ stands for O-positive.”
“And the ‘10p’ at the end of the note could be 10:00 pm, couldn’t it?” He bent his head close to hers, their cheeks almost touching. “A delivery time?”
“Who was the note meant for? If the note says the – the supplier, I suppose, needs one O-positive or A-negative blood donor of a heart, for example – ”
“Right,” Cruz interrupted excitedly, “‘1O-O+’ means one organ, with blood type that’s either O-negative or O-positive.”
Frankie turned her head quickly toward Cruz, their faces suddenly close and unbearably tense. “Ah, because O is the universal donor, yes, and ‘HK’?”
“Heart and kidney,” Cruz replied immediately, his voice low, his breath soft against her skin.
The reality of their words broke the spell and she shuddered violently. “My God, it’s a specialty order for organ transplants.”
 



 
Chapter 53
 
The escape from Frankie’s family home in Rosedale to Slater’s house took place after midnight, but no one was sleepy. Even in the safest place possible – the residence of the county Sheriff – none of them found comfort in the Sierra foothills, no matter how far from Rosedale, but there was safety in numbers.
Slater’s house, roomy and spacious, was able to accommodate all of them. Frankie and Cruz each took a guest room, and Slater would sleep on the sofa bed in the den. Still recovering from the gunshot wound, but no longer feverish, Cole had been settled into the master bedroom upstairs.
Slater had finished the cleanup at the Rosedale house, the repair of the back door and disposal of the broken glass and blood-stained rug. He’d examined the residence during the daylight and found no clues to identify the attacker, but stationed the same deputy outside in case someone returned to the scene of the shooting.
It was now three in the morning, and Frankie and Cruz gathered at one end of Slater’s ancient dining room table with the Sheriff at the head. Fueled by endless cups of coffee and the adrenaline rush of flight, no one was inclined to go to their room. Everyone’s mind was on the brutal attack at Frankie’s father’s house and the astounding information that’d come at them like a runaway train.
Slater looked into Dr. Jones’ calm eyes, gray like his own. He swiped a large hand over his jaw. “I hate to say this, Dr. Jones, but the attack was aimed at you. Personally. I don’t think it had anything to do with Cole Hansen.”
“We can’t be sure of that,” Cruz contradicted. “The attacker could’ve been looking for Cole, missed seeing him in the garage, and gone searching.”
“And knew just where Cole might be? At Dr. Jones’ father’s house?” Slater shrugged but didn’t argue further. “We won’t know, will we, long as the two of them are together?”
“Are you suggesting we split them up?” Cruz seemed outraged at the idea, and Slater knew for sure the parole officer was starting to take a personal interest in Frankie Jones.
She rose abruptly, nearly knocking over her cup of coffee. Agitated, she rubbed her hands up and down over her crossed arms. She stopped and faced them, stance like someone prepared to do battle. “Talk to me, not about me.”
Cruz and Slater exchanged sheepish looks. “Sorry, Frankie,” Cruz said at last, “but it will be hard to figure out who did this if we don’t know who the target was.”
“I know that.” She ran her fingers through her thick dark hair, messy and tangled from the recent activities. A good hot shower, she thought, that’s what she needed. No time for one now, though. Her cell phone buzzed in her back jeans pocket.
It was her father’s lawyer. A sharp jolt of guilt ran through her. She hadn’t thought of her father since they’d left the Rosedale house, running for their lives. “I have to take this,” she said, and moved into the kitchen for privacy.
“Where are you?” Wright’s voice was unusually sharp, his normal unflappability gone. “I’ve been trying to reach you.” He paused. “Roger’s in ICU.”
“The prison called me,” Frankie answered. “They said Sutter.”
“Yes, Sutter General, downtown Sacramento, under heavy guard. Frankie, he’s in a bad way. He may not last the night.”
She bit down hard on her lip. “Will they let me visit?”
“Probably not, but as his attorney of record, I can get a message to him.”
Her heart fluttered wildly in her chest, birds’ wings desperate for flight.
“I don’t think you should try to see him,” Wright added during the brief pause. “It might alert whoever’s looking for you. It’s too dangerous. Roger wouldn’t want you taking unnecessary chances.”
“Yes, you’re right.” She felt her cheeks flush and her eyes mist. She’d never, not for a minute, believed her father had killed her mother. If he were dying, she had to find a way to convince him of that continued belief – and her love for him.
“Tell him – tell him I said, ‘semper fi.’”
“Like the Marine Corps?”
“He’ll know what it means.” Frankie cut the connection before she began crying like a baby.
When she returned to the dining room, she got right down to business. “Let’s proceed as if I’m the target. Surely it’s easier to find out where my house is than track down a recently-paroled homeless man.”
Cruz quirked his mouth. “You’d think, but I found Cole pretty fast.”
“Hot shot,” Slater said in an attempt at humor.
Cruz took in Frankie’s pale face and damp eyes. “Everything okay?”
She shook her head. “Not really. I – I know you both want me to hide out here, tend to my patient, but I – I have to visit my father.” She paused and then dropped the bombshell. “He’s in Sutter General Hospital in Sacramento, under guard.”
“Father?” Slater and Cruz spoke at the same time, and it would’ve been comical if the situation weren’t so dire.
Cruz recovered first. “You’re kidding, right?”
“Do I look like I’m kidding?”
“You gotta give us more than that,” Slater said wryly.
Frankie gave them the short version. “My father is doing fifteen to life for murder two. He was attacked in the exercise yard at Folsom State Prison. Knife wounds. They don’t expect him to live.”
Stunned silence followed.
“I’m going to see him,” Frankie insisted, a fierce look on her face. “With or without your approval.”
 



 
Chapter 54
 
Toward dawn, the three of them lounged around Slater’s great room, a fire roaring in the fireplace, the comfortable area warm with the heat of fire and strong coffee. This was the first focused opportunity they’d had to share their individual findings with each other.
Cruz had made copies of the kite Cole had stolen from Pelican Bay, and handed Frankie a yellow legal pad to jot down notes. “Let’s try to figure out what we know about the deaths of these three people,” he began, “see how they’re connected to each other and the attacks on Frankie – and maybe what’s going on at the prison.”
Putting down his coffee mug, Cruz shifted toward the front of the armchair he sat in. “Okay, we have three dead victims, all attacked in a similar fashion, but not exactly the same way, according to the medical examiner.”
Frankie spoke from her position on the couch, “Cole claims they were all chopped, slashed and bashed – his words. He says that’s what the Lords do.”
The description of mayhem sounded creepy, and an ominous silence settled over the room, a grim contradiction between the fire’s cheeriness and the topic’s gloominess.
“Unfortunately, Cole summed it up right,” Slater said. “All three bodies were savaged by knives and blunt instruments.”
“Then, what’s different about the murders?” asked Frankie.
Cruz continued the thread of conversation. “Two of the three had internal body parts removed – not Dickey Hinchey, though.”
“What?” Frankie sat up straight. “Someone removed your victims’ organs? In tact?”
“Dr. Wilson thinks so,” answered Cruz. “He doesn’t know for sure, and not all of the organs – maybe the liver, kidneys, pancreas, heart. And he says the murder weapons don’t match.”
In her mind Frankie heard Cole’s crazy mutterings again – Music! Keyboards! Music!
“Cole tried to warn us,” she said, “when he talked about music.”
Slater rose from a wing chair and jabbed at the fire with a poker.
“And Frankie’s findings about the illegal surgeries performed at Pelican Bay.” Cruz addressed Slater’s back, “She discovered that a high percentage of inmates at Pelican Bay have had some kind of abdominal surgery.”
“I’ve postulated that they removed kidneys because that’s the only whole organ that could’ve been excised and the patient still survive.” She looked troubled. “But I had no idea your murder victims were missing organs, too.”
“Holy hell!” Slater turned away from the fire, his bronzed face disturbed. “What are they doing with these kidneys? Why are inmates willing to give them up?”
“Frankie and I think it’s some token of allegiance to the white gang Lords of Death.”
“What the hell is the world coming to?” Slater raked his fingers through his cropped hair. “What do they do with these – parts, just throw them away?”
“Or sell them on the black market,” Cruz answered, “but we think it’s tied to our homeless people,” Cruz answered.
“Dickey Hinchey didn’t have any of his organs taken,” Slater argued.
“There’s no way someone could know if the organs were viable or not,” Frankie said, “just by looking at the person. There would have to be medical files to confirm a diseased liver, a damaged heart.”
“You think the Lords of Death’s involvement in removing organs from inmates is tied to our murders,” Slater concluded.
“Maybe,” Cruz said, handing Slater the kite Cole Hansen had retrieved while in the SHU. He explained what they thought the codes meant as Slater stared at the succession of letters and numbers on the paper.
Slater’s face took on a grayish pallor. “Holy hell, it looks like an order-on-demand for black market organs.” Still clutching Cole’s note, he shook his head. “I can buy the allegiance theory, donating an organ to show loyalty to the prison gang, but this other thing – ” He waved the note. “An enterprise like this? Using homeless people to fill orders for body parts? How?”
Cruz answered slowly, suddenly feeling the final pieces of the puzzle click into place. “Corruption,” he murmured. “It occurs at every level – at Pelican Bay and here in Rosedale. At least one local cop has to be involved.”
“You think a cop is killing homeless people,” Slater scoffed. “One of our own is doing this – this thing? That’s impossible.”
But Slater’s words rang hollow in the large room.
 
Angie Hunt woke up in hell. She knew this because the world around her was a swirl of colors – blacks and grays and reds. Flames and wickedness, she thought groggily, payback for all the evil she’d committed during her long years of using and hooking. All the people she’d hurt and betrayed.
Her body throbbed as if the Devil himself had punched her with giant fists.
She heard a distant groan, didn’t realize for a long moment that the sound came from her own swollen, dry throat. Her slender fingers fluttered like palsied digits on the ground beside her, but her body wouldn’t respond to her brain’s command to move.
Battling her way through a deep fog of hurt, she tried opening her eyes. One was swollen completely shut, but the other offered a narrow line of vision. Not hell, then, because she saw the rock ceiling of the cave around her.
But she was on her way to dying, she thought.
 



 
Chapter 55
 
Cruz sat back in the arm chair, one leg crossed at the knee. “Who better to target than the homeless? They’re virtually faceless unknowns. Nobody misses them when they disappear. We assume they’ve moved on to another place, another county, even another state.”
“And who better to facilitate than cops?” Frankie added. “Local cops know who the homeless are, and where they congregate.”
“But Hinchey’s organs weren’t taken,” Slater said again, this time without conviction.
“A mistake?” Frankie answered. “The killer didn’t think about the quality of the organs? And that’s why the last victim was young and presumably healthy? She was homeless, but specifically targeted because of her youth.”
“Shit,” Slater said, “I’m having a hard time believing a cop is involved in this.”
Mind working furiously, Cruz said, “It wouldn’t work otherwise. An organization large enough to execute the harvesting, the packing and transportation, a list of clients wealthy enough to pay for illegal organs, and doctors willing to do the illegal surgeries.”
“The donor lists for organs are long,” Frankie explained. “Some people wait years for a new kidney or heart. Bypassing the legal lists of donor recipients is a very complex project.”
“Maybe,” Slater said grudgingly. “Gangs and the mob, with an assist from a cop.”
Frankie nodded. “It could be done. With the right precision, skill and planning, even the inmate organs could remain viable.”
They sat in stunned silence, barely able to comprehend the bizarre scope of the project. Slater cleared away their mugs and glasses, while Frankie and Cruz remained immobile their expressions grave.
“So Anson Stark’s blood oath was the start of it,” Slater concluded. “He just moved from there into a new, illegal activity. He’s probably been planning this for years.”
“We have to expose this,” she finally said, “but where do we start? Who do we trust?”
“People were bribed or paid off to make a scheme like this work,” Cruz said, “dangerous people.”
Frankie chewed at her bottom lip, asked tentatively. “Could there be two killers?”
Slater and Cruz exchanged glances. Cruz shook his head, “I thought at first – ” He frowned, thinking of that vague possibility, “ – but it’s too much coincidence.”
“We’ll have a hard enough time proving the killer’s a cop,” Slater muttered. “The D.A. won’t believe there are two of them.” He swiped his hand over his forehead, damp in spite of the warm room. “Heaven help us all if it’s a cop. And heaven help the cop when we find him.”
 
Angie wasn’t dead, but her throat burned, swallowing was almost impossible, and her arms and legs were boulders anchoring her to the ground. Was she paralyzed?
She tested mobility by turning her head gingerly to the left. A sharp bolt of lightning shattered her skull.
Oh, shit. Oh, shit. A cloud of foggy panic blanketed her mind and she lost consciousness again.
She awoke later – years, days, hours? Time had no meaning in her dark tomb.
Not dead yet. He hadn’t killed her, but he’d tried damn hard, enjoyed himself, too. He’d tried to choke the life out of her with those rough hands of his. Not dead, but dying.
A tear trickled from the slit of one eye. The bastard was going to win. She’d die here in this dark, remote cave, and no one would ever know what’d happened to her.
Her breath was a sighing release, a letting go, a giving in to the inevitable.
No, no! The voice reverberating around the cave came from inside her.
Git your lazy ass up and fight, girl! You gonna die like some old ‘ho after all you been through?
No, no, she forced her cracked lips to whisper. She thought hard to bring up her killer’s face, that weaselly man with the mean face done this to her. A man supposed to protect people like her. He was a damn coward, pickin’ on someone her size.
She kept up the litany in her brain, her mouth forming wordless shapes, her strength building until she could lift one hand off the ground and place it on her chest. She felt the dampness of blood below her breast, the sharp jagged edge of bone, and knew she was seriously injured.
Gotta move, gotta git up, gotta go, don’t lay here and die like a broken, used-up ‘ho.
The passage of time was nothing but agony and release of consciousness, waking up to more pain and passing out again. It must’ve taken her hours, inch by inch, to drag herself from the interior of the cave to its mouth. She saw the faint orange and yellow wash of sky on the eastern horizon when she finally rested.
Rolling at last onto her uninjured side, she looked at the long downward slope of sagebrush and shrub and rock that stretched for what seemed forever. She lay for an hour, watching the sunrise, thinking if she died here and now, she’d have a beautiful burial site.
But pain was her savior and made her gird her last ounce of strength to roll as hard as she could down the long treacherous hill.
 



 
Chapter 56
 
At last Slater pulled himself out of the wing chair. “I’m heading for bed now. Thinking of a cop this corrupt – well, I can’t wrap my mind around it – but if I find solid proof, there’ll be hell to pay in the Rosedale Police Department.”
With that final comment, he left the living room and made his way to the den where he’d bunk for the night.
Cruz turned to Frankie, suddenly feeling awkward. “You and Cole will be safe here tonight, so don’t worry.”
“I won’t.” She walked into the kitchen for a glass of water and he followed her.
He stood next to her as she began to wash the dishes. “It’s been a harrowing few days for you.” Her dark brown hair had fallen out of its loose knot and strands hung across her cheeks and forehead.
“Not so bad.” She shrugged and gave a slight smile. “Although I did get a new appreciation for practicing medicine in a sterile environment.”
They finished washing up in silence, Cruz very aware of her closeness, and her apparent indifference to his presence. He grabbed his jacket and walked to the door. “If Slater asks, tell him I decided to stay at my apartment tonight.”
Frankie trailed him onto the front landing where Cruz paused to look down at her pale face. “Sorry. I’ve got to get back to business at the parole office. I’m behind on my cases.”
“I wish you didn’t have to go.”
I don’t want to,” he murmured. She stood very near, and his breathing became shallow. “Slater will look after you,” he added softly.
“Don’t worry about me.” She placed one hand on his chest. “Take care of yourself.” They stood so close he could smell the light fragrance of her soap or shampoo. He placed his hand over hers, felt his heart begin a steady thumping, wondered if she could feel it.
She smiled wryly. “Besides, I’ve got you on speed dial, remember?” She looked fresh and innocent, a façade for the steely determination he knew lay beneath the surface.
“I’ll be back as soon as I can. Slater will investigate the police department.”
Moments passed before either moved. Then it seemed the most natural thing in the world when he lowered his mouth to hers for the briefest brush of his lips across hers.
 
Sergei huddled in a corner at the end of the alley by Jesus Saves. He knew he should tell someone what he’d seen, but he also knew his English was not so good. Officer Cruz had been looking for Angie. He would believe Sergei. Maybe.
He’d always been suspicious of the police who hassled the homeless people on the street. He shouted at them, called them dirty names, treated them like dogs, like the soldiers Sergei remembered as a boy in Russia after the fall of Communism.
He took another long gulp from his vodka bottle and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. He had an alibi for the night Dickey Hinchey had been murdered. Sergei had been housed in the Methodist Church with all the other homeless people.
But tonight he was on the street because of the drinking. He couldn’t go in the van for a nice dinner and a warm place to sleep if he was drinking.
What if the cop killed Angie and they blamed Sergei, who had no alibi tonight?
No, it was better to keep his mouth shut and stay alive. Who would believe him over the word of a Rosedale policeman? No one.
As the vodka worked its paralysis on his mind and body, Sergei wasn’t sure he himself believed what he’d seen. Maybe it was all a figment of his imagination, the alcohol convinced him. Maybe he was an idiot.
 
A land owner, surveying his property in preparation for selling it, found Angie Hunt’s body. The figure of a small, dark-skinned woman lay in a culvert – unmoving, battered, bloody, and bruised – dead, the farmer thought at first.
He looked up the long length of the mountain, saw the disturbed brush and dirt.
How could she have fallen that distance and survived? When he put his aged fingers to her throat, he noticed the ugly, bluish-purple ring around her neck, but found no pulse. He shifted his fingers, searching desperately for any thread of a heartbeat.
Nothing.
He dialed emergency services, even though the reception was spotty in this part of the foothills. No luck. The farmer was elderly and his truck was parked a half mile away. It couldn’t negotiate this rocky terrain.
Could he move her that far on his own? She looked sleight, almost weightless, but at sixty-nine he was a weak shadow of his younger self. He sighed heavily, but knew he had to try. Couldn’t just leave the poor little thing here even if she was already dead.
The animals, the carrion birds – no, he couldn’t do that.
He sighed deeply, a religious man, who believed in signs and miracles. If she was dead, moving her wouldn’t matter. If he left her here to get help and she was somehow alive, she’d likely be dead before he got back.
He raised a quick prayer to heaven and made his decision. Bending on creaking knees, he lifted the woman into a sitting position, then hefted her over his shoulder. She was heavier than he’d imagined, or maybe he was weaker than he believed.
God help him, he thought, as he staggered his way back to the truck. It was the longest half mile of his life.
 



 
Chapter 57
 
“We found Angie Hunt,” Slater said as soon as Cruz picked up his cell phone.
In the parole office, Cruz clutched the receiver close to his ear, sucked in a deep breath, afraid to let it out. “She’s alive?”
“Barely. A farmer up Highway 50 found her at the bottom of a culvert, looks like she fell or was pushed down the hill.” He paused. “She’s in bad shape at Sutter Hospital in Rosedale. I’ve got an officer on the door.”
“Someone you trust?”
“Another one of my deputies, not Rosedale PD.” The unspoken suspicions of betrayal within the department filled their minds.
“Deputy Weist contacted me at home,” Slater continued. “I have to leave Cole and Frankie for a few hours, but they’ll be okay. Apparently your prison doctor is familiar with firearms. She got into my locked gun safe.”
“I’ll meet you at the hospital,” Cruz said, nearly choking. “And she’s not my prison doctor.”
Cruz heard the laughter in Slater’s voice. “Whatever you say.”
Slater and Cruz arrived at the Rosedale hospital at the same time, meeting in the parking lot. “Angie’s on the third floor, intensive care,” Slater informed him. “I don’t know if we can talk to her.”
Deputy Waylon Higgins, a large black man taller and wider than Cruz, guarded the door to Angie’s hospital room. He looked alert and ready for any possible confrontation.
Cruz and Slater looked at Angie through the glass windows of ICU. She was hooked up to several monitors. Her face was a mess of bruises and bloody contusions, her ribs and chest thickly bound. An IV tube fed her glucose and blood, and a breathing tube entered her nostrils. She lay as still as if she was dead while Cruz watched intently to catch the shallow rise and fall of her breathing.
Slater flashed his badge at the doctor on call. “How is she?”
The doctor shook his head. “Too early to tell. Surgery set the badly broken ribs, and sutures took care of the cuts. She’s unconscious, which is the best thing for her right now.” He looked down at the chart. “She couldn’t talk to you even if she was awake. Bastard nearly crushed her larynx.”
He turned away. “We’ll know more by morning. The next twenty-four hours are critical. If she makes it that long, she might be out of the woods.”
 
