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Chapter 1




The wail of a siren jolted Caitlin Sparks from her thoughts an instant before the flashing red and blue lights barreled out of the fog in front of her. Clutching the steering wheel more from surprise than fright, she watched the swirling beams pass her, then shifted her gaze to the rearview mirror for the brief moment it took the fast-moving vehicle to vanish again.

Wow. They’re sure in a hurry. Caitlin concentrated on the otherwise-empty road, trying to distinguish landmarks through the heavy rain and curtain of fog. Despite her best efforts, anything not lying directly in the path of her headlights was indistinguishable.

Reaching to turn up the radio, Caitlin’s stomach leaped as a second, then a third, police cruiser barreled out of the haze before disappearing into the darkness behind her. She cursed the broken emergency scanner sitting on the seat, and then made a split-second decision when her headlights glanced off a red reflector marking a wide driveway. Slamming on her brakes, she executed a quick U-turn, sending everything on the seat beside her to the floor.

So much for a quiet night at the office.

Her eyes flicked to the dashboard just as the clock turned to eleven fifty—almost midnight. Her newspaper shift didn’t start for another six hours, but insomnia had driven her out of bed. She had hoped a night of research and writing in an empty newsroom would help quiet her over-active mind. Though she hated to admit it, the familiar glow of her computer terminal and the warmth from the hot thermos of coffee she’d brought along provided comforting solace.

Leaning forward and holding the steering wheel with a white-knuckle grip, she struggled to see flashing lights—or anything—in front of her headlights.

“I must be insane,” Caitlin said out loud as she swung onto a narrow road, hoping the cops had turned here too. She thought she had seen the slightest trace of a roadside flare, but maybe it was her imagination. Banging her dashboard in an attempt to get the defroster to work, she peered determinedly into the inky darkness for the familiar sign of emergency vehicles.

Even though a simple outing to do some late-night writing had turned into a miserable drive through the rain stalking police cars, Caitlin was more excited than disheartened. As a seasoned reporter, she couldn’t resist the temptation of a good story. They didn’t come around that often at a small daily paper.

Turning the windshield wipers on high, as if that would clear the fog from the road in front of her, Caitlin thought about the last time she’d chased down a story on a night such as this—and then tried to think of something else. The memories from that occasion crashed down upon her almost like a physical weight, causing a surge of apprehension she forced away.

One more mile and I’m turning around. The road had long since turned to gravel, pretty common in that part of Virginia, but it had narrowed substantially to a single lane—a deeply rutted and potholed single lane at that. Caitlin clenched her teeth as one tire fell into a seemingly bottomless pothole that whipped her head forward. She hoped to find a place to turn around, but the high banks on each side of the narrow road made a U-turn almost impossible.

When her headlights caught the reflection of something ahead, she breathed a huge sigh of relief. A road flare. She rounded a curve and came upon a policeman motioning with his flashlight for her to stop. His dark rain slicker shimmered in her headlights, creating an eerie-looking apparition that made her heart skip a beat.

“Can’t go no further, miss,” the man said gruffly, once she’d stopped and lowered her window.

Caitlin flipped out her press pass and smiled with relief. “Hey, Olson. How’s it going?”

“Caitlin. How the hell are ya?” The robust officer leaned in the window. “Why, I haven’t seen you since…” A look of discomfort and then sympathy crossed his face.

Caitlin just nodded, glad he didn’t finish his sentence. With his rough, tough-guy exterior, Olson used to intimidate her. But once she got to know him, she discovered what a kindhearted, gentle soul he was. After more than thirty years on the job he had seen just about everything, and was always willing to share information with her—even if most of it was off the record. She didn’t run into him much anymore, but always enjoyed the reunion when she did.

“What’s going on?” Caitlin pulled forward and steered as far off the road as she could as another cruiser passed by with lights flashing.

“Homicide,” Olson said, taking off his wet hat and giving it a shake. “Maybe a double from what I’m hearing.”

Caitlin’s heart started to pound with a little adrenalin. Her hunch had paid off.

“Anyone else here?”

The officer grinned, knowing exactly what she meant. “Are you crazy? Ain’t no other reporters dumb enough to be out on a night like this. Anyway, it might be you’re the last one that gets through.” He gave her a wink.

Caitlin shot him a look of appreciation. “Thanks, Olson.” She reached out and touched his arm. “You getting relieved soon? You look cold and wet.”

“Who knows? Everyone wants to be up at the scene, not stuck down here on the road keeping nosey reporters out.” He lifted a hand and motioned in the direction of the crime. “I’ve seen enough of that stuff. They can have it.”

“Well thanks for passing me through. Good to see you again.”

“Well, it might be the last time.”

“What?” Caitlin moved her foot back to the brake.

He bent down to the window again. “You didn’t hear? I’m retiring. End of the month is my last day.”

“Congratulations.” The news made Caitlin both happy and regretful at the same time. “I’m sure going to miss you.” She put her hand on his wet arm and gave it a heartfelt squeeze. “Who’s going to teach the new reporters the ropes now?”

Unlike other veteran cops, Olson had taken the time to show her the ropes when she was a rookie reporter a dozen years ago. From police lingo and protocol to local politics and personalities, he’d taught her more through his patient answering of questions than she could have learned in a year of schooling.

“Aw.” He pushed away from the car. “They don’t need me. They got this.” He used his thumbs on a make-believe cell phone.

“You got that right. Well, enjoy your retirement if I don’t see you.” Caitlin started to drive away, but then hit the brakes and yelled out the window. “Who’s the investigating officer?”

“Madison,” Olson said, with what looked like a frown. “You best stay out of the way.”

Caitlin’s heart sank as she waved a thank you and then closed her window. Of course her luck had to run out sometime. She had never worked with Detective Madison—Mad Dog Madison, as he was affectionately known in the newsroom. But then again, neither had any other reporter. The only interviews he gave began and ended with “no comment.”

All she really knew about him was he had served in the military and moved quickly up the career ladder in the police department to the rank of detective. Even though he hadn’t been on the force that long, he was well known in law enforcement circles—almost a legend to those who aspired to work with him—and was reputed to be one of the best interrogators in the region.

But his no-nonsense approach and abrupt retorts in dealing with the media didn’t give him many fans among journalists. They preferred working with flamboyant police officials who would hold press conferences and pose for photographs at a crime scene.

As for Caitlin, she didn’t blame the detective for avoiding reporters and not trusting the media. In many ways, she had the same distrust of cops as he did for journalists. The corruption in Washington, D.C., did not end with politicians and did not stop at its geographical boundaries. The desire for power and influence had crept into the very fabric of the local culture, including those charged with enforcing the laws and protecting the citizens. Her job required her to work with law enforcement officers, but that didn’t mean she had to like it.

