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				About the Book

				It was only a game . . .

				‘The Five’ had it all. Rich, popular, and on the cusp of Ivy League university, the world was at their feet. But a final farewell blow-out took a horrifying turn when one guest plunged from the top of the historic Birmingham News building. The death was ruled as suicide, but the victim’s closest friend knew the truth.

				but now they must pay.

				Twelve years later, torn pages from a diary bring the Five back together. The pages recall those final days leading up to cold-blooded murder . . . and warn they they must each fact their past, one by one.

				Can she act before it’s too late?

				When Deputy Police Chief Jess Harris is confronted with the first murder scene, the motive is unclear. When the second body turns up, Jess and her team scramble to uncover the killer’s message. One thing has been made clear: he is far from finished. Can they track him down before his revenge is complete?

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Praise for Debra Webb’s FACES OF EVIL series:

				‘Debra Webb is a master storyteller’ Allison Brennan, New York Times bestselling author

				‘Romantic suspense at its best!’ Erica Spindler, New York Times bestselling author

			

		

	
		
			
				

				To Fran, a true Southern Lady.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Revenge . . . its delight is murder, and its end is despair.

				– Johann Christoph Friedrich von Schiller

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter One

				9911 Conroy Road

				Monday, August 9, 10.45 P.M.

				The room went as black as a tomb.

				‘Oh, shoot.’ Jess Harris heaved a beleaguered sigh. She tossed the now-useless hair dryer onto the bed. This was the second night in a row the power had gone out on her. ‘One of the perks of living in a historic – aka old – home,’ she muttered.

				Reaching into the darkness to prevent any collisions, she shuffled across the room. She hadn’t been here a week, and small as the place was she still didn’t know it by heart. In her defense she was hardly ever home. A cop’s life was rarely calm or routine.

				Where the hell had she left that flashlight her landlord had given her? By the kitchen sink? On the table? Wait . . . she squinted, trying her best to see as her eyes focused in the darkness. Maybe she’d stuck it out of the way on top of the fridge. One of these days she had to get organized.

				Deciding the vintage appliance was the most likely place, she felt her way there and ran her hand as far back and over the top as she could reach. A smile of triumph slid across her lips as her fingers closed around the plastic flashlight.

				She nudged the switch with her thumb and a beam of light cut through the blackness. Some of the tension bunching her shoulders ebbed. ‘Hallelujah.’

				Now what?

				At this hour, chances were Mr Louis, her landlord, was in bed. It wasn’t as if she really needed the lights back on since she’d planned to hit the sack as soon as her hair was dry. Jess ran a hand through the still-damp ringlets. But, she did have food in the fridge that needed to be kept cold. Besides, this was the second time that breaker had gotten thrown by her hair dryer. According to Mr Louis, that wasn’t supposed to happen. He’d promised to call an electrician today. She’d gotten home late, so there’d been no opportunity to ask him if the problem was fixed.

				‘Obviously not,’ she muttered as she tapped her thigh with the flashlight, sending its beam back and forth over the wood floor. ‘Well, hell.’ No use standing around here putting off the inevitable.

				There was just no way around it. She’d have to go down to the garage and take care of the breaker herself. Resetting the damned thing wasn’t a big deal. Not really. After getting Dan out the door last night, she’d hurried through a shower and switched on her hair dryer and poof the lights had gone out – just like tonight. Thankfully her landlord had still been puttering around in his kitchen then, so she’d knocked on his door.

				He’d explained that her apartment and the garage were on a subpanel, which also clarified why there was no service disruption in the main house when her lights went out. Inside the garage last night, she’d carefully watched him reset the breaker and even remembered which one it was. Fourth from the top.

				‘Easy as pie.’ Jess shoved her cell phone into the pocket of her worn-comfortable robe and strode to the door. She could do this without bothering her elderly landlord.

				On the deck outside her door, she verified that Mr Louis’s house was indeed dark before descending the stairs. She hoped the garage side door wasn’t locked. That could be a problem. Dammit. She hadn’t thought that far ahead. People generally locked all doors at night. Then she’d have no choice but to pester her landlord.

				‘Don’t borrow trouble, Jess.’

				At the side door, the knob turned without resistance and she was in. Thank the Lord. She roved the flashlight’s beam over the cavernous space to get her bearings. Smelled like wood shavings and vaguely of oil. Last night she hadn’t really noticed. She’d been too focused on how to get the power back on in her place. This go-round, her curiosity got the better of her.

				There was just one vehicle in the garage, a classic black Cadillac Eldorado. That she had spotted last night. The car fit the man, she decided. The thought of Mr Louis and his horn-rimmed glasses behind the wheel of that big, formidable-looking automobile reminded her of a character straight out of The Sopranos. Like the moneyman or the bookie.

				Along the back wall, a workbench and stack of wood in varying sizes awaited the next DIY project. Exposed stone walls were lined with shelves on the other two sides; all were neatly organized with cans of paint and tools. The brush lying across the top of a can of white paint had her remembering and wondering about her landlord’s sudden decision to freshen the door to her apartment the other evening. She should ask him about that. Not that it really mattered at this point to the homicide case she had just closed, but he needed to understand that in her line of work sometimes trouble followed her home. And if some jerk decided to leave her a personal message, it was essential that she see it – all of it, no matter how unpleasant – before it was whitewashed.

				The sooner she made that point clear to him the better. Maybe tomorrow when she spoke to him about the electrician.

				Jess padded across the rough concrete floor and settled the light on the gray metal door of the breaker box. She opened it and sure enough breaker number four from the top had jumped into the off position. ‘So you don’t like my hair dryer. Is that it?’ She reached up and snapped the breaker into the on position. She watched for a moment to ensure it wasn’t going to repeat its unruly behavior. When the breaker remained in the proper position, she closed the door to the box and turned to go. She stubbed her toes and cringed.