Frankie didn’t care about the strict rules Cruz and Sheriff Slater had given her. Her patient was recuperating nicely, his fever was normal, and his wound was healing with no redness or puffiness around the site of the stitches. He was no longer in any medical danger.
As for the other kind of danger, well, she figured they were all at risk there. A killer was running rampant in the area – two killers in her mind. Sitting around Slater’s great room, they’d discussed at length the possibility of two distinct kinds of suspects in the violent deaths of three people, and the attack on Angie Hunt.
The men had nixed the idea, but Frankie there could be one killer playing out his sick fantasies of sexual pleasure. And another one, practical and clear-minded, murdering innocent people to harvest their organs. Why else would some victims be missing organs and others not?
Cruz had called to say Angie was in a coma under heavy guard at the hospital, so there were no answers forthcoming from that direction. Neither Slater nor Cruz had any idea who was behind the illegal organ trafficking. Possibly Anson Stark from his caged cell in prison, but also someone on the outside. A person who definitely had some kind of training in the rudiments of anatomy.
Frankie knew that venturing out on the street was a foolish move, but how else to get answers? How else was she going to determine how seriously injured her father was, lying in ICU at Sutter General Hospital?
She’d decided to leave, and because she didn’t want the hassle of dealing with the two strong-minded and stubborn men insisting on protecting her, she’d do it without telling them. Slater’s old Chevy truck was gone, as was Cruz’s jeep. That left a late-model Ford that Slater kept in the non-attached garage.
She had no idea where the keys were, but searched briefly around the kitchen, inside the miscellaneous drawer that everyone kept for junk, in the utility room for a key peg, and in the garage itself. She found nothing.
No matter. Along with teaching Frankie how to shoot a gun and defend herself against physical attack, her father has taught her how to hotwire a car. A skill her aunt had not appreciated when she learned that Frankie had been sneaking out at night, trying to find out who had really killed her mother.
She was absolutely certain it hadn’t been her father. Just as certain as her aunt, her mother’s sister, had been of Roger’s guilt.
Cole was sleeping when she entered his room, but roused with a light touch on his arm. “I have to go out, Cole, but I’ll be back soon.” She nodded toward the pitcher of water on the nightstand. She’d refreshed it and brought a clean glass, along with a sandwich wrapped in a zippy bag. “Here’s everything you’ll need. Water, food, Tylenol. Don’t get up except to use the bathroom.”
She looked around the spacious room. “You’ll be safe here. If I don’t return when Officer Cruz comes back, tell him – tell him I had to finish up some business.” She patted his arm. “You’ll be okay.”
After giving him another pain pill, she left.
In the garage the Ford’s wires caught a charge and the engine hummed to life.
Good girl.
She backed out of the gravel turnabout onto the two-lane road that led down to Placer Hills and then farther southwest to Sacramento and Sutter Hospital.
 



 
Chapter 58
 
Frankie used her medical identification from Pelican Bay to gain access to the ICU at Sutter General. “I’m his only living relative,” she explained to the fresh-faced correctional officer on guard at the door to Roger Milano’s room.
He eyed her badge suspiciously, but after a glance at the nursing station, empty at the moment, he nodded her in. “Just a few minutes,” he said. “He’s critical.”
“Do you know what happened to him?”
The guard stared at his boots, too young to form the right words to ease the grief of this pretty lady. “Knife stabs. Multiple.” He looked into her gray eyes. She didn’t look scared or repulsed. “He was attacked by a bunch of inmates, uh, I guess you know, at Folsom Prison.” He looked back down as if addressing his feet again. “I’m real sorry, ma’am.”
Ma’am? Frankie guessed she was ancient compared to the young officer at the door. She gloved up and masked her face before entering the ICU room, not wanting to compromise her father’s health. She hadn’t seen her father in months what with her job at Pelican Bay, moving into the cottage in Crescent City, and tracking down the trouble at the prison.
He looked frail, too thin for a man his age and size. Slowly she pulled back the sheet that draped him to the neck. She almost gasped aloud. She’d seen many knife fights in prison – serious wounds, fatal ones – but she’d  never seen so many on one person who’d survived.
His arms, shoulders and hands were riddled with superficial cuts, but his torso showed multiple deep lacerations, some of which must’ve entered, and critically damaged, vital organs. Even his groin, hips and legs weren’t spared the stabbing and cutting. Whatever this attack was about, it was meant either to kill him outright, or to be a severe warning.
But what warning? And why? Roger’s incarceration at Folsom had been relatively quiet, few scuffles, no outright attacks. What had changed?
Frankie couldn’t help believing it was about her. But only two people knew she was related to Roger Milano – Walt Steiner and the attorney John Wright. She couldn’t think of anyone else. Did the warden or any prison administrator or correctional officer know she was related to a convicted murderer serving time in Folsom State Prison?
She replaced the sheet, and after pulling a hospital chair close to the bed, held her father’s hand. She stroked his face, ran her hand over his bruised knuckles. He’d fought back against his attackers. “Dad, can you hear me? It’s Frankie.”
She sat with him for fifteen minutes before he moved restlessly, groaned, and opened his eyes. He stared at her as if he couldn’t believe she was real. With a glance at the doorway, he saw the officer on guard, turned to look back at her, a wry smile on his face.
“I – I was afraid I wouldn’t see you again.” He lifted his good hand as if to touch her face, but dropped it back on the blanket. “You can’t be here,” he said, turning away from her. “It’s dangerous for you. For me.”
“I’m not leaving, Dad. Semper Fi, remember?”
He scowled, tried to put anger in his weak voice. “Look at me. See what they did? If they’d do this to me, what do you think they’d do to you? There are people who can’t know you and I are related.”
“I’m not worried about myself.” She examined his face critically with those cool gray eyes so much like her mother’s. Gently turned his jaw back and forth, probed the wound on his skull. Pulled down the sheet again and examined the deep wounds on his torso. “Did they hit anything vital?”
“Nothing that won’t mend.” Roger groaned and tried to sit up.
She eased him back by the shoulders. “Careful, Dad. You were seriously attacked and you need rest. That’s the best medicine.”
She stood up, kissed him on the forehead, and started to leave.
“No, don’t go yet.” He tugged at her fingers. “There are some things I have to tell you, why you’re not safe here. Why you have to get out of Pelican Bay, out of the state, maybe even the country.”
“What are you talking about? I know all about Anson Stark and his white supremacist gang, about their illegal activities.”
“You don’t know the half of it.” He clutched her hand harder and she was sure it cost him in pain when he winced. “It’s about more than the Professor’s gang activities and his control over the illegals.”
She glanced at the door. “Dad, they won’t let me stay much longer.”
“You’ve got to hear this, Frankie. It’s important. It’s related to your mother’s death.”
Stunned, she collapsed into the visitor chair. “Mom? What about her?”
Roger closed his eyes, looking drawn and exhausted. “Anson Stark – he – I – your mother and I – ”
“Anson Stark! What are you talking about? The man tried to have me killed, Dad.” She loosened his grip on her hand. “How could you and Mom possibly be mixed up with a vicious man like him? It doesn’t make sense.”
Roger’s voice grew hard. “I didn’t say he was a good man, Frankie. You’re right. He’s a vicious monster. Was one long before he murdered his wife and ended up in Pelican Bay.”
“Yet you joined his gang,” she accused, addressing the ink on his fingers.
He glanced down, colored. “I had to join a gang for safety and – and I wanted to find out what happened the night your mother died.”
 



 
Chapter 59
 
The ICU physician entered the room at that moment, stopped short when he saw Frankie. “He can’t have visitors,” he said abruptly.
“I’m a medical doctor and he’s my father.” She looked him steadily in the eye, willing him to make an exception for her.
The doctor didn’t answer, but checked Roger’s vitals, asked a few brief questions about how he felt, and made notes on his chart. When he finished, he turned to Frankie. “You can stay a few minutes longer, but he needs rest. As a physician, you should know that,” he chided as he left the room.
Frankie returned immediately to the topic. “Daddy, what you said makes no sense. How did you even know the Starks? He was a professor and you were – ”
“Right, I was a mechanic. But I also worked nights and weekends at the community college, janitorial services.” He lowered his eyes as if the admission shamed him.
“I – I didn’t know that.” Sadness swept over Frankie. How could she have been so self-absorbed? “Were we ... poor? Did we need the money?”
“Business was a bit slow then, but I wish now I’d never met the man. Anson Stark is cruel and dangerous, but I didn’t know it back then.”
“What happened?”
Her father snorted disgustedly. “What happened was he took an interest in your mother. An inappropriate interest in her.”
 
Sergei had gnawed on his dilemma all night, whenever the vodka fog cleared his head a minute or two. Finally, by morning he’d decided he had no choice. He hated trusting cops, but now he had no choice. As in Russia, here it was a dog-eat-dog world. And Sergei didn’t care so much to be someone’s dinner.
He hitched a ride to Placer Hills, and was waiting in the lobby when Sheriff Slater arrived at the courthouse which housed the Bigler County Sheriff’s Department. Rising on shaky legs from the liquor hangover, Sergei approached the Sheriff. “May I talk to you, please?” he asked, avoiding Slater’s eyes.
The steady gray eyes made him uneasy although the Sheriff had always been good to the homeless, always a friendly word even to the drunkest of them. “I got important information,” he added, speaking to a spot above Slater’s head.
Slater eyed the scruffy man, his torn and stinking clothes, his breath strong with alcohol. “What’s your name?”
“Sergei, sir,” he answered. “Sergei Petrovich.”
“What’s the information about?”
Sergei glanced quickly around the waiting area. “Not here. Inside your office.” When Slater hesitated, he whispered. “Please, man, don’t turn me away. Is important.”
Slater nodded, turned around, and entered his office. Sergei followed, but didn’t sit down even when the Sheriff indicated the guest chair opposite his desk.
“So what’s this about?” Slater asked, folding his hands on the desk top.
“Is about Angie, the woman at Jesus Sav – ”
“I know who she is,” Slater interrupted. “What about her? Do you know something?”
“I see the man who take her. I know this man.” Sergei looked over his shoulder again. “I need protection, man. You gotta protect me.”
“First tell me what you know. Who was the man you saw take Angie Hunt?”
“Is police,” Sergei answered, his lower lip trembling like a little kid. “Thas why I gotta be careful. Police, politsiya,” he repeated, shaking his head as if he couldn’t believe it himself, and didn’t expect anyone else to.
“Who? A deputy?”
“No, no man, Rosedale Police. I don’t know name, but I know face real good.”
 
The weight of dejection pressed down on Frankie like an anvil, heavy and weighty. Her father had given her answers – some answers – but not nearly enough. She would’ve stayed longer, insisted on details, but he was getting weaker by the moment. She could see he badly needed rest.
He insisted again that he was innocent of her mother’s murder. She believed him. She’d always believed him, even when the family and the state and the jury said otherwise. Now she knew there was another factor involved in her mother’s death – some connection with the Lords of Death white prison gang and Anson Stark.
What, though? Stark had organized his white supremacy gang nearly a decade after her mother’s death. What connection could there be?
Frankie’s mind was confused and troubled as she left the hospital. Her father had never tried to lay the blame on anyone else. Never tried to explain where he was or what he’d been doing the night of her mother’s death. Frankie knew he’d danced with her at Homecoming – that much was proof. Scores of students and teachers had seen him lead Frankie onto the gym floor in the traditional dance.
But that had been around 10:00 pm. The last she’d seen of her father was when he’d kissed her cheek and walked off through the decorated high school quad around 10:30 while she returned to mingle with her date and friends. The dance had ended at 11:00, but Frankie hadn’t gone home right away.
She and her friends had attended an after-dance party at Colleen Chin’s house. They’d goofed around, played games, and watched videos until well after 2:00 am. She wasn’t worried about breaking her curfew. This was her special night, and her parents had extended curfew because she was so reliable and trustworthy.
When her date dropped her off at 3:05 am, she had no idea what tragedy had occurred in the hours since she’d last seen her father. She had no idea her mother lay bleeding and dead from multiple knife wounds, and that Roger Franklin Milano was already in handcuffs and on his way to the police station.
 



 
Chapter 60
 
Angie Hunt woke from her coma much sooner than the medical staff had expected. Weak and barely able to speak from the trauma to her throat and body, she signaled for a pen and paper. I want Cruz, she wrote, and fell back on the pillow, exhausted from that small effort.
Cruz and Slater came immediately. Detective Andrew Flood, still in charge of the investigation, was already in the hospital lobby, looking ominously disgruntled.
“You know you can’t rely on the word of a recovering addict, supposedly recovering hooker, right?” He snapped at them as they stepped out of the elevator. “An unreliable eye witness.”
“You pissed she asked for me and not you, Flood?” Cruz raised his voice, stepped closer to the shorter man.
Slater stepped between them. “We’ve got another witness, Flood. If he corroborates what Angie says, that’s good enough for a warrant.”
“Let’s just hope she’s well enough to communicate with us,” Cruz said. He worried that the feisty, but slight, woman had been seriously damaged.
The on-call nurse allowed them five minutes with Angie. “No more,” she insisted. “She’s not out of the woods yet.”
In her hospital bed, Angie was hooked up to a wild thatch of tubes and machines. She looked weak and ashy, but her dark eyes lighted up when she saw Cruz enter in front of Slater and Flood.
“Get him outta here,” she muttered in a barely audible voice, nodding toward Flood. “I don’t like Detective Flood and he knows why.”
Flood sputtered indignantly. “It’s my case, Slater. You’ve got no right – ”
Slater put his arms around Flood and corralled him toward the door, speaking quietly but firmly. “We won’t get any information if she’s disturbed by your presence, Andy.”
“She can’t – you can’t – ”
“You know how this works, Flood. It’s your case, but my call.”
Finally, Flood spun around and stomped angrily down the corridor toward the elevators. Slater gazed after him. Police, Sergei Petrovich had insisted,
but could he have meant a detective?
Cruz sat on the edge of Angie’s bed and took one thin hand into both his large, brown ones. An IV catheter ran from her other hand to a unit of blood. Another to a unit of saline, and a final one in her neck probably led to a feeding tube.
She looked terrible.
“You look great, Angie.”
“Quit scammin’ me, Cruz.” She tried a weak smile. “I’m no beauty at the best of times, but now – ” Her fingers fluttered uselessly on the blanket while huge tears pooled in her round, dark eyes.
“It’s okay, it’s okay,” Cruz soothed. “You’re a fighter, Angie. You’re going to be all right. They’re taking good care of you here.”
“I worry about my boys,” she ventured.
“Sharon’s got everything under control.”
Angie tried to snort, but failed, ending in a spate of coughing. “Shit, Sharon’s got nothin’ under control.” She sighed deeply. “Don’t matter. She’ll do.”
Cruz smiled at her spirit. “Yep, she’ll do. In a pinch,” he added after a moment.
This time she managed a croaking laugh.
“What can you tell us about your kidnapping, Angie? Who did this to you?”
Slater took the visitor chair in the room and scooted it close to the other side of the bed while Angie told them what’d happened to her from the time she left Jesus Saves until she woke up in the hospital. She shuddered as she described each blow and punch delivered to her, the terror of being choked to death. How she’d been absolutely certain she would die.
When she finished, she fell back, exhausted.
Slater explained how the elderly man had found her and managed to get her to safety. “He’s your hero, Angie.”
“Guess I owe that man a big thank you,” she said softly.
“Can you identify the person who did this to you?” Cruz asked.
“I sure can,” she whispered, her throat parched and scratchy with all the talking. “I always knew he hated me and my boys, despised all the street people, always rousting them, makin’ their life harder than it need be.”
“Who?”
Even though Slater and Cruz were sure that the person involved in the deaths of two homeless people in Rosedale and Angie’s kidnapping was law enforcement, they were still shocked by her next words.
“It was Officer Rawley,” she declared. “Jeff Rawley, that mean son of a bitch.”
 
Angie’s identification was enough confirmation for Slater to get an arrest warrant. He wasn’t going to violate procedure and risk losing the case on a technicality. Since the suspect was a cop, he wanted the arrest to go smoothly and without push-back.
Luckily, Sergei had looked through dozens of six-packs, finally pointing to the person he’d seen kidnap Angie Hunt. With both testimonies, Slater could take it straight to a judge.
He wisely chose one who wouldn’t mind being awakened in the middle of the night to sign an arrest warrant for Officer Jeff Rawley.
When informed, Lieutenant Flood was skeptical. “One of our own? You must be nuts, Slater. I’ve known Rawley for years. You’re barking up the wrong tree. This is gonna fall apart in court. You’ll see.”
The arrest was slick. Jeff Rawley feigned shock and sputtered about his rights when Slater and his deputy, along with Santiago Cruz, knocked on his seedy apartment door. He was outraged that the warrant allowed them to search the premises, but didn’t resist arrest.
It was almost too easy, Cruz thought, when they found concrete evidence that Rawley was involved in the death of Dickey Hinchey.
“Sheesh, it’s Murder 101,” Slater said to Rawley. “Don’t hang on to incriminating evidence, man.”
Slater held up the bloody remnants of what appeared to be Dickey Hinchey’s tee shirt, and the cheap little ring the homeless man always wore on his pinky finger. Cruz recognized it immediately.
Slater cuffed Rawley and placed him in the squad car, “This is good evidence. The case will hold up in court.”
“You think Rawley did them all?” Cruz asked.
Slater shook his head. “I have to believe it. The D.A. won’t buy anything else.”
Cruz felt suddenly exhausted. All he wanted was to get back to Slater’s house and check up on the ever-interesting Dr. Jones. He’d been gone from the ranch too long. Anything could’ve happened in his absence.



 
Chapter 61
 
Frankie was gone.
When Cruz arrived at the ranch house, she was nowhere to be found. Cole was resting in the master suite and looked a helluva lot better than he had yesterday. He could sit up in bed, eat a little, and even go to the john on his own.
What he couldn’t do was tell Cruz where Frankie had gone, and how she’d gotten away without transportation, isolated as Slater’s ranch was.
“She’s taken my old truck,” Slater said when he arrived an hour later after booking Rawley in the Bigler County Jail. “Must’ve hotwired it because I’ve got the only key to it.” He eyed Cruz thoughtfully. “Were you aware she had such ... skills?”
“Yeah,” Cruz complained, “something else her father must’ve taught her, along with how to handle firearms.”
“Where would she go?”
“I’d guess to see that father who taught her so much.”
“You figure she can handle herself?” Slater frowned as he reached for a beer in the refrigerator. “If someone from Stark’s gang is after her, she’s not safe.”
“She’s not safe from me,” Cruz said flatly. “I might just throttle her.”
 
Detective Flood was still smoldering from the news that one of the officers in the Rosedale Police Department was a serial killer. At least that’s the crap Sheriff Slater and Santiago Cruz were trying to shove down his throat.
But evidence was evidence, and Flood would do his duty despite the gloating he saw in Cruz’s eyes. The man had been a burr up his ass for a long time now, and him being in on the arrest didn’t sit well with Flood.
Still, he’d get the credit for closing the case. Sacramento PD be damned. They could figure out on their own whether Rawley had done the homeless hag in their county, or if it was someone else.
Not Flood’s problem.
Slater had hinted about another killer, someone other than Jeff Rawley, but Flood wasn’t buying that hogwash. He wasn’t going to muddy the waters by taking a wild theory to the district attorney. They had their man – as much as he didn’t like it – and he wasn’t going to give up the limelight of a good arrest by chasing down a rabbit hole.
Still, hard to believe a mealy-mouthed beat cop like Jeff Rawley was capable of all that mayhem. You never really knew a person deep inside, he guessed.
 
The guard on Anson Stark’s payroll managed to get the inmate a sit-down with his second in command, Bones Griff. They met in the corridor adjacent to the dog run where Stark went for his daily exercise. A small part of the hallway wasn’t secured by video cameras, a flaw in the supermax’s design.
As they stood near the entrance to the SHU exercise yard, Stark could barely control his fury. He seldom allowed himself to lose control of his temper. In fact, he could remember only two times in his entire life when he’d gone into a blinding rage. Even when he committed murder, he did the deed with cold calculation.
Now Bones was testing him to his limits.
“Perkins blew it. I had to put a gang member on her,” Bones explained in a puerile tone. “He was supposed to get both of them, but something happened. The bitch fought back. Who knew she’d be so ... lethal.”
“I don’t want explanations. I want results.” Stark’s face purpled with unleashed anger. He took several deep breaths before continuing. “What about Cole Hansen?”
Bones shook his head. “Left him bleeding to death on the doc’s bedroom floor.”
“He ran out on a job before completing it?” the Professor asked flatly.
Bones felt a shiver of cold trickle down his spine. “Yes, but he – it’s complicated. The situation was dangerous. He had no choice.”
“I don’t care!” the Professor grabbed Bones by the throat, pressed his thumbs on his windpipe. Although the leader of the white gang was a half foot shorter than his lieutenant and seventy pounds lighter, he took Bones down with the ease of a street fighter.
Bones gagged, suffocated, saw stars flicker behind his eyeballs. He sank to his knees, saw black before the Professor let go.
“You were supposed to put Perkins on the job.”
Bones coughed and sputtered, still kneeling. “He – he had to tie up some things first.”
The Professor grabbed a hank of Griff’s hair, pulling tightly until the skull felt like it was on fire. “Perkins owes the Lords first. Understand? If he doesn’t have the job done by this time tomorrow, I’ll gut you like a fish.” He paused and took a cleansing breath. “Nod if you understand.”
Bones nodded, feeling the warm, wet flow of urine stain his pants.
“You, Bones, not Perkins. See that it’s done.”
 
