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Prologue




Renee Gillette never knew the thrill of empowerment, until now. 

She smiled as she got out of her car and climbed the outside staircase to her loft apartment. She unlocked the door and walked down the hall into the living room where she rooted in her purse for the USB drive she downloaded this afternoon. She managed the office of New England Air, and since she hadn’t gotten the information through proper channels, she brought the storage device home with her.

For months, Waylan Conolley, her boyfriend and owner of NEA, suspected their main client of transporting illegal contraband, but hadn’t been able to prove it. She knew the files on the stick would be the smoking gun he sought.

Someone pounded on the door and she startled.

She took stock of the room, strode over to the little table beside the couch and opened the small drawer. A bunch of folded papers popped up. She placed the drive on top, pushing the papers down before sliding it closed.

Another three knocks drummed even louder. “Coming,” she said.

She hurried down the hall and opened the deadbolt without peering through the peephole.

The door pushed open on top of her, and she stumbled against the wall. A bulky man with a handlebar mustache strode past her.

“Hey!” She struggled to regain her balance. “You can’t come in here. You need to leave.”

The man didn’t stop; he walked straight into her living room.

“The owner of this property is due any minute,” she said.

“Nice try.” The man grabbed the toothpick sandwiched between his lips and prodded a tooth. “The owner is in the hospital recovering from an appendectomy and is not being released until tomorrow.” His Australian accent sounded even greasier than his hair.

She wrapped her arms tightly around her middle to stop her hands from shaking. She could scream her brains out and no one would hear from this secluded location. “Who are you and what do you want?”

His eyes raked up and down her body. He twirled the pick, then pulled rubber gloves out of his pocket and snapped them on. “You took something from my employer, and he wants it back.”

“I didn’t take anything.” She reached for her open purse on the coffee table. Panic gripped her. She nabbed her phone from the side pocket. “I’m calling the police.”

The big man shrugged and plucked the phone from her fingers and dropped it on the floor. He crushed it with his heel.

Oh, shit.

Her flight instinct flared, and she bolted but not before he clamped a fistful of hair, which wrenched her backward. “Ouch.” She reached for her scalp. “Okay.

All right. What have I supposedly taken?”

He sniffed the fistful of her hair. “Computer files.” He finally let go.

“As you can see, I don’t even own a computer. I use the one at the office.”

“The files are definitely not there.”

“How do you even know where I work?” she asked.

“Did you really think there wouldn’t be repercussions to your actions?” The man shoved her into a chair. “I made a bit of a mess at New England Air, but I had to be thorough.”

Renee swallowed. What had she been thinking? What the hell was on that flash drive? She’d be okay as long as he didn’t find the stick.

“You can save me a lot of time by handing it over.” 

“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” she said.

The man turned, and she thought he might walk away—instead he wound up and flung his open hand, slapping her across the face.

Her head snapped sideways. Her survival skills, the ones she’d long since buried, kicked in. She didn’t react. She forestalled her tears and became as small as possible—the mindless zombie from bygone years.

“Fine. We’ll do this your way.” He pulled her out of the chair and shoved her into the corner of the kitchen.

She didn’t move.

He opened drawers and cupboards. He searched behind items in the pantry, in the fridge and stove. Nothing.

She held her breath when he returned to the living room. She didn’t blink. Bile lurched into her throat when he opened the little drawer in the table. Once again, the folded papers sprang up as the drawer opened.

He pulled them out, unfolded them and checked beneath. Pens, scotch tape, ruler, but no USB drive. He put everything away and closed it. She barely had time to breathe a sigh of relief before he snagged her wrist and took her into the bathroom to continue his search.

Methodically, he went through every drawer, nook, and niche. She said a silent thank you he chose not to dump everything on the floor.

In the bedroom he made her lie down on the bed. She cowered and deadened herself in preparation for what she believed would be her imminent rape. She bit down on her tongue so hard she tasted blood.

He rifled through her dresser and found her panties. He snagged a pair and admired them for several seconds. Then he buried his nose in the folds of fabric and inhaled deeply. “It’s a pity really. If only I had more time. The things we could do.” He returned the panties to the drawer. “Get up. Time to go.”

He hauled her into the living room. “Where are your keys?”

She pointed to her purse.

He grabbed the satchel and dumped the contents on the coffee table. “Hand them over and put everything else away.”

Renee gave him the keys and shoved all the remaining items off the table into her bag. She went to sling the strap over her shoulder.

“Leave it,” he said.

She dropped it on the floor beside the chair.

He slid her cracked phone in his pocket before he pushed her through the front entrance.

“Where are we going?” she asked, standing beside him on the top landing.

He locked the door and gave her the keys. “We wouldn’t want anyone vandalizing your apartment. Put them in your pocket.”

She did as he asked. “After you,” he said.

She moved in front of him.

He lunged, hooking one arm around her neck with her chin tucked into his elbow, while his other hand cupped the base of her head.

She couldn’t breathe. Everything darkened.

In one fluid movement, he pressed one arm upwards, the other sideways and down.

Her neck snapped.

Then he stretched both hands heavenward and like some sort of maniacal evangelist he said, “The end.”

Gravity did the rest.

