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Prologue


Six years earlier


He was near. Crystal could hear his heavy breathing, feel him watching her. If she looked to the right, past the perfectly manicured hedge, she’d see him. His eyes would be hungry, his body aroused. But she didn’t look at him. Wouldn’t give him the satisfaction.


Instead she glanced over her shoulder. The door to the gardener’s shed was ajar, just as he had said it would be.


The gardener’s shed. She lifted her chin. He could have had her meet him anywhere on the grand estate, but he’d chosen the gardener’s shed. She’d make him pay for that. She’d make him pay for everything he’d done.


She quietly pushed at the door to the shed, taking a last look behind her. The party by the pool was in full swing, the music loud enough to be heard in the next county. Luckily the estate was as big as the next county or the cops would have already been here, handing out citations. She smiled bitterly, the very idea ridiculous.


The cops would never hand out citations here.


Which was a good thing for the dancers, she supposed. And for me. Everyone was so busy having fun that no one had seen her slip away. The partiers in the pool were having the most fun – coke and sex the party favors of choice. But not everyone was in the pool. The dance floor under the bobbing Chinese lanterns boasted its share of gyrating bodies. Every woman still clothed was dressed to the hilt, making Crystal grateful she’d had the good sense to go for the tiny, expensive dress and the even more expensive shoes. Her credit card was maxed out.


But I fit in. Well enough to get her entrée to the party of the season – and that was the important thing. She wanted – no, she needed to be here. To see his face when she told him who she really was. That she had evidence that would ruin him.


That she now owned him.


He’d be shocked. Stunned. He might even beg.


Crystal smiled. She really hoped he begged.


She flicked a final glance at the big house, looming large and powerful on the hill above the partying crowd. He could have had me there, in one of the bedrooms. There were, after all, ten of them, each one decorated like something out of a magazine.


But here she was, stepping into the gardener’s shed. No matter. Someday all of this will belong to me.


She closed the door behind her and frowned. This really was a gardener’s shed. It was filled with tools and smelled of gasoline. Meticulously organized, the walls were covered with anything and everything a gardener would need to keep up an estate this size. Two riding mowers took up most of the concrete floor. There was no convenient cot in the corner as she’d expected. Not really any room to do anything.


Crystal rolled her eyes. Except maybe kneel. It figured.


The door behind her opened, closed again. ‘Amber,’ he said.


Crystal took a moment to still her racing heart. Amber. That’s how she’d introduced herself. If he’d known her real name, he never would have met her here. He would have ignored her, just as he’d ignored the phone messages she’d left with the damn butler up in the big house. That was the tricky part about blackmail. You actually had to get the target’s attention to lay out the terms. She had his attention now.


Showtime, girl. Make this count. Your future rides on the next five minutes.


‘You came,’ she murmured seductively. ‘I wasn’t sure you would.’


He chuckled, the sound far from friendly. ‘You knew I was there,’ he said, ‘watching you.’


She kept her voice smooth. ‘Yes. I was hoping for somewhere a little more . . . comfortable. Somewhere we can . . . talk.’


He made a humming sound, considering. ‘Talk? I don’t think so. Crystal,’ he added and her heart leapt to close her throat.


‘You knew,’ she whispered.


‘Of course I knew. I had you followed. Pretty thing like you, coming on to me. I have to be careful. There are all kinds of bad people out there, Crystal. You never know who might try something stupid. Like blackmail. Are you going to blackmail me, Crystal?’


Fighting panic, she slowly lifted her arm to retrieve the lipstick-tube of pepper spray she’d slipped into her tiny handbag, glad she’d come prepared. Mentally she counted the steps to the door. Six steps. She could do six steps. She’d get by him.


She had to.


Go for the spray slowly. No sudden moves. Don’t let him see your fear. He likes your fear.


He came closer and she could feel the heat of his body. ‘You never should have come.’ There was a mocking lilt to his voice that chilled her to the bone.


‘I have pr—’ Something silky brushed against her jaws a split second before it slid down to her throat and tightened. Proof. I have proof. But the words wouldn’t come.


Can’t breathe. She flailed instinctively, her nails clawing at her throat. She kicked backward, trying to hit his knees, his groin, anything she could reach, but he yanked her up until her feet no longer touched the ground.


No. Please. No. Her lungs were burning. She pawed at her purse, grabbing the pepper spray, fumbling as she pulled at the cap. Just get away. Have to get away.


She wrenched the cap from the tube. I don’t want to die. Please don’t let me die.


‘Bitch,’ he muttered. ‘You come here, threatening me. My family. Did you think that would work? Did you think any of this would work?’


She aimed the spray, but his hand clamped over her wrist, twisting, forcing the tube lower. Forcing her finger to press. New pain shot through her eyes, burning, blinding her. She screamed, but her voice was trapped. She was trapped. She dropped the tube, her hands desperately rubbing her eyes.


Make it stop. Please, make it—


He stepped back, breathing hard. Her hands swung limply at her sides. He dropped her to the floor. She was dead. He’d killed her.


I did it. For a long time he’d wondered how it would feel to drain the life of another. Now he knew. He’d finally done it.


The bitch. She thought she could come here. Control me. She’d learned. The hard way. Nobody controls me. He wadded the silk scarf with which he’d choked her, shoved it in his pocket. Leaned over to scoop her purse from the floor and hid it under his coat. He opened the door a fraction.


Nobody was coming. Nobody was watching. Everyone was partying. Having a great time. The music of the band would have covered any sounds they’d made. He slipped from the shed and disappeared behind the hedge. It was done.




Chapter One



Baltimore, Maryland, Tuesday, April 5, 6.00 A.M.



Paige Holden pulled her pick-up into the last parking place in the lot, a scowl on her face. Of course it was the one farthest from her apartment. Of course it was raining.


If you were back home, you’d be pulling into your own garage right now and you’d stay warm and dry. You never should have left Minneapolis. What were you thinking?


It was the mocking voice. She hated the mocking voice. It seemed to slither into her mind when she was least prepared, usually when she was most exhausted. Like now.


‘Fuck off,’ she muttered, and the Rottweiler in her passenger seat gave a low growl that Paige took to be agreement. ‘If we were back home, that little kid would still be with that bitch of a so-called mommy.’ Her teeth clenched at the memory, only hours old. She wasn’t sure she’d ever erase the sight of that child’s terrified face from her mind. She didn’t want to.


She’d accomplished something tonight. Someone was safe who otherwise wouldn’t be. That was what she needed to hold on to when the mocking voice intruded. The faces of the victims she had kept safe were what she needed to remember when she woke from the nightmare. When the guilt rose in her throat, choking her.


Zachary Davis would be okay. Eventually. Because I was there tonight.


‘We did good, Peabody,’ she announced firmly. ‘You and me.’


The dog pawed at the truck’s door. He’d been cooped up with her in the cab for hours, patiently waiting out the night. Doing his duty. Guarding me.


That he did so made her feel safe. That she still needed a protection dog to feel safe in the dead of night annoyed her. That she still jumped when anyone made a sudden move pissed her off. But for now, that’s how it was and she was learning to live with it. Her friends back home told her to give herself more time, that it had only been nine months, that recovery from an assault could take years.


Years. Paige didn’t intend to wait that long. Briskly, she pulled her hood over her head, clipped Peabody’s leash to his collar. She’d walk him, then grab a coffee and a shower before her next appointment.


And then she’d catch a few hours’ sleep. When she got tired enough, she didn’t dream. A few hours of dream-free sleep sounded like heaven.


Peabody made a beeline for his favorite spot, the lamppost where the neighborhood dogs stopped to pee. He was sniffing when her cell jangled. Juggling the umbrella, she glanced at the display before wedging the phone between her ear and shoulder. It was her partner of three months, who until she was a licensed PI, was really her boss.


‘Where are you?’ Clay Maynard demanded, bypassing any greeting as usual. He was brusque, maybe even a little rude, but he was very smart. And still grieving a devastating loss. Because Paige keenly understood his grief, she cut him some slack.


Under the gruffness resided a good man who, in the three months since she’d moved to Baltimore, had become more like a big brother than a boss. She’d trained with dozens of over-protective ‘big brothers’ just like him during the fifteen years in her old karate dojo, and she knew how to deal with his irritation. Keep it cool, make him laugh.


‘Standing under a lamppost watching Peabody pee. If you want,’ she added wryly, ‘I can send a photo. Peabody won’t mind an invasion of his privacy to ease your mind.’


There was a beat of silence, then a grudging chuckle. ‘I’m sorry. I called your landline and you didn’t answer. I figured you’d be home by now.’


Paige wanted to remind him she was thirty-four, not four, and that he was her partner and not her keeper, but she did not. He’d found his last partner brutally murdered. He didn’t want to feel responsible for anyone else’s death, and this Paige completely understood, maybe even better than Clay himself.


Thea’s face, always hovering somewhere on the edge of her mind, now barreled front and center. Terrified, with that gun to her head. Then dead.


And no matter how many Zachary Davises you save, she’ll still be dead.


‘I had to give my statement to the cops.’ Thea’s face faded to the edge of her mind, replaced with what she’d witnessed through a window just hours before.


‘Had you seen anything like that before?’ he asked.


‘The mom snorting coke, sure.’ It was one of her earliest memories, one she rarely shared. ‘The mom letting her son be groped by her strung-out boyfriend, no.’


Six-year-old Zachary Davis was the subject of a brutal custody battle. Mom had developed a cocaine addiction. Dad filed for divorce and sole custody. Mom was fighting for joint custody, claiming she’d gone clean. Worrying the court would side with Mom, John Davis hired Clay to provide proof that his wife was actively using drugs.


Which was why Paige, as the junior member of Clay’s PI agency, had been sitting outside Sylvia’s apartment all night, taking pictures. They’d expected Sylvia to do coke. That she’d let her boyfriend put his hands on Zachary . . . Paige hadn’t expected that.


‘He would have raped a little boy,’ Clay said evenly. ‘You stopped that from happening. Now Sylvia will have a record – for possession and for prostituting her son.’


‘I was lucky. A cruiser was a minute away when I called 911. If it had been any longer, I would have gone in myself, kicked in the door if I’d needed to. I couldn’t have stood there watching that child be assaulted.’


‘I couldn’t have either, but the boyfriend had a gun. Your black belt wouldn’t have protected you from a bullet.’


Paige found herself rubbing her shoulder where an ugly puckered scar marred her skin. Clay had been kind. He easily could have added, like it didn’t last summer.


Her palms suddenly clammy, she wiped them on her jeans, straightening her spine. ‘I had my gun.’ Which she hadn’t that night. I’ll never make that mistake again.