Crossing the street from the hospital emergency room exit to the parking lot, Frankie was so engrossed in her thoughts she didn’t see the car until it was almost on her. The vehicle slammed into her body and the front bumper lifted her into the air, helicoptering her wildly before depositing her on the hard concrete curb.
In the way that physicians do by reflex, Frankie assessed the damages to her body with a clinical coolness, even while the sharp, hot pain of broken bones and bruised flesh seized her mind.
Serious damage, likely not fatal.
Hearing the screech of tires peeling out of the parking lot, emergency room personnel rushed outside, and quickly attended to Frankie. They staunched the bleeding and loaded her on a gurney while a room was prepared. Thankfully, Frankie had lost consciousness soon after her head hit the asphalt and was relieved of the knowledge of her condition.
 



 
Chapter 62
 
“I shouldn’t have left her,” Cruz said, waiting outside the emergency room while Frankie’s ribs were taped and her abrasions attended to. “After the first two attacks, I should’ve been more cautious.”
“Horseshit,” Slater said, not unkindly. “We couldn’t have anticipated this.”
“I should’ve.” Cruz stared at his hands, fixed on the long brown fingers. “Maybe it was a simple hit and run – nothing else.”
“Maybe, but stop beating yourself up,” Slater advised. “Won’t do Frankie any good now.”
Cruz shook his head in frustration. “I don’t know what else to do. I feel so – ”
The emergency room doctor interrupted him. “Good news, moderate concussion, a few broken ribs, bumps, bruises and abrasions, but she’ll be fine.”
In his relief Cruz staggered a half-step back before he righted himself. Thank God.
“We’ll keep her overnight just to be sure,” the doctor added, looking down at the patient chart. “You can see her now before they wheel her up to her room.”
Frankie looked pale, but far better than Angie Hunt had. She smiled wanly when she saw Slater and Cruz peek around the curtain. “I know, I know, it was a stupid move, going out on my own.”
“Damn straight,” Cruz growled as he reached for her hand.
For a long moment they looked into each other’s eyes, each afraid of what they’d see – or not see – reflected there.
“You missed all the action,” Slater announced. “We caught our killer.”
The fragile moment between Frankie and Cruz passed.
“Who was it?” Frankie said.
“Officer Jeff Rawley, a RPD beat cop, notorious for harassing and abusing street people. Angie identified him. And Sergei Petrovich picked him out of a lineup.”
“And the car that hit me?”
Cruz squeezed her hand. “No luck.”
“So Anson Stark or some gang member is still after me,” Frankie whispered.
“Maybe not, but I’ll put a deputy on your door tonight,” Slater promised, his eyes not quite meeting hers. “And when you’re discharged, you can come back to the ranch.”
He didn’t add, where you should’ve stayed in the first place, but Frankie saw the reproof in his expression.
When the attendant came with a wheelchair, Cruz leaned over and kissed her softly on the forehead. “You scared the hell out of me,” he whispered against her cool flesh.
Then, regardless of the audience, Frankie held his face in both her hands and pulled his face toward her. Her lips were soft and firm and full of promise. “Me, too.”
 
Cruz might be crazy, but he figured he had a day while Frankie was in the hospital, to do some investigating on his own. He knew she had secrets, some about her work at Pelican Bay, more about her father who’d been moved out of ICU to a regular ward at Sutter General in Sacramento.
“First thing tomorrow I’m going to make a trip to Pelican Bay to speak with Visitation Officer Walt Steiner,” he told Slater when they returned to the ranch to check on Cole.
Standing at the kitchen counter, Slater drank deeply from his coffee. “Why’s that?”
“He’s the man Frankie went to Crescent City to be near. She trusts – trusted – him. I’d like to check him out. He might give us some answers.”
“Maybe,” Slater said doubtfully.
“He’s known Frankie since her father went to prison. If nothing else, he can tell us about Roger Milano’s case and the trial.”
“I’ll go with you.”
“Long as there’s a guard on Frankie’s door,” Cruz warned, and left for his apartment to pack an overnight bag.
 
Walt Steiner greeted them at check-in, and after surrendering their weapons and badges, Cruz and Slater followed the visitation officer to a shoebox of an office.
“You didn’t give me much information on the phone,” Steiner began, suspicion darkening his hazel eyes. “If I wasn’t so worried about Frankie, I wouldn’t have agreed to this meet.”
“I understand, sir,” Cruz began, only to be interrupted.
“Don’t bother with excuses, just get to the point.” Steiner was a beefy man, average height and broad, with weathered skin and a military-cut hair style. “Is she all right?”
Cruz and Slater exchanged glances. On the long drive to Crescent City, they’d discussed how much to tell Steiner about Frankie and the events in Rosedale.
“Yes,” Cruz replied. “Frankie was, ah, injured in a car accident, but she’s recovering and we have a guard on her hospital room.”
Steiner sat in his chair, leaned against the too-small desk, his thick arms covering the pad. “What happened? Wasn’t she in the Rosedale house?”
Cruz took the plastic chair opposite Steiner’s desk, although the man hadn’t asked them to sit down. “She was attacked in her father’s home.”
“She wasn’t injured,” Slater added quickly, “but we moved her to another place.”
“What?” Steiner jumped to his feet, like a boxer ready to face an opponent. “Nobody knows about that house. She’s changed her last name. The house is in her father’s name. No one knows that.”
“Her name?” Puzzlement crossed Cruz’s face. “What are you talking about?”
Steiner collapsed into his chair, sighing. “She didn’t tell you?”
Cruz shook his head.
“It’s not my place to reveal her secrets,” Steiner began. “Let’s just say that Frankie changed her last name about a dozen years ago.”
“Why?”
“Actually, it was her father’s idea. To protect her against anyone wanting retaliation and using Frankie to get it. He didn’t want her associated with him.”
Cruz kept shaking his head like an idiot. “I don’t understand.”
“You don’t have to, young man,” the grizzly older officer snapped. “You just have to keep her safe.”
“I’m trying,” Cruz snapped back, feeling the sting of Steiner’s words.
“Frankie can tell you what she wants you to know,” Slater advised Cruz trying to cool down the heated conversation.
He addressed Steiner directly. “We’re also here about another matter – the Lords of Death.”
If Steiner was puzzled by this statement, nothing showed on his face. “What about them?”
“We figure they’re into some kind of new – let’s just call it – enterprise. Something to do with a loyalty ritual for incoming gang members. ‘Blood in and blood out?’ We want to know who’s in bed with them.”
“You figure this has something to do with Frankie’s attack?”
Cruz decided Steiner wouldn’t help them if they didn’t tell him everything – well, almost everything. “Frankie was attacked and threatened in the prison parking lot, right here, before she fled to Rosedale.”
“Ah hell, I knew it was something bad.”
“Then why didn’t you go to her, check up on her?” Cruz accused the older man.
The man shifted on his chair, his eyes hooded. “I told her where to go, but then I – I got tied up with something.”
“Well, she’s had two attacks on her, not counting the one that’s landed her in the hospital right now.” Cruz wondered belatedly if he should be so frank with the man.
“We think it has something to do with an investigation she was making into the medical records of inmates who were members of the Lords of Death,” Slater continued.
Walt frowned in confusion. “She told me nothing about that. What trouble has she gotten into?”
“You’ve got some C.O.’s on the take, Steiner,” Slater warned. “And it’s related to two homicides in my county, maybe a third one.”
After a long moment Walt stood, clearly dismissing them. “I can’t help you. We have confidentiality issues here at Pelican Bay.”
“My ass,” Slater said, as they left. “He’s covering for something.”
“Or someone,” Cruz added, thinking they’d might never know who.
 



 
Chapter 63
 
November, Present Day
 
Frankie Jones became the worst kind of recalcitrant patient – a medical doctor forced to become dependent on others.
Slater insisted she recuperate with him at his ranch home at the foot of the Sierra Nevada Mountains. Tending Cole Hansen as he gradually mended filled the short, winter days.
Cruz visited Frankie nearly every day – she insisted he kept her sane.
He insisted Dr. Frankie Jones was distracting. Very distracting.
“I’m thinking about moving back into my father’s house,” Frankie declared one day when the snow fell lightly on the distant mountains. “Do you think I should?”
Cruz thought she looked lovely in the early evening light, in spite of the weight she’d lost. “Would you feel safe there, after what’s happened?”
She shrugged and abandoned the topic. “What’s going to happen to Cole now that he’s nearly well? Will he be safe out there?” She gestured vaguely in a southward direction.
“As much as anywhere,” Cruz answered. “He can’t hide out at Slater’s house forever. I’m working on finding him a transitional house, and Slater has a job lined up for him.”
“Good.”
His glance dropped to her mouth. He was thinking about kisses – getting distracted again.
“I’ve given notice at Pelican Bay,” Frankie continued. “Put the Crescent City house up for sale.”
“Oh?”
“I can’t go back there,” she insisted. “There’s too much of the story that hasn’t been written yet, and I – well, I want to be near my father.”
Frankie wasn’t ready to reveal her father’s connection to the man his gang members called the Professor, but she wanted to be honest with Cruz. “I need to find out what really happened when my mother died.”
She had shared what little she knew of her mother’s death, her father’s conviction for her murder, and his sentence of fifteen-to-life for second-degree murder. Cruz tried to imagine the strain of that event on a seventeen-year-old girl, but he couldn’t. “Where did you go after it happened?”
“My mother’s sister – Aunt Elaine,” she replied shortly. “Of course, she was completely convinced – still is – that Dad killed Mom. She didn’t make life easy for me.” She turned away from his steady, dark eyes and gazed out the window to the lightly snow-dusted trees surrounding Slater’s property.
Cruz got up to make cups of hot cocoa. When they’d settled down again, he asked thoughtfully, “Do you think Stark had anything to do with your mother’s death? Is that even possible?”
“I don’t know. It happened so long ago. What reason would Stark have to harm her? It doesn’t make any sense.”
“Maybe not to you when you were seventeen, but we might be able to uncover reasons from an adult perspective,” Cruz argued.
Frankie leaned forward and took one of his hands in both hers. She liked his saying “we,” as if they were a team. “We’ve got more – more pressing concerns.”
He returned the pressure, bumped knees with her. He enjoyed the contact, however slight.
So far there had been no more deaths in Bigler County or the surrounding ones.
She shook her head thoughtfully. “They’re pinning everything on Jeffrey Rawley, but I keep thinking about those organs. The skill and precision it took to remove them. I can’t see Rawley doing that.”
“We’ve got our killer,” Cruz assured her. “We know Rawley killed Dickey Hinchey because we have physical evidence from his apartment. Angie ID’ed him as her kidnapper.”
However, Frankie was convinced Jeffrey Rawley hadn’t committed all three murders. Maybe he was responsible for the kidnapping of Angie Hunt and the death of Dickey Hinchey, but she didn’t believe he killed the Hightower girl or the Sacramento woman.
“The District Attorney isn’t going to pursue another line of investigation,” Cruz continued. “He doesn’t want to damage the case against Rawley.”
“So any further work on the case will have to be done by the three of us,” she declared.
He laughed. “Good luck with getting Slater on board. Rogue agents in a civilian capacity?” He rose, took Frankie by one hand and tugged her to her feet. “Let’s take a walk.”
They wrapped themselves in coats and scarves, even though the temperature was mild despite the snowfall. They followed a well-trodden path into the woods, Cruz still holding her hand. He wasn’t going to let go.
Not right away. Not any time soon.
“I need to feel settled somewhere – not here,” Frankie confessed. “Here I feel so ... unanchored.” She ran her fingers through her loose hair. “I can’t let Anson Stark control my entire life. I don’t want to be looking over my shoulder, afraid all the time.”
“You know, Slater would be all right with you staying here indefinitely.”
“I know, but I – ”
“Or you could stay with me,” Cruz interrupted. He leaned close to her, their legs touching now, his hands resting on her shoulders. “Even though my apartment is the size of a postage stamp.”
When she didn’t pull back, he tipped his head to one side. His breath was warm and sweet on her face, his mouth inches from hers. She understood he was waiting for a signal from her. A yes.
His lips grazed hers and he pulled back, looking into gray eyes, usually calm and clear, now stormy and filled with an emotion Cruz hadn’t seen before, but recognized as passion. “My place is small,” he added inanely, “but no one would ever suspect you were living there.”
Frankie wrapped her arms around his waist, smoothed her hands up his broad back, and tilted her head, pulled him closer. “Or – or maybe we could find a place together. You could protect me there.”
He laughed softly. “Or you could protect me.”
Their breaths mingled and became a whirlwind she lost herself in. This was crazy – too soon, too impetuous – all things, as a doctor and a scientist, she wasn’t.
He kissed her, tentatively at first, and then with greater pressure. His tongue traced the seam of her lips and she opened for him. The whirlwind grew into a hurricane of emotions, her head swam with feeling, raw and gripping, and she stood on tiptoes to place her hands on either side of his face.
She felt as if she were home at last.
 



 
Epilogue
 
“Reverse the orders,” Anson Stark said, his sallow face as hard as marble. “They don’t know enough to hurt us.”
“Both of them – Jones and Hansen?”
“Yes.”
Griff looked skeptically at the Professor’s carved profile. “You sure? I know you don’t like leaving loose ends.”
Stark smiled slyly, the first time Griff had ever seen that particular expression on his boss’s face. “Ah, but I’ve left no loose ends, my friend. None at all.”
Griff frowned, looked puzzled and not at all sure of what was going on. As the Professor had always known, the brute was good for muscle, but little else.
He clarified for his slow-witted lieutenant.
“Dr. Frankie Jones is like her father. She knows when to fold her cards. She won’t bother us anymore.”
Griff nodded, turned to leave, but Stark’s voice halted him.
“And, Griff, be sure our next physician understands the, ah, terms of his employment. I don’t want a repeat of the Dr. Jones fiasco.”
After Griff left, Stark was returned to his SHU cell and lay down on his bunk, contemplating the concrete ceiling.
Yes, indeed, Dr. Frankie Jones was very much like her father.
 
Roger Milano returned to Folsom Prison where he recovered in the hospital ward there. He wouldn’t die. He experienced only mild relief at the prognosis. Actually, he didn’t much care one way or the other. The only thing that concerned him was the future of his daughter.
He’d bet his life Anson Stark was behind this – all of it.
But he wouldn’t bet Frankie’s life.
After another week in the clinic, Roger was transferred to a cell, not his former one, but a new one where he had a different cellmate, an old-timer named Douglas Houser. The other inmates called him Doogie, for obvious reasons.
The man was older than Roger by several decades, and had spent most of his life in jail or prison. One look at the man’s tired, faded eyes, and Roger knew the man was there both as informant and bodyguard. Although what good the short, wiry fellow would be for protection Roger doubted.
On the third day with his new cellmate, Roger received a message inside a library book which he hadn’t ordered. The inmate librarian handed the book through the bars, lowered his voice, and murmured, “Page 187.” He moved on without another word.
Police code for homicide was 187.
When Roger opened the book to the designated page, a brief, handwritten note read, “‘Tis in my memory lock'd, And you yourself shall keep the key of it.”
Shakespeare, of course, the play Hamlet.
The bloody bastard always did like his Shakespeare, and the warning was clear to Frank. Whatever Roger knew would have to remain locked in his memory.
His silence was the price for Frankie’s safety.
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Prologue
 
“You are hereby banned from the MGM Grand. Your names and photos are on record. Should you show your faces here again, you will be escorted from the premises in a very unpleasant way.”
Blane Kirk gave a curt nod, eyeing the seven linebacker-size security men flanking him and his brother in the nondescript room located in the bowels of one of the most well-known and largest casinos in the world. Tourists usually didn’t see this side of Sin City, and he’d rather not have either.
“Room service sucked anyway.”
Blane shot his brother a look at the comment, but Kade looked unrepentant, his gaze sharp and cold as he surveyed the men surrounding them.
“We’ll just be on our way,” Blane said, giving Kade a nudge.
The man in charge of the casino didn’t smile as he opened the door. Blane prayed Kade would keep his mouth shut as they walked out, but alas, it wasn’t to be.
“Coulda said thanks for providing something more for you guys to do than intimidating little grannies at the slots,” Kade said. “You’re welcome.” He rolled his eyes at Blane. “Some people.”
“Come on,” Blane muttered, grabbing Kade’s elbow and yanking him out the door and down the hall. He could practically feel the security guy’s eyes on their backs. “I’m not really in the mood to get my ass kicked.”
“Aw, we could’ve taken them,” Kade protested, pulling out of Blane’s grasp. He glanced back and grimaced. “Okay, maybe not.”
“Let’s not find out,” Blane said.
They hit the outside of the casino and Blane took a deep breath of the hot, dry Nevada air. Though still a couple of hours until sunrise, it was still a sauna even without the blazing sunshine.
A valet opened the door to a taxi and the men climbed inside. In minutes they were on their way to the airport and he heaved a sigh of relief.
Blane had known from the start that coming to Vegas was a bad idea, he just hadn’t known how bad.