Her body clunked down the steep staircase, scraping and grinding against each wooden riser before coming to rest in a twisted heap at the very bottom.

The man trotted down the stairs and stepped over her broken body. He reached into his pocket and removed her cell, dropping it beside her.

He strolled away whistling a jaunty tune.








  
  
Chapter 1




Canaima, Venezuela

Sloan balanced his sniper rifle on top of a fallen Araguaney tree—the mustard-yellow blossoms were wilted, brown, and rotting; they smelled like overripe urine. Dug into a thicket on the fringe of the Gran Sabana in Canaima National Park, he roosted fifteen hundred feet above the single strip airport, way north of the romantic tabletop mountains and Venezuela’s famous Angel Falls. He had a job to do. He pressed the butt of his rifle into his shoulder and waited for Oswaldo Jara, the Venezuelan Resource Councilor, to climb out of the stretch limousine. 

A black fly buzzed his ear, and a jagged rock gouged his abdomen, but neither annoyance broke his concentration. His finger curled around the cool metal trigger. Mentally, he recited the standard sniper’s mantra. Two to the chest. One to the head.

The rear door of the limousine swung open and a man with skin and hair the color of espresso stepped out. Oswaldo Jara. His target. Sloan doped the scope—made trajectory adjustments based on a twenty-mile-per-hour crosswind. Mere seconds before he could squeeze the first shot, a toddler launched out of the limousine and into Jara’s outstretched arms.

What the hell? Sloan gritted his teeth. He needed another moment to find his focus, then he’d cut his losses and get the hell home.

The little girl in Jara’s arms was Loli, his daughter. The small child’s big eyes and pudgy cheeks were streaked with tears. Sand-brown ringlets bounced as she shackled her arms around her father’s neck.

Sloan’s heart jackhammered.

His hands slipped on his weapon and his vision blurred. He couldn’t take his eyes off the little girl. His stomach knotted. Information from the dossier flooded his thoughts. No wonder the solemn little thing was freaking out. The last time she said good-bye, it had been permanent. Her mother never returned.

Car bomb—a botched attempt to silence her father, the man who’d been threatening to impose an oil embargo on the United States, and the man strong-arming the Venezuelan President.

Another member of the team fucked up. Richard Pecker, his counterpart, had been sloppy; the mistake, not killing the mark, had cost him his life—assassinated by Oswaldo’s henchmen on the spot.

Poor bastard. He and Sloan were a lot alike. His given name and surname, Dick Pecker, probably caused him as much grief as his own.

Heat radiated from the fiery sun prickling his skin. Sweat erupted on Sloan’s brow and trickled down his nose, dripping onto the barrel of his sniper rifle. The drop glistened in the brilliant sunlight.

Loli sobbed in earnest now. Tears had sprung to Jara’s eyes. A woman, perhaps Loli’s caregiver, had gotten out of the limo and stood beside Jara, rubbing Loli’s shoulders. The woman leaned toward the tyke and spoke close to her ear. The little one tightened her grip even more.

Oswaldo exchanged words with the woman, head bobbing between them, and the fourteen-seat Cessna Caravan parked on the tarmac. He glanced at his watch.

Sloan did the same.

The president had a scheduled press conference and Jara needed to get to Caracas. More discussion ensued between Jara and the woman. Loli’s grip held fast.

Jara shrugged. Then all three turned and walked toward the plane.

Sloan’s grip hardened. He followed them with his scope.

The continual pressure made his fingers turn white. He had to do his job, no matter what. Had to focus. He took a deep breath and tried to regain his objectivity.

The caregiver marched ahead. The pilot opened the side hatch of the plane and dropped the steps. The woman climbed aboard. Oswaldo and Loli followed on her heels.

Sloan pivoted the rifle. He pressed the butt into his shoulder and sighted his target. Loli’s curls were barely visible above the curve of Jara’s shoulder.

Sloan’s vision tunneled. Double and triple images shimmied and danced in his field of view—an oddity because he’d survived far more acrid conditions. His hand, including his trigger finger trembled. He tightened his fist and loosened it.

Enough.

He clenched his eyes, opened them, put his finger on the trigger, centered Jara’s torso in his crosshairs and…fuck…couldn’t do it—couldn’t orphan the little girl.

He took stock of the fuselage and pictured them buckling into their seats. The stairs lifted and the rear hatch closed.

The plane’s engines roared.

The propellers reversed and the plane lurched backwards. The engine revved again, this time the propellers set forward, and the plane slowly taxied toward the airport’s single runway.

Shit. 

Sloan had to do something. 

He snatched his rifle and tore along the slope of the hill that ran parallel to the strip. The tangled vines and trees of the lowlands slowed his pace. The sharp angle of the ground made him slip on patches of loose gravel and earth. He scrambled to regain his footing. He jumped over bushes, rotting mulch, and rocks.

Another fifty feet would put him comfortably within range.

The Caravan hairpinned at the end of the runway. The engine whined. The wing flaps rotated to twenty percent. The brake sprung and the plane rolled forward, gaining speed as it sprinted down the runway.

Out of breath, heart pounding, Sloan dropped to his knee, raised his weapon, and took the shot.

The right rear tire of the main landing gear exploded.