After driving up a dirt lane that inclined steeply, Caitlin pulled in behind an unmarked cruiser and sat in her car to take in the scene. What appeared to be a large, extravagant retreat-type home loomed eerily out of the darkness, offset by flashing lights from perhaps a half-dozen police vehicles. The squawking of radios created a sense of chaos as Caitlin watched officers scurry around and then disappear into the shadows.

Despite the misty gloom surrounding the scene, Caitlin surmised from the incline that she now sat on top of a hill. The home was constructed on high stilts and the wooden deck that wrapped around it probably provided a breathtaking view, making it a prime piece of real estate.

Caitlin studied the site but could find no mailbox to provide a house number. Maybe a rental house? Even though the chalet was constructed of log and located in the middle of nowhere, its size and prominence suggested a luxurious and lavish lifestyle—not a rustic one. The short distance to downtown D.C. boosted her belief this was a weekend retreat for those who ran in the elite circles of Washington’s political class.

She examined the scene again, questioning the heavy response and urgency. Judging by the number of police cars, she made the assumption this was not a cut-and-dried domestic dispute or even a murder-suicide. This appeared to be a full-fledged murder investigation—and no police tape restricted her from taking a closer look. She had to at least get close enough to see if she could find a house number so she could cross-reference the location on a map and track down an owner’s name.

Caitlin grabbed her notebook and was greeted with a loud splash as soon as her foot hit the ground. Way to park in the middle of a mud puddle, Caitlin.

Shaking her foot, she was glad she’d had the sense to wear work boots and a heavy barn coat. A hat and gloves would be nice, but she hadn’t known she was going to be traipsing around in the rain so didn’t have them with her.

After looking around to make sure no one had noticed her presence, Caitlin decided to head to the back of the house where there seemed to be less activity.

But maneuvering across unfamiliar, uneven terrain proved difficult. The heavy cloud cover blotted out all illumination from above, while the flashing beams of the police cruisers created a disorienting array of colored lights and shadows. She had to practically feel her way up the stone path of steps through the trees, which were slippery from the rain.

When she reached the back of the house, Caitlin found it was much quieter; just the sound of the wind in the trees and the occasional squawk of a police radio emanating from inside. The darkness was oppressive, but she now stood at the bottom of a set of wooden stairs that led to the wide deck on the first floor.

Here we go. Caitlin gripped the wet handrail and tiptoed up the steps, surprised she had made it this far without being stopped. When she reached the top, she noticed most of the blinds were drawn, making the house appear empty. But as she proceeded along the wrap-around deck toward the front, a soft glow of light punched a hole in the darkness, lighting a short span of the wooden planks. Good. No curtains.

Creeping in the shadows, she stopped beside the window and bent cautiously forward to get a glimpse inside. The sight that greeted her seemed like a scene from a movie. About a half-dozen cops filled the room—some taking prints, others snapping photographs or writing notes. A table obstructed her view, but their general focus appeared to be something on the floor.

Most notable among the officers busy at their jobs was a broad-shouldered man with an unlit cigarette dangling out of his mouth. The way he commanded attention and directed the others in the room made Detective Madison easy to recognize. Although she’d only ever seen him from a distance and in passing, he was not the type of man one could forget.

Caitlin shivered in the rain, but couldn’t tell if it was from the chill of the night, the great story she was on the verge of getting…or intimidation as she stared at the officer in charge of the investigation. To help renew her courage, she closed her eyes and pictured her editor’s face when he saw the headline for this story in the file for tomorrow’s paper.

Heavy footsteps moving out of the house nudged Caitlin from her thoughts, and before she even opened her eyes, she knew it was Detective Madison. Holding her breath, she stood perfectly still as he walked to the corner of the deck with long, brisk strides that suggested boundless impatience. Luckily, he was facing the opposite direction as he stopped and attempted to light a cigarette just a few feet away.

Caitlin prepared to take a step back into the shadows, but before she had time to move, the detective cursed. Cupping his hands, he turned completely around to put his back to the wind that had extinguished his lighter. Just as the cigarette sparked red, his expression changed and Caitlin knew he had spotted the tip of her boots. She held her breath as he slowly raised his head, taking in every inch of her, until he stared straight into her startled eyes.

Without saying a word he lowered his gaze from her face to the small notebook she held, and then raised it again. Disapproval and displeasure radiated from him in a palpable wave.

“I hope you’re not a reporter.” His voice was low and calm…hostile. “This is a secure crime scene.”

Though her heart pounded at his tone, Caitlin found herself momentarily flustered by the color and depth of his eyes. Even in the dim light she could see they were a deep shade of blue—the type of eyes that drew you in and made you pause. The type that missed nothing and announced to anyone who looked close enough that this was not a man to be messed with.

Caitlin turned her palms up, feigning calmness and innocence. “I’m sorry, I didn’t notice any tape or signs that it was secure.” She regretted the words almost before they had left her lips, but there was no way to take them back. Dammit. Think before you speak.

When she mustered the courage to look back at the detective, Caitlin could not interpret the emotion on his face—but it did not appear to be anger. Taking a long draw on his cigarette, he simply cocked his head to the side and stared at her through half-opened lids as if trying to read her mind, thought by thought.

“Okay, Scoop,” he said, casually relaxing against the porch railing. “I’ll level with you.” He took another drag from the cigarette and looked down at her. “I don’t like reporters.”

Thanks for the newsflash.

“But…” He paused and peered at the dark sky above him. “Since you obviously took the time to come all the way out here on a less than agreeable night, I’ll give you the lowdown.”

Caitlin waited for him to continue, biting her lip to keep from saying anything stupid again. She could tell from his condescending tone there would be no information forthcoming.

“I’m investigating an incident.” He tilted his head again and stared at her, gauging her reaction to that revelation.

An incident? Wow. Should I write that down and pretend that’s helpful? She shot him a look of aggravation that she was sure he noticed, but did not acknowledge.

“And you’re in my way. That makes me irritable, you know? I mean, here I am chilled to the bone. Tired. Frankly, I don’t want to be here.”

Caitlin nodded like a first-grader getting a lecture from her teacher.

“I sure as hell can’t figure out why you would want to be here.” He brought the cigarette up to his lips with a slow, even motion, inhaled, and then let it drop to rest at his side.

“Actually, I left a warm house to be here.”