				‘Damn, damn, damn!’ She hopped on one foot while she stretched the injured toes. Aiming her flashlight at the offending object, she glared at the large wooden box. Looked like a homemade toolbox or storage container. Another of her landlord’s little projects. The man appeared to be building, patching, or painting something every waking hour. If she was that bored when she got old, she hoped someone took pity and gave her cold case files to analyze – anything to keep her away from power tools and paintbrushes.

				Something on the floor just to the left of the annoying box prompted a second look. The floor was uneven, not smooth at all. Looked as if it had been poured in sections in different decades. But the small round object that snagged her attention glittered in the light . . . silver. Jess leaned down and picked it up. A ring. Not just a ring . . . a wedding band.

				She couldn’t read the inscription since her glasses were upstairs. The ring made her think of the one she had stopped wearing recently, only this one was larger, a man’s maybe, and hers had been gold—

				The garage filled with flickering lights.

				Her breath stalled somewhere in the vicinity of her throat and she squinted at the flood of harsh fluorescent glare.

				‘Is there a problem, Chief Harris?’

				Mr Louis, her inordinately patient landlord, waited at the door she’d entered and left standing wide open maybe two minutes ago.

				Uh-oh. Busted. So much for not troubling the man. It was a wonder he hadn’t barged in toting a twenty-gauge. This was Alabama. Folks took three things very seriously: religion, football, and the right to bear arms. Not necessarily in that order.

				Jess shoved her hand, along with the ring, into her robe pocket. ‘Just that breaker again.’ She smiled, knowing damned well she must look as guilty as sin. ‘I should’ve known better than to use my hair dryer until I checked with you. I hope I didn’t disturb you.’ She gestured to the breaker box. ‘I thought I’d try to take care of it myself this time. It’s so late and all.’ She clicked off the flashlight and waited for a reaction. He didn’t exactly look angry. Maybe frustrated or unsettled.

				‘The electrician will be here in the morning.’ His lips shifted into a smile, banishing the less pleasant expression he’d been wearing. ‘I apologize for the inconvenience.’

				‘No trouble.’ Truth was she felt like a nosy Nellie. This man had kindly offered his garage apartment when she had no other place to go – besides her sister’s, and that was just not doable for a whole host of reasons – and here she was treating him as if he were a suspect. Dan’s paranoia about her renting from a stranger was evidently rubbing off.

				No, that wasn’t fair. She couldn’t really blame it on Dan. She’d always overanalyzed people and situations. She walked straight up to her landlord and held out the ring. ‘I found this on the floor.’

				He accepted the band, turned it over in the light. ‘Why, thank you. I’d wondered where it had gotten off to.’

				She wasn’t about to ask the questions pinging at her. A certain level of nosiness came naturally after twenty years in the business of criminal investigation, but he might not understand or appreciate that undeniable and sometimes bothersome fact.

				Before she could apologize again for the trouble, he said, ‘You have company.’

				At this hour? Surely Dan hadn’t come back. He’d taken her to dinner earlier this evening and they’d discussed the ongoing investigation into the bomb that had been planted in the BPD vehicle she’d used last week. They’d gone over the business about Captain Ted Allen. The head of BPD’s gang task force had been missing for going on seventy-two hours now. The close timing of the vehicle tampering and a cop going missing had everyone on edge. Especially since the missing cop had been seen in the vicinity of the vehicle in question before going AWOL. She booted the idea that a fellow cop could have wanted to get even with her that badly. The fact that she’d had a rather tense conversation with Allen the last time she saw him was amping up her guilt factor. It shouldn’t. Dammit! Barging into his investigation into the Lopez family drug business here in Birmingham had been the right thing to do.

				Don’t think about it, Jess.

				‘Company?’ She started for the door where Louis waited. ‘Must be police business.’ It had better be. Knowing Dan, he’d returned with one more reason she should be wearing full body armor at all times or hiding behind him.

				The man took overprotective to a whole new level, particularly with the bomb scare and Allen’s abrupt disappearance.

				He really had to get past this obsessive need to see after her every minute. Soon! If he was at her door again, she was going to give him what-for. For heaven’s sake it was Monday and they were having enough difficulty already leaving their personal relationship with the weekend. That was the deal they made when she accepted this position. During the workweek, he was the chief of police and she was one of his deputies. No exceptions.

				She’d been back a month and that rule had gotten broken with tonight’s dinner and dessert that segued into getting naked afterward.

				God, she had to get this mess that was her personal life in some sort of order.

				Starting right now, she promised herself silently.

				‘Sorry again,’ she said to Louis. ‘I’m sure you weren’t expecting all this middle-of-the-night activity when you offered to rent the apartment to me.’

				‘Your presence keeps life interesting, Chief Harris.’ With that he stepped aside for her to exit the garage.

				‘You should call me Jess,’ she suggested. It was silly for them to be so formal, considering she was living on his property.

				He ducked his head in one of those shy nods she’d come to associate with the older gentleman. ‘Of course, and you should call me George.’

				‘Well, George, thank you and good night.’ Jess gave him a nod as she walked past him.

				‘Good night, Jess,’ he called after her.

				She almost paused and turned around at the way he said her name. Familiar almost, like they’d known each other for a long time. Instead she kept going, slowing only to check the driveway. He was right about her having company but thank God it wasn’t Dan.

				A white sedan she didn’t recognize sat in the drive behind her Audi. The slightest inkling of trepidation trickled through her veins as she rounded the rear corner of the garage and peered up at the top of the stairs leading to her apartment. The light outside her door illuminated a woman who knocked firmly, most likely not for the first time. She wore khaki slacks and a matching blouse. Her gray hair was tucked into a neat bun. Her bearing looked vaguely familiar. As Jess watched, the woman reached up and knocked again.

				‘Hello,’ Jess called as she started up the stairs.