‘He would have shot you first.’


‘Then show me your commando tricks so I can enter a room without getting my head blown off,’ she said, her voice gone hard and brittle.


Before becoming a PI, Clay had been a DC cop. Before that, he’d been a Marine who’d trained new recruits, which was essentially what she was – a PI white belt. Her years of martial arts had ingrained within her a deep respect for her teachers, so she softened her tone. ‘Please,’ she added quietly.


‘I will. Tomorrow. You had a hard night and I need you sharp. Take the rest of today off.’


‘Maybe I will. Or maybe I’ll work from home. I’ve got work to do on Maria’s case.’


‘The case you took pro bono,’ he said, slightly disapproving.


‘You would have done the same, Clay.’


He sighed. ‘Paige, every con in jail has a mama that thinks her boy’s innocent.’


‘I know you think I’m naïve,’ she replied. ‘All the evidence said Ramon Muñoz was guilty, but a few things don’t add up. Worst case is I dig through trial transcripts, learning to structure a case of my own.’ She thought of the tears in Maria’s eyes as she’d begged for help. ‘Best case, I give a mama some peace.’


‘Just don’t spend too much time on it, okay? We have to pay the electric bill.’


‘Maria’s stopping by this morning to give me some new information. If it’s worthless, I’ll quit. If it’s got merit, I’ll bring it to you. Gotta go. I need coffee.’


The squeal of tires had her spinning to face the road. The sight of the minivan racing toward her had her leaping out of the way, dragging Peabody with her. She landed hard on her knees in the mud as metal crunched behind her and for a moment she hung there, breathing hard.


Peabody’s barking filled her ears and she looked up, still dazed. ‘Sit,’ she snapped and he dropped into a sit, but quivered, awaiting her next command.


‘Paige? Paige!’ Clay’s shout was tinny coming from her cell phone a few feet away. She scrambled for the phone, twisting to stare at the van, her heart beating wildly.


‘I’m okay. I’m okay.’ She made herself calm. Breathe.


‘What the hell happened?’


‘A minivan.’ That was now wrapped around the lamppost she’d been standing under only a minute before. Bullet holes were sprayed across the hatchback and the windshield and windows had been blown to oblivion. ‘It’s been shot up.’


‘I’m calling 911,’ Clay said brusquely. ‘Get somewhere safe.’


She jumped to her feet, then came to an abrupt stop as her eyes shifted from the bullet holes to the driver-side sliding door. It was rust colored while the rest of the van was blue. ‘It’s Maria’s van.’ Paige ran to the van and her heart stuttered. A woman was slumped over the steering wheel. Blood covered her upper body and the deployed airbag. ‘Clay, tell 911 that a woman is bleeding to death. Hurry.’


‘Stay with me on this line, Paige,’ he commanded. ‘I’ll call 911 from another phone.’


Paige shoved her phone in her pocket without hanging up. Déjà vu, her mind hissed and she pushed the insidious memory away. ‘Maria? Please.’ She wrested the driver’s door open and had to still her panic.


There were holes in Maria’s threadbare coat. Bullet holes. She pressed her fingers to Maria’s throat. A pulse. Faint, but there. She’s alive. Oh, thank God.


Paige eased Maria back, then sucked in a breath. This was not Maria, but Elena, her daughter-in-law – Ramon’s wife. Who would want to shoot—?


‘Oh God.’ Dread settled like a dark cloud. They’d had information. Her fear heightening, Paige looked over her shoulder for another car. Elena couldn’t have driven far in this condition. Whoever did this must still be close by.


She unbuttoned Elena’s coat, trying to find a wound to attend, but there was too much blood. I don’t even know where to start. ‘Tell me what happened. Who did this?’


‘No cops.’ Elena’s whisper was too soft, her breathing too shallow. ‘Please.’


‘Don’t you dare die on me,’ Paige said harshly. Hands trembling, she undid Elena’s blouse. ‘Dammit. I can’t see where you were hit.’


Then she jumped as Elena’s bloody hand grabbed her wrist. Elena’s eyes blinked furiously, trying to open. ‘No cops,’ she whispered hoarsely. ‘Just you. Promise me.’


‘Fine,’ Paige said desperately. ‘I promise. Who did this to you?’


‘Cops. Chasing me,’ Elena mumbled. ‘Bra.’


Paige heard the sirens approaching. Thank you, Clay. If nothing else, it would scare away the shooter, if he was still nearby. She pulled her scarf from around her neck, pressed it to what looked like the worst of Elena’s wounds. ‘Help is coming.’


‘Flash. Drive.’ Struggling to breathe, Elena clawed at her own chest, fumbling with the edge of the bra that was now dark, soaked with blood. She reached for Paige’s hand, holding tight. ‘Tell Ramon. I love him.’


‘You can tell him yourself. You’re going to make it.’


But Paige didn’t believe that, nor, from the agony in her eyes, did Elena. ‘Tell him I never stopped believing him,’ Elena begged, her voice almost inaudible. ‘Tell him.’


‘I will. I promise. But you have to promise to hold on.’ Behind her the ambulance screeched to a halt and she heard the slamming of doors and pounding of feet.


‘Miss, you have to move,’ someone from behind her ordered. ‘Control your dog.’


She glanced over her shoulder to see Peabody standing between her and a gathering crowd of onlookers, his teeth bared. But before she could move, she heard a whine like a mosquito and Elena’s hand went limp. Horrified, Paige stumbled back.


There was a hole in Elena’s forehead that hadn’t been there before.


Numb, she could only stare, her hands clenched into bloody, impotent fists. And as her heart started to beat again, she realized one fist clutched something hard. And small. A flash drive. Elena had hidden it in her bra. Had pressed it into her hand.


Cops. Chasing me.


Maria had been convinced the police had set up her son. It had sounded far-fetched at best. Now her daughter-in-law was dead, saying police had done it.


Whatever Paige held in her hand had gotten Elena killed.



Tuesday, April 5, 6.04 A.M.



Silas lowered his rifle. His hands were steady, but his heart pounded in his throat. Goddammit. He hadn’t wanted to kill her.


The woman with the long black hair backed away from the wrecked van, her footsteps far less steady than they’d been minutes before. He’d thought the woman a goner when she stood in the minivan’s path, and then she’d leapt like some kind of fucking ninja, dragging her monster dog with her.


Who the hell was she? Had Elena said anything to her? He hoped not. He’d hate to have to kill the woman too. He almost had.


Luckily she’d turned around when the medics arrived or he would have been forced to shoot her too, just to get her out of his line of fire. He wouldn’t have liked that. He hated to kill unnecessarily. Unfortunately, Elena had signed her own death warrant.


He closed the lid on his rifle case, picked up the spent casing, dropped it in his pocket. People were screaming, just now realizing what he’d done. That Elena was dead. The paramedics were ducking behind their rig, per their procedure.


And . . . there was the cruiser, screeching to a stop. Two uniforms sprang from the vehicle, weapons in hand. Those in the crowd who hadn’t fled were pointing vaguely, but close enough to his general direction.


Move your ass, boy. It wouldn’t take the cops long to drop a surveillance net over this whole area. Crouching low, he made his way to the edge of the rooftop, dropped to the fire escape and took the steps two at a time.


He’d had only seconds to choose a spot from which to stop Elena. Luckily the small business park he’d chosen had offered a good view and access to an escape route.


He eased into traffic. Then on his cell, he dialed a number from memory. ‘It’s done.’


‘She’s dead?’


‘Yeah,’ he muttered. ‘No thanks to that idiot Sandoval. He couldn’t wait for me to finish it. He shot up her van before I could run her off the highway. I would have shot her more discreetly.’


There was a moment of very displeased silence. ‘Why?’


‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘Maybe you should ask him. Maybe you should ask him why he let her get that close to him to begin with.’ Then I wouldn’t have had to kill her.


‘Maybe I won’t bother to ask.’


Silas shrugged, knowing what would transpire. Denny Sandoval deserved it. Keeping records for Elena to find. Idiot. ‘Make it look like a suicide.’ He kept it a suggestion, knowing a command would not be tolerated. ‘What she found out would have buried him anyway.’


There was another beat of silence. ‘What did she find out?’


‘That he’d been paid off to lie in court, that Muñoz’s alibi was real, after all.’


‘It would have been her word against his.’


‘Unless she took proof with her. He was scared shitless enough to call me for help.’


‘And obviously enough to follow her and fire at her vehicle.’


‘He was sloppy. He went for the windows, not for the tires.’


‘Why?’


‘Probably because he wasn’t a good enough shot to hit the tires while he was driving.’ Probably because the moron was drunk. Again. ‘She made it another five hundred feet, then turned into an apartment complex and hit a lamppost. I was just within range. If he’d shot her up a minute earlier, I wouldn’t have been able to hit her.’


‘But she is dead.’


‘Yes.’ He’d fired on enough people to know a kill shot when he saw one.


‘Then thank you. You’ll be compensated the usual way.’


Which meant a great deal of money deposited to his off-shore account with speed and efficiency. It had taken time to grow accustomed to such polite discussion of such a dirty deed. After all this time, it still made him cringe inside. ‘Thank you.’


‘One more question. Who else is implicated in whatever it was he kept?’


‘I don’t know. I didn’t pay him off. That would have been you. Did you go as yourself or did you play dress up?’ He wished the words back as soon as they exited his mouth. Keep the sarcasm leashed or you’ll be a ‘suicide’ yourself.


Another beat of silence. ‘I was disguised.’


‘Then you have no worries,’ he said, his voice mild.


‘Again, thank you. I’ll be in touch.’


Yeah, you do that. He wasn’t sorry for the idiot Denny who’d signed his own death warrant by keeping incriminating evidence. And for what? Blackmail would have been suicide and insurance would have been unnecessary, had he kept his big mouth shut.


He did feel sorry for Elena Muñoz. She should have forgotten about her husband, gone on with her life. She’d still be alive. And I’d have one less mark on my soul.



Tuesday, April 5, 6.20 A.M.



Three and two and one. With a grunt, Grayson Smith pushed the weight bar back to the rack. Two-ninety-five used to be a hell of a lot easier. Then again, he used to be a lot younger. He was officially on the downslide to forty. Which bothered him a lot more than he’d expected it would.


He relaxed his shoulders onto the bench, gave his spotter a nod. Without missing a beat, Ben resumed the story he’d been telling before Grayson had started the set.


‘So the punk sets off running and tosses the fucking gun down the goddamned storm sewer.’ Ben made a disgusted face. ‘It’s gonna take me forever to get the smell out of my shoes. Asshole.’


‘Did you find it?’ Grayson asked.