 
Chapter One
 
Three Days Earlier
 
“We’re going to Vegas.”
Blane looked up from the file he was working on at his desk as his brother plopped himself down on the leather sofa in his study.
Dressed in his usual black T-shirt, jeans, and black boots, Kade appeared every inch the bad-guy, a look that notoriously drew women to him like candy. His hair was as black as his shirt and fell in a careless wave over his forehead. Even from this distance, his eyes were a piercing blue, framed by thick dark lashes and wickedly arched brows that women spent thousands of dollars in beauty products trying to achieve.
Even as his half-brother, Blane was hard-pressed to find a physical similarity between the two of them. Where Kade was dark, Blane was fair-haired as a dirty blond, his eyes a shifting gray-green rather than blue. Both were tall, though Blane topped Kade by a couple of inches. Blane was broad while Kade had a lean build, though both men pumped enough iron to be layered in muscle. Not for vanity’s sake, but for survival—a lesson being a Navy SEAL had taught Blane; a lesson the school of hard knocks had taught Kade.
Perhaps the brothers’ similarities were underneath the skin, rather than something that could be seen with the naked eye. Now that Blane could believe.
“Who’s going to Vegas?” he asked, tossing down his pen. Obviously, he wouldn’t be getting any more work done while Kade was there.
“We are. You and me,” Kade said. “A brother bonding trip.”
Blane’s brows flew up. “A brother bonding trip?” he repeated. “Really?”
“Don’t sound so thrilled.” Kade’s dry rejoinder made Blane’s lips twitch.
“I just didn’t realize you were in need of some family time,” Blane teased.
“We haven’t hung out in a while,” Kade said with a shrug. “I thought we could ditch ice cream cones and tossing around a baseball for tequila and showgirls with a side of blackjack.” He waggled his eyebrows.
“Have you been to Vegas before?” Blane asked.
“Nope. You?”
“A bachelor party a couple of years ago.” Blane shrugged. “It was all right.” He hadn’t been that impressed with the town or its visitors—people there to gamble away their life savings in the vain hope of hitting it big. Others were desperately looking for a diversion from the dullness of their lives, and still more were searching for something they couldn’t name—be it happiness, a future, or love.
“All right? Just all right?” Kade snorted. “Obviously, you didn’t do Vegas the way it should be done.”
“And you think you know how it should be done?” Blane grinned.
“I think the two of us could make one helluva dent in Sin City, brother.”
It wouldn’t hurt for Blane to take a couple of days off from the law firm—his current cases could wait—and this was a first, Kade wanting to go on a trip with him. Blane considered his brother for a moment, eyes narrowing.
“You’re telling me the truth, right?” he asked. “This is a pleasure trip, not…business?” Especially Kade’s business. Too smart for his own good, Kade had been writing computer code and hacking into places he shouldn’t since before it was a “thing.” Now, he made a living doing it for people Blane didn’t even want to think about. And on the side…well, on the side he hired himself out as someone who could track anyone down for the right price. What he chose to do with them once he found them was also something Blane didn’t want to dwell on.
“You don’t think I’d just want to go somewhere and hang out with my big brother?” Kade asked. “I’m hurt.”
But Blane wasn’t fooled by the non-answer. He gave Kade a steady look until he caved.
“All right, it may be a little business, but that won’t take long and then we can enjoy ourselves,” Kade said.
“Will this…business…be dangerous?”
“Nope.”
“Could we go to jail?”
“Only if we get caught.”
“Kade—”
“Kidding!” Kade interrupted Blane’s warning. “Just kidding. You really should loosen up. You need to go to Vegas more than I need to go to Vegas.”
Blane rolled his eyes.
“So are you in or what?” Kade asked.
Blane hesitated, then gave a reluctant nod. “All right. I’m in.”
Which was how he found himself walking in to a suite at the MGM Grand the next day. Kade had booked the hotel, saying a client had comped him an upgrade. Blane hadn’t asked which client.
“I’ve gotta do some shopping,” Kade said, popping in the door to Blane’s bedroom in the two-bedroom suite. “I’ll be back in an hour.” He pointed his finger at Blane. “Don’t drink everything in the minibar before I get back.”
“Wouldn’t dream of it,” Blane tossed back, though a drink did sound good.
He was on his second scotch and water by the time Kade returned, carrying a garment bag.
Blane frowned. “What did you buy?” he asked.
“A suit,” Kade replied.
Considering the Tom Ford logo on the bag, it looked like Kade had also spared no expense.
“I take it we’re getting dressed up tonight?”
“Yep,” Kade said. “Put your best duds on, brother. But no twinsies. I’m not going for a Rainman thing.”
“Where are we going?”
“A party,” Kade said simply, then disappeared into his bedroom.
Okay then. It seemed that was all Kade was going to tell him. With a sigh and sense of foreboding, Blane went to shower, shave, and dress. When he met Kade back in the living room, they weren’t twins, but close.
Blane wore a deep navy suit with a white shirt, whereas Kade had bought a charcoal suit and black shirt. Neither man wore a tie.
“I’m starving,” Kade said. “Let’s go.”
They found a good steak restaurant in the hotel and by unspoken agreement, sat at the bar to eat. A couple of glasses of red wine paired perfectly with the steak and Blane was in a pretty good mood by the time they were finished. Even if Kade did have business to do here, at least the evening had begun well.
“So where’s this party?” Blane asked as he tucked away the receipt for dinner into his wallet. He had his suspicions that Kade’s plans would likely be dangerous, and while he wasn’t crazy about that, at least if he was along, he could watch out for his little brother. He didn’t get that opportunity very often.
Kade glanced at his watch. “It should be getting into swing by now,” he said. “It’s not far.”
Catching a cab, Kade gave the name of some nightclub to the driver and ten minutes later they were standing in front of a place that had a line out front and velvet ropes cordoning off the door.
“Are we on a list?” Blane asked, eyeing the line. “Not really in the mood to be begging at the door to get in.”
“Hold on,” Kade said, then turned and headed for the line of people. Blane watched as he stopped halfway down the line to talk to someone Blane couldn’t see. In another moment, Kade was on his way back, two women in tow.
Blane’s brows climbed as Kade stopped in front of him. The women were very attractive, but looked barely old enough to legally drink—or do anything else without breaking the law.
“This is my brother Blane,” Kade said. “Blane, this is Brandy and Liz.”
They were both long-legged blondes, but even with their heels, they were still a few inches shorter than he or Kade. Their cocktail dresses left little to the imagination, not that Blane was going to complain.
“Nice to meet you, ladies,” he said, giving them his practiced smile.
“Brandy and Liz are without escorts tonight,” Kade said, “so I invited them to join us.”
Blane looked at Kade. “Can I have a moment?” he asked.
“Sure. Ladies, we’ll be right back. Don’t go anywhere.” The women laughed at the teasing note in his voice. Blane would bet by the way they were eyeing him and Kade that they weren’t going anywhere.
Blane pulled Kade aside. “What are you doing?” he hissed. “You just pick up a couple of random girls for the night?” Not that Blane was opposed to a little feminine companionship, but he didn’t need his little brother to pick up chicks for him. He was perfectly capable of persuading a woman to join him for an evening without assistance.
“Trust me,” Kade said. “It’ll look less obvious if they’re with us.”
“Less obvious for what?” Now he was really starting to get a bad feeling about this.
But Kade was already heading back to the women.
“Shit,” Blane muttered, following him. He wasn’t about to ditch Kade, no matter how little he was actually telling him, but he was so going to hear about it later.
“Shall we?” Kade offered his arm to one of them—Brandy?—who smiled widely and took it.
Liz turned to Blane and smiled. “I hope you don’t mind,” she said. “Your brother said it was your first night in Vegas.”
“It is,” Blane said, settling his palm on the small of her back and following Kade to the door, now guarded by two big bouncers. “And it looks like it’s getting off to the right start.”
Liz seemed pleased by the compliment and Blane focuses half his attention to her and the other half on Kade, who was talking to the doorman. The guy consulted a clipboard in his hand, then spoke into the earpiece microphone he wore. After a moment, he waved Kade and Brandy on inside. Blane and Liz followed. 
Kade led them through the masses of people, pass the bar and to the back of the club. A DJ was on a stage playing tunes Blane vaguely recognized, which just made him feel old. If the party Kade was leading them to wasn’t any better, he was going to pull rank and take them elsewhere and screw his “business.” Maybe they’d find someplace where you could actually hear the person you were with when they spoke.
Blane’s gaze swiveled around the place, making automatic note of the location and number of exits, the type of crowd, how many security or bouncer types milled about the edges. Some habits became ingrained, and knowing the path of least resistance for a quick escape was one of them.
There was an obvious VIP area with a raised dais, couches, and more ropes. The guy standing in front of one of them saw Kade and motioned him in.
Since Kade said he’d never been to Vegas before, Blane thought that a bit strange, though he didn’t think Kade would outright lie to him.
It wasn’t as crowded up here as the rest of the club and he felt like he could breathe. People stood around or were sitting on the couches, and Blane’s eye was drawn to one man in particular.
He sat on a couch, two women flanking him, though he didn’t seem to be paying much attention to either of them. Dressed in a suit and tie, he looked a bit old for this crowd, too, and bored. Then he saw Kade.
He stood, a smile breaking out on his face as he motioned Kade over. Blane followed, figuring this must be the “business” Kade had said he had to do while here.
“Blane, this is Raymond Hoff,” Kade introduced him. “Ray, this is my buddy Blane.”
Blane shook Raymond’s hand, giving him an easy smile. He wasn’t offended that Kade hadn’t introduced him as his brother. It was a secret Kade had insisted on years ago, once he’d learned that Blane was eyeing a political career in the future.
“No way am I going to be the skeleton in your closet weighing you down,” Kade had scoffed. “The illegitimate reprobate brother? I don’t think so.”
Blane hadn’t had a choice but to agree to keep the fact that they were related private knowledge that few possessed.
“Sit down! Sit down!” Raymond said, shooing away the women on the couch.
Kade sat next to Raymond, pulling Brandy down beside him. He began conversing in a low voice with Raymond while Brandy looked bored. Blane sat on the end of the couch and Liz perched on his lap. His arm went around her back to steady her.
“You don’t mind, do you?” she asked, resting her hand on his shoulder.
“Not at all,” Blane said, half his attention on Kade and what he was doing. He saw him hand something small to Raymond, who smiled and pocketed it.
“Let’s have a drink to celebrate,” Raymond said, gesturing to a cocktail waitress hovering nearby. He said something to her and she nodded.
“What are we celebrating?” Blane asked Kade in an undertone.
“My genius, of course,” Kade said, with a wink.
Blane rolled his eyes at Kade’s cocky grin.
“So you’re a genius and hot?” Brandy teased, draping herself against Kade’s side.
“That’s right,” he said. “Lucky you.”
She laughed in delight and Blane had to stop himself from another eye roll.
“He seems quite full of himself,” Liz said in his ear. Blane noticed she smelled nice. Very nice.
“It runs in the family,” Blane said. Defending Kade was an automatic response.
Liz smiled. “Confidence is a turn-on.”
The cocktail waitress returned with five drinks before Blane could respond. They both took one and Blane slid a hand up Liz’s thigh. Her skin was smooth and warm and she didn’t seem to mind.
“To what happens in Vegas,” she said, clinking her glass against his.
Blane relaxed a bit. The “customer” of Kade’s seemed pleased and it looked like the deal was done. Maybe he’d been worried for nothing. “Sounds like the start to a great night,” he replied, a slow smile curving his lips.
Tipping up the shot glasses, they both emptied them. Kade and Brandy were doing the same. And that was the last thing Blane remembered.
 



 
Chapter Two
 
Blane woke slowly, the pounding in his head worse than he’d felt in a decade. His mouth tasted like he’d been chewing sawdust, it was so dry. Sunlight burned his eyelids and his jaw ached.
His jaw ached? That was odd.
Forcing open his eyes, he struggled to remember where he was. At the moment, he was face down on a couch.
Pushing himself up, he saw he was back in the hotel room. Vegas. That was right. He was in Vegas with Kade—
Kade.
Now he sat fully upright, ignoring the nausea and wave of pain through his head. Where was Kade?
He got to his feet, taking stock of his own condition. His knuckles were raw, like he’d been in a fight. His shirt was half-tucked in, both cuffs missing their buttons, but that wasn’t what caught his attention the most. No, that was the mountain of poker chips on the glass coffee table.
“Holy shit,” Blane breathed. Glancing at the pile and denominations, a rough guess would be there had to be at least two hundred, maybe three hundred, grand sitting right there.
How the hell…?
A groan came from one of the bedrooms, jerking Blane’s attention away from the money. He hurried to the door, relieved to see Kade lying in a mound of blankets and pillows.
“Oh God, what the fuck happened to my head?” Kade slowly sat up and Blane saw he was in worse shape than himself. Kade’s shirt was torn and his face sported a bruise on his cheek and dried blood on his lip.
“I have no idea, but there’s a pile of—” Blane stopped as the mound of covers moved. He watched in disbelief as a kid threw off the covers.
Wait, not a kid. He had a full beard. Was it…? No, no way. It couldn’t be. But it was.
A midget was in bed with his brother.
Kade saw him at the same time and leapt from the bed. Well, he would’ve if he hadn’t been caught up short by the handcuff on his wrist, leaving him lying half on and half off the bed.
“Who the hell are you?” Kade burst out, yanking on his arm. Unfortunately, the other end was locked around the midget’s wrist. “What the fuck is going on?”
“Ow! Knock it off,” the guy growled, his voice an octave lower than it looked like it should be.  He pulled back on his arm. “That hurts.”
It was one of the few times in his life that Blane was left speechless. His first reaction to an unexpected stranger in the room was to reach for his Glock. Unfortunately, he didn’t have it. He hadn’t thought he needed to bring a gun on a weekend trip to Vegas with Kade, though those last two words should’ve warned him.
“Who are you?” Blane asked. “How did you get in here?”
“You brought me here,” the guy said, looking back and forth between them as though it were obvious. “We made a deal.”
“I’ve never seen you before in my life,” Kade retorted. “Why would I make a deal with you?”
“Because at the time, you didn’t have a lot of choices.”
“Wait, stop, just hold on,” Blane interrupted them. He scrubbed a hand over his face. “Just, start at the beginning, okay?” He was struggling to remember what had happened last night, but everything after that drink with Liz was a complete and utter blank.
“I work at Cirque de Soleil,” the guy said. “And my name is Maniak, if you don’t recall.”
“Maniac?” Kade asked, his expression incredulous disdain.
“My dad had a sense of humor,” Maniak said, his tone defensive. “Call me Manny.”
Kade rolled his eyes and Manny looked like he was heading right into a hissy fit.
“Great. Manny,” Blane interjected, wanting to head off an impending temper tantrum. “Keep going.”
Manny’s petulant gaze shifted to Blane. “You guys came running backstage, wanting a back way out of the place. Said you had someone following you. I agreed to show you where the employee exit was if you’d do something for me.” He glanced back at Kade. “This one made the deal, but I didn’t trust him. So once we were out, I slapped on the cuffs so I’d be sure he held up his end of the bargain.”
“What bargain?” Kade asked. “Did I offer you money or something? And get this damn cuff off.”
“Screw you,” Manny snarled. “I don’t want your money. You promised me an audition.”
“A what?” Kade’s surprise was an echo of Blane’s.
“An audition,” Manny stubbornly repeated. “You said you knew the guy who was head of casting for Lord of the Rings. You promised you’d get me an audition.”
Blane locked eyes with Kade in a look that clearly said Really? Kade slowly nodded.
“Yeah, that sounds like something I’d do.”
Blane shook his head. “I can’t deal with this right now,” he muttered, turning and heading out of the bedroom.
“Hey! Wait!” Kade called, but Blane ignored him.
Digging in the mini-fridge, Blane pulled out a bottle of water. Twisting off the cap, he took a long swig. God that tasted good. A few swallows later and he’d emptied the bottle.
Heat rose from the asphalt outside in waves as he looked out the window, the view overlooking the Strip. The only explanation for his complete blackout from last night was that he’d been roofied, probably Kade, too, by his “customer.”
“Good idea,” Kade said, coming up behind Blane and sucking down his own bottle of water.
Blane glanced around and saw Manny standing by the couch, an ill-tempered scowl on his face and the handcuffs dangling from his wrist.
“You got out of the cuffs?” Blane asked, impressed in spite of himself.
Kade shrugged. “It’s a talent. Comes in handy.”
Blane really didn’t want to know when else being able to unlock handcuffs had “come in handy” for Kade.
“Do you remember anything from last night?” Blane asked in an undertone.
Kade glanced sideways at him. “Negative, Ghostrider.”
“Fuck.”
“Yep.”
“It was that guy,” Blane said. “Your customer. He ordered the drinks. They must’ve put a drug in them.”
“Something he’s going to regret.” Kade’s voice was cold.
“Holy shit! Where’d you get all this money?”
They both turned to see Manny eyeing the pile of poker chips, his eyes wide. He glanced back at them, incredulous.
“You won all this and they haven’t thrown you out yet?”
A noise from the second bedroom made them all turn to look.
“What the hell was that?” Kade asked.
Blane waited, listening. Was someone else in the suite with them?
The noise came again…kind of like a…honk.
Blane watched in disbelief as a goose waddled out the open door of the bedroom.
“Holy shit,” Kade breathed. “It’s like we’re in that movie.”
“What movie?”
“You know. The one where they wake up in Vegas and all this shit happened to them, but they don’t remember any of it.”
A vague memory came to Blane. He remembered that film. It’d been really funny. However, this situation was decidedly not.
The goose spotted them, its feathers ruffling as it waddled by, keeping a distance and an eye on them as it meandered over to the windows and pecked at the glass. That’s when Blane noticed a thin leash around its long neck. It trailed behind the goose as it walked.
One problem at a time.
“What happened to the girls?” he asked Mannie. “Were we with two women last night? Brandy and Liz?”
Mannie shook his head. “Nah. But I saw you making out with one of the trapeze artists, though,” he said, nodding toward Blane.
“Nice,” Kade said with a smirk, slapping Blane on the back. Blane shot him a look.
“Maybe you should call your wife,” Mannie suggested. “Is she here with you?”
Both men stared at him in confusion.
“What wife?” Blane finally asked.
Mannie pointed to Blane’s left hand. “You’re married, right? Figured your wife could help you out.”
A cold wash of ice seemed to crash over Blane as he looked at the gold band on his finger.
“Aw man! And I don’t even remember your bachelor party,” Kade quipped.
I’m gonna kill him, Blane thought. Closing his eyes, he took a deep breath, forcing away the urge to throttle his little brother.
“Guys! Guys! You gotta get in here!”
“Now what?” Blane rushed to where Mannie had disappeared into the bathroom. He’d stopped short in the doorway, but Blane had no problem looking over his shoulder.
Kade’s “customer,” Raymond, was in the bathtub, which would’ve been fine, except he was a) very naked, and b) very dead.
“Okay, I did not see that coming,” Kade said from behind Blane.
“You think?” Blane exploded, rounding on him. “What the fuck, Kade? This guy roofies us, and now he’s in our room. Dead. Do you have any idea how deep a shithole we’re in? Not to mention that apparently I’m married. And I don’t even know to who!” He was seething, his hands clenched in fists at his sides.
“To whom,” Kade corrected.
Blane advanced on Kade, who took a few steps back, holding his hands up, palms out, to slow him down.
“Hold on there, bro,” Kade said quickly. “Just take it easy. We’ll figure it out, okay? Ray’s dead, but there’s not a mark on him. Maybe it was just natural causes. You know, a heart attack or something. Just let me take a look.”
“Even if it was a heart attack, or stroke, or what-the-fuck-ever, he’s still in our room, dead. And we have no idea how he got here.”
Mannie had crept closer to the tub and now spoke. “Yeah, you’re right. There’s no wounds anywhere or like marks around his neck or anything. He probably just had a stroke or something. Or like you said, a heart attack.”
“See?” Kade said, still keeping a safe distance from Blane.
Blane scrubbed a hand over his face, trying to think of which disaster to handle first.
“We need to get him out of here,” Kade said.
Blane frowned at him. “Get him out of here? I think you mean to say ‘call the cops,’ right?”
“That’s a phrase you’ll never hear me say,” Kade snorted. “No, we need to get Ray out of our suite and dump him somewhere.”
“You’ve got to be joking,” Blane said. “We can’t just go dump a dead body somewhere.”
“Ray’s dead, he’s not gonna care,” Kade insisted. “And if it gets out that he was found dead in our room, then that’s going to bring all sorts of trouble on our heads. They’ll want what he had.”
“And what is that exactly?”
Kade let out a sigh. “I invented a device that could force a payout from a slot machine. Ray was thinking of buying it.”
“You what?” Blane’s voice was loud and Kade winced. “Please tell me you didn’t actually make something that could do that? Do you have any idea how illegal that would be? And dangerous? If any of the casinos knew—”
“I know,” Kade interrupted. “But it’s not like I was advertising it. Ray got in touch with me, told me what he was looking for.” He shrugged. “It was a challenge. And total genius the way I did it.”
His shit-eating grin looked so much like the teenage kid who’d been too smart for his own good that Blane let out a sigh, his anger draining away. No sense being pissed at him. It wouldn’t solve anything.
“So let me get this straight,” he said. “You found a way to force a slot machine to pay out—”
“That’s completely undetectable,” Kade added.
“—and were going to sell it to Ray.”
“Right. But he wanted to test it first, so that’s what we were meeting about. No one else knows about it. I think.”
“But he could’ve told someone,” Blane said. “You realize if word would got out about that, you’d have all kinds of targets on your back.” More than he probably already had.
“How does it work?” Mannie asked. He’s been listening and now stood by Blane, who glanced down at him.
“In simplified terms,” Kade said, looking incredibly pleased that someone had asked, “a slot machine is an electro-mechanical device that is programmed to randomly stop at spots on the wheel. The stops are already mapped to each outcome, so all that happens when someone plays is it generates a random point in time for the map to stop.
“The slot machine already knows the outcome while the wheels are spinning. That’s just for show for the player. So while it’s doing that, my device reads where the machine will stop, then sends a tiny magnet pulse that disrupts and overrides the signal, then forces a new outcome based on where the map was going to be. Thus, ensuring a win. It’s incredibly fast and undetectable. To anyone watching, it looks like the player got lucky.”
Yes, so smart he’s going to get himself killed, Blane thought.
“So is that were the money came from?” Mannie asked. “All the chips on the table?”
“No clue,” Kade said with a shrug.
“Where’s the device now?” Blane asked.
They all went quiet. The repercussions of something like that being in the hands of just anyone was huge. What if Ray had given it to someone else? Or worse, told someone about Kade? There wasn’t enough protection in the world to keep Kade safe from those who’d do anything to destroy a device like that, and make sure he didn’t produce another.
Kade pushed between Blane and Mannie on his way to the bathroom. A pile of discarded clothes was on the floor and he pawed through it, checking pockets and shaking out each item.
“It’s not here,” he said at last, raising his gaze to meet Blane’s. His expression was grim.
“Well, we have to find it,” Blane said.
The goose honked a couple of times, reminding them of its presence.
“Okay,” Kade said, ignoring the noise, “let’s get Ray up and get him dressed. We can start with his business partner.”
“His partner?”
“I’ve only met him once,” Kade said, grimacing as he pulled the plug in the water. “He’s Chinese. Extremely rich. Name’s Péng.”
“And what exactly did Ray and Péng do?” Blane asked, wondering if he really wanted to know the answer.
“They own roughly sixty-five percent of the online gambling market,” Kade replied.
And it gets worse.
“No wonder he was looking for a way to put brick-and-mortar casinos out of the slot machine business,” Blane said.
“Yep.”
Kade gripped underneath Ray’s armpits and hauled upward to get him out of the tub, but the body was wet and slippery and he lost his hold. Ray dropped to the floor, half his body in the tub and half out.
Mannie winced at the noise and Kade looked vaguely put out.
“Ah, shit,” Blane muttered. Messing with a dead body wasn’t high on his bucket list. Messing with a naked dead body even less so. But it looked like he had no choice.
Moving forward, he motioned to Ray’s head. “Grab his shoulders. I’ll get the legs. Mannie—”
“I’m not touching him!” the midget protested. “No way!”
“Just get his clothes,” Blane said.
Together, he and Kade maneuvered the body out of the bathroom.
“Don’t put him on my bed,” Kade said, stopping in his tracks as Blane backed into the bedroom. “That’s gross. Where am I supposed to sleep?”
“You actually think we’re going to be staying another night?” Blane asked, exasperated.
Kade considered this. “True.” He tossed his side of the body onto the mattress as Blane set the legs down and shoved the body further so it wouldn’t slide onto the floor.
“C’mon,” Blane said, taking the slacks from Mannie. “You do the shirt.”
“He’s going commando?” Kade asked.
“Do you want to put underwear on a dead guy?”
Apparently, Kade thought he had a point because he didn’t say anything else, just grabbed the shirt and suit jacket.
It was like dressing a particularly heavy and cold life-size doll, and took a surprising amount of effort. Blane found himself slightly out of breath when he was done. He managed the socks and shoes, then stood back to survey their work.
“You can still tell he’s dead,” Mannie said. He’d watched silently through the whole process.
Turning to the table next to the bed, Kade grabbed a pair of sunglasses that had been sitting there and slid them on Ray’s face.
“That’s better,” he said.
Sort of. Blane figured if they put him between them, he could pass for a guy who’d partied a little too hard. They’d just need to move fast and not give anyone the opportunity to look too close.
“All right. That’s as good as he’s going to get,” Blane said. He tucked in his shirt and ran his fingers through his hair, the unfamiliar weight of the ring on his hand reminding him that there was still the problem of an unremembered and unwanted marriage. “Check my credit card,” he said to Kade. “If I paid for anything we did last night, there’ll be a paper trail.”
“Good idea. Gimme five minutes.”
Blane glanced at Mannie as Kade left the room, no doubt looking for his ever-present laptop.
“Leave your number and I’ll make sure he gets that audition information for you,” Blane said.
Mannie shook his head. “I’ll stay.”
“You can trust me.”
“Oh, I believe you,” Mannie said. “But I don’t want to miss this. Way better way to spend a Saturday than anything I had planned.”
Blane just shook his head. “Whatever.” If he wanted to stick around, Blane didn’t really care. He had bigger things to worry about than a bored midget.
“Found the name and address of the wedding chapel,” Kade said, appearing back in the doorway.
“Let’s go,” Blane said, relieved. They’d have a record of the marriage, including a name.
He got on one side of the bed and Kade on the other. Between the two of them, they got Ray on his feet, but Blane immediately spotted the problem.
“His head won’t stay up,” Mannie piped up.
“No shit,” Kade said.
Blane propped Ray’s head against him, but then it lolled back.
“You need one of those neck pillows,” Mannie suggested.
Blane looked pointedly at Kade, who rolled his eyes. “Fine. There’s one in the foyer on the table. Grab it.”
Kade and Blane took Ray into the living room and Mannie scampered over with Kade’s travel pillow. He handed it to Blane who hooked it around Ray’s neck, which did the trick.
“Told ya!” Mannie said, looking pleased.
This was probably the most bizarre and surreal thing Blane had ever done, pretending a dead man was alive, but what choice did they have? Kade was right, they had to get him out of here and Ray didn’t know the difference. It wasn’t like they’d killed him.
“Put the Do Not Disturb on the door,” he told Mannie as they left the suite. No way did he want a maid stumbling across all that money, or the goose, who hissed at them as they passed by. Mean little shit.
“You’re going too fast,” Kade complained as they walked down the hall, Ray’s limp arms slung over their shoulders.
Blane bit back the retort that sprang to his lips. Fighting would get them nowhere. Yet he couldn’t help saying, “Oh, should I go slower so people can get a good look at the obvious corpse we’re carrying?”
He didn’t answer and Blane felt a smidge of remorse for his sarcasm, until Kade muttered, “I thought men mellowed after they got married.”
 