				Her visitor turned toward the sound of Jess’s voice and recognition jarred her.

				‘Ms Frances?’ Of all the people . . . ‘Is that really you?’

				Frances Wallace had been Jess’s ninth-grade English teacher. She was unquestionably the only reason Jess didn’t quit school the day she turned sixteen. In truth the woman had been the closest thing to a mother in Jess’s life since she was ten. What in the world was she doing here? Jess hadn’t seen her in ages. She hated to admit it but she hadn’t even been sure the woman was still alive.

				Yet here she was.

				‘The one and only,’ Frances confessed. ‘I’ve been following the news about you since you returned to Birmingham,’ she announced as Jess climbed the final step. ‘You always did do things with panache, young lady.’

				It had also been ages since anyone had called Jess a young lady. She liked the sound of it. ‘I had an excellent teacher.’

				Frances Wallace was a genuine character. No one got anything over on her and she did everything – including her teaching – exactly the way she wanted, the rules be damned.

				For one long moment Jess got so caught up in the memories she lost all sense of decorum. ‘Come in, Ms Frances. Please.’

				She opened the door and ushered her former teacher inside. ‘Have a seat.’ She gestured to the new-old sofa she’d discovered at a thrift store on Saturday. ‘Would you like coffee?’ She should have had wine to offer but she and Dan had finished it off before getting naked. A flush of embarrassment went through her at the idea of even thinking about sex in front of Ms Frances.

				Her former teacher took a moment to survey the apartment. Jess felt that same heat rise in her cheeks as her gaze lit on the tousled sheets of the bed.

				‘I’m still getting organized—’

				Frances turned to Jess then, and the unabashed fear on her face stole the rest of what Jess was about to say.

				Without a word of explanation, Frances drew her into a fierce hug. ‘I need your help, Jess,’ she whispered with the same ferocity as her embrace. ‘I think I’m about to be charged with murder.’

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter Two

				Vestavia Village

				Tuesday, August 10, 2.01 A.M.

				Despite the lack of lights and sirens, within half an hour of the police’s arrival, the residents of Vestavia Village were gathering in the food court for complimentary coffee and the promise of a briefing. Excited chatter and curious stares accompanied their meandering path through the solarium that served as a lobby. Not a single member of the geriatric crowd paid the slightest bit of attention to Jess and her team. They were far too busy attempting to get a glimpse of the body.

				Word had already spread that someone was dead.

				Jess couldn’t exactly fault their curiosity. These folks had lots of time on their hands, and the fact was no one was more curious about the dead than her. Maybe because her parents died when she was so young. Jess didn’t really remember when her interest was stirred but that morbid curiosity made her very good at her job. She turned back to resume her survey of the crime scene. They’d cordoned off an area that extended along the corridor leading from the solarium to the offices of the administrator and his staff up to and including the main entrance of the facility. With two ways to reach the administrator’s office – via the main entrance and the solarium lobby – it was necessary to protect both until any evidence was recovered.

				The timing of the call from dispatch, not fifteen minutes after Frances whispered her stunning announcement in Jess’s ear, would have been freaky bizarre except that impeccable timing had always been another of her favorite teacher’s notable attributes. The man Frances suspected she would be accused of murdering was indeed dead. Which was no coincidence since Frances had found him that way before rushing across town to pay Jess an impromptu visit.

				Further proof that Jess drew killers like bees to honey, except Frances Wallace was no killer. Her explanation of tonight’s events was a little scattered and a lot thin but Jess had gotten the gist of things. Even at seventy-five, the woman wasn’t going to be hoodwinked by some whippersnapper – said whippersnapper was, unfortunately, the murder victim.

				Since her options were limited, Jess had brought Frances to the crime scene with her. She was ensconced in the library in the company of one of Birmingham PD’s finest. Not that she was going anywhere, but Jess had no intention of letting her talk to anyone else until she got to the bottom of exactly what had transpired.

				The janitors who found the victim and called 911 were sequestered to a staff lounge on the east end of the building where Detective Lori Wells was taking statements. The crime scene unit techs had arrived and were documenting and gathering evidence in and around the primary scene. Lieutenant Valerie Prescott was monitoring that activity while Officer Chad Cook wandered amid the residents in the dining hall. His job was to take note of anyone who appeared nervous or visibly out of sorts. BPD uniforms were searching the grounds. The deputy administrator of the senior living facility had arrived and was waiting to give his statement as well. Jess had given him a few minutes to get the residents settled.

				Someone from the coroner’s office was en route. Wouldn’t bother Jess one bit if Sylvia Baron got the case. The snarky doctor was spot on in her assessments, and . . . Jess was curious about her – or more precisely her sister, a former Mrs Daniel Burnett. And, if she were completely honest with herself, Jess kind of liked Sylvia. They were friends . . . sort of.

				‘Chief,’ Sergeant Chet Harper said, drawing her attention back to the reason she was here. ‘According to his personal secretary, the victim, Scott Baker, remained in his office last night after she and the rest of the staff left for the evening. No meetings were scheduled and, to her knowledge, he wasn’t expecting any visitors. She says it’s not unusual for him to work late.’

				‘So,’ Jess said, following Harper along the corridor that led back to the administrator’s office, ‘between half past five and quarter to eleven, Baker was here alone except for a visit from the Grim Reaper. The janitors came in to clean the office and found his body. Called nine-one-one. And here we are. Anything on the surveillance cameras?’

				The question she kept to herself was: Is a little gray-haired lady showcased in any of the footage?

				Harper shook his head. ‘The surveillance system is digital and motion activated. It generally runs twenty-four-seven, which would’ve shown anyone entering or exiting the facility. But the system was turned off just before six last night. Pete Clemmons, the deputy administrator, insists that only Baker could have done that. Not even Clemmons has the code. And no one outside the security company has the ability to delete stored data in the system.’