‘Hell, yeah. Guy’s a three-timer. You’ll be able to put him away.’


Which Grayson had heard from detectives more times than he could count. Unfortunately, ‘putting them away’ wasn’t always as easy as it appeared. Still, he had one of the better conviction rates in the state’s attorney’s office. Knowing he’d put assholes like the one Ben had just cuffed behind bars let him sleep at night. Most of the time.


‘It’ll be my pleasure.’ Grayson gripped the bar and prepared for his final set. He’d pressed three reps when phones started ringing all over the gym and all chatter ceased.


In a gym full of cops, this was a damn bad thing.


Grayson racked the bar and sat up, his eyes on the men and women around him. It looked like the officers called were out of the eastern precinct. ‘What’s going on?’


‘I don’t know,’ Ben murmured. He waited until the guy closest to them had put away his cell phone. ‘Well? What’s gone down, Profacci?’


Profacci started for the showers. ‘Sniper. Woman in a minivan hit. Sergeant’s just called all hands to search for the gunman. Hell of a way to start the day.’


For a moment Grayson said nothing. His mind was racing back ten years to when a sniper had terrorized the DC Metro area. The closest victim to Baltimore had been a few counties over, but the entire area had lived in fear for three weeks. By the time the snipers were caught, ten people had died and three others were critically wounded.


He looked at Ben. ‘I hope this isn’t what we’re all thinking it is,’ he said, then turned to the woman at the front desk. ‘Sandi, can you switch the channel to the news?’


Sandi complied and the sixty-three-inch plasma screen mounted on the wall above them switched from replays of last night’s hockey game to the local station, where a reporter stood in front of a large sign that said Brae Brooke Village Apartments.


Seeing who the reporter was, Grayson had to swallow his annoyance. Phin Radcliffe shoved a mike in his face every time he left the courtroom. A lot of reporters shoved a mike in his face, but Radcliffe always took it a step further. And stopped at nothing to get a story.


‘. . . killed by a sniper’s bullet,’ Radcliffe was saying. ‘The police have not yet given the all-clear, and residents are being told to stay indoors. We know that the victim is dead. We don’t know the status of the shooter at this time, but we do have this exclusive footage of the events as they unfolded. Be warned. The following images are graphic and may upset some viewers.’


The image switched to a woman in the path of an oncoming minivan and Grayson found himself staring in disbelief. The woman went into a crouch and sprang, flying at least eight feet before she landed on her knees, dragging a big Rottweiler on a leash.


Milliseconds later, the minivan crashed into a pole. There was no sound on the video, but the dog was clearly barking like a lunatic. And who could blame him?


‘Did you see that?’ Ben demanded. ‘Fucking gazelle.’


Grayson had seen it and he still wasn’t sure he believed it. The camera ignored the minivan, zooming in on the woman’s face, and Grayson slowly released the breath he’d been holding. Her eyes were black as night, large and stark against the paleness of her face. Her hair was black as well, pulled into a ponytail that hung halfway down her back.


Grayson couldn’t tear his gaze from her face, and neither could whoever was doing the filming. Curiously, the lens stayed focused on the woman and not the wrecked van.


Instead of running away, the woman got up and ran toward the van, followed by the Rottweiler. The camera moved, focusing through the van’s front passenger window where a female victim lay trapped in the driver’s seat. The camera’s angle remained constant, pointing down.


‘The camera’s on one of the apartment balconies,’ Grayson said, his chest going tight with dread. A woman in a minivan was dead, Profacci had said. But not her, Grayson hoped, and felt instantly guilty. But he couldn’t change the outcome, and one of them was dead. Nor could he stop himself from thinking, Just not her. Don’t let it be her.


‘And the cameraman’s got a thing for the gazelle,’ Sandi added.


‘Can you blame him?’ Ben asked. ‘She’s . . .’


The picture skipped, a clumsy edit. In the next frame the dark-eyed woman was frantically putting pressure against the victim’s wounds. From the angle of the lens, the victim’s face could not be seen. A blessing for the family, Grayson thought.


He knew what was coming, but found himself unable to turn away. One of the women would be dead in moments. The dark-eyed woman worked feverishly, her lips moving as she talked to the victim.


In the background the enormous dog could be seen planting himself between the minivan and the growing crowd. Nobody dared approach, although several in the crowd held out phones. More pictures. More video. Vipers, Grayson thought viciously.


But you’re watching. What does that say about you?


An ambulance pulled up, EMTs spilling out. The woman turned to look over her shoulder at her dog and then . . . Grayson flinched as a portion of the screen became intentionally blurred, hiding the minivan, the victim and the dark-eyed woman.


The camera wobbled wildly, then stabilized, the angle now changed. ‘Whoever is filming this just dropped to his stomach,’ Ben murmured.


‘Still filming,’ Sandi said incredulously. ‘Tough guy. Or totally stupid.’


The dark-eyed woman stumbled out of the blurred area, away from the minivan, her face frozen in shock. Grayson’s shoulders abruptly relaxed. Not her. For a moment the woman stared, horrified, as shouts rang out around her. A uniformed police officer ran toward her, drawing his weapon when the dog lunged, teeth bared.


Bystanders were screaming and running and still the woman stood there, staring, motionless in a sea of chaos. Abruptly she blinked, looked at the cop whose gun was pointed at her dog. She grabbed the leash, bent at the waist and ran to the passenger side of the van for cover where she dropped to sit, the dog at her side. She draped her arm around the dog and closed her eyes, and again the camera zoomed in on her face.


Grayson couldn’t tell if the moisture on her face was rain or tears. Probably both. But there was no more time to stare as the screen changed, splitting to show both Radcliffe and the morning anchor who was still flinching, her reaction sincere.


‘Amazing footage,’ the anchor said soberly. ‘That poor woman. Do we have any more information, Phin? How is the Good Samaritan who stopped to help?’


‘She appears unhurt,’ Radcliffe said. ‘The police haven’t given the all-clear yet and to our knowledge, no further shots have been fired. When we’re able, we’ll move closer to interview the witnesses and the Good Samaritan who risked her own life.’


‘And we’ll have that for you live,’ the anchor said to the viewers. ‘While we wait, we have another video to show you, one uploaded to YouTube just minutes ago by one of the bystanders in which the events unfold from a different angle. Again, this clip is graphic and might upset some viewers.’


This video was significantly grainier, taken by a cell phone. The holder of the phone focused in on the snarling Rottweiler, grumbling that the dog was keeping him from getting a better view. The picture shifted to the victim. Once again the station had blurred her face and torso, but the abundance of blood was more than apparent as the Good Sam with the dark eyes struggled to stop the bleeding.


‘Sonofabitch,’ Ben said, shocked. ‘Look at the minivan. It’s shot full of holes. She was shot before she crashed. Somebody wanted that woman dead.’


But Grayson barely heard him. No. His brain tried to reject what his eyes were seeing as his heart began to beat hard and fast. It can’t be. But it was. The victim had grabbed the black-eyed woman’s arm, her hand just visible below the blurred portion of the video. Even covered in blood, the ring on the victim’s middle finger was discernible. Unique. It was a cross, flared at the four ends, a large stone in its center.


It’s not the same ring. It can’t be the same ring.


‘I’ve gotta go,’ Grayson said. Leaving Ben and Sandi staring at the screen, he went to the locker room and brought up YouTube on his phone.


Sniper in Baltimore, he typed in the search field. The video already had thousands of hits. As he’d expected, the videographer with the cell phone hadn’t blurred anything. The victim’s face was there, for her family and all the world to see.


‘Oh God,’ he whispered, staring at the victim’s face as she writhed in pain.


He knew this woman. He’d seen her not even a week before – when she’d come to his office to beg for a new trial for her convicted husband.


As he watched the video, Grayson flinched again when the sniper’s shot came.


Elena Muñoz was dead.



Tuesday, April 5, 6.20 A.M.



‘Miss? Miss! Are you hit? Do you need medical attention?’


Paige could hear the man, but kept her eyes closed tight. Her shoulder burned as memories churned, the images all jumbled in time. Yet each picture was crystal clear.


Her teeth were clenched to keep from replying. Yes, I was hit. Just not today. Nobody needed to know what happened nine months ago, that there were days she worried over her own sanity. Because this isn’t about me. It was about Elena.


Paige held her body motionless against the minivan’s tire, gripping Peabody for dear life. Her gun was pressing painfully into her back, but she didn’t touch it. The cops hadn’t called the all-clear and she and Peabody weren’t moving a muscle until they did.


That cop had threatened to shoot Peabody. Because you were in danger. Paige heard the logical words in her mind and forced herself to grab on to them as a shudder shook her. She’d stood there, deer in the headlights, while a sniper had her in his crosshairs. But he wasn’t after me. Still, his bullet had come so close.


On its way to Elena’s temple. The bullet left a small hole. The exit wound wasn’t so small. The back of Elena’s head had simply disappeared, brain matter splattering.


‘Is she hit?’ a woman demanded.


‘I don’t think so,’ the male voice said. ‘Burke. Burke! Goddamm it, stay here.’


‘If she’s hit, she’s not gonna bleed out,’ the woman said. ‘Not while I’m here.’


‘Dammit, Burke.’ The man’s shout was furious. ‘You’re gonna get suspended.’


Paige flinched, hearing a sound next to her ear. Whoever Burke was, she was here. She felt a vibration. Peabody, growling. Guarding me. Wearily, she leaned against him.


‘Are you hurt?’ Burke asked softly.


‘No,’ Paige murmured. ‘I’m not hurt.’ Not today.


‘Easy.’ Burke spoke soothingly. ‘I’m not going to hurt her, boy. What’s your name?’


‘Peabody,’ Paige said dully. ‘He’s Peabody.’


‘What’s your name?’ Burke asked.


Paige had to think a moment. ‘Paige. Paige Holden.’


‘Okay, that’s good. I’m Dr Burke. I need to know if you’re okay.’


‘Why?’


‘Because you look like you’re hurt.’


Paige’s brows knit as she tried to think. ‘No. Why are you here if you’re a doctor?’


‘Oh.’ The woman sounded a bit surprised by the question. ‘Because I’m a resident, getting my field hours. Are you hurt, Paige?’


Paige drew a shuddering breath. ‘No. I’m okay.’


‘Then why are you holding your shoulder?’ Burke asked kindly.


Because it burns, Paige wanted to snarl. Except . . . it didn’t. She opened her eyes carefully to see her right hand clutching her left shoulder. Her shoulder didn’t burn. Not any more. Not like it did when she woke from the nightmare in a cold sweat, the pain ebbing as soon as she realized where she was. Not Minneapolis. Not on the floor bleeding out, staring into Thea’s dead eyes.