The detective stared at her intently with those slate-blue eyes again, as if surprised to hear her speak. “I hope you’re not going to blame me for that bad decision.”

His tone and expression should have made Caitlin turn and leave, but she ignored them both and decided to push on. What did she have to lose at this point? “Well, since I’m here and we ran into each other, maybe you could give me some information… I mean, so I don’t have to go back completely empty-handed on such a cold, miserable night.”

The detective’s eyes flashed a little this time, but his face remained like stone. “Tell you what. I’m going to be a nice guy and give you the courtesy of a warning.” He took a step forward and stared down at Caitlin. “You get out of here before I lose my temper, and I’ll try to forget this ever happened.”

He took one last draw on his cigarette, crushed it between his fingers, and stuck it in his coat pocket. Without another word, he turned and disappeared around the corner of the porch. It wasn’t until Caitlin heard the door slam shut that she remembered to breathe again. And it wasn’t until she remembered to breathe again that she noticed the light drizzle had turned to a steady rain during her conversation with Detective Madison. Large, icy drops were hanging on her eyelashes, sliding down her face, and dripping from her hair.

I guess I’ll take that as a no comment.

As she made her way back to her Jeep, Caitlin tried to find some humor in the situation. But wet and weary and chilled to the bone, it didn’t take long to come to the conclusion that her first meeting with Mad Dog could really not have gone any worse.


  


Chapter 2




Dripping wet, cold and tired, Caitlin tried to find one good thing that had come from driving to the middle of nowhere in the middle of the night in the pouring rain. She couldn’t. Not only was she leaving with no information, she had pissed off the investigating officer.

My reputation would be better off if I had spent the night in a warm bed or at the office, and picked up the press release from police headquarters in the morning.

Opening the door to her Jeep and sliding into the seat, she decided she had two options. She could leave and pretend this night had never happened, or she could hang around and see if one of the other officers would talk. If she targeted one of the younger, inexperienced guys she might be able to get something.

Like in more trouble, her conscience told her.

And what good would it do? If she couldn’t get it confirmed by the investigating officer she wouldn’t use it anyway. And not that it mattered in the grand scheme of things, but she didn’t want to piss Mad Dog off any more than she already had. She liked to build relationships—not destroy them on the first meeting.

Then again, how do you destroy something you never had?

Throwing her unused notebook on the seat beside her, Caitlin spied the thermos of coffee lying on the floor. She stared at it as her mind kicked into a new gear. The nearest store had to be at least five miles away—and Detective Madison sure did look cold.

Caitlin held onto the steering wheel and tried to talk herself out of what she was thinking. As it stood, the most she would get from her time out in this nasty weather was a runny nose and sore throat. She had no information to go back to the office with—not even confirmation this was a murder scene. Yes, it would be an act of desperation, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t worth a try.

Desperate times call for desperate measures…right?

Caitlin sat back and noticed her face in the rearview mirror, then moved in closer to get a better look. Holy cow. No makeup. Hair dripping wet. Cheeks and nose red from the cold. Nice first impression, Caitlin. Seriously. A little lipstick would have done wonders if she’d only remembered to put some on.

She turned her head and squeezed the water out of her ponytail, then blew on her freezing hands. The air temperature wasn’t just cold. It was wet and damp. The kind of pure discomfort that goes straight to the bones. Detective Madison had the whole night ahead of him. He had to be perfectly miserable, even though he’d shown no sign of it.

Without analyzing the situation any longer, Caitlin scooped up the thermos and the coffee mug she had tossed on the seat as an afterthought, knowing it would only be moments before Madison would order the area secured with police tape—if indeed he hadn’t done so already.

As she headed back to the house, she spied the detective on the porch in deep conversation with another plain-clothed police officer.

“Detective.” Caitlin hurried up the front steps, trying to muster her courage as she walked. The man had an intensity about him she could feel even from this distance.

Madison put an unlit cigarette back into his pocket and strode toward her with a look of displeasure written clearly on his face. He reached her before she had made it halfway up, and didn’t give her a chance to explain. “I thought I made myself clear earlier, but maybe you didn’t understand. Would a trip to jail help?”

“No. I’m leaving, but I-I just thought you could use a cup of coffee.” Caitlin twisted the top off the thermos. “I mean, I brought it and I thought it may as well not go to waste.”

“That’s nice of you, Miss—”

“Sparks. Caitlin Sparks.” Caitlin finished the name for him even though the sarcasm in his voice made it clear he knew what she was up to and wasn’t going to fall for it.

“Thanks for the offer, Scoop,” he said, ignoring her real name, “but I have men bringing food and coffee right now.”

Whether it was the gust of bone-chilling wind that kicked up at that moment or the aroma of the hot brew, Caitlin didn’t know, but the detective suddenly had a change of mind and reached out for the large mug.

“On second thought, you’re right. No sense in it going to waste.” He regarded her with an expression that had the same effect as another blast of cold wind, causing a shiver of discomfort to run up her spine. “It’s going to be a long night.”

Caitlin poured the dark liquid into the mug and watched Madison’s eyes turn almost soft as he took a large swallow. He lifted his gaze to hers as he brought the mug back down. “You’re not planning on staying out in this weather all night, I hope.”

“No.” Caitlin stamped her feet to get the feeling back into them. “I’m taking off as soon as I get some information.”

The detective tilted his head and gave her that look again, as if he couldn’t quite figure her out. Caitlin, on the other hand, had figured him out completely. He was a man not accustomed to being pushed, or even questioned, and reflected an intensity that made him come off as unshakable and tough. If not for his occupation and menacing reputation, Detective Madison might be someone she’d want to know better.

“Okay.” He wrapped both hands around the mug. “Don’t ask me why I’m doing this, but I’ll give you three questions. Shoot.”

Caitlin’s gaze darted back to his, stunned that he’d even spoken to her. Three questions? She wasn’t ready for this. She had about a hundred. “Well, I don’t even know the basics—like what you’re investigating and the sex of the victims.”

“Is that your first question?”

“No, that was a statement.”

“It’s two questions, but I’ll only deduct one. Possible homicide. One male. One female.”

So Olson was right. “What was the murder weapon?”

“I can’t release that.” He sounded grave.

“Does that mean you haven’t found a murder weapon yet?”

“Is that your third question?”

Caitlin frowned. She didn’t want to waste another question on something that should be available by morning. “No.” Damn it. She cleared her throat. “My next question is, where were they found and by whom?”

“That’s two questions.”

“Well, it’s only one sentence.” She glanced up and made a half-hearted effort to smile, but the intense look of his expression almost caused her to waver. She knew she was pressing her luck, but needed to make the most of her limited situation.