				Jess crossed the threshold into the administrator’s office for the second time since her arrival. The forensic folks wouldn’t start in here until after she’d had her look and the coroner’s office had done their thing.

				The body lay on the floor in front of the broad mahogany desk. That he was in front of the desk rather than behind it suggested to Jess that he’d been engaged in intimate conversation with his visitor. Scott Baker’s suit jacket hung on a bronze coat rack in the corner near the door. The white shirt and navy trousers showed a day’s wear. A small pattern of blood splatter soiled the left shoulder of his shirt. His striped tie and the first two buttons of his shirt were loosened as if he’d had reason to be exasperated or maybe he’d had a long day. Possibly his visitor may have pumped up his frustration level.

				Baker’s dark hair was matted on the left side of his head where it appeared two violent blows to the temple area had taken him down. Probable fractures and certainly internal hemorrhaging had ensured he didn’t get back up.

				The scenario that he had tripped and fallen went out the window pretty quickly as far as Jess was concerned. The desk – and the table, flanked by two chairs – was clean of blood and tissue that would surely have been left behind had he hit his head there. Nope, Scott Baker had not accidentally gotten that lethal injury. His most likely right-handed visitor had given him a hell of a wallop upside the head, then another for good measure, before walking away.

				The victim had been dead a few hours. Rigor had a good start. Jess eased into a crouch to get a better look at the damage to his temple area. ‘Did you find anything that might have been the murder weapon, Sergeant?’

				‘If it’s still in this room,’ Harper offered, ‘it’s been wiped.’

				Jess pushed to her feet and mentally inventoried the potential weapons. A crystal paperweight was too roundish to have caused the gouges in the scalp. The stacks of manila folders may have given the man a headache but they hadn’t killed him. Framed photos of a young wife and son weren’t heavy enough. Besides, a blow like that would have broken the glass. With gloved hands, she lifted and gauged the weight of an Administrator of the Year Award.

				‘This feels solid enough.’ Jess studied the marble base. Like Harper said, no sign of blood or tissue but the sharp corners would have done the trick. She squatted next to the victim again and had another look at his wounds. ‘The corner of this base could be it.’ If the killer hadn’t taken the murder weapon with him.

				‘I’ll have one of the techs bag it as soon as the ME has a look,’ Harper agreed.

				Jess settled the trophy on the desk and dusted her gloved hands together as if that aspect of her work was done. Notification of next of kin was still a no-go. According to the deputy administrator, Baker’s wife and son were down in Mobile for a final getaway before school started. That would need to be confirmed to clear the spouse.

				Jess moved around behind the desk and opened drawer after drawer. More files. Sharpened pencils and a stash of peppermints. Her attention returned to the framed photos. Young, beautiful family. She’d checked his wallet and driver’s license. The man lived in one of Birmingham’s wealthiest neighborhoods. The car keys in his pocket belonged to a Jaguar that was parked in his slot out front. The school uniform the young son wore in one of the photos told Jess he attended Birmingham’s most prestigious academy.

				However good life was for Scott Baker and his family, someone had wanted him dead and that someone had managed to get the job done. In light of the after-hours timing and the shutting down of the surveillance part of the security system, Baker had not only known his final visitor quite well, but he’d also been anticipating the visit. Could be a village resident? Frances Wallace’s image taunted her. She couldn’t have done this. Sure would have made Jess’s job a lot easier if that video surveillance had been left on.

				‘Why in the world did you turn off the video surveillance, Mr Baker?’

				‘If he answers you,’ an irreverent female voice announced, ‘I’ve wasted my time coming here.’

				Jess turned to greet the medical examiner. ‘Looks like we’ll be working together again this week, Dr Baron.’

				‘I’ve survived worse.’ Dressed in a color-blocked sheath of dove gray and burgundy with open-toed stilettos in a deeper shade of gray, Sylvia rounded the desk and crouched next to the victim.

				Maybe the idea that they were sort of friends was a bit premature. Before Jess could levy a witty comeback, Sylvia asked, ‘You get settled in your temporary apartment?’

				‘I did. Thank you for asking.’ The belted ivory dress, her favorite, Jess had opted to wear for this middle-of-the-night outing suddenly felt like a flour sack compared to the sleek-fitting one Sylvia wore. Then again, it might not be the dress. The woman was gorgeous, tall and statuesque. Things Jess would never be.

				‘Carrie Bradley mentioned she saw you and Dan out shopping on Saturday.’

				‘Carrie Bradley?’ Jess didn’t know the name. On Saturday, Dan, Chief of Police Burnett – her boss, she amended – had taken her to a few local thrift stores in search of stuff for her apartment. She’d found a surprisingly nice sofa and chair, along with a coffee table, a chest of drawers, and a bedside table. For now, she was set.

				‘Carrie’s redecorating her master bedroom,’ Sylvia explained. ‘She donated everything in the room to the Second Life thrift store. She saw you there.’

				‘Oh.’ Great. There was nothing like having Burnett’s uppity friends know that she shopped at the same place they donated. ‘That’s nice,’ Jess said with about as much enthusiasm as the guy on the floor had for his current predicament. ‘I’ll have to remember that next time I redecorate.’ She could redonate the stuff. Ha-ha.

				Sylvia made a noncommittal sound. ‘I guess you found everything you needed.’

				‘For now, yes.’ No point going overboard with the decorating since she didn’t know how long she’d be living in the garage apartment. Not that she was in any hurry to start house hunting. Her house in Virginia was still on the market and she needed the cash from that sale before going more deeply in debt. Besides, the elderly man who was currently her benevolent benefactor seemed nice enough. Good, trustworthy landlords were hard to find. This one went to church every Sunday. Her sister told her so.

				That reminded Jess, she should check in with Lily to see how she was feeling. Waiting on the results of all those tests to determine what was going on with the crazy symptoms plaguing her was driving them both crazy. Not to mention Jess was also supposed to drop by their estranged aunt’s house to pick up that medical history she’d compiled. The weekend had slipped by and Jess had completely forgotten.