The plane careened to the right.

The brakes jammed. The limping airplane skidded to a stop in the dead center of the runway.

Job done, Sloan exfiltrated and went home.
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Twenty-four hours later, he was summoned for a debriefing.

He  turned  as  Colonel  Jason  Markson  strode through the burnished walnut door of his office. Gilded baroque frames showcased military awards, and medals crowned the polished walnut paneling. A freestanding American flag stood at attention in the corner. Deep crow’s feet etched the corners of the colonel’s dark, foreboding eyes—eyes that drilled Sloan.

Major Sloan Picard straightened and saluted. “At ease.” Markson sat down. “Have a seat.”

Sloan widened his stance. “Prefer to stand, sir.” He clasped sweaty hands behind his back.

“Suit yourself.” The colonel sifted through the paperwork on his desk and withdrew a black folder. He shook his head. “Do you have any idea what you’ve done?”

“On what continent, sir?”

Markson narrowed his eyes. “General Bradfield warned me not to send you. I didn’t listen. Told him your record spoke for itself and to keep your old man out of the equation. You’ve been an exemplary officer and soldier. Your work has been flawless.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“That is, up until now. You want to tell me what happened in Venezuela?”

“Nothing to tell, sir.”

“Cut the crap, Picard. You and Pecker fucked up and I want to know why.”

Sloan took a deep breath and remembered the days following his counterpart’s mistake. The entire city of Ciudad Bolivar mourned the passing of Councilor Oswaldo Jara’s wife, the youngest daughter of a Sucre, one of Venezuela’s oldest and most prominent families. Across the street, the teal building—sandwiched between the pink and orange stucco—faced the cemetery. The front façade of the roof offered the perfect vantage point. He’d heard the wail of the brass band as the processional made its way from the Cathedral of Cuidad Bolivar toward the cementario, Marijo Jara’s final resting place.

Hordes of spectators lined the streets to catch a glimpse of the flower-laden coffin. Dignitaries, political activists, family, and friends gathered to pay homage to Marijo who, overnight, had become one of Venezuela’s national heroines.

Graveside, the priest swung the censer and chanted to the mourners. Incense smoke curled above the crowd. Sloan could hear the droning voice of the priest during the stillness of the eulogy.

Sloan remained as still as the concrete wall on which he’d propped his rifle. He kept Oswaldo Jara in his sights for so long, a fluttering pigeon roosted inches from the barrel of his rifle.

Loli clung to her father’s leg like a splint and stole frightened glances at the casket being lowered into the ground in front of her.

“I never had a clear shot, sir.”

“You’re telling me that over the course of nearly two weeks, you never had a clear shot?” Markson said with bared teeth. “The man spent four days at his home in Canaima for Christ’s sake.”

Markson didn’t have to tell Sloan. After the funeral, Oswaldo took his daughter home, and he spent every waking moment trying to illicit a response from her. Sloan knew because father and daughter had been in his crosshairs the entire time—the eastern exposure of the ranch-style home was virtually all glass.

The little girl had turned inward, become a miniature zombie. She wouldn’t talk, barely ate. She fell asleep only when exhausted. Oswaldo’s eyes reddened and seemed to sink into their sockets as concern for his daughter warred with the loss of his wife—a wife, Sloan realized, he loved dearly. Oswaldo sat vigil in his daughter’s room every night clutching his wife’s photo and a tumbler of whiskey.

“Oswaldo Jara needed to be stopped because he’s been strong-arming President Chavez to sign that damned oil embargo.”

“And that never happened because Jara never made it to the press conference,” Sloan said.

“Lucky for you. What if they’d sent another plane?”

“There wasn’t enough time to send another. Besides, I purposely disabled the Cessna in the middle of the runway to block all incoming and outgoing traffic. No one would shove a two-million-dollar plane off the runway. Not until the tire could be changed.”

“You were told to eliminate Jara, not postpone him.”

Sloan heard blood rushing through his ears. His heart thundered. “I couldn’t get the shot. So, I improvised.” His teeth grinded.

“Dammit. You’re paid to follow orders, not to improvise.”

Once again, like in Venezuela, Sloan’s vision tunneled. He started to sway. He reached out and held onto the chair in front of him until the dizziness subsided.

“You all right, Picard?” Colonel Markson came around his desk and grabbed Sloan’s arm and settled him into the chair. He bent and examined Sloan’s eyes.

“How long have you been disoriented?”

Sloan blinked to clear his vision. “Not long. It started right after I arrived in Venezuela. It’ll pass in a moment.”

The colonel pulled papers out of a file. “As of this moment, you’re no longer on active duty. You’re on sick leave pending a full physical and psychiatric examination.”

“What? Why? I’m fine. Probably caught a flu bug.”

“I’ve made my decision, Picard.” 

“But, sir—”

“No buts. That’s all, Major. You’re dismissed.” 

Mentally, Sloan spat a number of vulgar expletives.

He stood at attention, saluted the colonel, and marched out into the hall, stopping just beyond the entrance. He slumped against the wall until the dizziness subsided.

Inside the office, he heard Colonel Markson snag the phone and punch numbers.

Sloan quieted, thankful his disorientation hadn’t impaired his hearing.