 
Chapter Three
 
Traversing the endless lobby of the MGM seemed to take forever. The thought of what would happen if someone realized they were sneaking a dead body past scores of people and banks of security cameras had a cold sweat breaking out on Blane’s forehead.
“Are we supposed to put him in a cab or something?” he hissed to Kade.
“I’ve got my car,” Mannie piped up, brandishing a valet ticket.
“Guess the midget’s gonna drive,” Kade said.
“Don’t call me that,” Mannie snapped. “It’s rude.”
Kade snorted. “Fine. What should I call you? Half-pint? Munchkin? Vertically challenged? No, lemme guess…Sneezy.”
If Blane could’ve kicked Kade, he would have. All Mannie had to do was yell and point and they’d be spending God only knew how long in a Vegas jail trying to explain what they couldn’t even remember. Thankfully, Mannie didn’t do that.
“We prefer Little People, or LP for short,” Mannie said.
“Really?” Kade asked.
“Yeah, why?”
Kade shrugged. “I think that’s worse. Midget or dwarf sounds way cooler.”
Mannie looked thoughtful. “You think so?”
“I’m just saying, if it was me, ‘little’ would be the last adjective I’d want somebody calling me.”
“Kade,” Blane hissed. “Will you just shut the fuck up?”
Kade shifted Ray’s arm across his shoulder. “Fine. Whatever. Just saying.”
Mannie jogged ahead to give his ticket to the valet while Blane and Kade stood to the side, dead guy between them, and tried to be casual. To Blane’s discomfort, way too many people looked twice.
“People are watching,” he said in an undertone to Kade.
“Probably should’ve cleaned up first,” Kade mused. “You still have blood on your shirt.”
Blane glanced down and grimaced. Kade was right. Shit.
“Maybe your wife knows how to get that stain out.”
“Knock it off,” Blane groused.
Kade grinned, unrepentant.
The valet pulled up a two-door purple Scion. Neither man paid attention…until Mannie hurried forward to the driver’s side.
“You’ve gotta be fucking kidding me,” Blane growled. How they were going to get two grown men and a dead body into the car, he had no idea.
“I call shotgun,” Kade said.
Fuck.
 
***
 
Blane shoved Ray’s leg further onto his side. They were squeezed so tight in the back seat, that Ray’s position would have been anatomically impossible had he been alive rather than dead. Blane felt slightly guilty for being glad that Ray’s body wasn’t yet fully suffering from rigor mortis. He could tell it was happening though. They didn’t have much longer before he’d be stiff as a board.
So to speak.
“Where are we going?” he asked. Please don’t say the Elvis Chapel. Please don’t say the Elvis Chapel. Please don’t—
“Little Church of the West,” Kade said.
Thank God.
“I’m starving. Let’s run through a drive-thru.”
Blane stared at Kade. “Tell me you’re not serious. Don’t we have more important things to worry about?”
“It’ll only take a minute,” Kade said, pointing Mannie toward a McDonalds. “You don’t want to meet your bride on an empty stomach, do you?”
Blane grunted, grudgingly admitting that he was hungry, too. Thirty bucks, six burgers, super-size fries, and mega Cokes later, he felt better.
“How can you guys eat with a dead guy in the car?” Mannie asked, wrinkling his nose at them in disgust. “He stinks.”
Ray was starting to smell, but it didn’t really bother Blane, or Kade, it seemed. He thought it was probably because they’d both been around dead bodies before. Blane when he was in the Navy and deployed to the front lines of Afghanistan, and Kade…well, Kade usually had a hand in the dead bodies he came across.
They pulled up to a little wooden church and Mannie parked. Blane climbed out after Kade, stretching his back and the crick in his neck.
Heading up the walkway, they stopped in their tracks when the doors opened and a bride and groom came out. The bride dressed in a white gown with a billowing skirt, the groom in a suit and tie. She carried a bouquet of pink roses and they were holding hands, grins on both their faces. The groom pulled her to a stop for a long kiss.
“Aw, look at that,” Kade sneered. “So sweet, I may vomit.”
Blane led the way around the still-kissing couple and headed inside.
It was small, but nice, for what it was. A woman was standing by a small desk in the corner, going through some papers. She glanced up when they walked in.
“Sorry, gentlemen,” she said brusquely. “We don’t perform same sex marriages here, but I can give you a list of places that do.” She turned away and began rummaging through a drawer in the desk.
Mannie snorted and Kade just looked appalled. Blane stepped up.
“Actually, we’re not looking to get married,” he said. “I was here last night.”
The woman stopped and glanced at him, then her eyes narrowed. “You’re right. I remember you. Last wedding of the night, and a big tipper. Much appreciated.”
Blane smiled tightly. “You’re welcome. I was wondering…” How did someone say this tactfully and without sounding like a total douche? You didn’t, so he just blurted it out. “Do you know who I married?”
A sentence he never thought he’d say.
To his relief, the woman laughed. “You’d be surprised how often we get that,” she said. “Hold on, let me dig out your paperwork. I remember her, though. Sweet little thing. Think she’d had a few too many glasses of champagne though. Ya’ll seemed pretty enamored of each other. Could barely keep your hands off long enough to say your vows.”
Blane winced at the mental picture she was painting. “I don’t seem to recall.”
Pulling out a sheaf of papers, she handed them to him. “Her name was Amy,” she said.
“Who’s Amy?” Kade asked him. Blane shot him a look. Hell if he knew.
“If you’re having second thoughts,” she continued, “we have a 24-hour buyer’s remorse policy. For an additional two hundred and fifty dollars, we’ll destroy the paperwork and not file it with the state, effectively annulling the marriage.”
“How convenient,” Kade said, but Blane was already pulling out his wallet.
“Here you go,” he said, handing over the cash.
“Pleasure doing business with you,” she said. “You can keep the papers, if you’d like.”
Blane turned to go, but she stopped him.
“Oh wait, you forgot this last night.” She handed him a photograph. “It was complimentary with your package.”
“Was there a prenup, too?” Kade asked. Blane grabbed his arm, propelling him out the door as Mannie followed.
“Hey, man, I’m just looking out for you,” Kade said, snatching the picture from him. “Holy shit.” Kade froze and Blane nearly ran into him.
“What?” Blane asked, grabbing the photo back. He took a good look at it, his entire body going rigid in shock.
The girl was a tiny blonde, a tentative smile on her face as Blane’s arm rested on her shoulders and hers around his waist.
And she was obviously very pregnant.
“Whoa, dude,” Mannie breathed.
“A wife and a kid. That’s like, two birds, right?”
Blane didn’t even hear Kade, his gaze fixed on the photo. What the hell had he been thinking? Who was this girl and why had he married her?
He slid the photo into his pocket, noting that it must have been taken before whatever fight he’d gotten into, because he still wore his jacket and his face was unscathed.
Mannie unlocked the car and when they opened the doors, the smell had them all taking a step back.
“Why the hell did you lock up the car?” Kade asked. “No one wants to steal a crappy purple Scion.”
“It’s a very popular color,” Mannie retorted, holding his nose.
Kade muttered something under his breath, then waited for Blane to climb in.
“Start saving now for my Christmas present, little bro,” Blane said. “I’ve got a helluva list.”
For once, Kade kept his mouth shut. Probably because he suspected Blane would stuff him in the back seat with little provocation. He knew how far to push Blane…and when to shut the fuck up before he got his ass kicked.
Flipping through the papers, Blane found the address the girl Amy had written. To his relief, she lived right here in Las Vegas. He read the address to Manny. “Go here.”
“Why are we visiting your ex?” Kade asked.
Blane ground his teeth. “Because,” he said, “I should probably meet the woman I just divorced, don’t you think? The pregnant woman?”
No one replied. A wise move, considering Blane’s mood.
“Have you gotten my audition yet?” Mannie piped up as he drove. “Because you promised.”
“Yeah, about that,” Kade began, and Blane grimaced. He knew that tone. Kade was going to try and squirm out of it. “I may have…exaggerated a little when I said I knew a guy.”
“I knew it!” Mannie yelled, slamming a hand on the steering wheel. “I knew I couldn’t trust you, that you were lying to me! That’s what my mom always tells me. She says ‘Mannie, you can’t just believe what people tell you. You gotta think for yourself.’ But do I listen? No! And now I’m hauling your asses around along with a dead body stinkin’ up my car—”
“Stop already! Enough!” Kade’s yell cut through Mannie’s diatribe. “Jesus H. Christ, Mannie. If I’d known you’d have such a tantrum, I’d have waited until we stopped.”
“Is that a short joke?” Mannie demanded. “Only little kids throw tantrums? Because that’s totally offensive—”
“It wasn’t a joke! I was just saying!”
Blane rested his elbows on his knees and covered his face with his hands, rubbing his throbbing head. Kade and Mannie’s yelling at each other was making him want to throw himself from the car. Unfortunately, he’d have to squeeze through a six-inch opening to do it.
“Shut up!” he exploded when he couldn’t take any more. “Just Shut. Up. Both of you.”
They clammed up, thank God, just as Mannie pulled into a little subdivision. He drove slowly, reading the numbers on the rows of tightly spaced ranch-style homes, until he stopped in front of one.
“This is it,” he said.
“Let me out,” Blane told Kade, who obliged. Once he was out of the stifling back seat, Blane headed for the door. Kade followed.
“Pretty sure I can handle this on my own,” Blane said over his shoulder. Kade kept walking.
“Yeah, probably. But considering the surprises we’ve already had today, it’s not a bad idea for me to come along. Just in case.”
Blane wasn’t going to argue. He had a point.
The doorbell was a melodious chime and Blane waited, pushing his fingers through his hair and belatedly wishing he’d changed his shirt. It would’ve been nice to feel more put together to greet his…ex-wife. Shit.
The door swung open and he steeled himself, feeling Kade at his back and standing slightly to the side.
There was a split second where Blane saw the gun leveled at him, then Kade tackled him to the ground.
 



 
Chapter Four
 
In seconds, Kade was up and launching himself through the doorway. Blane heard someone grunt and the sound of bodies crashing to the floor.
Adrenaline iced his veins as he jumped to his feet. If Kade was hurt…
But Kade had the weapon in his hand and was pointing it at someone. The sunlight blinded Blane to the dimness inside the house as he stepped inside.
“You’d better talk fast on what the fuck that was for,” Kade snarled. “I’ve had a real shitty morning and you just pointed a gun at my brother.”
He was talking to a guy who was about his height but slighter in build. A little on the thin side, the guy had on jeans and a faded T-shirt and he was gazing malevolently at Kade as he swiped blood from his lip.
Behind him stood the girl, Amy, looking scared. Her face was pale and her eyes wide with fear.
“Wh-what are you doing here?” she stammered.
“I thought you said it was over with this guy,” the unknown man growled.
“It is, Tommy, I swear. I don’t know why he’d come here.” She shot Blane a look, as if he was supposed to know what that meant.
“You usually just point a gun at whoever comes to your door?” Kade asked.
“When it’s some dude who wants to take away my woman and my baby, yeah,” Tommy retorted.
Blane was utterly confused. He held up his hands. “Okay, everyone, just…stop. Kade, put down the gun.” Their gazes met for a moment. Together, they could handle Tommy if he decided to act like a dick.
“You don’t mind if I keep this, do you?” Kade sneered, lowering the weapon and thumbing the safety before tucking it into the back of his jeans. Tommy’s eyes narrowed, but he didn’t reply. Perhaps he recognized the danger radiating from Kade, a hard edge that set off self-preservation instincts in those who were wise.
“Listen…Amy,” Blane said. Everyone looked at him, waiting, as he tried to figure out what the hell to say without giving away the fact that he remembered nothing. Finally, he said, “We got married last night.”
“It was a mistake,” Amy blurted. “I mean, don’t get me wrong, you’re a great guy and all—”
Tommy snorted in derision. Blane ignored him.
“So you didn’t want to get married?” Blane asked. This was getting weirder by the minute.
Amy looked at Tommy. “Can we have a minute?” she asked, adding in an undertone, “I told you he was in love with me. I want to let him down easy.”
Blane’s brows shot up at that, but he kept his silence, waiting until Tommy had left the room, though not before sending a suspicious glare Blane’s way.
“What’re you doing here?” Amy hissed, the moment Tommy was out of earshot. “I told you that it worked. You didn’t have to come to my house!”
“Listen,” Blane said, deciding he’d have to come clean. “I have no idea what you’re talking about. I don’t remember anything about you, much less why I’d marry you.”
Amy stared at him, jaw agape. “For real?” she finally asked.
“For real.”
“Wow. Okay, well, then here’s the short version. You and your friend here were playing the slots and he was hitting it big. Like really big. But I guess you got bored or something because you went to the bar to have a drink. I was bartending and I was upset because Tommy and me were gonna get married, but he got cold feet and broke up with me. So I was crying and you asked me why and I told you the whole story.”
None of it was ringing a bell for Blane.
“And you got mad about it, said Tommy was an asshole to desert me and his kid and leave us high and dry. So you said you’d marry me instead.” She gave kind of a sheepish shrug, staring up at him, and apparently completely oblivious as to how insane that sounded.
“I know you’ve got a thing for being the hero to a damsel in distress,” Kade said, “but damn. That’s a bit much. Even for you.”
No shit.
“And you just decided to marry a complete stranger?” Blane asked. “You had no idea who I was. I could’ve been some serial killer for all you knew.”
“Really? That’s what you find objectionable about this?” Kade asked. Blane ignored him.
“I wasn’t going to stay married to you—” Amy said.
“Told you,” Kade muttered. “Shoulda got a prenup.”
“—I just thought that if Tommy saw me with another guy, marrying another guy, maybe he’d get jealous and decide we should be together after all.” She smiled brightly. “And it worked!” Her grin faded. “But he kinda got in a fight with you when he found out. So…sorry about that.”
Blane scrubbed a hand over his face. What a clusterfuck. “The marriage isn’t legal,” he said. “I wanted you to know I took care of the paperwork.”
Amy brightened. “Good! Then me and Tommy can get married right away!” She gave Blane a hug, her pregnant belly getting in the way, but she tried anyway. “Thank you,” she blurted. “If we have a boy, I’m going to name him after you.” Then she seemed to rethink that, glancing down the hallway where Tommy had gone. “Maybe not your first name, but I could use your last name—Kirk—and just tell Tommy it’s a Star Trek thing.”
Blane forced a smile, giving her an awkward pat on the back. “That’s great,” he said, gently disengaging from her hug.
Kade was already handing her a card. “Be sure to send us the birth announcement,” he said. He glanced at Blane and must’ve read the murder in his eyes, because he changed the subject real quick. “So what happened after Tommy showed up to save the day?” he asked her.
She shrugged. “Me and Tommy left. I didn’t think I’d see you again.”
Blane heaved a sigh. This was going nowhere. “Okay. Well, good luck and we’ll just be on our way.”
He headed for the door, but she stopped him.
“Oh wait! I do remember something!”
Kade and he both turned back.
“There was this guy. He was Asian—Chinese maybe—he was talking to you when we left,” she nodded at Kade. “I remember thinking it was weird because he had four security-types with him, all huge and in black.”
Péng, Blane guessed.
“Thanks, that’s helpful,” he said. “Take care of yourself.”
“And don’t forget to let us know about little Blane, Jr.,” Kade added. Blane shoved him none too gently out the door.
“Let’s get out of here, Mannie,” he said once he’d squeezed back into the car.
Mannie obliged, stepping on the gas. The car took longer than it should have to speed up, the additional load of Blane, Kade, and Ray weighing it down.
“Should I get out and push?” Kade asked.
“Fuck off. It gets good gas mileage,” Mannie retorted.
Blane worked the wedding band off his finger and pocketed it. “We’ve got to get rid of Ray,” he said. “I’m sick of sharing space with a corpse.”
“Time to go visit his partner,” Kade said. “He owes me money. Hope we can get past his security while toting a dead guy.”
“What guys are you talking about?” Mannie asked. “The same ones you were trying to get away from at Cirque?”
Blane remembered now what Mannie had said about how they’d met him. “Yeah, maybe,” replied. “Did you see any of them?”
Mannie nodded. “Yeah. There were four of them, tracking you guys.”
That jived with what Amy had said about the number of security guys flanking Ray’s partner.
“So maybe not the best idea, to go there if we were running from them last night,” Blane said.
“We don’t have a choice. Why were we at Cirque de Soleil anyway?” Kade asked, frowning. “I hate shows.”
“You weren’t really at the show,” Mannie said. “It was after and the cast was hanging out, chilling. I think LeeAnne had a thing for you.”
“LeeAnne was there?” Kade asked. “No shit?”
“You know someone who works at Cirque de Soleil?” Blane asked. “Really? How?”
Kade shrugged. “I know a lot of people.”
“She’s our lead choreographer,” Mannie said, near reverence in his tone. “And damn good at what she does.”
“Yes, she certainly is,” Kade agreed emphatically.
Somehow Blane didn’t think Mannie and Kade were talking about the same thing.
“We still don’t know where the device is,” Blane said. “Though obviously you were using it last night.”
“Which is weird because I gave it to Ray. So why did I have it and why was I using it?”
“That must’ve been where all the money came from,” Mannie piped up. “In your room. Your winnings. Though I still don’t know how you got away with winning that much money without them knocking on your door this morning.”
“If they do, they’ll find a pretty pissed off goose,” Kade said, pulling out his cell phone. His grin abruptly faded as he swiped the screen, his expression turning grim. “Shit.”
“What?” Blane asked.
“Found out what happened to Liz and Brandy.” Kade handed the phone back to Blane.
On the screen was a photo of the two women. Both were bound, their wrists and ankles tied, and gags in their mouths. Still wearing the cocktail dresses from last night, they looked unharmed, but scared.
“Who sent that?” Blane’s voice was sharp.
Kade’s reply was succinct. “Péng.”
 