This is Baltimore. And today the dead eyes belonged to Elena Muñoz. Déjà vu, baby, the voice mocked. When you fuck up, you do it right.


Paige forced herself to relax. She dropped her hand from her shoulder, brushing it against her coat before resting it on her knee. The flash drive was still in her pocket, hidden. It would stay that way. No cops. Elena had made her promise.


Until I know what really happened. Paige drew a breath, steeling herself for what she already knew to be true. ‘Is she dead?’ she asked.


‘Yes,’ Burke said quietly. ‘I’m sorry.’ She was young, maybe a few years younger than Paige. Her eyes were calm. She wore a bulletproof vest over her windbreaker.


Hell of a lot of good that would do against a bullet in the head.


‘You shouldn’t have come to me. The man said you’d be suspended.’


‘I can’t do anything for that poor woman, but I wasn’t going to lose anyone else.’


‘What do we do now?’


Burke shrugged. ‘We wait for the all-clear.’




Chapter Two



Tuesday, April 5, 6.40 A.M.



Paige let out an even breath when she heard the shout of ‘All clear!’


‘Thank God,’ Burke murmured. ‘Let’s go get you checked out.’


‘No.’ Paige felt a wave of panic grab her throat. ‘No hospitals.’


‘Just your vitals,’ Burke said. ‘Let’s clean you up, make sure you’re okay.’


‘I’m fine. I just need to go home.’ Grabbing Peabody’s leash, Paige tried to stand but her knees turned to rubber. ‘I’m okay. Really, just fine.’


‘You keep saying that,’ Burke said. ‘In a few hours it might even be true.’ She helped Paige to the rescue squad, Peabody padding along next to them.


At least the rain had stopped. As they passed the minivan, Burke turned so that Paige couldn’t see, but it didn’t matter. The image was seared in her mind.


‘You’re limping,’ Burke said, diverting her attention from the van. ‘What hurts?’


‘I fell on my knees when I jumped out of the way.’


Burke gestured for her to sit in the rescue squad’s bay. ‘You need an X-ray.’


‘No hospitals.’ Paige heard her own desperation. Breathe. ‘Please,’ she added.


Burke checked her pupils, then probed her shoulder. ‘What happened here?’ She looked up sharply. ‘Don’t tell me “nothing”.’


‘I was shot. Last summer.’ She scanned the crowd that had gathered. One out of three held out cell phones. Filming Elena, the bastards.


‘They piss me off,’ Burke said, shielding Paige with her body. She pulled Paige’s arm from her jacket to take her blood pressure. ‘At least they won’t see you.’


‘Thanks,’ Paige murmured. ‘When will the ME take her? I don’t want those assholes taking pictures of her. This is going to be hell on her family.’


‘CSU will be putting up a tarp to keep the cameras away. The ME probably won’t take her for a while. I’m sorry. All that breathing you were doing while we waited worked. Your BP is almost normal. But you should get your knees checked.’


‘I know my body. I don’t need an X-ray. If there’s a form I have to sign to cover you, give it to me.’ She pushed to her feet and beside her, Peabody stood. She scratched behind his ears, waiting out the wave of nausea. ‘I’m going home.’


‘Not just yet, miss.’ A man walked up, his face sober. He wore a suit and tie and had a badge clipped to his breast pocket. ‘I’m Detective Perkins. I need to talk to you.’


Paige lowered herself to the ambulance. She’d known this was inevitable, but she’d hoped for a few minutes to herself. ‘I’m not feeling very well at the moment.’


‘I’ll make it brief. First, name and address.’


‘Paige Holden and that building, right there.’ She pointed over her shoulder. ‘Three-A.’


‘Did you know the victim?’ he asked.


‘Just to see her around. I—’ She broke off, looking past Perkins to where a tall man was elbowing his way through the crowd. Clay was here. A piece of her settled.


The cop saw him too. ‘Wait over there,’ Perkins said sharply, pointing, and Clay’s eyes flashed fury.


‘Please, let him stay.’ She held out her hand and winced when Clay grasped hard.


‘Are you all right?’ Clay asked quietly and she managed to curve her lips upward.


‘Shaken and stirred, but okay.’ She turned to Perkins. ‘I’m ready.’


‘Did you know the victim?’ Perkins asked again.


‘Elena Muñoz. She and her family do the maintenance here at the complex. Empty trash, mop the floors, clear sidewalks when it snows, cut the grass when it grows. Maria is their mother. She manages the business.’ She’d been forced to work after Ramon’s arrest. This will break her heart. ‘The building super will have a number.’


‘I’ll be sure to ask him,’ Perkins said. ‘So what happened?’


‘I was walking my dog when the van came at me. I jumped out of the way, the van crashed, and I tried to help. The EMTs had just arrived when the last shot was fired.’


Perkins gave her a long look that made her want to squirm. The steady pressure of Clay’s hand holding hers kept her focused. ‘Did she say anything?’ Perkins asked.


Paige had thought this through while waiting for the all-clear. There had been a small crowd behind her toward the end, but thanks to Peabody, probably not close enough to have overheard. ‘She begged me to help her, but that was about all.’


Perkins nodded, his expression unreadable. ‘Most people would have run.’


Paige shrugged. ‘It didn’t occur to me.’ And that was the truth.


‘What do you do for a living, Paige?’ Perkins asked.


‘Lots of things. I work part time in a gym. I’m a personal trainer. I also work for a PI.’


Perkins’s brows rose. ‘What do you do for the PI, exactly?’


‘Mostly take pictures of cheating spouses.’


‘Could you have been the sniper’s target this morning? Maybe somebody who didn’t like you taking their picture?’


Paige blinked, startled. ‘No. Somebody shot her before she got here. I assumed whoever fired the last shot was . . . finishing what they’d started.’


Clay cleared his throat. ‘Can she go now, Detective? She’s pale as a ghost.’


Perkins took a notepad from his pocket. ‘And you are, sir?’


‘Clay Maynard,’ Clay said.


‘Your relationship to Miss Holden?’ he asked.


‘We’re friends,’ Clay said and squeezed Paige’s hand again. ‘If that’s all . . .?’


‘For now. Please stay available. We’ll have more questions as we investigate.’


‘Thank you,’ Paige said to Burke. ‘I hope you don’t get suspended on my account.’


‘Just promise you’ll come to the hospital if you have any issues later on.’


‘I will.’ When hell freezes over. ‘Thanks again.’


‘I’ll get an officer to escort you to your apartment,’ Perkins said. ‘There are a lot of reporters who will want your story. I hope you won’t talk to them.’


‘I won’t. That you can count on.’ Keeping a tight hold on Peabody, Paige started for her apartment. The reporters began shouting for her attention and she ignored them.


Until one called, ‘Hey Paige, where’d you learn to jump like that?’


‘What does that mean?’ she asked Clay. ‘What are they talking about?’


Clay urged her forward. ‘Keep walking, Paige.’


She held her tongue until they reached the door of her apartment. ‘What did they mean about my jump? The crash had just happened. Nobody was out there but me.’


‘Somebody was taking a video of you when the crash happened,’ the officer said, looking pained on her behalf. ‘It was on the news minutes later. You’re an internet star.’


Paige closed her eyes, wondering what else the video had shown. ‘Shit.’



Tuesday, April 5, 7.30 A.M.



‘Honey, what’s wrong?’


Adele Shaffer looked over to see her husband lifting their daughter from her highchair for a hearty hug that had Allie squealing happily. Adele’s lips curved despite the knot in her gut. ‘I never get tired of hearing her laugh,’ she said.


Baby on his hip, Darren planted a warm kiss on Adele’s mouth. ‘Me either. And you didn’t answer my question. What’s wrong?’


Adele pointed at the television on the kitchen counter and gave an answer that would satisfy him. ‘There was a shooting this morning. They said it was a sniper.’


Darren frowned. ‘No way. Not again?’


‘That’s what they said. You have to drive near there on your way to work.’


He kissed her again, then passed Allie into her arms. ‘Don’t worry. I’ll be fine.’


‘You always say that,’ Adele murmured.


‘And I’m always fine,’ Darren said with a smile. ‘What are you going to do today?’


‘I’m meeting a client this afternoon. I finally got her to narrow her choices from about a thousand carpet samples to five.’ It was a lunch meeting, actually. After which she had an appointment with someone she hadn’t seen in years. Hadn’t needed to see.


Didn’t want Darren to know she’d ever seen in the past, much less now.


She’d put this off for as long as she was able. Hopefully one time would be enough.


Darren tipped up her face. ‘Don’t worry about me, okay? I’ll call you when I get to the office. You shouldn’t need to stop anywhere. I filled your gas tank last night.’


Guilt swamped her. He was always doing nice things like that for her. He didn’t deserve to be lied to. But she didn’t think she could stand the look in his eyes if he knew the truth. ‘Thanks. I’ll be careful if you will.’


‘It’s a deal.’ He kissed the tip of her nose. ‘What’s for supper?’


‘Chicken and couscous, just how you like it.’


He waggled his brows. ‘I can think of things I like a whole lot more.’


She drew a breath, forced a smile. ‘Go to work, you letch. I’ll see you later.’


She waited until she heard the front door close before letting the tears fall. Cuddling her baby close, she rocked them both. Please, she prayed, make it stop. Please. I’ll do anything, I promise. Just don’t let it be like it was before.


Getting hold of herself, Adele turned the volume up on the TV. She heard the words ‘wife of convicted murderer Ramon Muñoz’, ‘execution’, and ‘probably not a random sniper’ and let out a relieved breath. At least the city was safe.


Herself, not so much.



Tuesday, April 5, 7.30 A.M.



Silas was right, the man thought as he picked the lock to Denny Sandoval’s back door. Sandoval had long outlived his usefulness. Denny had to go. Especially if he’d had evidence that Elena had considered worth dying for.


He entered the bar through the back door and thought back to the night he’d last been here. Six years had wrought changes, both in the bar and in his own life. Sandoval had spruced up his bar. And I am now very rich.


He intended to stay that way. Whatever evidence Sandoval had kept here, he needed to get it back. He paused, listening. Sandoval was upstairs in his apartment over the bar. He crept up the stairs and stood outside Sandoval’s open bedroom door.


The television was on. It was the news. The shooting, of course. A video was playing. His eyes narrowed as he watched the footage. What the hell?


Elena had talked to the woman who’d tried to save her. God only knows what she told her Good Samaritan. Silas must have seen this. He should have taken out both women. But most disturbing was that Silas had lied about what truly transpired. Maybe Silas was outliving his usefulness, too.