“I don’t think I can answer that one at this point in the investigation.”

“Do you mean the person who found them is a possible suspect?”

“I mean it’s too early to rule anyone out.”

Her questions seemed to be irritating him, as if he hadn’t expected them to be quite so intuitive.

“I gotta get back. I’ve given you enough.” He shot her a look that made it clear he had reached his limit.

“More coffee?” Caitlin held out the thermos.

“Thanks. That sure hit the spot.”

Caitlin tried to keep her own cold hands from shaking as she poured another cupful into the outstretched mug. “I get the feeling you thought I would blow a question on the actual cause of death.” Caitlin attempted to make conversation, just in case she could get him to reveal anything else. She was beyond intimidation at this point.

Madison looked at her from over the mug. “I guess I kind of assumed you would do that.”

“This isn’t my first investigation, Detective.” Caitlin shot him the same sideways glare he had used on her. “I don’t need you for that. I can get it from the coroner.”

“Thanks again for the coffee.” Madison turned abruptly and headed back to the house.

Goodbye to you, too. Caitlin scrutinized him as he walked away, his long, confident strides showing no signs of discomfort from the weather or weariness from the lateness of the hour. He was quite a commanding and imposing-looking man. But he could sure use some people skills.

Madison stopped at the top of the steps to say a few words to a young officer now guarding the front door. Caitlin assumed it had something to do with securing the area with police tape since he nodded in her direction and then pointed toward the road. She knew he was going to disappear, knew he wasn’t going to tell her anything more, but for some reason she just stood there, awkwardly holding a half-empty thermos of coffee.

It wasn’t until the front door slammed shut that Caitlin turned back toward her vehicle to leave.


  


Chapter 3




Detective Madison entered the police station and headed toward his office. It had started raining hard again about fifteen minutes earlier, and hadn’t let up. The short walk from his truck into the building had left him soaked again, and the night on the scene had left him cold to the bone and sleep-deprived. He looked forward to a strong pot of coffee to help cover the exhaustion and relieve the chill that left his bones aching.

“Phone calls for you, sir.” The front desk clerk reached over the counter and handed him two pink slips as he walked by without stopping. “A Caitlin Sparks has been calling for you,” she said in a loud voice as he disappeared around the corner.

Madison took the notes, crumbled them in his hand without looking at them, and tossed them in the next trash can he passed.




Six o’clock in the morning




Caitlin had been pacing nervously in front of her desk for the past half-hour, trying to decide if she should try calling Detective Madison’s direct line. She didn’t like using the individual office numbers she’d been given by a source at the police station unless it was absolutely necessary, but it was beginning to appear like he wasn’t going to return the calls she’d made through the front desk.

She paced some more and then moved toward the phone. Good heavens, Caitlin. What are you afraid of? The worst thing he can do is hang up on you. Deciding it was now or never if she was going to make deadline, she dialed the number. One ring. Two rings.

“Madison.”

Caitlin’s heart did a flip. Whoa. She hadn’t really expected him to be there—or to answer the phone if he were.

“Oh, hi… Detective Madison. This is Caitlin Sparks. We met last night and—”

He didn’t let her finish. “How did you get this number?”

“Oh, well I called through the front desk twice but you didn’t return my calls.” Caitlin tried to defend herself. “So I—”

“That doesn’t answer my question.”

Annoyance and impatience radiated through the phone line, causing Caitlin to hurriedly defend herself.

“I needed to get hold of you, so I—”

“Are you going to answer the question?”

“No,” she answered frankly. “My sources are confidential. I extended the courtesy of going through the proper channels…twice.” She tapped a pen on the desk nervously and then continued. “You don’t think much of me, do you?”

“Actually not at all—unless I’m forced to through a phone call I inadvertently answer at six in the morning thinking it’s important.” She heard an exacerbated sigh that sounded almost like a growl. “Look, I have a stack of paperwork sitting in front of me, what do you want?”

His quick retorts and unsympathetic tone threw Caitlin off balance. She answered without thinking. “I wanted to see if you were done with my coffee mug yet.” She grimaced, both at what had come out of her mouth—unplanned—and at the sudden silence on the other end of the line. Why hadn’t she prepared a little better?

But the silence was followed by a short, forced laugh. “Really? You’re calling for a coffee mug?”

Caitlin heard what sounded like creaking wood followed by a thunk, and she imagined him reclining back in his chair and placing his feet on his desk.

“Or do you have a hole in your story right before deadline you desperately need me to fill?”

Caitlin exhaled the breath she didn’t even know she’d been holding. “I think maybe the desperately part is a bit of a stretch.” She drummed the desk with nervous fingers. “But now that you mention it, since you’re on the phone and so agreeable, I guess there are some things you could help fill in.”

She plunged on, deciding not to give him time to argue. “I wanted to see if I could possibly find out the official cause of death.”

This time the laugh was a real one. “You can’t get that out of the coroner’s office?”

“No.” Caitlin could not keep the irritation out of her voice. “For some reason there is a new rule that all information has to be approved by the investigating officer—which in this case is you.” She paused. “I thought I could trust releasing my trade secrets to a cop, but I guess I was wrong.”

“And I guess you think offering coffee to a cold detective in the middle of the night and then calling him the next morning on the pretense of getting a mug back is completely trustworthy behavior?”

“Okay. You win.” Caitlin stabbed a piece of paper with a pen. “But how about a truce…or at least a compromise? You don’t have to give it to me on the record. I’ll use it to get the coroner’s office to confirm it.”

“That’s not how I do things.”

“It’s not how I do things either, to be honest with you.”

“Oh, so now we’re being honest?”

“I’m on deadline. Are you going to give it to me or not?” Caitlin waited for an answer, but feared she had pushed too far. She fully expected to hear the sound of the phone disconnecting. Instead, she heard some papers rustling.

“Cause of death…off the record…is lateral gunshot wounds to the cephalic region caused by a high-velocity, large-caliber projectile that resulted in perforating and penetrating wounds.”

“So in English, that means someone blew their brains out with a gun of some sort. Is that what you’re saying?” Caitlin held the phone tightly against her ear so she wouldn’t miss anything.

“Very astute.” Madison spoke in a voice barely audible. “I don’t know why I’m doing this.”

“Cause you’re a nice guy.” She corrected herself almost immediately. “No, I take that back.”

Caitlin thought she heard him laugh again, but chalked it up to his exhaustion rather than her comic ability or his sense of humor.

“So the obvious question is, is this a murder-suicide or is there a murderer on the loose?” She held her breath waiting for the answer.