				Or maybe she’d forgotten on purpose. Seeing her aunt again ranked about as high on her looking-forward-to list as getting a mammogram. Why she even referred to the woman as her aunt was a mystery. Lily was the only family Jess had. End of story.

				‘I was the new kid on the block at the coroner’s office when his sister died,’ Sylvia said, her attention on the victim as she measured the body’s core temperature.

				Another of those deep frowns puckered Jess’s forehead as she elbowed aside the distracting thoughts of her sister and Dan’s snobby friends. She rubbed at the creases with the back of her hand. ‘Whose sister?’

				‘Your new landlord’s. He took care of his sister until she died. She was a total invalid. MS, if I recall correctly.’

				Burnett had told Jess that Louis hadn’t been married. Lily had gotten the part about him being a widower wrong. Based on what Sylvia had just told her, Lily probably thought the sister had been his wife. Not that it mattered to Jess but Burnett had insisted on doing a background check. He didn’t like the idea of Jess living over a stranger’s garage. Which was ridiculous. Most any landlord in the city would be a stranger to her.

				Wait a minute. The frown was back. If Mr Louis had never been married, who owned the ring she’d found in his garage? Had his sister been married? Probably. Maybe he even had nieces and nephews. He hadn’t entertained any visitors this last week as far as Jess knew. Then again he might not have any relatives in Birmingham. Not that it was any of her business.

				‘You know him?’ Jess asked. Sylvia hadn’t mentioned knowing him when she’d dropped by with a housewarming gift the other night. ’Course, they’d had other worries at the time.

				‘Not really,’ Sylvia said, her attention still on the victim. ‘I pronounced the sister. Louis and I met. That’s basically it.’

				Jess had to admit she was a little curious about the man. Okay, maybe she was a lot curious. Mostly she was immensely thankful for a place of her own, even if it was basically just one big room. Of course, if she’d known Lori was going to move in with Harper so soon, she could have sublet her place. Probably not a good idea. Having a tenant in her place would only ensure Lori stayed in the relationship with Harper even if she started to have second thoughts.

				Good grief, there she went assuming the worst of the couple’s latest step. Just because Jess hadn’t been able to sustain a decent romantic relationship for any length of time didn’t mean Lori and Harper wouldn’t be able to.

				The fact was Jess’s issue with relationships went way beyond the romance kind. She’d never really had a lot of friends. She was always too busy. After she’d put Birmingham in her rearview mirror twenty some years ago and joined the Bureau at Quantico, she’d hardly come back for a visit. Lily reminded her often how much she’d missed.

				Something else Jess had to fix.

				‘I’d estimate time of death at between eight and ten last night,’ Sylvia announced, dragging Jess back to the here and now. ‘Judging by the location of the visible injuries, I’d wager cause of death is middle meningeal arterial hemorrhaging from the trauma to the temple area. Depending on the damage to the artery, death may have been very swift. Possibly only minutes.’

				‘How long before we have a preliminary report?’

				Baron stood and peeled off her gloves. ‘The mayor is going to inform the victim’s parents so they can get word to the wife. She’s out of town. He called me en route to Scott Baker’s parents’ home and asked that we make this case a priority.’

				‘This victim’s related to the mayor?’ Jess didn’t know why she was surprised. Birmingham’s upper crust liked to stay within their class. They all seemed related somehow. In the South, old money had a habit of circling the same pocketbooks.

				‘No.’ Sylvia turned to Jess. ‘Your victim’s great-great-grandfather was one of the railroad barons who helped build Birmingham. Old money and lots of it. The Pratt family fortune has roots in that same history.’ She shifted her attention back to the victim. ‘Dan didn’t tell you about Baker?’

				‘He called but I haven’t had time to call him back.’ If Burnett had any ideas of giving this case to the Crimes Against Persons Division, he could forget it. This was her case. Jess had ignored his calls for that very reason. Seemed every time some who’s-who from the lifestyle pages got murdered, her colleague Deputy Chief Harold Black cherry-picked the case.

				Not this time.

				‘I’ll have something later today, early tomorrow at the latest,’ Sylvia told her. ‘Can’t keep the mayor or his friends waiting.’

				Jess tugged off her gloves. She had folks to interview. ‘I guess that’s something that won’t ever change about Birmingham. Even when you’re dead it’s all about who you know.’

				The doctor’s eyebrows arched. ‘Or who you blow.’ She bent down and retrieved her medical bag. ‘I’ll let you know as soon as I have a preliminary assessment.’

				Jess wondered if Sylvia and her younger sister were anything alike. Her cell clanged that old-fashioned-phone ringtone, prodding her beyond the distraction. Jess dug for it as she called a thanks to Sylvia. The woman waltzed out of the office more like a runway model than a medical examiner. Jess shook her head. Why was looking that good so easy for some women?

				Lori Wells’s name and image flashed on the screen of Jess’s phone. Was she finished taking statements already? ‘Harris.’

				‘Chief, you need to talk to Mr Foster now.’

				‘The janitor who made the nine-one-one call?’ Terrence Foster was the lead janitor and he hadn’t given the impression that he possessed useful information when Jess first arrived.

				‘He swears he knows who the killer is.’

				Talk about an about-face. ‘I’ll be right there.’

				Jess went in search of Harper. He was taking the deputy administrator’s statement. Jess pointed in the direction of the east end of the building and headed that way.

				At the staff lounge, she entered the room and both the janitor, Terrence Foster, and his assistant, Moe Brewer, started talking at once. Lori looked way out of patience.

				Jess held up her hands and the two gentlemen shushed. ‘One at a time, please. But first’ – she turned to Lori – ‘Detective Wells, why don’t you take Mr Brewer—’

				‘Foster’s right,’ Brewer interrupted, determined to get his two cents in. ‘I hadn’t thought about it until he said it.’