 
Chapter Five
 
They pulled up to a tall office building, the rays of the setting sun were blinding as they reflected off the glass. The name of the company was prominently displayed in glowing blue neon letters.
Mannie parked in one of the many vacant spaces. Though it was a weekend, there were still quite a few cars in the lot.
“Online gambling is open twenty-four-seven,” Kade said. “But without the free drinks.”
“What do you want to do with him?” Blane asked, nudging Ray. “Bring him in?”
“Might as well,” Kade said. “But let’s not say he’s dead just yet. How about…really hung over?”
“A pulse is required for hung over,” Blane replied, his tone dry.
“No one’s going to check his pulse.”
“He smells.”
Kade pulled off the cardboard tree that hung from Mannie’s rearview mirror and tossed it at Blane. “Rub this on him. He’ll smell piney fresh.”
Kade checked the gun he’d taken from Tommy, ejecting the magazine and examining it before knocking it back in. He tucked it into the back of his jeans while Blane climbed out.
“How many shots you got?” Blane asked.
“Seventeen.”
Somehow, they managed to get Ray up and out of the car, bracing him between them again. Mannie elected to stay behind.
“I just want my audition,” he said, giving Kade a hard look. “So you’d better be thinking of how to make that happen.”
“Don’t threaten me, munchkin,” Kade retorted.
“Don’t insult your ride, douchebag,” Mannie shot back.
A grin flashed across Kade’s face, then was gone.
“Just keep the Purple People Eater fired up and ready to go,” Kade said. Blane adjusted Ray’s sunglasses, leaving the neck pillow behind.
There were two security guards inside the lobby and they descended on Blane and Kade like flies.
“Bringing the boss-man home,” Kade told them, flashing a grin. “Rough night, if you know what I mean. But I swore I wouldn’t tell. What happens in Vegas…”
“Mr. Péng is looking for him,” one of the guys said. “Take him to the twenty-fifth floor. His office is there. I will inform Mr. Péng that he has arrived.”
“You got it.”
Blane felt their eyes on his back as they headed for the elevator, which thankfully was empty. Kade hit the button for the correct floor. Neither of them spoke, keeping their eyes straight ahead. Both men were aware there was a one hundred percent chance that a camera was recording them.
The elevator dinged and they hauled Ray down the hall to a huge office with his name on the door. Maneuvering around the desk, they finally flopped him down in the executive chair with its back to the windows lining the wall.
Kade arranged Ray’s arms on the chair and repositioned the sunglasses.
“That’ll have to do,” he muttered, swinging around as the man who had to be Péng walked through the door.
“It’s about time you got here,” Péng said. He was flanked by two men in dark suits. “I hoped the photo of the women would provide an added incentive.” His accent was thick but his English impeccable. He glanced at Ray. “Did you think I would forgive you double-crossing me, Raymond?”
“Ray had a little too much to drink,” Kade said. “He’ll have to take a rain check on that, but yeah, I’m pretty sure he wouldn’t want to double-cross you.”
“I saw what that device can do,” Péng said. “Your demonstration last night was quite effective, though I am not pleased that you are tripling your price.”
Tripling? Blane thought, but he didn’t look at Kade, preferring to keep his eyes on the security guards.
“An investment that’ll bring you ten times that when the casinos have to shut down their slots and spend months, maybe years, rebuilding their technology,” Kade said.
“Perhaps,” Péng said. “But thirty million dollars is a lot of money.”
Holy shit. As if it wasn’t a big enough shock that Kade’s fun “challenge” he’d done on a lark was worth ten million, now it seemed he was shaking down a dangerous man for thirty.
“So your counter-offer was to…kidnap our dates?”
“You acted in bad faith and upped the ante, if you will pardon the expression.”
“Where are the girls?” Kade asked.
“You can have them back once I have the device,” Péng countered.
“What if I’ve decided not to sell?”
“Then the ladies will be forfeit.”
Blane kept his mouth shut, listening to see what Kade’s move would be.
“We just met them last night,” Kade said with a careless shrug. “I don’t give a shit what you do with them.”
Blane stiffened. That attitude wasn’t going to fly with him.
“Then I’ll just have them taken care of now,” Péng said, nodding at one of the guards who whipped out a cell phone.
“I’m guessing the cops will be wanting to know why two women disappeared inside one of your clubs, though,” Kade continued. “You do own the Lucky Seven, right? I mean, I know Ray here’s the front man, but your name’s on all the paper. I bet they’d have some uncomfortable questions.”
Péng stared at Kade for a moment, then waved a hand at the guard on the phone, who immediately ended the call.
“So are we at a stalemate, Mr. Dennon?” Péng asked. “Because I don’t take threats very well.”
“Then we have something in common.” Kade’s voice was like ice. “If you want the device, then you’re going to pay me twenty-five million. And I get the girls.”
“Fifteen and you get one girl.”
“Twenty and both.”
“Done.”
“See?” Kade asked with a thin smile. “I knew we could work it out.”
“Where is it?”
“You really think I’d have it on me?” Kade asked. “Please. It’s somewhere safe. Give me until midnight and I’ll have it for you.”
“That’s a long time,” Péng said. “How do I know you’ll keep your word?”
“For twenty mil, I’ll keep my word. And the girls are to be untouched.”
Kade glanced at Blane and by mutual agreement, they headed for the door.
“When will Ray wake up?” Péng asked, a grimace of distaste crossing his features as he stared at Ray’s slumped body.
“Maybe for the Second Coming,” Kade said. “He’s dead. See you at midnight, Péng.” Then he and Blane were out the door and gone.
 
***
 
“How are we going to find that thing when you have no idea what happened to it?” Blane asked. “Those girls’ lives depend on you giving that thing to Péng.”
“I’m not giving him shit,” Kade said. “Even if I had the thing, I wouldn’t, because as soon as I did, he’d kill us all.”
“What?” Mannie shrieked. “Kill us? Are you shitting me? I didn’t sign up for that!”
“Chill,” Kade snapped. “No one’s going to get killed.”
“But you just said—”
“I know what I said. But I know Péng’s type. He won’t let us walk away.”
“Then what’s the plan?” Blane asked.
Kade was looking at his phone. “I’m really hoping whoever took this picture is a dipshit,” he replied.
“What?”
But Kade ignored him, doing something on the phone.
“Where am I going?” Mannie asked. He was driving aimlessly down the Strip, the neon lights of Las Vegas burning gaily all around them. They stopped at a light and a horde of tourists crossed the street, a menagerie of different sizes, shapes, colors, and ages. Some were dressed in shorts and T-shirts, others in jeans, and others in clothes that could only be worn either in Vegas or in a strip club.
“Here’s where we’re going,” Kade said, reading off an address.
“Where’s that?” Blane asked.
“It’s where they took the picture of the girls. Location services can be a real privacy problem if you’re not careful.” Kade’s lips twisted in a smirk as he glanced at Blane.
“Nice work,” Blane said. “Let’s check it out, but we’re going to need firepower if they’ve got them under guard.”
“Yep.”
Mannie gripped the wheel a little tighter at the mention of “firepower,” but didn’t say anything.
It took longer than Blane liked to get through traffic and to the address. They drove by slowly when they saw it.
“Indoor skydiving, base-jumping, and rock climbing?” Blane asked. “You sure this is the place?”
Kade double-checked his phone. “Yeah. I’m sure. The coordinates are an exact match.”
“Kind of a weird place to hold hostages,” Mannie said. “They own this place, too?”
Kade shrugged. “No idea. Maybe he outsourced this. Either way, we can’t go in there with one gun and seventeen bullets.”
Seeing the place jogged a memory for Blane. “I think I can help with that,” he said, pulling out his phone. “A buddy of mine, a SEAL, started this business out here I think. People pay to shoot a bunch of military arms at his ranch. He’s got all kinds of shit. Maybe he could help us out.”
“Give him a call.”
To Blane’s relief, Bill remembered him. They’d been on different Teams, but had crossed paths occasionally.
“I’ve got a problem,” Blane said, not wanting to divulge too much over the phone. “I need a favor. A down range kind of favor.”
“Anything for another SEAL,” Bill said. “And if you’re going down range, I probably have what you need. Come on out.”
 



 
Chapter Six
 
Bill’s ranch was thirty minutes outside the city limits. Kade was uneasy as they got out of the car. Military types were a bit too close to law enforcement for him to be one hundred percent comfortable. But Blane knew this guy, so Kade would trust his judgment.
“Man, it’s been a while,” Bill said with a wide smile when they knocked on the door. He wasn’t as big as Kade thought he’d be for a SEAL, his build leaner and narrower than Blane’s, though he stood at about the same height. Bill shook Blane’s hand and slapped him on the shoulder. “Come on in.”
“Time flies when you’re up to no good,” Blane replied, stepping inside the simple ranch-style house. Bill and Blane both chuckled. Kade rolled his eyes. Male bonding. Not his thing.
“This is my brother, Kade,” Blane said. “Kade, this is Bill Stiles.”
Kade forced his lips into a smile and shook Bill’s hand.
“It’s good to meet ya,” Bill said, a southern accent coloring his words.
“And this is Mannie.”
The midget pushed between Blane and Kade. Kade refused to think of him as a “little person” no matter what Mannie had said.
“Nice ranch,” Mannie said, sticking out his hand. Bill shook it.
“Thanks,” he said, glancing at Blane with a question in his eyes. But Blane ignored it.
“I appreciate you being willing to help us,” Blane said. “We’ve run into a bit of a…situation…involving a couple of kidnapped women and a nasty piece of work called Péng.”
“Péng,” Bill repeated. “You know, I’ve heard of him. And you’re right. He’s a nasty piece of work. He likes to stay out of the limelight, but there’s talk of stuff he’s been involved in. Made a name for himself in this town, that’s for sure, and not in a good way. How’d you get on his radar?”
Kade’s face remained impassive, but he stiffened slightly, hoping Blane wouldn’t spill his guts to this guy. The fewer people that knew Kade’s business, the better. He’d rather Blane had not even said they were brothers. Blane didn’t need the stain of Kade to tarnish his reputation.
“Wrong place at the wrong time,” Blane replied. “He pissed us off, then he decided to be a dick. Bottom line—a couple of innocent ladies are in a bad way and I’m not going to walk away from that.”
“Good man,” Bill said, nodding. “‘Bout time somebody put that fucker in his place anyway. The last thing we need is more Chinese interests in this town. He’s already gotten too big with that online shit. Rumor is he’s been searching for a way to hit the brick and mortar casinos and drive more business online.”
“Not surprised,” Blane agreed. “So what have you got that we can use?”
“Come on in back,” Bill said. “I’ll show you what I have.”
He led them through the house and out the back door. Following a paved walkway, they came to another small building. Bill held the door as they walked in.
“This is where we keep the weapons and ammunition,” he explained. “There’s also a shooting gallery.”
Two men were standing in front of a long counter, each with a disassembled gun in front of them, cleaning the parts. They were both huge guys, one white and the other black, wearing identical cargo pants and army green T-shirts. They glanced up to see the new arrivals.
“Hey guys, this is Blane, Kade, and Mannie,” Bill said by way of introduction. “Blane, this is—”
“Holy shit! Blane Kirk?” The white guy said. “You gotta be kidding me!”
“Tom? Tom McKinney, right?” Blane asked.
“You remembered!” Tom crowed. “That’s awesome! Can’t believe I’m seeing you again.” Coming out from behind the counter, Kade watched with raised brows as Tom folded his brother is a massive hug, slapping him on the back with enough force to make Kade wince in sympathy.
“You know each other?” Bill asked.
“What gave you the first clue?” was Kade’s dry reply.
Blane managed to extricate himself from Tom’s enthusiastic grip without it looking too obvious. Easy grin in place, Blane shook Tom’s hand.
“How’ve you been?” he asked. “When was your tour up?”
“Last one finished about a year ago,” Tom said. “A friend of mine told me about Bill starting this place, so I came out here.”
“That’s great,” Blane said.
“So how did you guys meet?” Kade asked.
Blane opened his mouth, but Tom spoke first.
“I wouldn’t even be alive today if it wasn’t for this guy,” he said, pointing at Blane. “Saved my life and three other guys, too.”
“I was lucky, that’s all,” Blane said. “We all were.”
Blane’s modesty was no surprise to Kade, and neither was the fact that he’d done something to save Tom’s life. That’s who Blane was. The hero, the knight in shining armor. The one destined for greatness.
Many brothers, maybe most, would’ve been jealous or bitter. Not Kade. He idolized the man who’d saved him from an uncertain fate years ago. Kade would sacrifice anything—and had—to make sure Blane was able to pursue his dreams.
And like any proud relation, he secretly loved to hear tales of Blane’s heroism.
“So what happened?” he asked.
Blane shot him a look, warning him to drop it. Kade just smiled.
“I’m a Marine,” Tom said proudly. “Was deployed in Afghanistan on my first tour. Still wet behind the ears.”
Blane shifted uncomfortably from one foot to another.
“We were on a raid,” Tom continued. “Three SEALs were sent with us on the team. Went in this one house, cleared it, was moving on to the next one when this guy—” he pointed again at Blane “—spotted a suicide bomber, sneaking up behind us. Would’ve got us all if Blane here hadn’t shoved us all into the alley. The bomb went off, but we were all saved. Three seconds too late and we’d all have been dead.”
A chill crept over Kade, and he wasn’t smiling. He’d known in a visceral way that Blane had been in grave danger while he’d been serving, but he’d never heard the details before. Not like this. “You’re Marines,” he snarled. “How the fuck did you miss a suicide bomber?”
“Kade—”
But Tom interrupted Blane’s protest. He looked taken aback at the hostility in Kade’s tone. “We were looking for men,” he said simply. “It was a woman, cowering as we went by. It was an act. She was strapped with C4. That early in the war, we weren’t prepared for women and kids to be walking bombs.”
“Good thing my brother was there to save your ass.”
“Yeah. It really was.” Tom’s grave reply took the heat from Kade’s anger.
An awkward silence descended, then Bill piped up again.
“And this is Terrance,” he said, motioning to the huge black guy who’d silently been observing them. “Army Ranger, and the best ammunitions guy I’ve ever seen. Better than me, better than Tom, better than anyone.”
Terrance gave them a silent nod, not outwardly reacting to Bill’s praise.
“So, we’ve got any kind of handgun you’d want,” Bill continued. “Nine millimeter, forty-fives, semi-automatics, you name it. You want rifles, we’ve got plenty of AR-15s.”
Kade may not have been in the military, but he knew his way around weapons. He followed Bill to the far wall where many were displayed. He chose two, a Sig and a smaller Glock, both nine millimeter. Blane chose two Glocks.
“Here’s a couple extra magazines for those, and ammunition,” Bill said, getting the items from underneath the counter.
“I’ll wire you money to replace these,” Blane said, “as soon as we get back—”
“I’ll do it,” Kade interrupted. It was his mess anyway. No need for Blane to part with his money.
“One of us will send money,” Blane amended.
“No worries.” Bill said. “I know you’re good for it.”
“So what’s going down?” Tom asked. “And more importantly, can we come?”
“A problem with Péng,” Bill answered. “He’s holding their ladies hostage.”
Kade opened his mouth to correct him—Liz wasn’t “his lady”—but Blane nudged him. He caught the hint and kept his silence. It didn’t matter anyway what Liz was or wasn’t to him. They weren’t going to abandon the women to Péng’s dubious care.
“Aw, man, I definitely want in on that,” Tom said.
“I wouldn’t mind going either,” Bill added.
“I appreciate it, guys,” Blane said, “but I can’t guarantee your safety.”
They looked at Blane blankly for a moment, then both burst out laughing. “You’re kidding, right?” Bill asked. “Since when has safety ever been guaranteed? We’d jump at the chance to help take out Péng.”
Kade glanced at Terrance, who still hadn’t said anything. “What about you?” Kade asked. “You wanna go on a field trip, too?”
“I only work when I get paid,” he said.
Now that was something Kade could relate to. Money was a concrete reason to stick your neck out, not that honor and do-gooder bullshit that motivated Blane. Cold hard cash knew neither good nor evil.
“What’s with the midget?” Terrance asked bluntly.
Mannie immediately bristled. “It’s little person,” he corrected him. “And my name is Mannie.”
“Excuse me, little person, but what good are you gonna be in a firefight?”
That seemed to stump Mannie, his mouth slightly open as though he were going to say something, then thought better of it. His shoulders slumped in defeat.
“He’s sneaky and easy to miss,” Kade blurted, then wished he could take the words back. He was feeling sorry for the hobbit? He must be going soft. But now they were all looking at him, including Mannie, whose hopeful look on his face made Kade wince. “We don’t know what’s in there. Mannie can sneak in and report back so we’re not walking in blind. He’s not useless.”
Now Mannie was practically glowing, looking at Kade like they were buddies or something. That shit wasn’t going to fly.
“You know, for Yoda.”
That did the trick. Mannie’s expression turned into a glower as he stared at Kade.
“Okay, well, let’s get loaded up then,” Bill said. “No time like the present.”
They outfitted themselves as well as Blane and Kade with bulletproof vests. The smallest one they had was still too big for Mannie, who tossed it aside in disgust.
“You know how to shoot?” Kade asked him as he loaded the extra magazines and shoved them into the pockets of his jeans.
“I’ve never even held a gun,” Mannie admitted, looking sheepish.
“Then today’s not the day you’re going to start,” Kade said. He’d likely end up accidentally shooting himself or one of them.
While Blane was talking with his buddies, Kade sidled over to Terrance. He was still cleaning weapons, but was keeping an eye on the guys, too.
“Ten grand if you want to tag along in a just-in-case capacity,” Kade offered in a low voice.
“In case what?” Terrance asked.
“In case I want to blow shit up.”
Terrance studied him. “Twenty, and I bring the C4.”
“Fifteen, grenades, and C4 on a timer only,” Kade countered.
“I get to drive.”
“Done.”
Terrance flashed white teeth in a grin. “I don’t take checks.”
“I’ll transfer half to you electronically,” Kade said. “You’ll get the other half after. Sound fair?”
“If you screw me, you won’t live to tell the tale,” Terrance said, still smiling.
“Ditto.”
Terrance clasped Kade’s hand in a grip rather than a traditional shake. “I think you and me are gonna get along just fine,” he said.
“Saddle up then, Terrance,” Kade replied.
They had no choice but to leave Mannie’s crappy Scion behind. They all wouldn’t fit. Piling into a black Hummer, Kade sighed as he was able to stretch his legs.
“This car is too big. It’s a gas guzzler. And it’s bad for the environment,” Mannie complained.
“And those are just the side benefits,” Kade said. “Its main draw is irritating the shit out of people like you who drive crappy cars that crumple like a paper plate if someone so much as sneezes on it.”
All five men were armed to the teeth as they headed back into the city proper. Kade drove while Blane road shotgun. Mannie was pissy about being relegated to the very back row.
They parked a block away from the building, splitting up into two groups and communicating via walkie talkie as one approached from the rear and one from the front. Kade and Blane took the rear while Bill and Tom took the front. Terrance remained at the perimeter on backup.
“How much you paying him?” Blane asked.
“Enough.”
“I don’t trust mercenaries.”
“I don’t trust the buddy system,” Kade replied.
Their eyes met and Kade saw what he always saw in Blane’s gaze when he looked at him: understanding edged with pity. It bothered him. Always had and probably always would. Kade despised anyone pitying him. But Blane knew all the sordid details of Kade’s past and exactly the man he was now—and he loved him in spite of it. It had always amazed Kade, and he was too grateful for his big brother’s unconditional acceptance to let a bit of pity get to him.
Kade hitched the pack he carried higher on his back. It was loaded with everything Bill thought they might need and weighed about forty pounds. He had no idea how Blane had done what he had in the Navy. He’d carried packs this big and heavier, along with body armor, weapons, and all kinds of shit—all in over a hundred degree desert while being shot at.
He mentally shook his head. Admiration and pride. He was proud of his brother. Idolized him, though God forbid if Blane ever realized that. Kade would never hear the end of it. But if something went bad tonight, he’d would make sure Blane made it out before anyone else, including himself.
The rear of the building was dark, though the business hours on the front glass proclaimed them to be open. No cars sat in the parking lot and for all intents and purposes, the place looked deserted.
“Watch my six,” Blane hissed quietly to Kade, then moved past him to take the lead.
Kade muttered a curse, but could do nothing but follow. He didn’t want Blane going first, but fighting about it in the empty back lot was a bad idea.
Blane moved silently from one covered position to another until he stood next to the door that emptied from the rear into the lot. Kade joined him a moment later and spoke, his gaze still scanning the shadows for any threat.
“Don’t use that military shit with me,” Kade whispered.
Blane glanced at him. “Please tell me you know what ‘watch my six’ means. If not, you need to see more movies.”
“Yes, I know what it fucking means,” Kade retorted.
Blane grinned, his teeth flashing white. “Then quit bitching.”
The moment sealed itself in a kind of camaraderie that was deeper—the added element of heading into danger and relying on the other to help make it out unscathed turning the bond into something more than mere brothers. They’d gone into danger together before, he and Blane, and Kade never tired of the rush of adrenaline at having his big brother look at him as an equal.
“You wanna gossip some more or go get the chicks?” Kade asked, raising an eyebrow.
Blane thumbed the button on his walkie talkie. “Avenger in position,” he said. “Report, over.”
A moment later, the reply came back. “Vanguard in position. Mission is a go, over.”
“Radio silence, confirm. Over.”
“Radio silence. Over and out.”
Kade was busy getting his lockpicks out while Blane talked and had the lock open by the time he was done. Moving to the opposite side from Blane, he nodded. Blane made the motion they did to indicate he should go first and Kade bring up the rear, but Kade just shrugged and shook his head like he didn’t understand. Blane’s eyes narrowed, but Kade only winked as he slowly turned the knob and opened the door.
Waiting a beat, Kade had his weapon in front of him as he stepped into the space, feeling the same rush of terror and adrenaline he always felt when his next second could be his last.
Luckily, today wasn’t the day he’d been meeting his maker—or most likely the one a lot lower in altitude—at least, not yet.
The room was full of discarded equipment and boxes stacked shoulder-high. Kade didn’t spare much attention to examine the equipment, his eyes too preoccupied looking for a threat. He stepped forward carefully, catching the light on the wall that indicated there was an alarm system just as it started to beep.
“Fucking shit,” he muttered, rushing toward the panel on the wall. There was enough ambient light for him to see the seconds counting down until the full-scale alarm went off.
“Can you disarm it?” Blane asked, standing with his back to Kade.
“Gimme a minute.” Kade yanked the cover plate off the wall, exposing wires and the keypad buttons. Searching, his eyes finally lit on what he needed. Shoving his Sig into its holster, he pulled out his spare knife and flicked it open in one practiced motion.
It took approximately four seconds to strip the wires he needed and touch them together. A spark flew and he smelled a whiff of ozone, then the beeping stopped, the lights on the panel all going dark.
“Nice work,” Blane said.
Kade didn’t reply to the praise, but it was nice to hear.
They continued through the room, the spaces getting tighter and tighter between boxes and dusty machines that Kade had no name for. A dark, yawning emptiness ahead of them marked the path into the rest of the building.
A bad feeling ate at Kade’s gut. Never one to ignore that feeling, he reached into the backpack and pulled out two sets of night vision goggles. He handed one to Blane.
“We might need these,” he said.
Blane didn’t question it, but merely slipped them on, pushing the goggles on top of his head.
A television was mounted in the corner up by the ceiling and as they walked by, its screen flickered and came to life. The image that appeared made both men halt in their tracks.
 