“No comment,” he finally said. “I gotta go.”

“Wait. I have one more question.” She didn’t wait to see if he’d hung up. “I’m hearing that these were two employees of the State Department.”

“That’s not a question.” His response was immediate and his voice had a sudden edge that could be felt through the phone.

Caitlin grunted. “Are they?” She knew she was pushing it, but a source had told her that two employees who had gone on a weekend retreat had not returned. It might be a stretch, but the silence on the other end of the phone somewhat validated her suspicions. If he would just confirm it, maybe she could find someone else to verify the information and go on the record.

She waited, but after hearing nothing for a few long seconds, feared he had hung up. “Hello?”

“I’m still here. I can’t confirm or deny that at this point.”

“Okay. This afternoon then for tomorrow’s paper?” If she couldn’t find anyone to go on the record, she couldn’t use the information in print. Beating the competition by getting a story first was always her goal, but getting it right was even more important.

“Are you trying to push my buttons?”

“I’m trying to do my job.”

He exhaled loudly. “I don’t know what you’re hearing and who you’re hearing it from, but that’s not something that can be released right now.”

“You’re not going to use the notifying next of kin line on me, I hope.”

“There’s more to it than that. Trust me.”

“My job is to inform the public—good news or bad—but if you’re telling me to hold off on certain things for now for the greater good, then that’s what I’ll do.”

“That’s what I’m telling you.”

“Okay. I’ll stop by the police station on my way home to see if there’s anything new.”

“Thanks for the warning.”

Caitlin rolled her eyes, but then she heard the detective take a deep breath, as if trying to figure out how to say something.

“I can’t give you any more than I did, and I probably gave more than I should have.” He sounded more frustrated with himself than irritated with her.

“Can’t? Or won’t?”

“Actually, I can’t. It’s out of my hands.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“This is off the record.” His voice was low and threatening. “You understand?”

“Of course.”

“The Feds rolled in shortly after you left.”

“The Feds? Who exactly?”

“FBI mostly.”

“Why?”

“I’m just telling you it’s not my investigation anymore. That’s all.”

Caitlin’s head was spinning with more unanswered questions. “You’re saying they’re assisting you, right? I mean, it is your jurisdiction.”

“I’m saying it’s their investigation.” He sounded angry, and frustrated. “I gotta go. That was off the record. Remember that.”

“Absolutely. Thanks.”

“Scoop?”

“Yes?” Caitlin answered to her new nickname.

“If you burn me, you’ll be sorry. I can promise you that.”

“You can trust me,” she practically whispered into the phone.

Click.


  


Chapter 4




Caitlin pulled an early-run paper off the press and took it back to her desk to read. With her eyes cast downward on her story, she almost ran into a handful of people gathered around the newsroom television. Glancing up, she saw they were engrossed in watching a correspondent deliver a report from the middle of a familiar-looking dirt road. The banner at the bottom read “Hillside crime scene,” but Caitlin could see the news crew had not even gotten close enough to get a shot of the exterior of the house where last night’s crime had taken place.

She looked down at the paper in her hands and studied the large photo that went along with her story. It was dark—she had snapped it as an afterthought—but it clearly showed the house and the police activity surrounding it. She had beat everyone on this one.

Turning her attention back to the television, she smiled at what she saw. Yellow tape sparkled in the morning sunlight behind the reporter—and she had to be at least a half a mile away from the house. Detective Madison had definitely secured the scene after she’d left.

“Officials are being tight-lipped about what transpired here,” the reporter said, causing Caitlin to shake her head. Really?

“All we know at this point is that a major police incident took place.”

Even if he was now off the case, that comment had Mad Dog Madison written all over it. A police incident? Can you be any more vague? What she wouldn’t give to have watched that interview.

As the camera zoomed in on the reporter, Caitlin’s thoughts wandered back to a city hall press conference about ten months earlier. Shelley Lee, as this correspondent was known on the air, had been new at the time, and had asked Caitlin for a rundown on the backgrounds and personalities of some of the officials she might meet while covering her beat. When they had gotten to Detective Madison, Caitlin had explained she didn’t know him—which had not bothered Shelley in the least. She’d laughed and said she’d rather find a way to get handcuffed by him than get information out of him anyway.

Caitlin’s eyebrows rose at the memory. Judging from the lack of information Shelley had acquired from Madison about the crime, it didn’t appear she had been successful at either one. The competitive nature of the opposing fields of journalism, caused print and broadcast reporters to distrust and dislike each other, but Caitlin felt a pang of sympathy for Shelley. She’d thought her first meeting with the detective had gone as badly as it could—but it seemed like this correspondent had struck out even worse.

Although Shelley Lee was blonde, good-looking and already a bit of a local celebrity, she apparently hadn’t made much of an impression on Madison. Caitlin pegged him as the type of guy not easily impressed by status or appearance, and Shelley Lee proved her assumption. Of course, he didn’t seem like a guy much impressed by anything. He was detached and unemotional—probably good traits to have considering his profession.

As she stood there trying to picture Shelley Lee flirting with a cold, wet, and tired Detective Madison in order to get information out of him—or trying to persuade him to show her his handcuffs—Caitlin shook her head. That would have been a sight worth seeing.

“We need to get on this, people.” The urgency in the speaker’s tone startled Caitlin and made her turn around. Fred, one of the news editors had just arrived. He raced across the room to his desk. “We need a story.”

Caitlin held up the paper. “Like this?”

Fred stopped and stared. “How’d we get that?”

“We didn’t get it.” Caitlin corrected him. “I did. By freezing my ass off.”

He grabbed the paper out of her hand and looked at the picture, and then up at the television. “I listened to the radio on the way in. They’re not letting anyone anywhere near that scene. How’d you manage this?”

Caitlin snatched the paper back. “Believe it or not, this is what I do for a living. It’s called reporting the news.” She emphasized the words for him, and then turned back to her desk. She didn’t owe Fred any more of an explanation than that. He was one of the editors who enjoyed making her life miserable by assigning her to cover non-stories like new business openings or street festivals.

Even though she had earned the title of ‘Head Investigative Reporter’ under former supervisors, a new slate of editors had been brought on board who did not assign stories based on assets. The meatier stories were assigned to young reporters who never left their desks and did their research and interviews via the Internet and email. Face-to-face communication was old-fashioned and out of style—fingertips on phones and tablets now did the talking…and walking.

No wonder the paper’s readership was dwindling.