				Before Jess could respond, the obviously agitated man said to his coworker, ‘Tell her, man.’

				‘Mr Baker’s been fighting with the widows for months,’ Foster explained, picking the story up from there.

				‘Widows?’ Jess looked from one to the other. Oh hell. She had a very bad feeling where this was going.

				Foster nodded, his eyes wide with equal measures certainty and worry. ‘The widows are big-time upset about the new building that’s going up. During the last meeting, one of the women threatened Mr Baker.’

				‘You heard this yourself?’ Jess countered. She needed clarification. If he was repeating hearsay, that was something else altogether.

				Brewer shook his head before Foster could answer. ‘We didn’t exactly hear it. Claire Warren heard it. She runs the dining hall. The meeting was in there and she was still closing up after serving dinner.’

				‘We’ll need to take her statement,’ Jess said to Lori. ‘Mr Brewer’ – Jess looked from him to the other man – ‘Mr Foster, who are these widows?’

				‘Residents,’ Foster explained. ‘They’ve had the others staging sit-ins. Once they even formed a picket line out front. They keep everybody here upset about one thing or another. It’s always something.’

				‘The widows are residents,’ Jess reiterated just to be sure she’d heard correctly, really hoping she hadn’t, ‘of this facility?’

				Both men nodded adamantly.

				They were talking about old people, like Frances. Whoever killed Baker had to have been strong enough to wield a heavy object. Jess wasn’t so sure an elderly female – she wouldn’t name names – would be able to manage such a feat. ‘Exactly how old are these widows?’

				‘The youngest is seventy-five,’ Brewer said with a nod to Foster for confirmation. ‘She’s the ringleader.’

				‘She sure is,’ Foster agreed. ‘That woman is a mess.’

				‘Who’s the ringleader?’ Again Jess looked from Brewer to Foster, bracing for the name she did not want to hear.

				‘She’s been riling up those other old ladies since day one,’ Foster said, his tone firm.

				With a big emphatic nod, Brewer added, ‘She’s the one threatened to kill Mr Baker – there’s witnesses to that.’

				‘I need a name, gentlemen,’ Jess nudged. She appreciated their thoughts on the woman but a name would come in far handier.

				‘Frances Wallace,’ the men said in unison.

				And there it was. Frances had admitted to motive. Certainly she’d had opportunity. Now, for all the world to see, there were witnesses to the public declaration of her motive.

				Oh God. This was going to get complicated . . .

				The medical examiner had just estimated time of death between 8.00 and 10.00 P.M. Frances had showed up at Jess’s door around eleven or shortly after with her shocking announcement.

				Dread settled on her shoulders. Jess had spent a lifetime looking up to Frances Wallace. Making sure this case was investigated properly and the real murderer found would be a piece of cake.

				Protecting her friend’s reputation was going to be the fly in the frosting.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter Three

				3.40 A.M.

				Jess entered the Vestavia Village library and suggested the officer watching over Frances Wallace take a short break. When he’d closed the door behind him, Jess turned to the woman who’d curled up like a cat and fallen asleep in one of the large, comfortable chairs scattered around the book- and magazine-filled room.

				Whatever other mischief Frances had gotten herself into during the past twenty-four hours, murder was not among her activities. Jess would lay odds on that. There was, however, no way to prevent viewing her as a person of interest and pursuing the necessary accounting of her movements during the past six or so hours that would clear her. Even Frances would understand that reality. In any event, she had a hell of a lot of explaining to do.

				Preferably before Burnett and the mayor got involved in the investigation any more deeply than they already were. That kind of interference always complicated an investigation. Made Jess want to tear out her hair.

				She set her bag down and dragged over another chair. As she settled in, Frances opened her eyes and straightened. ‘Had myself a little nap.’ She fanned away the loose strands of hair that had slipped free of her trademark bun and adjusted her blouse. ‘Did I miss anything?’

				With monumental effort, Jess resisted the urge to roll her eyes. ‘You mean, other than the body down the hall?’ Jess shook her head. ‘You didn’t miss a thing.’

				‘Well.’ Frances cleared her throat and folded her hands in her lap. ‘I warned you that was coming.’

				Somehow, while listening to her sketchy story on the way here, Jess had hoped to discover the victim’s death had been an accident. Maybe he’d tripped and hit his head. It happened. Hundreds of Americans died every year just getting out of bed.

				‘Yes, ma’am, you sure did.’ Jess retrieved her notepad and pencil. ‘Why don’t you tell me what you were doing before you decided to pay a visit to our murder victim?’

				The older woman’s head reared back just a little. ‘So it was murder?’

				‘The official ruling will come after the autopsy but the ME has indicated we have a homicide on our hands.’

				‘Good heavens.’ Frances put a hand to her chest. ‘Am I going to jail? My daughter will never forgive me. It’s a good thing Orson is dead already or this would kill him.’

				‘Whether you’re going to jail,’ Jess assured her, ‘is entirely dependent upon whether you only threatened to kill Scott Baker in front of about a dozen witnesses.’ Frustration puckered Jess’s face, which only irritated her all the more. ‘For Pete’s sake, you couldn’t have told the man in private that you were going to kill him?’

				Fingers twiddling with the collar of her blouse and the antique brooch fastened there, Frances let a hint of trepidation show. ‘Well, gracious no, Jess. The whole impact would have been lost had there not been any witnesses. I was making a point,’ she insisted, as if Jess should understand perfectly what she’d intended.

				God, she needed coffee. But going to the dining hall would be like jumping from the frying pan into the fire with all the village residents camped out there. ‘Why don’t you start at the beginning and bring me all the way up to now,’ Jess suggested, ‘and tell me what the point was. While you’re at it, explain this Widows club thing you’ve got going.’