Sandoval appeared in his bedroom, backing out of his closet, a suitcase in his hand.


Not so, little man. I want information. He wanted to know what Elena had seen. He wanted to know if he was in any way implicated. And I always get what I want.



Tuesday, April 5, 7.30 A.M.



‘Here. Drink this.’


Paige glanced away from her living-room window to take the cup of hot tea from Clay’s hands. It was the third cup he’d forced on her as she’d watched the police processing the crime scene through the blinds, thinking about the flash drive in her pocket, and wondering what the hell to do.


She’d watched the videos. She knew exactly who’d taken the one of her jumping. The kid upstairs had a crush and always carried a camcorder. Once she’d caught him taping her walking Peabody late at night. She’d thought she’d scared Logan Booker from future videotaping by threatening to tell his mother. I guess not.


She hadn’t seen Elena’s flash-drive hand-off in Logan’s video or any of the others shot with the cell phones behind her. Thank God for Peabody. He’d kept the vultures far enough away that none of Elena’s words had been caught on tape.


Still, they’d captured Elena’s murder, her brains splattering against the windows of her van. The videos were online, viewable by anyone. Including the Muñoz family. It made Paige’s heart ache to think about them seeing Elena die.


Clay nudged her shoulder. ‘Drink it,’ he repeated.


She sipped the tea obediently. ‘I’m going to float away,’ she murmured.


‘You should have let that doctor check you out.’


‘I wasn’t hurt. Just rattled. Anyone would have been.’


‘You could have been killed.’ His voice was raw and she knew he was reliving finding his old partner’s body.


‘But I wasn’t. And I don’t think I would have been. I’d just turned to look at Peabody when the killer pulled the trigger. A second earlier I’d been leaning over Elena.’


His eyes widened. ‘Like he was waiting for you to get out of the way?’


‘Exactly.’ She let the warmth from the cup seep into her cold fingers as she looked back to the crime scene. ‘The MEs are finally taking her. It’s about time.’


‘It was a messy crime scene,’ Clay said. ‘They needed to be careful.’


‘“Messy” would be the word.’


‘If you’re worried about the videos, don’t be. You’ll be an internet sensation for a day, maybe two. Then some starlet will go into rehab and it’ll be over.’


‘That’s not what I’m worried about,’ she said quietly.


‘Somehow I didn’t really think so.’ He was studying her intently. ‘So let’s get to it. You told that detective that she hadn’t said anything to you,’ he said. ‘You lied. Why?’


Paige pulled her phone from her pocket and laid it on the windowsill. At some point her call to Clay had been terminated. She had no idea when. ‘How much did you hear?’


‘Only you. Her voice was too faint. You asked who’d done it. What did she say?’


Paige ran her fingers over her pocket, feeling the outline of the flash drive. Abruptly she stepped back from the blinds and met his eyes. ‘“Cops. Chasing me.”’


His frown was immediate and severe. ‘A cop shot her?’


‘No. She said that a cop chased her. I assumed the chaser and the shooter were the same. Then the medics arrived and that other shot came out of fucking nowhere.’


‘Same shooter?’ Clay asked and she shrugged.


‘I don’t know. One of my first thoughts was that the shooter had to be close, that Elena couldn’t have driven far with injuries like those.’ She paused, thinking. ‘It might have been the same shooter, but not the same gun. The entry wounds in her torso were bigger than the final hit to her temple. The exit wounds in her body were . . . smaller.’


‘I’d guess the final shot was made by a high-speed rifle. The cops were all over the rooftops, looking for signs of the shooter. They’re scared right now, the cops. I heard a couple of them wondering if they had another serial sniper.’


Paige frowned, not understanding, then she remembered the DC sniper. ‘It’s been years.’


‘Ten years,’ Clay said harshly, ‘but for any of us who lived through it, it seems like yesterday. You can be sure this will stir up a lot of fear in the community.’


‘Elena wasn’t a random target like the sniper’s from before,’ Paige said. Sitting at her desk, she took a latex glove from her drawer of supplies and pulled it on. She brought the flash drive from her pocket, holding it flat on her palm. Elena’s blood had dried on the gadget.


‘Holy hell, Paige,’ Clay whispered, his eyes wide. ‘What is that?’


‘Elena’s flash drive,’ she whispered back. ‘She put it in my hand seconds before she died. She made me promise not to tell any cops.’


‘So what? This is evidence. You can’t just sit on it.’


She gave him a disbelieving look. ‘Like you always rush to hand over everything to the cops? You don’t trust the cops any more than Elena did.’


His face flushed uncomfortably and Paige knew she’d scored a direct hit. Clay had known who’d killed his partner, and for a lot of reasons – not the least of which was the need for his own revenge – had held back information while he investigated on his own.


‘Shit,’ he mumbled. ‘Doesn’t mean that’s the right thing to do this time.’


‘What part of cops chasing her did we miss here? I mean, who do I hand it over to? The detective who questioned me? What if he was the cop chasing her?’


‘Shit,’ he said again, then sighed. ‘What’s on the damn thing?’


‘I don’t know. She died before she could tell me. Whatever it is, somebody killed her over it.’ Paige held it under the desk lamp. ‘I hope whatever’s on here is readable.’


‘You’re going to plug that thing into your computer?’ he asked, eyes even wider.


‘What, worried about viruses?’


‘Along with about a million other things. Look, I did keep information from the cops after I found Nicki’s body, and I was wrong. People died, Paige.’


Paige leveled him a hard stare. ‘Elena thought the cops planted evidence against Ramon. What if this is proof? The man is in prison for murder, Clay. Now his wife is dead. You can stay or go, but I’m going to see what’s on this damn drive.’


‘And if the cops somehow find out?’


‘I’ll say I was stunned. In shock. That I couldn’t remember getting it and didn’t check my pocket until later to find it. So stay or go. Choose and make it quick.’


He rolled his eyes. ‘You know I won’t go. Hell.’


‘Okay.’ She opened a box next to her desk and Clay whistled.


‘How many laptops do you have in there?’


‘Six.’ She pulled one out. ‘Rich kids at the university in Minneapolis throw them out when they get a new one. These old machines are useful if you’re checking out any file that might be a risk. If there’s a virus, you can wipe the drive and not risk your own PC.’


‘How did you get them?’ he asked suspiciously.


‘Friends who are students. They dumpster-dive occasionally. They’re geeks.’


‘And hackers?’ he asked dryly.


‘Of course.’ She plugged the drive in the USB port and it opened quickly. ‘Yes,’ she whispered.


‘That’s a lot of files,’ Clay said, looking over her shoulder.


‘Most of them are old, except for these three picture files – saved three hours ago.’ She opened one and stared at the photo of two men drinking beer at a bar. ‘Bingo.’


‘It’s a bar,’ Clay said.


‘It’s the bar,’ Paige corrected, ‘where Ramon Muñoz claimed he’d been the night of the murder. Ramon’s on the left and the time stamped in the corner is the same time he was supposed to be murdering a college girl on the other side of town.’


‘Time codes can be faked.’


‘Yes, they can. But this picture never made it into the trial exhibits.’


‘Are you sure?’


‘I’ve studied every page of the transcripts. Ramon said he was there with a friend.’


‘The guy next to him?’


‘Yes. The friend denied seeing him there that night, as did the bar owner. Under oath.’ Paige opened the other two picture files. The first showed two men exchanging a piece of paper. ‘The guy taking the paper is the bar owner, Denny Sandoval. He’s looking up at the camera, like he’s posing almost.’


‘His insurance policy,’ Clay said quietly. ‘Who’s the guy with the fake mustache giving the paper to the bar owner?’


‘I don’t know. The mustache is cheesy, but it does the job of disguising his face.’


‘Nice hands,’ Clay noted. ‘The guy gets regular manicures.’


Paige zoomed in on the man’s hands. ‘And wears a pinky ring. Maybe a diamond, but it’s too grainy to be sure.’ The third file was a receipt. ‘Wire transfer. Lots of zeroes.’


‘Fifty Gs would be enough to get a lot of guys to lie under oath.’


‘And enough to kill a woman who found out about it?’ she asked.


‘I’ve known murderers to kill for a lot less. Look, I know you told me about this case when you first took it a month ago, but all I really remember is that Ramon’s in jail for murder and his mama thinks he’s innocent. Tell me the details again. Who do they say Ramon murdered?’


‘A college girl named Crystal Jones. She’d gone to a party at a big estate where Ramon worked as head gardener. She was found dead the next morning in the gardener’s shed, strangled, then stabbed to death. One of the pruning shears was missing. Cops found the shears in the closet in Ramon and Elena’s bedroom. They said most of the blood had been wiped off, but there was enough to do a DNA check and link the shears to the dead woman. They also found one of Ramon’s hairs on her dress.’


‘Pretty damning stuff.’


‘I know. Plus there was a note found on the body. “Gardener’s shed, midnight.” Signed “RM”. Ramon said it wasn’t his. Handwriting analysis was inconclusive. Ramon claimed he was innocent, that he had an alibi, but nobody would confirm it.’


‘The DNA on the weapon gave the prosecution a slam dunk.’


‘Exactly. Ramon was the gardener, he had access to the shed and the shears.’


‘Did he live on the estate?’


‘No, the job didn’t include living quarters. He and Elena had an apartment about a mile from Maria’s house. But he had a key for the back gate, so he had access. The prosecutor presented Ramon as a player, that he killed this woman when she teased him, then wouldn’t give him sex. The jury came back in a few hours. Guilty on all counts. Maria met me after I moved into this apartment. She was cleaning one morning and we got to talking. When she found out I was a PI—’


‘In training,’ Clay interrupted.


‘In training,’ Paige acknowledged. ‘She and Elena begged me to help them. They were so sure someone was dirty. That the cops were involved. Elena said she’d get proof. She did.’


‘What made them believe cops were involved? What did the cops do?’


‘Maria said people in the neighborhood avoided them after Ramon was arrested. There were whispers that they’d been intimidated by the cops on the case to keep quiet, but nobody would tell her the truth. Elena believed that the bloody shears and the note that was found on the body were planted.’


‘Who were the investigating detectives?’


‘Gillespie and Morton. This was all six years ago. Morton is still Homicide, but Gillespie retired a few years ago.’


His eyes flickered for the barest instant. ‘Who was the prosecutor?’


‘Assistant State’s Attorney Grayson Smith.’


‘I’ve heard of him. Never met him.’


‘Me either. I did check out his record, though. Smith has the best conviction rate in his office. But he didn’t have to work hard in this case. The evidence all pointed to Ramon being guilty.’


‘So what’s next?’