 
Chapter Eight
 
The image on the screen was split into two—one side showing Brandy, the other, Liz.
“Well, shit,” Kade muttered. Blane didn’t say anything, but Kade could feel him stiffen.
Brandy was strung up somewhere by her arms and legs, ropes tight around her wrists and ankles. The ropes were attached to whatever was behind her, holding her body in place.
Her head lolled forward on her neck and for a moment, Kade thought she was dead, then she shifted slightly and he could see her face.
It looked like Péng hadn’t taken much care with her, as there were bruises on her face and she looked as though she’d been crying.
Liz looked the same, only she was tied sitting down somewhere cramped and dark, her arms behind her back. Every few moments she was illuminated by a swirl of color, as though lights were spinning around her.
Kade looked closer. “Yeah, you’re right. But I can’t tell where Liz is.”
“Péng obviously knows we’re here. This must be some kind of fucking game to him.” Blane’s voice was tight with anger.
“Then we’ll play the game, just change the rules,” Kade replied. “Whether he knows we’re here or not, we don’t have a choice. Let’s go.” Normally, he wouldn’t give a shit about some random woman being in the wrong place at the wrong time. But he’d been the one to cherry pick Liz and Brandy from the line last night. If he hadn’t, no doubt they’d be safely at home, tucked into their beds, and nursing hangovers.
Sometimes what little conscience he had picked the shittiest time to show up.
The doorway past the television stretched into a long hallway, utterly dark. Kade flipped down his goggles and heard the sound of Blane doing the same.
Their steps made no sound as they moved, as quickly and as carefully as they could. Kade could taste the bite of adrenaline and feel the rush that always came from yet another situation he had to outwit. He once thought he’d never tire of what had once felt like an addiction. But he’d also never thought he’d have to do the kinds of things he’d done. Maybe one of these times he’d say screw it and let the chips fall where they may. But Blane was with him, so losing this game wasn’t an option. Not tonight.
The hallway ended abruptly, opening into a cavernous space. Through his goggles, Kade could see a huge rock wall looming above them. Man-created outcroppings of toeholds jutted out at regular intervals, an invitation to climb up. And at the highest point, stretched across the face of the wall, was Brandy.
“What’s he trying to do? Fucking crucify her?” Kade’s furious questions were a whisper in the dark.
“She can’t be breathing well,” Blane replied. “He’s slowly suffocating her. We have to get her down. Now.”
“Can you climb?” Kade asked, because he sure as hell couldn’t. Heights weren’t his thing. Why climb a wall if you could just go around it?
“Yeah,” Blane answered, already shrugging off his backpack. “But there isn’t time to use a harness.”
“You’re kidding me, right?”
Blane’s face was grim as he continued taking off equipment, making himself as light as possible. “She’s going to die—horribly, I might add—because of us. I’m not going to let that happen. Not if I can help it.”
“Dude, you’re not Superman. You fall from there, it’s not like I can catch you.” Kade watched Blane and tried not to listen to the sick feeling in his gut.
“Then I’d better not fall.” He started for the wall.
Kade’s hand shot out to grip Blane’s arm as he went by. “You fall, I will kick your ass,” he said.
Blane’s lips twisted in a grin. “Good to know. Now go around back and find the other way to the top. They had to get her up there somehow. And watch out because it’ll probably be guarded.”
“And you don’t think they’ll just shoot you off the face of that wall?”
Blane shook his head. “Nope. They won’t expect it. And with any luck, they won’t even see me in the dark.”
And with that, he was gone. Kade watched him for a moment as he hit the bottom of the wall and started up. He hadn’t known Blane could climb, but then again, there were a lot of things about his brother that he didn’t know.
He moved quickly, scaling the wall with far more finesse than Kade could believe. Under pressure, on a deadline, and in the dark—formidable obstacles even without the prospect of the climb.
Maybe Blane was Superman. Which would make Kade…the Robin, Boy Wonder?
No fucking way.
A back way, Blane had said. Another way to the top that would take more time to find than they had, or rather, than Brandy had.
Skirting the outside edges of the room, Kade kept one eye in front of him and another on Blane’s progress up the wall. It scared him somewhere deep that he didn’t want to think about what might happen if Blane lost his grip. There’d be nothing to break his fall.
Unless Kade got to the top and dropped a rope.
He moved faster.
A small room that looked like an office with glass windows was off to his left. Trying the knob, it turned beneath his hand. The door squeaked a little as he pushed it open, and he flinched. Nothing like announcing his presence. He might as well blow a whistle and yell out, “Here I am!”
The office was full of climbing equipment. Kade grabbed a thick rope that had been wrapped in a large coil and slung it over his shoulder. The rest of it was unfamiliar to him and he wasted a precious few seconds staring at it before deciding, Fuck it. At least he knew how to work a rope.
Two doors were in the very back, one leading to a closet, the other a dark, narrow staircase.
Hello, deathtrap.
Knowing he might be stepping directly in the line of fire made him pause, but not for long. Blane was waiting. He’d be tiring quickly and could lose his grip at any moment.
Kade stepped through the door.
 
***
 
Blane’s muscles were screaming at him.
It’s been too long since you did this kind of shit. Are you out of your fucking mind? You’re not twenty-five anymore! You’re a lawyer now, for chrissake.
He ignored the voices inside his head, pushing onward toward the top. Each fingerhold and toehold was a few more inches to where Brandy was.
The goggles were a hindrance, but he had no choice. The darkness was both his friend and enemy at the moment. If they saw him, he’d be a sitting duck. And getting shot in the back wasn’t the way he wanted to go.
And truth be told, he’d rather not go at all. At least, not right now. It would be pretty shitty to have survived three tours in Afghanistan only to bite it in Las Vegas, of all places.
He kept going. One hand, a foot, the other hand, the other foot. Over and over. He didn’t look down.
Brandy was close now and Blane wondered how in the hell he was going to get her off this fucking wall without both of them falling. If she could hold on to him, that would help, but he had no idea what her strength level was or if she was even conscious.
Finally, he was close enough to speak to her.
“Brandy,” he said, keeping his voice as quiet as possible but hopefully loud enough that she could hear. She didn’t respond. He tried again, louder. “Brandy.”
This time she moved, her head turning slowly toward him and her eyes blinking open. Blane saw the instant fear took over and she opened her mouth to scream.
His palm covered her mouth just in time, muffling her. His other hand cramped painfully on the grip he had holding his weight.
“It’s Blane,” he said. “Don’t be scared. I’m here to help you. Don’t scream.”
Her eyes cleared as his words penetrated. After a moment, she gave a tiny nod.
Blane could feel her breath against his fingers. He’d been right. It was shallow and weak. She couldn’t take a deep breath the way they had her tied. He was amazed she was even conscious. And he was so going to kill the fuckers who’d done this.
“I’m going to untie your wrists first,” he explained. “Are you strong enough to keep your balance if I put your hands in position?”
“I-I think so,” she said, her voice a whisper of sound. “I’ll try.”
Blane nodded grimly. “Okay. Just tell me if you can’t.”
He scanned the wall, finding a hand hold near her right hand. He needed the switchblade in his pocket to cut the rope that held her and he braced himself, but she stayed put. The prospect of rescue had seemed to make her more alert. He hoped the adrenaline would give her the strength she needed.
“Okay, you’re doing good,” he said. “Now for the other hand.” He reached across her body for the rope just as he heard the report of a rifle and saw a chunk of rock gauged a foot from them.
Fuck. So much for doing this slow and careful.
He cut the rope for her wrist and braced his arm across her shoulders, holding her to the wall. Her feet were propped on two outcroppings, giving her some stability, but he didn’t want her toppling forward.
The sound came again, this time the bullet hitting closer. Blane instinctively moved, his body shielding Brandy’s.
They were playing with him, obviously, no doubt watching them fall was more entertaining than shooting such easy targets. But Blane doubted they’d let them escape up the wall. They’d keep shooting, maybe injuring them, just to make it interesting. The way a cruel kid tore the wings off flies or burned worms with a magnifying glass. His gut clenched as he tried to think what to do.
A second rifle sounded, different than the first, and was coming from above him. Craning his neck, Blane saw someone above them providing cover fire. He didn’t have time to look closer though, as a rope was suddenly tossed down.
Blane didn’t need to be told twice.
“Put your arms around my waist,” he said to Brandy, who did as she was told. “Hold on tight.”
Grasping the rope with one hand, he reached down with the other, slicing through the ropes holding her ankles. As he’d thought, she immediately lost her footing and fell forward. He had to drop the knife to catch her even as her arms tightened around him.
He couldn’t climb, not holding her. And there was no way Kade was going to be able to pull both of them up. But even as he thought it, he was moving. Steady gunfire sounded in his ears, but it came from above, thank God.
Blane held tight to Brandy, who definitely would have fallen if he hadn’t. There was no way she had the strength to have held him tight enough not to fall otherwise.
In a shorter time than he would have thought possible, they were up and over the ledge.
“Stay down,” Blane said when he saw Brandy instinctively scramble to get to her feet. If she got shot after all that, he was going to be pissed. The muscles in his arms and chest ached from the exertion and the rope had torn the shit out of his palm.
Worst trip to Las Vegas ever.
“Let’s move!”
The voice was that of Terrance, the guy Kade had paid to come. He and Tom had helped pull them up while Bill was still firing the AR-15.
Covering Brandy the best he could, they stayed down in a crouching run as they followed him back, away from the ledge. Blane knew Brandy couldn’t see where she was going, not in the dark, so he kept a tight hold on her. Not that he would’ve needed to. She had him in a death grip, her fingers clutching his arm so tight the nails dug through his shirt.
Using women as pawns in a man’s game pissed Blane off. And where the fuck was Kade?
Anger masked the cold knot of worry in his gut. Kade was the best thing that had ever happened to Blane—the half-brother he hadn’t even known existed for nearly a decade. And even if this whole mess was partly Kade’s fault, it didn’t matter. Just so long as he was safe and unhurt. If Péng had somehow injured his brother…well Blane had learned some tricks in Afghanistan. Things he’d seen done by an enemy he considered little more than savages. It had made his stomach churn at the time, but he’d have no problem channeling his inner savage to avenge his brother.
Terrance led them to an elevator even as the rifle fire resumed. Blane could hear the bullets tearing into the wall behind them.
The doors slid shut after they piled in and in the sudden silence, Blane heard music. Removing his goggles, he glanced up and saw speakers in the ceiling. Barry Manilow was blithely singing about the Copa Cabana. He rolled his eyes.
Terrance punched a button and the elevator shifted.
“…music and passion were always in fashion…”
Blane slowly turned toward Terrance, who was singing along softly. Their eyes met and Blane raised his eyebrows.
“Really?”
Terrance shrugged. “It’s a classic, man.”
Bill snorted a laugh, which he quickly covered with a cough when Terrance glanced around.
“Thanks for your help up there,” Blane said. “I didn’t think we were going to make it.”
“We haven’t made it yet,” Tom said. He nodded at Terrance, who added, “They’ve got six shooters in the building.”
“How many were up there?” Blane asked.
“Two.”
Shit. That meant Kade might be dealing with four others. By himself.
“Anyone seen Kade?” he asked.
“Negative,” Tom replied. The others shook their heads, too.
“I need to find him,” Blane said. “Can two of you take her outside? Keep her safe?” No way was he leaving Kade.
“Sure. We can take her,” Bill said. “I’ll swap you.” He handed Blane the rifle. Blane tried to disengage Brandy, but she clung to him. She hadn’t said a word, and Blane figured she was in shock.
“Brandy, honey, I need you to let go,” he said softly. “This is Bill. He’s going to take care of you, get you to a hospital, okay?” When she still didn’t say anything or respond in any way, he put his hand under her chin and turned her face up to his. Tears were dripping down her face and the bruise on her cheek was an angry purple in the harsh light of the elevator.
Her lips moved but her words were too quiet for him to understand. Leaning down he put his ear by her mouth.
“I’m afraid,” she whispered.
More anger coiled in his belly, the injustice of her being victimized tore at him, but Blane was careful to keep it from his face. He folder her into his arms, brushing her hair back, and put his lips by her ear.
“I know, but you’re brave. You’re safe now. I promise. They’ll take care of you.” Pulling away slightly, he looked in her eyes again. “Trust me.”
She studied his eyes and Blane waited patiently as the elevator doors slid open. The men seemed to understand what was going on because they were quiet, waiting. At last, she nodded.
“Okay,” Blane said, handing her carefully over to Bill. “Bill and Tom are going to help you. Guys, this is Brandy. She’s pretty awesome.”
Tom smiled at her. “As if we didn’t know that already,” he scoffed. “C’mon, Brandy. Tom and I are gonna get you out of here, no worries.”
Blane watched as they put her between them and bore her away quickly toward the front of the place and the exit. He turned to Terrance.
“I thought you were the just-in-case guy,” he said.
Terrance shrugged. “Bored sitting outside. Thought I’d come in and check it out. Good thing I did, too, because those two skinny-ass white boys weren’t gonna haul your ass up that wall.”
Blane grinned, liking Terrance immediately. It figured Kade would be able to pick up on the fact that Terrance, for all his talk of money, would be someone they could count on. He reminded Blane a bit of Kade, also a big talker that he didn’t give a shit about anyone, but who’d be the first one to step in front of a bullet to save someone else. Not that Blane ever would say such a thing to Kade. If he did, Kade would kick his ass just to prove a point.
Now they were going to kill him…if Blane didn’t find him first.
 