“General Bradfield, please,” Markson said. Then, “Got some information for you, Butch.”

Are you fucking kidding me?

Little wonder Sloan had been ousted. Markson was one of the General’s cronies. If the colonel had the balls to call General Bradfield Butch, short for Butcher, then Markson had been in his pocket all along. More fodder for Sloan’s dishonorable discharge party the general wanted to throw.
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Sloan hated being handled, especially since the system had gone to rat shit. He signed up to eliminate madmen and terrorists, not to orphan children to obtain political leverage. 

No fucking way.

He couldn’t stomach what he had become.

He’d take advantage of the forced medical leave, but no way in hell he’d let some army shrink psychoanalyze his thoughts.

Sloan got the hell out of there. He packed his rucksack and buggered off to the only place he’d ever called home—the mountain shack in Virginia’s Shenandoah hills.

The place wasn’t exactly a shack anymore.

His father had purchased the cabin in the late 70s without a lick of electricity or plumbing. Sloan added both over the last ten years. He loved the quiet of the cabin—the familiar landscape and simpler routine.

Too bad he couldn’t sleep.

Odd really. He’d never needed much sleep before. A few minutes here and there kept him charged. But lately, bone-deep exhaustion had grown roots. A kaleidoscope of innocent faces tortured him when he closed his eyes.

The early morning mist had barely begun to burn away when the fox in his crosshairs vamoosed like its tail had caught fire. He couldn’t pull the trigger on a mangy varmint either.

He lowered his rifle and made his way through Knob Hill’s hodgepodge of leaves. He stopped at the century-old oak and remembered. He’d been eight when he tried to extract honey from a wild hive hanging on one of its towering limbs—a stunt that nearly killed him. He would have died if Renee, his sister, hadn’t found him and taken him to the hospital.

Both of them had their fair share of heartache between their father’s suicide, Sloan’s work, and Renee’s marriage. Sloan saved Renee from a slow death, the day he threatened her ex. Good thing the lazy bastard turned tail and ran because Sloan didn’t think he could make good on his promise to kill him if he touched her again.

Which reminded him, he needed to call Renee and tell her what happened, maybe go and visit her and her boyfriend in Boothbay Harbor, Maine. Renee was in her fifties, so neither of them were spring chickens. She’d known the guy for five years, and they’d been an item for the last one. The company her beau owned had been struggling, but once they turned it around, she said they’d sell and retire. Travel.

The cabin squatted in the clearing. He climbed the steps and went inside. He leaned the gun in the corner of the room and fixed himself a mug of coffee in the kitchen. Cup in hand, he waltzed outside and sat in one of the Adirondack chairs.

As soon as the cable company hooked up his internet he’d send Renee an email, let her know he’d taken a leave. No way in hell he’d tell her it had been forced on him. Maybe he’d make arrangements to go and visit. She’d been after him to come for the last little while.

He placed his cup on the wide armrest when the phone in his pocket trilled. The reception never failed outside, but it usually took a few moments to connect. Only two people had this number—his CO and Renee.

“Hello.”

“Is this Sloan?”

The caller was neither. “Who wants to know?” he asked.

“I’m Waylan Conolley,” the gruff voice said. “Your sister and I have been dating for the last little while. I own New England Air.”

Sloan took a swig of coffee. “Renee told me all about you.” Maybe his sister had finally worked up the courage to say yes to his marriage proposal. She said he’d asked. “Maybe you should put her on the line.”

“I wish I could,” Waylan said, his voice breaking. “There’s no easy way to tell you this. There’s been an accident.”

Sloan’s breath caught and bile lurched into his throat.

“She’s dead.”








  
  
Chapter 2




Salem, Massachusetts

Julia twisted the deadbolt of the store she managed. Soon, Mable’s Facts and Fables would become another cookie-cutter Book Villa store. She flipped the sign from open to closed and pulled the shade over the glass. 

She’d rented an apartment closer to the store to accommodate the corporate giant.

Her authority had been the first thing they’d stolen from her. Not only had they told her how they wanted her to run the shop, but they also told her who could stay and who had to go. People she’d hired, trained, worked alongside for years were terminated.

Her friends.

She’d never been more stressed or disillusioned in her life.

Julia balanced the till and readied the float for the next day and locked it in the safe. Then she grabbed the deposit bag to drop at the bank on her way home.

An alarm on her phone chimed.

She glanced at the screen and groaned out loud.

She’d been so preoccupied with the store she’d totally forgotten about her mom’s birthday. Her mother, Marion, had called at the beginning of the week and asked if she wanted to get together tonight to celebrate, and Julia had totally forgotten to return her call.

Great.

No point in contacting her now. She’d have to leave a message on the office machine, and since her mom never answered her phone while driving, she decided to head straight over to the house.
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Julia purchased a large bouquet of flowers at a corner market, zipped past the Navy Yard, the USS Constitution, and Bunker Hill and pulled into the drive of a federal style home in the quiet neighborhood. Red geraniums dotted the foundation shrubbery of the meticulously kept property.

She checked her watch. Her mom would be home any minute. She found the key hidden underneath the flowerpot on the slate stoop and walked inside. The click of her heels echoed through the foyer as she stepped past the classical nude sculpture at the base of the stairs and into the country-style kitchen. She cut each daisy’s stem, her mother’s favorite, and arranged them in a crystal vase.