After getting a cup of coffee, Caitlin sat down and began scanning the front page. In addition to the double murder story, there was a feel-good piece about an annual festival running across the top, and an article about a Hollywood actress selling her local twenty-five acre estate for three million dollars as a centerpiece article.

Interesting reads maybe, but not her idea of news. Having worked under the tutelage of old-school, hard-edged editors, Caitlin didn’t understand this new trend. It wasn’t really reporting anymore. It was a public relations job. “Don’t make waves with readers,” they told her. “Don’t piss off advertisers or they’ll pull their money.” “Don’t irritate government officials or they’ll stop talking.”

None of the warnings caused Caitlin to change her tactics. She wrote every story with two goals in mind: accuracy and fairness. If someone was upset about a story—which they often were—she advised them to write a letter to the editor to correct the record. They seldom did. Facts were facts.

“You should have given me a call last night.”

The paper’s chief photographer—or as they now called him, visual art director—flopped down in a chair beside Caitlin’s desk. “I could have gotten a better shot than that.” He nodded toward the front page.

Caitlin couldn’t help it. Her eyes drifted from the wool hat on his head to the sagging jeans and dirty shoes. This was a representative of the newspaper who interacted with the public more than most reporters, and they allowed him to dress like a hippy. She shuddered to think what kind of impression his cocky attitude would have made on Detective Madison. It certainly wouldn’t have improved the officer’s feelings toward the media in general, or the newspaper itself.

“It was late,” is all she said.

“I’m sure I was up.” He moved forward, resting his arm casually on her desk. “I wish some of your luck would rub off on me. I’d love to get tipped off on a big story like that.”

Caitlin did a slow burn, but didn’t say out loud what she was thinking. “No one tipped me off, Bart. And there was definitely no luck involved.”

“Oh? You just happened upon it?” He sat back and crossed his arms. “S-u-u-r-e.”

“I didn’t say I just happened upon it.” Caitlin wrapped her fingers around her coffee mug to keep from wrapping them around his neck. “I followed a hunch.”

She glared at him, comparing him to the twenty-something millennials who worked as reporters. They attended Ivy League schools. Interned at The Washington Post. Then walked into their first job thinking they knew more about reporting than those who had worked in the trenches for decades. It never occurred to them they should actually try writing something worth reading or do the boring, tedious work it takes to properly research a story. Click your fingers. Instant news. That’s how they thought it worked.

Bart laughed. “Sure. Right. Followed a hunch in the middle of the night that took you to the scene of a double murder.” He stood and turned to leave. “You can call it a hunch, Sparks. We’ll call it luck.”

“Who’s we?” Caitlin brows knitted in confusion and alarm.

“The newsroom,” he said over his shoulder as he walked away. “There’s an office pool to figure out who contacted you.”

Caitlin closed her eyes to calm herself, and then turned back to the paper. Bart and the others would never understand the time and energy it took to cultivate good sources—so even if someone had contacted her, she wouldn’t exactly call it luck. And was it luck that she had turned her vehicle around on a cold, rainy night to follow police cruisers? Would any of them have done that?

Stopping only to take a slug of coffee, Caitlin bent over her computer, typing every question that came into her mind about the murders. She didn’t want to be caught off guard if she had the chance to talk to Detective Madison again—and she needed to get everything straight before she called the FBI.

“Hey, good job last night.”

It surprised Caitlin to find Fred standing beside her desk, but she didn’t bother to respond. She knew he didn’t stop by to compliment her. There was something more coming.

“I’m sending Linda out to the scene for a follow-up.”

Caitlin blinked repeatedly, like she had something in her eye. “Linda?”

“Yes. She’s got some good contacts in the police department.”

“She does?” Caitlin could hardly believe her ears. Does he think calling the police department to get a daily log means she has good contacts? “Okay. Whatever. Good luck with that.” She turned back to her computer, but Fred didn’t leave.

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

Caitlin shrugged. “I’m sure Linda’s police sources will tell her.”

“Look.” Fred didn’t try to control the anger in his voice. “You need to be a team player and share any information you have.”

“All of the information I have is in the story. Maybe you should read it.”

“No, I know you. You always come back with off-the-record stuff, and you’re withholding it.”

Caitlin’s head jerked up. “You think I’m going to share something a source told me off the record with you?”

After more than a dozen years at this job, Caitlin had no shortage of connections—informants who trusted her with the information divulged, no matter how sensitive. As a result, she had earned the reputation of being well-armed with facts, which caused a healthy mix of fear and respect from those in high places. Officials knew there was no way to wiggle out of a direct question from Caitlin Sparks to confirm or deny a fact one of her sources had already told her was true. She’d taught them to believe it was better to come clean and get the story out rather than give her the time or incentive to find even more ammunition.

“It won’t get into print. We just need it for background.”

She snorted. “That’s what you told me last time.”

Fred had burned Caitlin when he’d let another reporter print something an informant had told her confidentially. She had a personal rule of never using “unnamed sources” in her stories, but the paper had no such edict. Even though the source had not been named, it had taken a long time for her to get that person’s trust back.

“I’ll send Linda over before she heads out. You can brief her.”

“You can save her some time by telling her to read my article. I don’t have anything else to share.” Caitlin picked up her phone to make a call, and then paused as if waiting for him to leave. “Our conversation is over, right?”

Fred didn’t answer, but turned and stormed across the newsroom toward the office of the managing editor. Caitlin knew that between them they would attempt to make her life miserable over the next few weeks, but she had to stick by her principles. Nothing on God’s green earth was going to make her share what Detective Madison had given her off the record. Linda would find out soon enough her local police contacts weren’t going to be of any use.

Once Fred had disappeared, she replaced the phone in its cradle and tipped back in her chair to think. Even though she was officially off the story, that didn’t mean she wanted to stop digging. She had a strange feeling about this case. The kind of feeling that made the hair on the back of her neck stand up when she thought about it.

Was she being overly skeptical? Distrustful? The fact that the State Department was indirectly linked to the last suspicious death she’d covered seemed a little too coincidental for her to just brush aside. Her gut told her something wasn’t right—and the fact the FBI had taken over the case only added to her suspicions.

It would take Linda a day and a half to figure out who to call on the federal level—and that’s if she even tried. More than likely she would be like all of the other media covering the story and wait for the official press release from the agency’s public affairs office.

When her phone rang, she said a quick prayer that it would be someone telling her something useful about the case. “Sparks.”

“Hey Caitlin. It’s Mary Barto.” There was a long pause, as if the woman was waiting for a reaction or wasn’t sure what to say next. “I don’t know if you remember me—”

“Hi Mary,” Caitlin interrupted her and looked upward. Thank you, God. “Yes, I remember you. How’s it going?”