				Frances grunted. ‘We’re going to need to send that nice young man who’s been keeping me company for tea. This might take a while.’

				Jess sent Officer Gillam for tea and coffee before settling her full attention on Frances once more.

				‘Nine years ago, Orson and I bought into this retirement facility. We paid big money for condos in the building that overlooked the lake. As did a number of our friends, at our urging, I might add.’ She visibly struggled to contain the hurt that still lingered with the loss of her life mate. ‘Many invested their whole life savings. Then two years ago there was a change of command. Out with the old and in with the new. Suddenly we had Scott Baker and a new corporation, Your Life, who cared only for making more money on this investment.’

				Anger lit in Jess’s belly. That was something she despised more than most anything else. Those who bullied or took advantage of children and the elderly.

				‘What steps have they taken to that end?’ Jess jotted the names Frances had mentioned.

				‘They’re constructing a new building between ours and the lake. Stealing our bought-and-paid-for view of nature and giving us a massive brick wall in its place.’ Her lips tightened in fury. ‘Perhaps some would consider that a nonissue but we have the right to the quality of living we were promised. I’ve been spearheading the group of widows fighting the project. That’s all I’m guilty of, Jessie Lee. Beyond a few not-so-pleasant thoughts about Baker and his cronies.’

				‘Which brings me back to the question,’ Jess countered, refusing to allow her adoration for the lady to throw her off her game. ‘Why were you in his office tonight?’

				‘I’d just come in from dinner at my daughter’s home. She and I had discussed how Baker was ignoring all our efforts and I was a little worked up.’ Frances lifted her chin and said the rest. ‘I saw his car was still here and I decided to demand some answers. But he was dead.’

				Well, there was a truckload of motive. Jesus. ‘Did you see any other vehicles in the parking lot?’ Jess went on, hoping for additional answers that would clear the lady, not make her look guiltier. ‘Any other persons, even from a distance? Think hard, Frances. Was there anyone else in the parking lot or lobby area? Did you meet another vehicle as you were driving up to the facility?’

				Frances opened her mouth and then snapped it shut. She furrowed her brow in thought, then said, ‘You know, I did meet another car after turning into the entrance.’

				Anticipation pumped through Jess. Now they were getting somewhere. ‘Can you describe the car?’

				Her shoulders slumped. ‘No. Their headlights were on bright. I cursed them all the way to my parking spot.’ She shook her head. ‘I wouldn’t even have recalled that nuisance if you hadn’t asked.’

				Jess’s disappointment at not getting a description must have been visible since Frances tacked on, ‘Get ready for it, Jessie Lee. That’s how it is when you get old. Can’t see, can’t hear. Forget every damned thing. The children you gave everything to are just glad you’re some place like this instead of in their way more than one evening a week.’

				Jess’s heart broke just a little. ‘It’s the same whether a witness is eighteen or eighty, Frances. There’s a lot they forget to mention unless asked specific questions. Why don’t you just relax a few minutes and I’ll be back in a bit.’

				4.49 A.M.

				As hard as she tried to keep her emotions in check, Jess dabbed at her eyes as she left Frances cuddled up in that same chair with a cup of hot tea. Jess left her cup on the table. The dining hall had run out of regular coffee. The only thing worse than no coffee at all was decaf. She closed the door behind her and gave the waiting officer strict orders not to allow anyone in or out of the library.

				Burnett was here and he had sent Jess a text demanding to see her pronto. He couched the string of words with please but that was just code for Don’t make me send someone to get you.

				She took a breath and reached for the door that stood between her and the man who’d made love to her only a few hours ago. He was going to let her have it for ignoring his calls all morning.

				Wouldn’t be the first time or the last, she suspected.

				He was on his cell when she stepped into the room. Whoever was on the other end, he wasn’t making Burnett happy, or maybe it was the other way around. Oblivious to her arrival, Burnett gestured in frustration with his free hand – or more specifically the hand holding a cup of Starbucks coffee. Jess licked her lips in anticipation. Another cup sat on a nearby table. Was that one for her? If it was, that would be an answered prayer. Considering how long she’d kept Burnett waiting, the coffee was no doubt cold but she didn’t care. She seriously needed caffeine.

				He snapped a cutting remark at his caller. Something about keeping the investigation low-key for now. Usually unable to control her curiosity, she would try figuring out who was on the other end of that conversation. Not this morning. She had bigger issues with this case. But neither the case nor the promise of Starbucks could prevent the way she studied his every move. He had his back to her and there was absolutely nothing wrong with that side of him. Broad shoulders, narrow waist, and, well, things just got better from there. The elegantly tailored suit accentuated his every asset. Most of them, anyway. There were some that were best admired without any sort of embellishments.

				A smile tugged at her lips when she thought of the way his skin smelled. Clean and masculine. He’d always been subtle with his aftershave or cologne. They shared that habit. Give Jess a softly scented lotion any day over perfume.

				He ended the call and turned as if he’d suddenly sensed her presence. Her breath hitched. Looking at him head-on had always managed that feat. How could he be more handsome now than he had been as an ambitious senior in high school? His dark hair scarcely showed even a hint of gray. Jess had to get her roots touched up most every month. It was the bane of her existence.

				Not fair.

				And how the hell could so much time have passed? They’d known each other since they were kids. God she felt old. Forty-two really sucked so far.

				Those blue eyes of his zeroed in on hers. ‘I called.’

				She nodded. ‘Four times.’

				He dropped his cell into his jacket pocket, then bracketed his coffee-free hand at his waist in an authoritative maneuver. All the move did for Jess was point out that, like Sylvia Baron, Burnett always looked expertly put together. Crisp, creamy white shirt and tan trousers topped off with a navy jacket and tie. When he wore that color, those blue eyes of his appeared even more vivid.

				‘You enjoy ignoring me like that?’

				Jess sighed. She could lie but he would know. ‘Immensely.’