The grandfather clock in the hall chimed. Seven o’clock.

Where the hell was she? Her mother was never late.

Julia dropped her purse in the alcove and dialed her mom’s cell. It went straight to voicemail, so she tried her office number. Just as she thought, the switchboard transferred her over to the machine.

A taped message from her mother crackled through the handset. “I won’t be in the office this afternoon so please leave a message after the beep.”

What? Her mother had booked the afternoon off.

That had to be a first.

Marion worked in a downtown Boston brokerage house, and to Julia’s knowledge, not even a bleeding ulcer had caused her to miss a day of work in the past three years.

Marion had no close friends, at least none Julia knew.

Suddenly, an image of her mom sitting in some dimly lit restaurant, eating dinner all alone, popped into her head and she felt like the most horrible daughter in the entire universe.

If only she’d called.

She put the flowers in water, placed them on the table in the breakfast nook and rolled the cellophane into a ball. The garbage bin beneath the sink overflowed, so she pulled the bag and carried it into the garage. When she threw open the door, she nearly scratched the paint on her mother’s olive-green Jaguar.

Whoa. When did her mom start parking in the garage?

Then Julia’s mind went to the next upsetting thought. What if her mom wasn’t well? Maybe her ulcer had been acting up.

Lately, Julia had to work at thinking the best and not the worst in any given situation.

Garbage forgotten, she retraced her steps through the kitchen and vestibule to the bottom of the winding staircase.

Faint noises filtered down from above. Thank God.

At least her mom wasn’t unconscious. Maybe Marion wasn’t ill at all. She used to dictate notes into one of those little hand-held tape recorders and practice her sales pitch in front of the mirror.

Julia hurried up the stairs and down the hall where the noises became more pronounced.

Oh, no.

It sounded like crying.

Julia spun around to scram downstairs but stopped in her tracks.

No. Julia couldn’t abandon her mother on her birthday. When Marion began to sob uncontrollably, Julia cracked open the door.

In the darkened interior, it took a moment to focus. Clothes were strewn haphazardly. Marion sat naked on the bed, her back to the entrance.

“Mom?” Julia whispered. “I’m sorry I didn’t return your call. Don’t cry. It’s not too late, I think we should go out for dinner and celebrate.”

What happened next was a blur.

Marion’s cries ceased and her actions became strangely mechanical. She grabbed a sheet from the bed and turned toward her.

Marion wasn’t alone.

She shifted position and Julia spied Heather, her mother’s secretary, bolting buck naked out of bed and into the bathroom.

Julia gasped and Marion sprang to her feet. Julia ran.

She flew down the stairs and outside. She pulled the keys from her pocket, jumped into her Buick, and jammed it in reverse.

Tires spun.

Loose gravel sprayed over the grass. On autopilot, she floored it.

Her mother had a girlfriend.

She tromped on the gas around the bend of old

Southcote Road. The sun had set behind a thick fringe of forest, and the lack of streetlights added to the poor visibility.

The car’s high beams roused a woodland creature into flight. A pair of ruby eyes darted in the shadows.

Tears slipped down her cheeks.

She reached for her purse to grab a tissue, but her hand scooped air. Momentarily distracted, she wracked her brain to remember where she’d left her purse and pictured it sitting beside the telephone in the kitchen. No way in hell she’d turn around and head back to her mom’s place.

At least not tonight.

A huge deer darted in front of the car.

She jerked violently as she jammed on the brakes. 

Time splintered.

A massive antler smashed through the window and sliced the air bag like a giant machete.

Blinding pain. 

Torn flesh.

Mangled bone. 

Hot, sticky blood. 

She drifted.

Sirens echoed. 

Lights flashed. 

Voices bleated.

“Where does it hurt?” a man asked. 

Julia lolled in and out.

“Try not to move,” the same voice said. “We’re going to have to use the Jaws of Life to get you out.”

That wouldn’t be hard, everything hurt. 

An engine buzzed.

Metal creaked and bent.

“What’s your name?” 

Julia Conolley.

Wait.

Did she speak the words out loud? She didn’t think so. 

“Here’s the ownership card in the glove box,” another voice said. “The car’s registered to Julia Conolley.”

That’s me.

“I’ll run it. Let’s see if we can identify the next of kin.”

Was she dead? She didn’t feel dead. Maybe if she opened her eyes.

She pried her lids open. Big mistake.

There was an ocean of red. She panicked.

“Don’t worry,” the paramedic said. “It’s not your blood. You’ve got a concussion and a dislocated shoulder. We’re taking you to Boston General. An officer called your mom. She’ll meet us there.”








  
  
Chapter 3




Natural Bridge, Virginia

Sloan jumped in his rusty pickup and drove. 

Every hundred miles he’d be stricken with another memory of Renee.

His sister had pretty much raised him.

He never knew his mother, who died from complications of childbirth. His father always acted as if he held Sloan somehow responsible. Renee cooked and cleaned and did things for Sloan no sister should ever have to do.