Paige transferred all three picture files from Elena’s flash drive to her old computer’s hard drive. She then removed Elena’s drive and dropped it back in her pocket. ‘I’m going to put this computer in my safe, then I’m going to put this coat in a plastic bag. If I decide to hand over the drive later, I can say I put the coat in a bag until I could launder it, then found the drive when I was cleaning out my pockets.’


She bit her lip as she bagged the coat. ‘I want to do the right thing. I just don’t know who I can trust. I tell the wrong person and I could end up like Elena.’


‘Was Detective Perkins involved in Ramon’s investigation?’


‘His name wasn’t in the court records, but that doesn’t mean anything. Who knows who he knows? Has loyalties to? You’ve lived here for years. Do you have any cops you can trust? I mean, really, with-your-life trust? Because we’re talking my life now.’


He was quiet for a long moment, which said a great deal. ‘I haven’t lived in Baltimore all that long. I know cops I’d trust with my life, but they’re elsewhere. Here in Baltimore I may know one. But I’m not sure.’


‘Then we say nothing.’ Paige disconnected the old laptop, put it in the safe bolted into her china cabinet. She heard Elena’s voice again. Cops. Chasing me. With a sigh she shoved the bag in, too.


She’d no sooner locked the safe and closed the cabinet doors when there was a sharp knock on her front door. Peabody came to his feet, a low growl in his throat and Paige and Clay exchanged a quick look. ‘Who is it?’ she called out.


‘Baltimore PD.’ It was a woman’s voice. ‘We’d like to speak with you. Please.’


Peabody at her side, Paige cracked the door open, leaving the chain in place. On her doorstep stood a man and a woman, both wearing suits.


‘Yes?’


‘I’m Detective Morton and this is my partner, Detective Bashears. We’d like to talk to you about what happened this morning.’


Morton? The same cop who’d arrested Ramon. Shit.


It took an effort to keep her face blank and she could only hope she pulled it off. There were only so many detectives in Baltimore’s homicide department, but this was still too much coincidence. ‘I told the other detective everything that I know.’


Morton attempted a smile. ‘This case has been reassigned to my partner and me.’


Paige leaned against the doorframe, genuinely weary. ‘Fine.’ She closed the door and turned to Clay, who looked as unhappy as she felt. ‘What next?’ she mouthed.


He pointed to himself, then to her bedroom. ‘Tell them nothing,’ he mouthed back. With that, he disappeared into her bedroom, his step soundless.



Tuesday, April 5, 7.45 A.M.



‘Grayson, Anderson’s looking for you.’ Assistant State’s Attorney Daphne Montgomery held up a note scrawled in their boss’s hand as Grayson rushed past her cubicle. ‘He’s growly. You should call him before he has a stroke.’


His boss was always growly, Grayson thought. Besides, he knew exactly what Anderson wanted and would be damned before he gave it to him. Anderson could wait.


He stuffed the note into his pocket, eyeing the plate of muffins on Daphne’s desk. ‘How did you get here so early? Took me forever to get through security.’


The line had reached around the corner and people were understandably scared, despite another report from Phin Radcliffe, who, Grayson hated to admit, had gotten a decent handle on the situation as a whole. Radcliffe had revealed the woman’s association to a convicted murderer without giving her name and had posited that, given she’d been shot before arriving at the scene, she was not a victim of a random sniper attack.


Still, people were on edge. So am I. He couldn’t get the picture of Elena Muñoz’s face out of his mind. He needed information, and he needed it now.


‘I got here at six,’ Daphne said. ‘I was expecting a call from Ford.’


Grayson had turned toward his office, but stopped at the worry in her voice. Daphne’s son Ford was on a college spring break trip to Europe. ‘Is he okay?’


She nodded and Grayson relaxed. ‘He’s enjoying the hell out of Italy,’ she said.


‘Good. I thought something was wrong. You don’t sound like yourself.’


She hesitated. ‘When Ford called, he was scared. He’d already heard about the sniper attack. He was worried because he knew I sometimes take that route to work.’


Grayson blinked. ‘He’d already heard about it? In Europe?’


‘One of his friends posted it on Twitter. There were already videos online. One of them shows the victim’s face as she’s being shot.’ Her voice trembled. ‘The bastard who took the video gave her name, too. Before her family was notified. It was Elena Muñoz.’ She met his eyes and sighed. ‘You already know all this?’


‘Yeah. I don’t know much more than that, but I’m going to find out.’


‘She was here. Last week. I saw her go into your office. Why was she here?’


‘She wanted a new trial for her husband. He was convicted of murder.’


‘I remember reading the case when I was still in law school. What did you tell her?’


‘I said there was nothing to warrant a new trial. No new evidence.’ He blew out a breath. ‘And now she’s dead. I need to get some answers. If Anderson comes by again, can you hold him off for a while? He just wants me to cut a deal with Willis.’


Daphne’s brows shot up. ‘Franklin Willis shot two women to death over a hundred bucks in their cash register. We have him on tape. Why the hell would you cut a deal?’


‘Because the defense is saying the police recovered the gun in a bad search and the tape is grainy. I’ve been trying to find a way around a deal. Buy me a little time if you would. I need answers on Elena Muñoz first. I’ll have to prepare a statement.’


‘Wait. Ford wasn’t the only one calling me, all worried.’


Something in the way she said it told him who it had been. ‘My mom? Why?’


‘She wanted to be sure you were okay as you weren’t answering your cell phone. She asked me to remind you that you’re having dinner with her tomorrow tonight. I told her I’d fuss at you to call her. So call your mother, Grayson.’ She smiled kindly, taking the edge off her admonition. ‘And have a muffin.’


‘Poppy seed?’ he asked and she nodded.


He used to be annoyed when Daphne brought baked goods into the office, but that was because she’d baked with peaches, which gave him hives. As soon as he’d come clean about his allergies, she’d made it a point to bake his favorite treats.


Somewhere in her forties, she was brazen and bold, wore her hair too big and her suits too neon. She mothered the entire office, himself included. But she was smart and resourceful and a fierce combatant in the courtroom. She’d gone to law school when her son was in high school, which couldn’t have been easy. In the year they’d worked together Grayson had come to respect her highly. He had also grown to like her far more than he’d ever admit.


‘I’ll hold off Anderson as long as I can, but please call him soon so he stops yelling.’


Grayson snagged a muffin. ‘Soon,’ he promised. He closed his office door and called the person he could trust to give him the truth. While the phone rang, he found the video on the news station’s website. By the time he heard ‘Hello?’ he was staring once again at the woman with the dark eyes.


‘Stevie, it’s Grayson.’


‘Grayson?’ Homicide Detective Stevie Mazzetti’s voice was immediately concerned. ‘What’s wrong?’


He frowned. ‘Why do you always ask me that when I call?’


‘Because you only call when something’s wrong.’


He considered it. ‘So maybe I do. But you only call when you want a warrant.’


She chuckled. ‘Fair enough. What’s up?’


‘The sniper shooting. I need everything you know.’


‘Hell.’ All the humor fled from her voice. ‘Not much. The vic was shot at two different locations. Ballistics is still out, but it’s two different weapons. A woman walking her dog stopped to help the victim and narrowly avoided being shot herself.’


On his screen the woman had jumped out of the minivan’s path and was now rushing to aid the victim. ‘I know. I’m watching the video.’


‘You and everyone else on the planet,’ Stevie grumbled. ‘It looks like he shot her from a business park, one driveway up. But we’re still not sure.’


‘All those video cameras and nobody got the shooter?’


‘All the cameras were pointed at the victim in the minivan.’


‘Where were the first shots fired? Before she crashed?’


‘We don’t know yet. Right now, just about everyone’s searching for the sniper. I don’t have to tell you that tensions are high around here. Ten-year anniversary and all.’


‘Here, too.’ He hesitated. ‘Has the victim been ID’d yet?’


‘Elena Muñoz. Grayson, what’s going on? What’s with all the questions?’


Eyes on his screen, Grayson flinched once more when the shot was fired, waiting until the dark-eyed woman staggered out of the blurred zone. ‘I prosecuted Elena’s husband. Who’s primary?’


‘Perkins was the first on the scene, but as soon as Hyatt heard “sniper”, he pulled him. Perkins’s partner hadn’t even made it to the scene yet. Hyatt made Bashears and Morton primary. It was simply a question of experience. Perkins has never dealt with a high-profile case and Bashears and Morton have.’


Grayson searched his mental archive. ‘Morton was on the husband’s case.’


‘Really? When was that?’ Stevie asked. ‘I don’t remember the Muñoz case.’


‘Six years ago.’


Stevie’s breath came out in a little rush. ‘Oh. Well, that explains it.’


Stevie’s husband and son had been killed six years ago, leaving Stevie seven months’ pregnant and grieving. She’d taken a leave of absence until after Cordelia had been born. There was a period of several months Stevie didn’t remember and nobody blamed her for it, Grayson least of all. Stevie’s husband had been his friend.


‘Why aren’t you and Fitzpatrick lead on this?’


‘Probably because we weren’t in the office yet when all this went down. We’ll get pulled in before it’s all over, but right now we’re on a case of our own. Gang shooting a few hours ago. We’re off to inform the parents of a seventeen-year-old boy. Which’, she added flatly, ‘is my very favorite thing to do in all the world.’


‘Sorry. Be safe.’


‘We will.’ She hesitated. ‘Call me if you need me, Gray. I mean that.’


‘Thanks.’ Grayson hung up and watched the video once again. Ramon Muñoz had been denied bail, so he’d been locked up ever since his arrest six years ago. Why did Elena come to see me last week? Why now?


He wondered who she’d gone to see after she’d left his office, fighting back tears of despair. He wondered who else she’d sought out for help. He wondered whose apple cart she’d upset badly enough to end up riddled with bullets.


He picked up his phone. ‘Daphne, can you get a number for Detectives Bashears or Morton? They’re primary on the Muñoz murder.’


‘You want me to call them, tell them she was here last week?’


‘No, just have them call me. I’ll tell them. Thanks.’


‘Anything else? Another muffin?’


‘No, but thanks. Do we have word on the Samson jury?’ They’d been deliberating another one of his murder cases for four days. He wished they’d hurry the hell up.


‘Just entering the jury room to resume deliberations. Sounds like they may be close though. Hopefully this morning. Hey, Anderson called again. He knows you’re in the building. Said if you didn’t call him, he’d plead down Willis himself.’


‘Man has goddamn spies,’ Grayson muttered. He hung up, closed the video of Elena and the dark-eyed woman, and dialed his boss, ready for a good fight.


Detective Stevie Mazzetti slid her phone into her pocket with a frown.