Caitlin kept her voice calm and conversational even though she could hear her heartbeat drumming in her ears. She barely knew Mary—had met her only once at the State Department—but she could tell from the tone of the woman’s voice this was important. She sounded strained, stressed…nervous.

“You heading into the city today by any chance?” Mary asked.

“I can be.”

“You know where the Kelsey’s Coffee is? It’s not great, but it’s convenient to the Metro.”

“Yes. I know where it is.” Caitlin’s senses were hyper-alert. That would place it within walking distance of the State Department building.

“I’d love to buy you a coffee.”

“Sounds good. What time?”

“How about eleven?”

“I can do that. I’ll see you there.”

Caitlin glanced at the clock as she hung up the phone. She’d have to leave right now and hurry if she was going to get there on time.


  


Chapter 5




Caitlin walked the short distance from the Metro to the coffee shop and arrived just as Mary was sitting down at a table in the far corner. With striking red hair and beautiful green eyes, she was easy to recognize. Caitlin slung her purse over the chair and joined her.

“Hey. Hope I’m not late.”

“Right on time.” Mary smiled shyly. “I wasn’t sure you would remember me. We only met once when Vince—”

“I remember.” Caitlin didn’t give her a chance to finish.

“Well, thanks for coming on such short notice.”

“It sounded important.”

Mary shifted in her seat nervously, but didn’t say anything.

Afraid the woman was losing her nerve, Caitlin moved her chair closer and talked in a low voice. “You can tell me anything. You have to trust me.”

“Can I help you ladies?”

Both of them were startled by the sound of the waitress’s voice right beside them. Caitlin recovered first. “Just a regular coffee with two creams for me.”

“Black for me.”

As soon as the waitress left, Mary started the conversation again. “You won’t print my name in any stories. Right? I’ve been told I can trust you, even if you are a reporter.”

“Absolutely.” Caitlin ignored the jab at journalists.

“I don’t know if you heard yet who the victims of the Hillside murders are.”

“Not any names.” Caitlin felt a small tremor of excitement mixed with a vague sense of dread about what she was going to hear. “I heard a rumor they might have worked for the State Department.”

“They did.” Mary’s eyes welled with tears. “Jay Brown and Sandra Wentz. The things they are saying about them are terrible. I can’t believe what they’re doing.”

“Who’s saying what about them?”

“The State Department press office. They’re saying they went to that chalet on a lover’s retreat.”

“And you don’t think they did?” Caitlin’s brow creased as she tried to understand what she was being told.

“I know they didn’t. They were good friends, but they weren’t messing around.”

“You’re sure?”

“Positive. I know both of them and their spouses. It’s ludicrous.”

“Then why is the State Department doing that?”

“To cover up the real reason they went there.”

“Which is?” Caitlin couldn’t help it. She found herself almost sitting on the edge of her chair as she waited in breathless anticipation for the answer.

Mary fiddled with her long red hair and said nothing for a few long moments.

“You can tell me. I promise, it’s safe with me.”

“They were planning to blow the whistle on what’s going on,” she blurted out.

Caitlin’s heart started pumping with such violence she had to concentrate so she could hear, but she kept her speech slow and her voice calm. “And what is going on?”

Mary put her head in her hands. “Good heavens, I don’t even know. I just know it isn’t right.”

“Why? Why do you know it isn’t right?”

“First Vince, and now Jay and Sandra.”

The waitress appeared again with big mugs of steaming coffee and set them down. “Anything else ladies?”

“No. Thank you.” Caitlin tried to smile and appear relaxed, but at the mere mention of Vince’s name her leg started bouncing with nervous energy. She slid her hand under the table and rested it on her knee to hold it still.

“How are the Hillside murders related to Vince’s death?” Caitlin picked up her coffee, but her hand shook so much she set it back down.

“You don’t believe Vince committed suicide, right?”

“Of course not.” How did Vince become the focus of this conversation? She concentrated with every ounce of her being to will away the moisture that formed in her eyes.

“And you know he was going to testify about the Kessler Affair. Right?”

Caitlin nodded. The Kessler Affair, as it was commonly referred to now, was named after Randy Kessler, an investigative reporter who’d been taken hostage while covering a story in a foreign country. His death, and the deaths of two former SEALs during a rescue attempt, had created a major scandal because of the secretive circumstances surrounding it. “How’d you know that?”

“It’s pretty common knowledge on our floor. I know Vince didn’t feel right about what was going on even though they threatened him to keep his mouth shut.”

“I didn’t know he received any threats.” Caitlin tried to control her heart rate and the whooshing sound in her ears, but every minute seemed to bring new revelations that overwhelmed her.

“Oh, it wasn’t threats on his life or anything like that. They told him—and most everyone else—that if we didn’t keep our heads down and do what we were told to do our lives would become…difficult.”

“Like they’ve made it for me,” Caitlin said, referring to the runaround and insults she’d received from the State Department while trying to uncover the truth about the supposed suicide. Truth be told, she took heat on a lot of stories—but the pushback on that story had been especially brutal. Politicians and federal officials had a habit of leaking their version of events to select members of the media as a way to manipulate and control the way the message was told. They did not react favorably when reporters questioned the narrative or did stories outside the established perimeters.

Mary nodded. “Exactly.”

“So you don’t believe those two at the chalet were having an affair?”

“Absolutely not.” She took a sip of coffee and glanced around to see if anyone was watching. “Sandra sent me a text message the afternoon they left.”

The whooshing in Caitlin’s ears grew louder. “And?”

“She said they had contacted Senator Wiley about testifying, putting it all out there. They wanted to get out of town to go over their testimony.”

Caitlin sat back in her chair. “Do you know what they knew?”

“Not for sure.” Mary took a deep breath and tapped her fingernails on the table.

“But?”

“They were in Renoviah during the Kessler Affair.” She stared at her coffee cup. “They were there.”

Caitlin had to clench her teeth to keep her jaw from dropping. A half-dozen State Department employees had been rescued in Renoviah during the Kessler Affair, but she’d never been able to get their names or track them down. Nobody had. The State Department had made sure of that. They’d not only refused to provide any information on their end, they’d called her editors and bullied them into changing the story, and then attempted to intimidate the publisher and get him to drop it altogether.

“Are you sure?”

She nodded while staring straight ahead.

“So they were going to testify, even though they’d signed a document to keep quiet?”

“That’s why they called the senator. To make sure it would be legal under the whistleblower statute.”