Once she married, she became a different person. Less outgoing. The light inside her darkened and nearly went out. He’d never forget the first time he saw the bruises on her arms. Newly married, she made up some lame excuse. Sloan helped her get free of the bastard. Several years of therapy and a new job had almost done the trick. Sloan saw bits and pieces of the old Renee percolating to the surface.

Why now?

She deserved happiness.

He crossed state line after state line—Virginia, Maryland, Pennsylvania, New York, Connecticut, Massachusetts, New Hampshire, and finally Maine. He gassed up at two service areas along the way, grabbed more coffee, and got right back on the road. It was nearly midnight when he pulled into a ramshackle joint called One on One. The motel likely got its name for being the first place off Interstate 295 on Highway 1, the other reason was more obvious.
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Sloan caught a couple of hours of shut-eye, hopped in the shower before the sun came up, grabbed a bagel to go, and rolled into the Boothbay’s Police Station by ten.

He introduced himself, and the officer, one of the first responders, spoke to him. “Your sister fell down a steep staircase and broke her neck. She might have been distracted by her phone.”

That didn’t sound like Renee. She never really warmed up to a cellular phone. Carried it for emergencies only.

“Was someone with her at the time?”

“No. My sister called it in. Or rather she called me in a fit. I guess your sister and mine were supposed to have dinner at the Black Orchid.”

“Is your sister Georgia, the owner of the local coffee shop?”

“That’s right.”

“Renee said that she and Georgia and were close friends.”

“Yeah. Finding Renee really shook her up.”

“I’d like to talk to her.” Sloan cleared his throat. “Do you know if she’s working today?”

“Till six. The Java Jungle is at the end of the street on the left.”

“Thanks,” Sloan said. He turned to leave. “Do you happen to know if the coroner performed an autopsy?”

“Boothbay Harbor doesn’t have a full-time coroner. The deputy elected by the state’s Chief Medical Examiner is Doc Finlay.”

Sloan nodded. “I’d like to have a word with him after I speak to your sister. Is his office around here?”

The officer wrote down the address for Sloan and gave him directions how to get there.

“Oh, I’ve got an envelope with your sister’s personal belongings in lock up—her keys and busted phone. If you have some identification, you can sign for it.”

Sloan locked the sealed envelope in his truck and hoofed it over to the Java Jungle.

The quaint town of Boothbay Harbor would ordinarily have put a smile on his face with its cobblestone sidewalks and storefronts with panes of leaded glass. Renee had invited him to visit her on more than one occasion, but he’d never been able to find the time in his busy calendar.

He could smell the water before he could see it.

Gulls circled and periodically perched on the cedar shingles, staining the peaks of several roofs white.

The Java Jungle was on a busy corner. Across the street was the public wharf. The entire length had back-to-back benches running down the center. A gray whiskered man sat in a lawn chair and reeled in something fairly large, based on the curve of the fishing pole.

Sloan stopped to appreciate the view.

The water glistened in the morning light and bustled with numerous types of vessels, lobster boats, even pleasure crafts. A pelican sat on top of one of the pier pylons.

Behind him, the coffee shop door opened and a bell jingled.

“Sloan?”

He turned. A woman who easily could have passed for Dolly Parton’s twin stood staring at him.

“I’m Georgia. I own the Java Jungle.”

There must have been confusion in Sloan’s eyes because she started explaining. “My brother called and said you were headed this way.” She undid her apron and folded it. “I would have recognized you without the heads up. Renee showed me pictures.”

Georgia’s east coast accent trailed off and her chest heaved. “We were good friends.” She dropped her hands and tears glistened in her eyes.

“I know.”

Georgia wiped her cheeks with the apron. “My brother said you wanted to ask me some questions.”

“Do you have a few minutes?” Sloan asked. “I’ll buy you a coffee.”

“Never liked the stuff.” Georgia made a face. “Renee used to razz me about it…a barista who didn’t drink coffee.”

“Sounds like Renee,” Sloan said. “Want to sit on the dock?”

She led the way. They found a bench and both were silent for several moments. “I’m just trying to get my head around what happened,” she said.

“Me too.”

“Think you can tell me about it?”

Georgia nodded. “Renee called me from the office that day. Sounded stronger, somehow. Like she’d finally put the past behind her.”

Sloan sat still and listened. He hoped someday she’d do exactly that.

“She asked me if I wanted to join her for dinner at the Black Orchid. I told her I had to close first, but I could meet her there around seven.”

“What time did you know something was wrong?” 

“I started calling her at quarter past, but her phone kept going to voicemail. Kind of freaked me out because I told her to keep it on—I would call if I got waylaid.”

“Did you leave the Black Orchid and go over to her place?”

“I left my car at the Java Jungle because street parking is at a premium at the Orchid. I walked to the coffee shop and drove over. I pulled in front of the carriage house and peeked through the window. Her car was still inside. When I went around the side of the garage…I…I found her at the bottom of the stairs.” 

Georgia used the apron to blot more tears.

Sloan put his hand on her arm.

“I called my brother, who told me I needed to call nine-one-one. My brother came right over and waited with me until the first responders arrived. I was pretty messed up. I told the investigating officer exactly what I told you. He said it appeared as if she’d been running late and maybe pulled out her phone to text and lost her footing.”