 
Chapter Nine
 
Kade stepped into the dark stairwell, and the floor opened beneath his feet.
He didn’t have time to react other than to brace himself for the fall, but to his surprise, he landed on a thick matt. It still wasn’t pleasant, but better than slamming into a concrete floor.
He was on his feet immediately, his eyes searching simultaneously for any threats and a covered position. When no one immediately shot at him, he glanced up and saw he’d dropped about ten feet, maybe twelve. Could’ve broken an ankle or something, so he was lucky. Not an adjective often used to describe his life.
The room was vast, possibly taking up the entire square footage underneath the building, and he recognized it as the location where Liz was being held. Pitch dark, laser lights rotated, illuminating what he now realized was a huge paint ball course. Which meant he had an opponent—
He dived behind a chest-high wall just as the gunshot rang out, missing him by inches. It seemed this game wasn’t going to be played with paint ball guns, but real ones.
Fan-fucking-tastic.
If Kade was a praying man, he’d say a Hail Mary for Blane because there was no way he was going to get back to him in time. His brother was on his own. Maybe his Navy buddies would help him out. He hoped they would. Blane had trusted them.
There was another shot from his right and Kade ducked. One against two? That wasn’t very fair to them.
The strobe lights were playing havoc with his night vision goggles, so he ditched them and the rope he still had slung over his shoulder. Reaching down, he pulled a second pistol from his ankle holster. From the backpack, he grabbed as many full magazines as his pockets could hold as well as a couple other things, then ditched it. It would slow him down too much.
They’d seen him take cover here, and were now doing their level best to drive his ass out, so Kade obliged. The muzzle flashes had given away their positions, and they’d give away his, so he squeezed off a couple of return shots before bolting.
There was an elaborate labyrinth of walls to his right with only one opening. He ducked inside and took two rights, then a left before hitting a dead end.
A fucking maze. Shit.
Well, with any luck they’d followed him inside, and dollars to donuts he’d bet his IQ was higher than both theirs…combined.
Kade replayed what he’d seen of the room’s layout and the outside of the maze inside his head, then where he’d entered and the turns he’d taken since then. He retraced his steps, carefully peering around corners rather than rushing headlong.
He took a right then a quick left, measuring how far he was going with one part of his brain while the other was listening for anyone else. It wasn’t until he’d reached a T-intersection that he heard someone.
Kade paused, his lips twisting humorlessly at the man cursing under his breath.
Should’ve studied the map before you came in here, dipshit, he thought.
Holstering one gun and shoving the other into the waist of his jeans, he turned the corner. The man had his back to him. Perfect.
Kade was behind him in a moment and a second later, he’d snapped the man’s neck. Not an easy thing to do and it had taken Kade a while to get the technique down, but now he could perform the maneuver flawlessly. Unfortunately for the man.
Kade lowered his body to the floor rather than let it drop, dragging it off to the side.  In the shadowy darkness, it was difficult to see the lumpy figure.
Weapon comfortably in his grip, he continued through the maze, not seeing anyone else. It looked like only one guy had followed him inside, which meant the other one was waiting.
Fuck. He’d be walking into an ambush again.
Well, he couldn’t stay in here all night. Taking a breath, he stepped around the corner, moving quickly away from the maze’s exit and looking for cover.
He saw the guy at the same time they recognized that he wasn’t their partner. They both fired their weapons and while the other guy had an assault rifle, Kade had better aim. Adrenaline was coursing through his veins and he didn’t pause to watch the man’s body drop to the floor, not when he spotted Liz.
The floor slanted down another ten feet and she was on a platform above him that stood maybe twenty feet high total, and suspended from a pole. It was attached one side to a wall, but the only way up to reach her appeared to be via a rope suspended to a twin platform about ten yards away. He’d have to either hang from the rope to cross it, or walk across like it was a fucking tightrope. Either way, he’d be exposed the entire time and unable to use his gun.
That was so going to suck.
Nothing he could do about it. What had to be done, had to be done, and the quicker he freed Liz, the quicker he could get back to Blane.
Kade was just about to step down the ramp toward the platform when someone shouted, “Wait!”
He spun around, weapon raised, and only just stopped himself from firing.
“What the hell are you doing?” he asked as Mannie ran up to him. “I told you to wait in the car.”
“I’m busy saving your ass, you giant dick,” Mannie retorted, pointing at nothing. “Look.”
Kade looked. Saw nothing but air. “What am I looking for?” he asked. “Your imaginary girlfriend?”
“Get down here,” Mannie said impatiently, yanking on Kade’s arm. “You can’t see it with your nose in the stratosphere.”
Kade crouched down to Mannie’s level, and that’s when he saw it.
A thin wire, stretched at shin-height, went across the entire ramp leading down to the pit where the platforms were affixed. Kade couldn’t see what was on the end, but trip wires seldom had good surprises. He doubted balloons and confetti would rain down if he’d triggered it, which meant…
“You may’ve just saved my life,” he said.
“You bet your sweet ass I did,” Mannie said, a shit-eating grin on his face.
“My ass is pretty sweet, but you’re not the type I want looking at it,” Kade said. He looked down the ramp toward the platforms. “Do you see any other booby traps?”
“Nah. Just this one.”
“Well, if we can’t go through, we’ll go over,” Kade said. Getting to his feet, he carefully stepped over the wire, then looked at Mannie, who looked right back at him. It took Kade another second before he realized the problem.
Mannie was too short to get his leg over, but too tall to try and crawl underneath the wire.
“Hold on,” Kade said, holstering his gun. “I’ll lift you over.” He reached for Mannie, who held up a finger in warning.
“Tell anyone about this, I’ll castrate you in your sleep,” he warned.
“Like I’m going to fucking tell anyone,” Kade retorted. “Now shut up and lift your arms.” He hefted Mannie over the wire and set him on his feet. He grunted with the effort. Mannie was solid, all right. “You should lay off the fast food there, buddy.”
“Fuck off.”
“That shit clogs your arteries, too—”
“You were the one snarfing down Mickey D’s,” Mannie said.
“I had a Diet Coke.”
“Like that makes a difference.”
They’d arrived at the foot of the platform and both fell silent, staring upward.
“You see any other way than the obvious to get to her?” Kade asked.
“Nope.”
“That’s what I thought.” Heading for the pole underneath the platform, Kade started up.
“Wait, what’re you doing?”
Kade glanced down. “What does it look like I’m doing? I’m saving the girl.”
Mannie yanked on Kade’s pant leg. “Get back down here. I’m better suited to do that than you.”
“Why is that?” This oughta be good.
Mannie stared at Kade like he was crazy, then his expression cleared. “That’s right. You don’t remember anything from last night.” He pointed at his own chest. “I’m a tightrope walker.”
Kade paused in his climb, glancing skeptically over his shoulder. “Bullshit.”
Mannie drew himself up to his full height. “Why? Because I’m a little person?”
“Um, yeah. I thought that was obvious.”
Mannie rolled his eyes. “Get your ass down. I’ll go.”
Kade thought about it, then shrugged. If the midget wanted to play the hero and said he walked ropes for a living, who was he to argue? He jumped down, landing solidly on the floor.
“Be my guest,” he said.
Mannie skittered past him to the pole, muttering under his breath, “Judge me by my size, do you?”
Kade hid a grin.
Mannie was up the pole in about half the time it would’ve taken Kade, then discarded his shoes once he reached the platform. Getting down on all fours, he tested the rope, gauging its elasticity. Kade watched as Mannie stood, then began walking across.
The rope wasn’t terribly high, but if he fell, it wouldn’t be pleasant. Kade walked below him, trying to appear nonchalant. Mannie paused.
“Please tell me you’re not going to try and catch me if I fall?” he asked. “I know what I’m doing.”
Kade snorted. “Great. Like I’d be able to catch your short, lumpy ass anyway. Just get across will ya? These strobe lights are giving me a headache.”
Mannie resumed his journey, as did Kade. It would totally suck if Mannie fell, but he wasn’t about to let the little guy break his neck doing this shit.
It took longer than Kade would have liked, but faster than he could’ve gone himself. Finally, Mannie reached the opposite platform and Kade relaxed just a bit.
“Is she conscious?” he asked.
“Yeah,” Mannie responded. “But I can’t get the ropes off her.”
“I got it. Don’t move.” Kade stepped back and flipped open his switch blade. Eyeing the wooden pole, he held the knife by the tip. With a quick flick of his wrist, the knife whipped through the air, coming to an abrupt stop, it’s point buried in the pole about six inches above Mannie’s head.
“Holy shit,” Mannie groused. “You could’ve warned me.”
“I did. I said don’t move. Now get her up and let’s get out of here.”
He heard Mannie talking quietly to Liz. Kade glanced impatiently at his watch and took out his gun from its holster. His hand felt too empty without it.
“Hey, there’s a door up here in the wall,” Mannie said. “Should I open it?”
Shit. God only knew what was behind it. On the other hand, if someone was waiting, they’d had plenty of time to attack while Mannie had crossed that rope and they hadn’t.
“Yeah, but don’t throw it open. Just open it normal-like.”
“What the hell is that supposed to mean, ‘normal-like?’” Mannie asked, his voice sounding slightly panicky.
“You know, don’t throw it open like they do in the movies and shit. Just…open it.” The movie always got shit like that wrong. The last thing you wanted to do was announce your presence in a big, bad way.
Kade stepped back from under the platform and watched as Mannie approached the door. Liz was on her feet now and she tugged at his arm, saying something Kade couldn’t hear. Mannie patted her hand, then gently set her aside and went for the door. It swung open easily. Kade held his breath.
Nothing happened.
Mannie let out a huge gasp that Kade silently echoed, then said, “It looks like an exit. I can see a window and the streetlamps outside.”
“Then get out of here,” Kade said roughly. “Take the girl with you and get somewhere safe.”
Mannie glanced back down at Kade. “I don’t want to leave you alone,” he said. “What if you need help?”
“Please,” Kade scoffed. “I let you find that tripwire.” Not particularly the case, but no sense arguing semantics. “Now go.”
He didn’t wait to see if Mannie would listen. He’d spotted what looked like a carefully hidden exit underneath the platform in the opposite corner from where Mannie had found his. Kade didn’t know where it led and didn’t care. He just had to get out of this paintball playground. It was creepy as fuck.
And Blane was still out there.
 



 
Chapter Ten
 
Blane was about ready to tear this shithole apart. They’d searched everywhere and were no closer to finding his brother than they had been earlier.
“Hey, look at this.” It was Terrance and he was gazing through a doorway. “This place must have a basement we missed.”
“How the hell did we miss an entire floor?” Blane asked, coming up to him. The stairway led down and wasn’t lit.
“We didn’t miss it. We just found it,”
Blane didn’t reply. He knew he was being a dick, he just couldn’t bring himself to care right now. Worry for Kade superseded everything else. It was only because of his training that he was able to keep it compartmentalized and from turning into total panic.
“I’ll go first,” he said. His Glock at the ready, he started down the narrow staircase. Terrance followed a couple of steps behind.
At the bottom of the stairs stood another door. Blane paused, taking a breath before reaching for the knob. But before he could turn it, the door opened.
There was a split second where his finger tightened on the trigger before his brain processed who stood in front of him and ordered his muscles to stop.
Kade stood there, his weapon a mirror of Blane’s.
“Where the fuck have you been?” Blane spit out, his relief nearly palpable, which meant now he was just pissed off. “You were supposed to get to the top and help me.”
“I tried,” Kade said, lowering his weapon. “This place is like a fucking funhouse, minus the fun. Did you get Brandy?”
“Yeah, she’s fine,” Blane replied. “Liz?”
“Ditto.”
“Then let’s get the fuck out of here.”
They headed for the front door, Terrance trailing them, and had just reached it when all the lights suddenly came on.
“Leaving so soon?”
They turned to see Péng standing about twenty yards away, flanked by two men pointing AR-15s at them.
“It was entertaining, to say the least, watching you play the American cowboys and rescue the damsels in distress. But I’m afraid we still have our problem. I want that device.”
“Our deal was that the girls were to be untouched,” Kade replied. “You broke the deal.”
“A few bruises don’t matter,” Péng shrugged. “Now give me the device or I’m going to have my men shoot your companions. Which one shall they kill first? The black one?”
The rifles aimed at Terrance who stood on Kade’s right.
“Or perhaps…your brother.” The rifles swung to Blane on Kade’s left. “Oh yes,” Péng continued, “I know you have a brother. A quite well-known man, politics in his blood, now an attorney of wide repute. I would imagine the discovery of such a close relation as you would captivate the media’s attention. Especially when they realize you’re a black hat and assassin.”
“What the fuck is a black hat?” Blane asked Kade in an undertone.
“A hacker with malicious intent,” Terrance replied.
Blane looked at Kade. “Really? What have I told you—”
“Not malicious,” Kade interrupted. “Just not…benevolent. That’s all.”
“Really? We’re arguing semantics now?” Blane retorted. “If the FBI finds out that you’ve been doing this shit—”
“They’re not going to find out.”
“How do you know?”
“Because I know—”
“Dudes!” Terrance interrupted, looking at them as though they were insane. “We got two rifles pointed at us. Can we do the family intervention later?”
Kade looked somewhat abashed. “Sorry, man. Okay, let’s finish this.”
“How’re you—” Blane started, but Kade interrupted.
“Péng, you’re really irritating me now, and that’s hard to do.” He paused and scrunched up his face a little. “Well, actually, it’s not hard to do as I’m not really known for being a patient kind of guy. But I do have this one thing, call it a ‘hot-button’ issue for me.” He used quotey fingers for hot-button.
“Really?” Péng asked. “Do tell.”
Kade’s voice turned to ice. “It’s pointing a fucking gun at my brother, dickhead. Now, Terrance.”
Barely had Blane processed the words before the entire rock wall directly behind Péng blew up. Kade tackled him to the ground as bits of rock and debris, along with other bloody bits he didn’t want to consider, rained down on them. Smoke and rock dust clouded the room and it took a few moments for things to settle.
“Off,” Blane said, coughing at the dust in his mouth and nose. His little brother had shielded him from harm. Why didn’t Blane just hand over his fucking man card. It should be the other way around—Blane protecting Kade, though it sounded like Kade needed more protection from himself than anything else.
“Nice work,” Kade complimented Terrance as they all got to their feet. “And fast.”
Terrance shrugged. “Just following orders.”
Blane looked at Kade. “When did you…”
Kade stared innocently back. “When did I what?”
Blane held up a hand. “You know what? Never mind. Forget it. I don’t want to know. Let’s just get out of here.”
They left out the front doors, one of which was hanging slightly askew from the blast. If the explosion had been overheard, there wasn’t a way to tell. No one was running to help and no sirens sounded in the distance.
“Hey! Guys!”
Mannie was calling to them. He and Liz were standing by a cab. In a moment, Blane, Kade, and Terrance had approached.
“Did you see that?” Mannie gushed. “There was like this huge explosion and I thought for sure you guys were goners, but then out you come through the doors like you’re fucking Bruce Willis or some shit like that. Cool!”
“Mannie, I thought you were going to get Liz to the hospital?” Kade asked. “You just been standing out here?”
Mannie looked hurt. “I didn’t just wanna leave you guys, you know? Not without making sure you were okay.”
Kade rolled his eyes. “Please. Was there any doubt?”
All three men turned to look at him.
Kade cleared his throat. “Okay, so anyway, I can take her to the hospital.”
“No,” Liz said, tightening her grip on Mannie’s arm and sliding closer to him. “I want him to take me.” She looked down at him, her face softening. “He saved me.”
“He saved you?” Kade said, sounding insulted. “I was the one who—”
“Let’s get you guys a cab,” Blane interrupted. Liz was looking at Mannie as though he were a seven foot tall knight in shining armor. It was kind of sweet.
Terrance flagged down a passing taxi and Mannie and Liz got inside. She was clinging to him like a vine and Mannie didn’t seem to mind one little bit. Terrance slammed the door shut, but just as the cab was about to pull away, Mannie leaned out the window.
“I haven’t forgotten about that audition, Kade!” he yelled. “You owe me!” Then they were gone, speeding down the road.
Terrance looked at Kade. “What audition?”
“Don’t ask.”
Terrance shrugged. “Whatever.” He held out a hand to Kade. “Nice working with you, man.”
“Ditto,” Kade said. “If you’re in the market, I might be in touch.”
“Sounds good.” He turned to Blane. “Nice to meet you.”
“Likewise.”
Flagging down another cab, Terrance climbed in. A moment later, Blane and Kade were left alone in the lot.
“Now what?” Blane asked.
Kade sighed. “Now we’re done. Girls are safe, Péng is dead and so is Raymond. There’s no one left to connect me to the device, so all’s well that ends well.” He gave Blane a crooked smile.
“I don’t know if I’d say this ended well,” Blane replied dryly. “And we still don’t know where that thing is. Are you sure you can’t think of where you would have hidden it?”
“No clue.”
The warm evening breeze brushed over them and Blane tipped his head back to look at the stars, except very few could be seen. The lights of the city were just too bright.
“I’m starving and I want a shower,” he said.
“Sounds like a plan.”
A few minutes later they were ensconced in a cab heading back to the MGM. Traffic was heavy and Kade had leaned his head back against the seat, his eyes shut. Blane thought he might be sleeping. That sounded good. He was exhausted. But they both couldn’t sleep at the same time without either of them being awake and aware, so he stayed alert, watching the people and scenery go by.
They were nearly back at the hotel when the driver slammed on the brakes and cursed.
“What’s the problem?” Blane asked as Kade jerked awake at the sudden stop. He rubbed his eyes and looked around.
“Damn geese,” the driver groused. “They’re fucking everywhere and get in the way. The city needs to do something. They’re a nuisance and a menace, chasing people and wanting food. They’ll eat anything.” He stepped on the gas and the car shot forward.
Blane was wide awake now and he looked at Kade, who was already looking at him. They were thinking the exact same thing.
“The goose,” Kade said.
They hit the doors of the MGM at a pretty good clip and had made it nearly to the elevators before they were stopped.
“Blane Kirk? Kade Dennon?” A large man in a suit blocked their path. He face looked like it had been in one too many brawls, the nose slightly crooked. An earpiece was in his ear, the cord disappearing underneath his collar.
Security.
“Yes?” Blane answered.
“Please come with me.”
Shit. They’d found out Kade had gamed the system last night. Not that it had sounded as though Kade had tried real hard to hide it, not judging by the size of that stack of poker chips they’d left in their room.
“What’s this about?” Blane asked, stalling and stepping slightly in front of Kade.
“I think you know what this is about,” the man said. “It would be in your best interest to come along quietly.”
Kade touched Blane’s shoulder and he glanced around. Kade gave him a slight nod. Blane’s lips pressed together, but he said, “Fine. Lead the way.”
They followed the guards into the bowels of the casino, the walls and floors stripped of color or decoration. It was an antiseptic as a hospital, completely lacking in welcome or warmth. And someplace Blane would have been content to have never seen.
They hadn’t searched them for weapons yet, that happened as soon as they entered the room. On the small side, it held one table and three chairs. The two guards took all the weapons Blane and Kade were carrying and left the room, leaving them alone with the head guard.
As soon as the door clicked shut, Kade said, “Mac! Man, it’s good to see you.”
To Blane’s amazement, the guard gave Kade a handshake and a hearty slap on the back. “Dennon, why am I not surprised you’re the one causing shit?” He was grinning as he said it though.
“You two know each other?” Blane asked, glancing from one to the other in bewilderment.
“This guy helped me out of a bind a while back,” Mac said. “I said I owed him one, so now I’m here to deliver.”
“What’s the scoop?” Kade asked.
Mac sighed, crossing his arms over his chest. “Well, your winnings aren’t going to be confiscated, so that’s the good news. But Alfonso is pissed as all hell.”
“Who’s Alfonso?” Blane asked.
“Alfonso Riveria,” Kade replied. “He’s like the second-in-command at the MGM.”
“Yeah, he should be here any minute,” Mac said. “I was supposed to rough you up a bit, so look hurt.”
Kade snorted at that just as there was a perfunctory knock on the door before it opened.
Another man walked in, flanked by six security personnel. By the time everyone was inside, the room was a bit crowded.
It wasn’t that much of a stretch to realize this was Alfonso. Clad in a suit that easily cost well into four figures, gold links at his cuffs, and shoes shined to a gleaming sheen, he oozed Vegas casino magnate.
Blane’s body was stiff with tension. He didn’t like not having his Glock, he didn’t like that Kade was in here, and he really didn’t like being surrounded.
“Mr. Kirk. Mr. Dennon,” Alfonso began, “I would say welcome to our casino and hotel, but I see you’ve already made yourselves at home. Congratulations on your…winnings.”
“I always did have a lucky streak,” Kade smarted off. Blane wanted to duct tape his mouth shut.
“Why are we being held here?” Blane asked. “Is it against the law to win money in a casino?”
“Of course not,” Alfonso replied with a casual wave of his hand. “Though perhaps some might say luck had little to do with it.”
Best not to reply to that. Kade must have thought the same thing because for once he kept his damn mouth shut.
“What do you think, Mr. Dennon?” Alfonso asked. “Are you telling me you were just extremely…lucky last night?”
“Well, I didn’t get laid, so no, I wouldn’t say I was lucky.”
Fucking shit.
“Kade won that money at the slots,” Blane cut in. “How could it possibly have been anything other than luck?” He raised an eyebrow. “Unless you’re suggesting there’s some way to compromise a slot machine?”
Alfonso’s smile was tight. “Everyone knows that’s impossible,” he said.
“Exactly.”
They were locked in a staring contest, Alfonso apparently trying to judge whether or not Blane was hiding something. Too bad Blane was an expert at bluffing. Lawyers couldn’t afford to be anything less.
“Your pet has been euthanized, I’m sorry to inform you,” Alfonso said, abruptly changing the subject.
“My pet?”
“The goose,” Kade interrupted, knocking his elbow into Blane’s side. “You know…we named him Duck Duck.” He turned back to Alfonso. “Duck duck goose. Get it?”
Blane shot Kade a look. Are you fucking kidding me?
Kade gave a tiny shrug. First thing that came to me.
“Though why you’d bring a pet goose—” Alfonso continued, ignoring Kade.
“Duck Duck,” Kade inserted.
“—to Las Vegas is beyond my comprehension,” Alfonso finished. “If you’d care to collect the carcass, we can have that arranged.” His expression was one of distaste.
“Nah, no way could I handle seeing Duck Duck like that,” Kade said with a sad shake of his head. “They can do whatever they do…?”
“They’ll incinerate it,” Alfonso answered Kade unfinished question.
Perfect.
“You’re personal belongings have been collected and are waiting for you in transportation we’ve arranged to the airport,” he continued.
“How thoughtful,” Kade said dryly. Alfonso ignored him.
“Here are your winnings.” Alfonso handed a thick envelope over to Kade. “And in case you are wondering,” he continued, “let me spell it out for you.
“You are hereby banned from the MGM Grand. Your names and photos are on record. Should you show your faces here again, you will be escorted from the premises, in a very unpleasant way.”
No problem.
 
***
 
Blane leaned his head back in the cab. God, he was tired. And he smelled. And he was hungry. He opened his mouth—
“Don’t start,” Kade warned, cutting him off before he’d even said a word.
“I didn’t say anything.”
“You were about to.”
They sat in stiff silence for a minute. Then Blane gave a soft chuckle. He glanced at Kade, whose lips twitched. That prompted a full out laugh and before long they were both wheezing from laughing so hard.
“Shit,” Blane said when he could catch his breath. “I can’t even believe all that happened.”
“We’re banned from the MGM,” Kade said. “Do you even know how badass that is?” He high-fived Blane.
“So what’re you going to do with the money?” Blane asked.
Kade shrugged. “I dunno. Guess I could use it to get Mannie that audition.”
“So you do know a guy?”
“I could find a guy.”
Yeah, Blane didn’t want to know. But he wasn’t surprised that Kade would keep his word to Mannie. Hard-as-nails as he could be, Kade had a core of honor and integrity that couldn’t stay hidden, no matter how much he tried to pretend otherwise.
“Don’t be offended, but this is probably the last vacation I ever take with you,” Blane said, crossing his arms over his chest and closing his eyes as he leaned back in the seat. “And I didn’t even get a fucking T-shirt.”
“I hear it can get pretty wild in Miami,” Kade said. “And I really need to work on my tan.”
Blane cracked an eye and looked at Kade, who was grinning shamelessly at him. He sighed.
Shit.
 
The End.
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