				Burnett frowned but he moved on. ‘Sylvia says this appears to be a homicide.’

				‘I never had a doubt.’ Vaguely she wondered if he’d been speaking so sharply to Sylvia. But mostly she was amazed at how the sound of his voice disrupted her heart’s natural rhythm even now when the topic of conversation was murder. That was something she probably should never say out loud. And just went to show how very much sleep deprivation affected one’s ability to reason and stay on track.

				Get to the point, Jess. ‘Is SPU keeping this case?’

				The hesitation before he answered had her heart thumping for a completely different reason. Her Special Problems Unit often had to go to war with Crimes Against Persons for cases like this. Jess had her own motives for needing to see this one through, but she didn’t want to bring up Frances Wallace just yet. Knowing Burnett, he would insist a conflict of interest existed and the case would go to Deputy Chief Harold Black.

				‘Harold has his hands full with the Ted Allen situation.’

				When a cop went missing, the first assumption was always foul play. Between that and the bomb planted in the department vehicle she had been driving last week, there were lots of questions and endless speculation going around. For example, had her interference in the Lopez case gotten Allen killed? That was one place she had no desire to go at the moment. She had done her job. Still, she hadn’t missed the suspicious glances being cast her way around the department. The clashes between her and Allen were well and widely known.

				Yes, he didn’t like her. Yes, she felt no love loss toward him. But making him disappear was not her way of handling departmental rivalry. Otherwise there were a number of others who would go missing as well.

				Not funny, Jess.

				Whatever happened, she held no power over Leonardo Lopez and the actions he chose to take.

				‘It’s certainly nice to be needed,’ she said, hopefully diverting the course of the conversation away from another reminder of how she took too many risks. ‘Why is it that every single time my team is assigned a case of this caliber it’s because Black is busy?’

				Burnett gave her that look – the one that warned she was being petty. She was. She waved him off. ‘Forget I said anything.’ She’d gotten in the dig. He’d remember her smart-ass remark next time that same old tug-of-war surfaced. And he would think twice about letting Black have first dibs just to prove her wrong. She knew him like a book. Dan Burnett was all about fair. Fairness and justice. He didn’t like breaking the rules – that wasn’t to say he wouldn’t, but he didn’t like it.

				‘I need you to tread carefully on this one, Jess,’ Burnett continued, ignoring her question entirely but, thankfully, skipping the I’m-worried-about-you spiel. ‘The victim’s family roots go all the way back to the founding of Birmingham. Try not to offend anyone – especially if his or her name is Baker. He has an older brother who’s a lobbyist in Montgomery and I’d like to keep him on good terms with the department. His support is invaluable.’

				If her eyes had rolled any farther back in her head, she would have seen her roots going gray even as she stood there enduring this needless lecture. ‘I wouldn’t dream of stepping on any toes, especially any important ones.’ One month in the department and she had a reputation that ensured her boss felt compelled to give her a talking-to before each case. ‘Anything else you want to correct about my work before I get back to it?’

				His gaze narrowed. ‘No one who matters can fault your performance on the job, Jess. For your information, Mayor Pratt suggested you were the one he wanted on this case.’

				Jess snorted. She cleared her throat and resisted the urge to ask if Pratt had somehow acquired amnesia. Like so many of her colleagues, as well as the brass around here, Pratt didn’t like Jess’s style or her methods. He spent more time complaining about her tactics than the city’s anti-establishment reporters.

				‘Pratt asked for me?’ There had to be a motive she wasn’t going to like.

				‘I think you’ve shown him what you’re made of,’ Burnett said. ‘He knows no one else will do the job better.’

				Okay, this was too over the top to handle with no caffeine. She desperately needed a second wind about now. ‘Is that Starbucks for me?’

				He picked up the cup and passed it to her. ‘It would still be warm if you hadn’t ignored me when I first arrived thirty-five minutes ago.’

				It was warm enough. The strong, rich taste had her stifling a moan. ‘Thanks.’

				He gave her a moment to relish her coffee before starting his interrogations. ‘What’s the deal with this group of widows Baker was having trouble with?’

				He’d been briefed on the statements they’d collected so far. Good. Kept her from having to repeat the whole sordid story. ‘There’s a group of seven elderly residents who, along with their husbands, who’ve since passed on, bought into the village nine years ago when it was in the development phase.’

				Burnett took her by the elbow and guided her toward the chairs. ‘Let’s sit.’

				Did she look that exhausted or was he just being a gentleman? Some of both, she imagined. Actually she was exhausted, so she sat. Waited until he did the same and resumed her story. ‘The building these ladies signed on for included spacious condos with balconies overlooking the seven-acre lake designed for the property. They’ve all lived happily ever after in their nice condos with their lovely views until the takeover by some money-hungry corporation. Now a new building that will draw in more elderly investors is going up.’

				He nodded. ‘The new building will block that lovely view.’

				‘Completely. The condos where the widows live is going from prime real estate to nowhere near prime. They’ve demanded construction be stopped or that a generous portion of their initial investments plus interest and so on be refunded.’

				‘Ouch.’ Burnett crossed his legs at the ankles and tried to get more comfortable in the hard plastic chair.

				‘Since the new building is already sold out, stopping construction would be a financial catastrophe for the corp’s investors.’ Didn’t take an accountant or a crystal ball to see that one.

				Burnett slowly turned his cup between his fingers. ‘One of these women publicly threatened Baker. What’s your take on that?’

				Jess hoped he didn’t remember the name from when they were kids. ‘Frances Wallace. Her husband was a distant relative of the George Wallace. Frances comes from old money, just like Baker, so this ongoing war over the new building wasn’t about money. She could have bought a condo in the new building without blinking. She’s fighting for the rights of the other six who used their life savings to buy into the village. They’re being taken advantage of and no one on the board seems to care. It’s a classic scam.’
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