Sloan closed his eyes.

“I’m so sorry. I know it was just the two of you.” 

He should have made more time for his sister. Come and visited her.

“I’m glad you were able to get time off,” Georgia said. “Renee said you were always away on assignment. Have you talked to Waylan yet?”

“I’m meeting him at the funeral home at three.”

Georgia checked her watch. “You’ve got a couple of hours then. Would you like me to fix you a sandwich?”

“Not hungry,” Sloan said. 

“Me neither.”

“I thought I’d go and have a word with Doc Finlay.”

“Don’t let me keep you then.” Georgia stood up and gave Sloan a hug. “Guess I’ll see you at the funeral on Saturday.”

Sloan nodded and strode away.

Doc Finlay practiced medicine out of his house and had converted the garage into an office of sorts. Sloan stepped into a narrow waiting room with six chairs along the right wall. The facing wall had a frosted glass window in it. The pane slid to the right revealing a secretary sitting at a desk.

“May I help you?” she asked.

“I’d like to have a word with the Doctor,” Sloan said.

“May I tell him what this is about?” “Renee Gillette was my sister.”

Just then, the door to the left of the window opened and out stepped a young mother with a two-year-old fast asleep in her arms. The toddler’s head lay against his mother’s chest, and his cheeks were bright red. An elderly man in a white coat trailed them, a stethoscope slung around his neck. “I’ll have the swab tested and call you as soon as I get the results. If it’s positive, you’ll want to fill that script.”

“Thank you,” the woman said. Sloan opened the outer door for her since her hands were full.

“Are you Doc Finlay?” He stepped inside.

“That’s me,” the few hairs on the doctor’s head were combed straight off his brow and curled around the doctor’s ears.

Sloan guessed the doc had to be in his late sixties. “My name’s Sloan Picard.”

“Do I know you?” the doctor asked. 

“My sister was Renee Gillette.”

The doctor put a hand on Sloan’s shoulder. “I’m very sorry for your loss.”

Sloan swallowed the lump that instantly formed in his mouth. “Thank you.” He cleared his throat. “May I speak with you for a few minutes?”

“We’ll be more comfortable in the back room.”

Sloan followed the doctor past two tidy examination rooms. Each one contained a metal table and a glass cabinet full of medications and supplies. Dr. Finlay’s office was not much larger than a broom closet. His desk faced the wall. A narrow work surface and three shelves were stacked a foot high with files. The doctor sat down in his swivel chair and Sloan sat opposite him. A window air conditioner rattled the glass in the window.

“Did you request an autopsy on my sister?” Sloan asked.

“It wasn’t necessary. The police ruled Renee’s death an accident and I concurred.”

“Do you know the approximate time of death?” 

“According to Waylan, Renee usually got home from the office around five thirty. He owns the property. His house is a hundred yards or so down the lane. Georgia found Renee around eight. All of my calculations put her estimated time of death about an hour before.”

“Did Waylan see anything?”

“He was still in the hospital, recovering from an emergency appendectomy.”








  
  
Chapter 4




Dodsworth Funeral Home sat high up on a hill facing the harbor. The old Victorian mansion, once owned by banker Simeon Dodsworth, stood sentinel in its finery—gingerbread trim draped the gables like lace doilies. 

Sloan’s pickup climbed the long driveway. A Cadillac, parked askew, filled two spots closest to the walkway. He pulled into the third spot. When he stepped onto the wraparound porch, the door opened as he reached for the knob.

“Welcome to Dodsworth,” the doorman said.

Sloan stepped through the entrance. Muted colors, plush carpet, and stately old furniture filled the front room. “I’m here to make arrangements for my sister’s funeral,” Sloan said. I’m meeting Waylan Conolley. Has he arrived yet?”

The man nodded. “Follow me, please.”

Sloan trailed beyond the curved staircase into the office area and stopped in front of an archway. “Mr. Bristol will be assisting you and Mr. Conolley.”

The man showed Sloan into the far room. Two men turned.

Sloan knew at a glance who was who. Renee had described Waylan to a fault—six feet, two-ten, though Sloan believed him to be just shy of that number; understandable, considering his recent surgery and the circumstances. His short gray wavy hair scraped the collar of his plaid shirt.

The man in the black suit, Mr. Bristol, motioned to Sloan, relief flooding his face. “You must be Mr. Picard, Renee’s brother.”

Sloan approached the pair. He leaned forward and shook hands.

“This is not how we were supposed to meet.” Waylan’s brittle voice sounded like it might shatter, and his breath nearly knocked Sloan over. Whiskey. Which explained the crappy parking job outside.

Waylan held onto his hand and squeezed. Sloan studied the older man’s eyes. They mirrored his own anguish.

The suited man left the room saying he was going to make some coffee, but Sloan knew it had been an excuse to give them some time to get acquainted.

“Do you mind if I sit down?” Waylan asked. “I never should have had a couple of drinks, at least not with the medication I’ve been taking.”

Both of them sat.

“You must be tired from the drive,” Waylan said.

Sloan shrugged. “I managed to grab some shut-eye last night.”

Waylan sat tall in the wingback, his hands squeezing the armrests. “When did you arrive?”