JD Fitzpatrick glanced away from the road to study her face. ‘So? Spill.’


‘It’s nothing,’ she said. ‘Just Grayson being odd.’


‘Grayson isn’t odd. He’s always too mad.’


‘He’s not always mad. Just when he’s working.’


JD gave her a pointed look. ‘He works always. Therefore he is mad always.’


‘Almost always. So you’re almost right. So what?’


‘I’m always right,’ JD said smugly, and Stevie grinned in spite of herself.


‘You’re full of yourself today. Why?’


He grinned back, the look of a well-satisfied man. Which is how it should be. Her partner of one year was getting married in a month and she’d never seen him so happy. Still, ‘she put on her grump’, as her five year old called it. ‘I hope you two are using birth control. Otherwise, you’re gonna be procreating like bunnies.’


He said nothing and Stevie’s grump faded like mist. ‘Lucy’s pregnant!’ She clapped her hands. ‘How long have you known?’


‘Since this morning,’ he confessed. ‘Don’t tell Lucy I told you. And don’t tell anyone else yet. We want to keep it a secret for a few months.’


‘Good luck with that,’ she said, and laughed out loud.


‘I know. Tell me what’s making Smith odd today so I can practice my serious face.’


‘He asked about the sniper’s victim. Said he thought he recognized her. That he prosecuted her husband.’


Abruptly he sobered. ‘Makes you wonder who Mr Muñoz pissed off in jail. Still, it is odd that Grayson remembered the wife after all this time.’


‘Do you remember the faces of the spouses when you inform them of a murder?’


‘Every single one,’ JD replied.


‘Grayson once told me that every conviction is a bit like a death to the family. When the jury says “guilty”, it’s like a piece of them dies, too.’


‘Except their loved one took away someone else’s loved one forever.’


‘He knows that, and he’s more committed to getting justice for those victims than any prosecutor I know. But he remembers the mothers who cry when their children are hauled off to jail. It’s the price the bad guys pay. Unfortunately their families pay too.’


‘Like Elena Muñoz.’


‘Maybe,’ Stevie said. ‘I’ll guess we’ll see what Bashears and Morton dig up. Oh, heck. That’s our exit, right there. Whose turn is it to inform the parents?’


‘Yours,’ JD said grimly.


Stevie sighed. ‘That’s what I thought. Let’s get this over with.’




Chapter Three



Tuesday, April 5, 7.45 A.M.



With Clay safely out of sight, Paige opened her door and let Detective Morton and her partner in. With a hand signal, she sent Peabody to lie down at her side.


Bashears looked impressed. ‘That’s some dog.’ He started toward Peabody, but Paige held out her hand in warning.


‘He’s a protection dog. He knows I’m tense right now, so he’s tense too.’


Bashears studied her front door with its three brand-new deadbolts, then nodded. ‘Fair enough. I don’t suppose it’s every day you witness a murder.’


If you only knew, she thought. And then she realized he probably did. It wouldn’t be hard to find out about her ‘incident’. Google was only a cell phone away.


‘Not every day,’ she agreed evenly. ‘Look, I want to help you, but I’m really tired and I was about to take a shower. Can you ask me what you need to ask me?’


‘Of course,’ Morton said. ‘Can we sit?’


‘I’d like to get this done fast. I prefer to stand,’ she said and Morton frowned.


‘Of course.’ Morton proceeded to ask the same questions that Perkins had asked.


Paige sighed. ‘With all due respect, Detective Morton, I have already answered all of these questions. I’m so tired I can’t think. Can we please be finished soon?’


‘If you’d sit down, you wouldn’t be so tired,’ Morton said snidely.


Paige had to bite back a snarl. ‘If I sit down, I won’t get back up again.’ She moved to her door to show them out and Morton made a huffing noise, clearly annoyed.


‘Miss Holden, what do you do for a living?’ she asked.


‘I work at a gym. I also work for a private investigator.’


‘Are you licensed?’ Bashears asked. By the look in his eyes she knew he’d known exactly what she did for a living, just as he’d known about her ‘incident’.


‘Not yet.’


Morton took a half-step forward, stopping when Peabody growled. ‘Why do you think Elena Muñoz was shot in her vehicle, then shot again by a sniper?’


‘I don’t know,’ Paige said, and even she would have believed herself.


‘You’re a PI,’ Bashears said. ‘Were you working for her?’


‘No,’ Paige said, and that was actually the truth. Technically. Maria had approached her, begging her for help. Not Elena. A cold shiver raced down her spine as she realized that Maria might be in danger, too. ‘Are we done?’


‘Almost,’ Morton said. ‘Who do you work for, Ms Holden?’


‘The Silver Gym. I’m a trainer there.’


Morton leveled a stare that had become hostile in a single blink. ‘I’m talking about your PI job. Who do you work for?’


Bashears cut in smoothly. ‘We’d like to know in what capacity are you acquainted with Clay Maynard? He stood with you while you spoke with Detective Perkins.’


‘We’re associates. And friends.’


Morton lifted a brow. ‘And he had nothing to do with the fact that Elena Muñoz happened to crash into the lamppost next to your apartment?’


Paige didn’t back down. ‘No. Look, I’m tired and I’ve cooperated. Please leave.’


‘You haven’t told us the truth,’ Morton bit out. ‘But I’ll go, for now. By the way, when you see Mr Maynard next, tell him that Detective Skinner finally returned to work after months on disability. But he’ll never work Homicide again. He’ll sit at a damn desk until he’s old enough for his retirement Timex.’ She leaned closer, this time ignoring Peabody’s warning growl. ‘And you tell your associate and your friend that I’ll be watching you both. Because something stinks here and it reeks of him.’


Morton yanked Paige’s front door open, then turned for a parting jab. ‘If you know something you aren’t telling me, I’ll nail your ass to the wall. I don’t care how many YouTube hits you get or how many reporters are calling you a Good Samaritan.’


Wide-eyed, Paige stared at the two detectives as they walked down the stairs. Bashears looked annoyed, but with his partner, not with Paige. At least there’s that, she thought, closing her door and locking all three deadbolts. She turned, unsurprised to see Clay standing behind her even though he hadn’t made a sound. His jaw was hard, but his eyes were turbulent. And filled with guilt.


Wearily, Paige sank into the chair at her desk. ‘So who is Detective Skinner?’


Clay sat on her sofa, staring at her carpet. ‘Morton’s old partner. Skinner was shot by Nicki’s killer after I discovered her body. Because I didn’t tell the cops what I knew right away, Skinner almost died. When I heard Morton ID herself at the door I thought that there might be trouble. She doesn’t like me much.’


‘Yeah,’ Paige said dryly. ‘I got that. I have to tell someone. I don’t want a Skinner on my conscience. But I’m not gonna tell Morton. She scares the hell out of me.’


He glanced up to meet her eyes. ‘Me, too.’


Paige sighed. ‘So Ramon’s alibi was true. There was no way he could have killed Crystal Jones in a gardener’s shed six years ago. Yet the murder weapon was found in his bedroom closet, wrapped in a canvas apron, stuck down in one of Elena’s boots. It was planted. Maybe by cops. God, we sound so OJ.’


‘It’s been known to happen,’ Clay said. ‘Cops planting evidence.’


She studied him shrewdly. ‘And someday you’ll tell me about it?’


‘Probably not,’ he murmured. ‘Not one of my better memories.’


‘You didn’t . . .’ Paige let the thought trail and watched him shake his head.


‘Never. And I tried to stop it, but it was too huge.’


‘So you left the force.’


‘Yeah. If cops were involved, this is already bigger than you and me, Paige.’


‘Well, cops are involved on some level – assuming they were chasing Elena this morning. Then Morton, who worked on the Crystal Jones murder, comes in as a pinch hitter. This does not bode well. I have no idea where to turn.’


‘I can call the cop I mentioned before. I think we can trust her.’


‘How do you know her?’


‘She worked Nicki’s homicide.’


‘So she works with Morton. Look, even if Morton hadn’t been the one to investigate Ramon’s murder, she has a vendetta for you, Clay. And I promised Elena I wouldn’t take this to the cops. Call me superstitious, but I don’t like to renege on a deathbed promise.’ Paige rubbed her aching forehead. ‘So where do I go to do the right thing?’


Clay shrugged. ‘What about a defense attorney?’


‘Elena contacted one of those innocence organizations that help wrongly convicted prisoners. They said she was so far back in line that it could be ten years before they even got to Ramon’s case. They told her that she needed new evidence. And so did I.’


‘You can’t blame yourself, Paige. Besides, you have that evidence. A defense attorney will listen to you now. Maybe the innocence organization would move Ramon up in line so he wouldn’t have to wait ten years.’


‘Ten minutes is too long for Ramon to stay in jail.’ Peabody laid his head on Paige’s knee and she scratched behind his ears. ‘I could talk to the defense attorneys, but if dirty cops are involved . . . Someone in law enforcement needs to know.’


‘We could try the state’s attorney’s office.’


‘ASA Grayson Smith.’ Paige considered the trial transcript she’d spent the last few weeks poring over. ‘He ran a clean trial. Cut and dried.’


‘Any indication he could have been corrupt?’


‘Not to my knowledge. He only used the evidence that Morton and her old partner collected. Maria said that he tried to get Ramon to take a deal but Ramon refused. When the case came to court Smith was harsh with Ramon, but kind and respectful to Maria. Compassionate, even. She and Elena wanted to hate him, but couldn’t. Elena was even considering visiting him, asking for his help.’ She bit her lip. ‘I’m going to have to trust someone. I’ve got enough ghosts haunting my mind. I don’t need someone dying because I held back.’ She swiveled in the chair and opened her everyday laptop.


‘What are you doing?’


‘Pulling up my file on Grayson Smith.’ The most recent photo she’d found had been taken on the courthouse steps the previous winter. He was a very handsome man, tall and linebacker-big. His double-breasted wool coat hung from his broad shoulders like it was custom-made for him. His hair was dark, his skin golden. ‘He doesn’t look like a Grayson. Or a Smith.’


Clay looked over her shoulder. ‘What does it matter?’


She lifted a shoulder. ‘It doesn’t. It’s a game I play. Just trying to figure out where people come from. Probably due to the fact that I was the only one with black hair and black eyes in a family of blond, blue-eyed Norwegians.’


‘Are you adopted?’ Clay asked, interest in his tone.


‘No.’ Although there had been a hell of a lot of days growing up that she wished she had been. ‘But I never knew my father, who I have to assume was not a blond, blue-eyed Norwegian. I think I’ll take a shower, then go meet Mr Smith.’