“This morning,” Sloan said.

“You should have called,” Waylan said. “We could have met earlier.”

“I wanted to talk to a few people. Find out about what happened.”

Waylan nodded. He opened his mouth to say something and hesitated at length. “I want you to know I loved your sister. I asked her to marry me, but she said she wasn’t ready for marriage. Not yet. Told me to keep asking.”

“Her first marriage really messed her up,” Sloan said.

“I know. She told me.”

Sloan knew why Renee had fallen in love with Waylan. He didn’t have to tell Sloan he’d been drinking or that he loved Renee, and yet he did. The man didn’t mince words. He spoke his mind and Sloan liked him immediately.

The mortician returned carrying a tray with coffee, cream, and sugar. They fixed themselves a cup and began making arrangements.

The obituary came first—a date and time set for the funeral on Saturday.

Since Renee and Sloan were army brats and moved a around, the obit was more for Waylan and his friends. Sloan supplied some pertinent details, like where Renee had been born, but Waylan impressed him by knowing her birthday and her all-time favorite flower—orchids.

“Would you like a traditional burial or cremation?” the mortician asked.

“Traditional,” both Sloan and Waylan blurted at the same time. They exchanged knowing glances. The morticians would see why as soon as they prepared the body. Renee’s upper arms and legs were covered with old cigarette burns from her ex.

They settled on a mahogany casket—moderately priced—a plot beneath a magnolia tree, and a small headstone with her picture—beloved sister and partner.

While they wrapped up the details, Waylan went to the men’s room. The mortician took advantage of their time alone. “When Mr. Conolley arrived, he said he wanted to handle the bill for the funeral expenses. Unfortunately, we’re not set up to take bonds as payment.” The mortician pulled an envelope from his inside breast pocket and handed it to Sloan.

It was a ten-thousand-dollar bearer bond. Not your typical bond.

Sloan heard rumors about paper like this…but had never actually seen one. “I’ll return this to him when he sobers up.” Sloan reached into his pocket and handed over his credit card. “My dad left an insurance policy for both my sister and me. Here, run my card.”

The mortician left and returned a few moments later with the receipt. Sloan tucked it in the pocket of his jacket.

Waylan appeared. “I guess that’s it then.”

“Not quite,” Sloan said. “I’d feel more comfortable if you let me drive you home. I think we both know you shouldn’t be behind the wheel.”

“What about my car?”

“Not to worry, Mr. Conolley. I’ll have someone shuttle it to your house later this evening,” the mortician said. “If you have another set, they’ll put the keys in the glove box, and lock the car so you won’t be disturbed.” No doubt he suspected Waylan would pass out as soon as his head hit the pillow.

Waylan nodded—didn’t put up a fight. He obviously knew he shouldn’t be behind the wheel.

Sloan piled him into his pickup, and they left the funeral home. Waylan gave him a passing commentary of some of the sights in the town proper.

“The driveway is on the right at the end of the street,” he said.

Sloan drove down the laneway to a carriage house. When he passed it, he noticed yellow police tape cordoning off the stairs to his sister’s apartment. He continued along to the house.

“Would you like to stay for dinner? I thought I’d order Chinese,” Waylan said.

“That would be great.” Sloan followed Waylan to the front door—solid oak, hammered iron hinges, and hand-tooled wrought handle. It took Waylan a few meandering moments to hit the keyhole and turn the deadbolt.

“C’mon in.” He walked through the vestibule and down three steps to the sunken living room. Well-worn, oversized brown leather sofa and chairs faced a flagstone fireplace. An enormous picture window showcased a stone patio, grass, and the rocky shoreline. “Nice place you’ve got here.” Sloan’s casual comment did nothing to suggest the details he saw with one glance. Judging by the pristine condition of the kitchen, Waylan hadn’t eaten since coming home from the hospital—he’d been living on Jack Daniels; a half bottle and an empty glass sat on the coffee table.

Waylan walked over to a console table where a variety of liquor bottles were housed. “Can I make you a drink?”

“Do you have any beer?” Sloan asked.

Waylan disappeared into the kitchen and returned with two frosty bottles of Rolling Rock and a menu from Ding Ho.

“Have a gander. I’ll order as soon as you know what you want. Won’t take long to get here.”

“I don’t need a menu. I’ll have the Cantonese chow mein.”

Waylan ordered.

“It’ll be here in twenty minutes.” Both men sat pulling on their beer.

“I’ve got plenty of room if you need a place to stay.”

Sloan picked at the label on the bottle. “Thanks for the invite, but I figured I’d stay at Renee’s. Use the next couple of days before the funeral to go through her things.”

“Right. You need to get back to work,” Waylan said. “Do you have keys?”

Sloan nodded. “I picked them up at the police department.”

Waylan nodded, his lids heavy. In no time, Sloan noticed Waylan’s head tip backward onto the chair. His eyes closed. Soon Sloan could hear the steady rhythm of his breath in and out.

Sloan reached over and took the beer from Waylan’s hand and set it on the table beside the bottle of Jack.

The doorbell rang. Waylan didn’t stir.

Sloan paid for their dinner and tipped the driver. He took the food inside, removed one packet of chopsticks and his box of chow mein.
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