‘What, you’re going to look into his eyes and see if he’s trustworthy?’


‘Something like that.’


‘Has it ever worked before?’


Paige thought of the failed relationships that littered her life. ‘I wish. I would have run from about ninety per cent of my old boyfriends.’


‘Then why even bother?’


She considered her answer. ‘Because I don’t know what else to do.’


‘You want me to come with you?’


‘It would be better if you went to check on Maria. I’m worried about her. If anyone thinks she knows what Elena was carrying, her life could be in danger.’


‘If they find out you’ve got what she was carrying, your life could be in danger, too.’


An icy finger ran down her spine. ‘Yeah. I know.’



Tuesday, April 5, 8.55 A.M.



Silas swallowed hard when he saw the caller ID on his cell phone. ‘Yeah?’ he answered before the last ring, his voice flat. He’d learned to be a hell of an actor.


‘You lied to me.’


Silas’s jaw tightened. ‘No, I did not.’


‘You never said that Elena spoke to anyone. But there’s video all over the Internet that shows that she did.’


His blood went cold. Video? ‘From my vantagepoint I saw no words exchanged.’


‘You also didn’t mention the Good Samaritan who stopped to help her.’


‘Had I known they exchanged words, I would have killed her too.’


‘I need to know what they said. I need to know what Elena knew.’


‘Did you speak with Denny? Ask what the woman had seen?’


‘Of course, but I haven’t gotten a straight answer yet.’ There was a touch of amusement in his tone, punctuated by a guttural moan in the background. ‘But Mr Sandoval did, after a little convincing, tell me that Elena saw you. That you arrived at the bar as she was escaping. That’s not what you told me either. So, you did lie to me.’


‘I didn’t tell you she didn’t see me. By the time I got there she was already driving away. I had her in a place where I could run her off the road when Denny started shooting. I saw her heading into the apartment complex and I chose the building at the next driveway. That’s the truth. I got to the roof seconds before she crashed.’


Just as the woman leapt out of the way.


There was no answer, only heavy, angry silence. Silas closed his eyes. He couldn’t win this. He just had to survive. ‘What do you want me to do?’


‘That’s much better. Listen and obey, or you will not be a happy man.’


He listened, his palms clammy. He’d do as he was told. The risk of disobedience was too high. When the instructions were complete, he disconnected. Just in time.


He made his lips smile as he opened his arms to the little whirlwind who’d brought him back to life from the ashes. ‘Hey, baby.’


‘Papa.’ She hugged him hard, then flattened her little seven-year-old hands on either side of his face, her eyes very serious. ‘You looked sad on the phone. Why?’


He kissed her forehead. ‘Because your Fluffy ate the pie that Mama made me for dessert tonight.’ He didn’t lie unless he absolutely had to, but he’d say anything, do anything to keep her from knowing the real world. From knowing the truth about me.


She laughed, a twinkling sound that soothed him. ‘Mama will make you more.’


He brought her close, wished he could hug her with all the emotion in his heart. But he could break her if he wasn’t careful. He was always careful. ‘You be good today.’


‘I’ll try.’


‘There is no try,’ he said with mock severity.


‘There is only do,’ she responded, as she always did.


‘I love you, baby.’


She burrowed into his neck. ‘I love you too. I hafta go. The bell’s gonna ring.’


He put her down, the smile still on his face as she darted away, waving over her shoulder. He turned for his van, waiting until he was inside before letting out the breath he’d held. But there was no relief. He’d been holding his breath for seven and a half years.


Seven and a half years since he’d made a horrible choice. He watched her rejoin the other children, happy, safe. Loved. And he knew if he had to do it all over, he’d make the same horrible choice again.



Tuesday, April 5, 11.15 A.M.



‘Did you call Anderson?’ Daphne whispered as they sat at the prosecution table waiting for the Samson jury to come in. ‘Please say you did.’


‘Yeah, I did,’ Grayson whispered back. ‘I had to deal that bastard Willis down.’ And he was very unhappy about it. With good behavior, a man who’d murdered two convenience-store workers in cold blood would be out in three years. It sucked. He glanced up at the jury door as it opened and the first juror entered the courtroom.


Anderson had wanted him to deal this case down too. The Samson jury had been out too long and the boss didn’t believe they’d be delivering a guilty verdict.


Grayson was betting on the jury. I guess in a few minutes we’ll know who was right.


‘Dammit. I’m sorry.’ Daphne pursed her lips. ‘Did you tell Bashears about Elena?’


He nodded. ‘They’re trying to find out who else she talked to about her husband.’


‘Did you call your mother?’


He grimaced. ‘Crap.’


‘Grayson,’ she scolded.


‘I’ve been busy.’ He’d been going over his files on the Muñoz case, when he really should have been doing other things. Like calling his mother. ‘I’ll call her when we’re done. Ah, finally,’ he added as the last of the jurors filed in. ‘Cross your fingers.’


‘And toes,’ Daphne muttered. ‘Defense is looking damn smug.’


The judge entered, the tension in the courtroom palpable. ‘Does the jury have a verdict?’ the judge asked.


Grayson held his breath. Having to deal a murderer down still stung. Grayson didn’t want another loss on his conscience. Elena’s murder is a tragedy, but not your fault. Except he’d been telling himself that all morning and it wasn’t helping. Rereading the file had left him with the uncomfortable feeling that he’d missed something.


‘On the charge of murder in the first degree, we the jury find the defendant guilty.’


‘Yes,’ Grayson breathed, indulging in a single hammer of his fist against the table.


Chatter broke out through the courtroom, celebration from the victim’s family and devastation from the defendant’s. An anguished scream had Grayson twisting left to where Donald Samson’s mother had thrown her arms around her son.


Ramon Muñoz’s mother had done the same. As had his wife.


But of course, every con in the joint had a mother or wife who swore six ways to Tuesday that they were innocent. Muñoz had been as guilty. There was DNA on the weapon found in his closet. And there was no alibi. So put it out of your head.


Grayson gave a nod to Daphne. She’d worked hard on this case. They both had. He turned to shake the hands of the victim’s family seated behind him.


Then froze. It was her. Her. The woman from the video. She stood on the back row, watching. Me. She’s watching me. Why? What’s she doing here?


His heart began to race as he stared back. She was even more stunning in person than she’d been on the television screen, taller than he’d expected, her black hair longer. Her face was no longer stark white with shock, but a beautiful bronze, whether left over from a summer tan or a result of her parents’ genetics he couldn’t tell.


She was dressed in a way that was both professional and sensual all at once. The tailored black trousers couldn’t hide the fact that her legs were long, her hips curvy. The black sweater was one of those that draped at the neck, clinging to well-endowed breasts without actually showing a damn thing.


Her eyes were just as black as he’d remembered. And piercing in their careful scrutiny. She was watching him, all right. Why, he had no clue.


‘Thank you, Mr Smith.’ The quavering voice jerked Grayson’s focus away from the woman and into the face of the elderly woman who’d taken his hand. She was the grandmother of the newly convicted murderer’s victim. Tears shimmered in her eyes as she shook his hand. ‘Thank you,’ she said again.


‘You’re welcome,’ he said quietly. He covered her hand with his. ‘Are you all right?’


Her chin lifted. ‘Yes. My granddaughter can rest now. So can I.’


The other family members gathered. This was closure. While he could never bring their lost one back, he could give them this. When the last hand was shaken, he looked up. The woman was still there, still watching him, a red coat neatly draped over her arm.


He didn’t need a law degree to know this was all about Elena Muñoz. When he started toward her, she slipped out the doors at the back of the courtroom. By the time he made it into the hall, she was nowhere to be seen.


‘That woman from the video,’ Daphne said. ‘Do you know her?’


‘No,’ Grayson answered, troubled. ‘Do you?’


‘Nope. But I’d lay you dollars to donuts that you will. Are you gonna tell Bashears and Morton that she was here?’


‘No,’ he murmured and was happy she didn’t ask why not, because he didn’t know himself. ‘It’s showtime.’ Together they headed out to the sea of reporters.


‘Mr Smith! Mr Smith!’


Pushing the woman to the edge of his mind, Grayson gave his attention to the reporters. ‘This was a victory for the victims,’ he said. ‘And closure for their families. We’re satisfied with the jury’s decision. Justice was done here today.’


A flash of red caught his eye and he glanced left. She was standing alone, despite the people milling around her. She gave him the briefest of nods before she lifted the blood-red hood of her coat, hiding her face as she walked away.


He stepped around the cameras. ‘Any more has to come from the Public Affairs Office.’ He took the courthouse stairs two at time, heading in the direction she’d gone.


‘You’re going to talk to her?’ Daphne asked, her heels clicking on the pavement as she barely kept up with him.


‘If I can catch her,’ Grayson said grimly. She must have already turned a corner.


‘And if you can’t?’


Grayson thought of the sign behind Phin Radcliffe when he’d reported the story that morning. Brae Brook Village Apartments. ‘Then I know where she lives.’


‘As does everyone in the free world with an internet connection.’


He thought of Elena, of the bullet-hole in her head. ‘I know. Do me a favor. Go back to the office and find out everything you can about her.’


‘Starting with her name?’ Daphne asked.


‘Yeah. Start with that. Thanks, Daphne.’


The woman lived on the outskirts of the city. If she’d driven in, she had to park somewhere. There was a parking garage a block ahead. Be there. Let me catch you.



Tuesday, April 5, 11.50 A.M.



Well, that was useless. Paige walked back to her truck, her step as brisk as her stiff knees would allow. I’ll know if I can trust him, she thought sardonically. I’m an idiot.


She came, she saw, she left more conflicted than before. All she could honestly say was that Grayson Smith’s photographs didn’t do him justice. He was broodingly handsome in the newspaper photos, but in person he . . . dominated. It was his physical size, true. The man could have been a linebacker, but it was more than that. He had a presence. Like . . . Don’t worry. I’m here. I’ll fix everything.


The people who’d gathered to shake his hand had felt it too. It was written all over their grateful faces as they thanked him for getting justice for their murdered loved one.


She could say he was a successful prosecutor with a passion for his work, but she’d known that already. What she suspected by watching him was that he had a passion for a great many other things, most of which she hadn’t done in way too many months.


She might admit, in a weak moment, that he’d fascinated her. And that she had been entirely too attracted for her own good.


What she still didn’t know was if she could trust him. Damned if she didn’t want to, though. But she’d been taken in by a pretty face too many times in the past to succumb.


She’d wanted to trust every man she’d let into her life. Too many times. Too many men. But ‘in the past’ was key. There’d been a time when she hadn’t let a week go by between breaking up with one disappointment, only to fly to the next one.
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