Caitlin was finally able to take a sip of her coffee without spilling it. “They must have had something concrete to have made that decision. They must have known they were doing the right thing even though it was putting their careers in jeopardy.”

“Too bad they didn’t know they were putting their lives in jeopardy.” Mary’s chin trembled. “And their reputations after they were dead.”

“So what do you think is going on?” Caitlin decided to put her on the spot. “Who do you think is responsible?”

“I don’t know.” Mary shook her head. “I don’t even want to know. I just wanted to make sure you knew they weren’t having an affair. This is a smear campaign to get people off the right track. That’s all I know.”

Does she know more than she is saying? Caitlin studied the woman, but found it hard to tell. No doubt her bosses at the State Department had told her not to talk. And having your co-workers found dead would provide more than enough incentive to keep your mouth shut. “Do you think the Hillside deaths are directly related to the Kessler Affair?”

“It’s pretty big coincidence, don’t you think? I can’t say I know why or how, but it just doesn’t add up to me.”

Caitlin decided she would have to be content with what she’d been given. At least she knew she needed to keep going now, that her hunch was correct. Something wasn’t right.

Both women were quiet for a moment, but finally Mary spoke again. “Vince was a good friend of mine.” Her attractive green eyes glistened unnaturally. “I really admired him. I’m sorry for your loss.”

Caitlin tried to look cheerful, even though the emotions washing over her made her want to burst into tears instead. “Thanks. He spoke highly of you.”

Mary’s face brightened a little. “He did?” Then her expression turned sympathetic and mournful. “I wish I could be of more help.”

“You’ve been a great help—by letting me know my gut feeling is correct.”

A few minutes passed with an awkward silence. When Caitlin looked at Mary, she got the feeling something was still bothering her. “I hope you don’t get in any trouble by meeting with me.”

“No, I won’t.” She cleared her throat, and talked in a hushed tone. “To be honest, my supervisor told me to meet with you.”

Caitlin gave Mary a questioning look.

“She told me I should warn you to stay away from this story. That there’s nothing to it.”

Caitlin was too flabbergasted to speak.

“I told her you were only doing your job, but she said it’s not your job to dig up things better left alone.” Mary finished her coffee. “They aren’t kidding, Caitlin. I’m scared—and you should be too.”

“So she was there when you made the phone call to me?”

Mary nodded. “She wanted to make sure I talked to you.”

The hairs on the back of Caitlin’s neck started to rise, and she wondered if they were being watched while they talked. “I appreciate you telling me all of this—rather than what you were supposed to tell me. I know it’s risky for you.”

Mary nodded absently, as if she was thinking about something else.

Caitlin scrutinized her face. “Is that all? Did you think of something else?”

“No.” She shook her head, fingering her mug broodingly. “Well, maybe. How well do you know the detective working on the Hillside case?”

“Madison? Detective Madison?”

“Yes. That’s the name.”

“Not very well, why?”

“Oh.” Mary seemed disappointed. “I was hoping you could warn him too.”

“Warn him?”

Mary toyed with her napkin. “I overheard a conversation in the next office I probably shouldn’t have. I think they were talking about Detective Madison.”

“And?”

“I mean, it’s probably nothing—I only heard one side of what was being discussed. But it sounded like someone on the other end of the line was upset about where he was going with the investigation.”

“What did the side you heard say?”

“She told the person not to worry, that he wouldn’t be on the investigation anymore.”

Caitlin let her breath out slowly. That backed up everything Madison had told her—and proved he had been taken off the investigation by the State Department, not the FBI.

“Please don’t give up. No matter what they do to you.”

“Believe me, I’m not.” Caitlin’s thoughts drifted back to the night of the Hillside murders. How much of the scene had Detective Madison been able to process before being kicked out by the feds? She hadn’t completely believed him when he said he was off the case. Now it was clear he’d been honest with her.

Mary glanced at her watch. “I have to get back to work.” She stood and bent down to pick up the bill the waitress had left on the table. “Thanks again for meeting with me. I feel better knowing you understand the danger, and that you won’t stop searching for the truth.”

“I’ll get it.” Caitlin put her hand on the bill, and at the same time, lay her business card on the table. “If you hear or think of anything else, don’t hesitate to call. Okay?”

Mary picked up the card and nodded. “Thanks, Caitlin.”

As Caitlin watched her walk away, the emotions that had been sitting at the surface almost got the best of her. She choked back a sob as her mind wandered back to the recent past. If she could only go back in time, knowing what she knew now, and somehow change the outcome. Just last summer she had been head over heels in love with Vince Chandler at the State Department. Now he was dead, and so were two other people who worked in the same building—and that was not even counting the Kessler Affair. She brushed a tear from her cheek as she stood.

Coincidence? Caitlin didn’t think so.

But she sure didn’t know how she was going to prove it.


  


Chapter 6




Caitlin rubbed the back of her neck, trying to release the kink that had resulted from bending over files and staring at her computer. She’d been reading for hours, but she didn’t want to stop until she discovered the piece of the puzzle that would link the murders of the two State Department workers with the supposed suicide of Vince Chandler—and possibly link them all to the Kessler Affair. She had to be missing something. But what?

Every phone call she’d made and every tip she’d followed up on so far had led to a dead end. No one was talking at the FBI or the State Department, and the local officials were being kept out of the loop. “Read the official press release,” they would tell her, as if that contained anything of value.

Even her usually reliable sources were of no help. She had hit a wall and didn’t know which way to turn. She needed hard evidence, and it would take a lot of it to undo the storyline the State Department and FBI were pushing about the latest murders. Just as Mary had warned, the press release indicated the two dead workers were having an affair—but they went even further. Within a few days of the killings, work records were leaked to the press that implied the two were rogue employees and troublemakers. Certain co-workers—ones who had apparently promised to do as they were told—were interviewed by select media. They further maligned and smeared the victims by recounting how unreliable the two had become over the past few months.

Caitlin shook her head while reading one of the news reports. The strategy had worked. No one seemed to care about the two dead federal employees. The way the media had depicted the deceased, most people believed the couple had somehow deserved what they got. For the most part, the murders were already forgotten news.

Not to Caitlin. The official cause of death for both was gunshot wounds to the head. The press releases implied a murder-suicide took place, but no evidence for that arbitrary theory was ever released. The FBI insisted there was no reason for alarm and maintained no killer was on the loose, so people had gone back to their work places and their soccer games and dismissed the crime from their minds.

Although Caitlin had filed a Freedom of Information Act request to see the evidence supporting their claim, she had not yet received a response.

“What are you working on?”

Caitlin jerked in surprise and turned her head, grimacing at the pain it caused. “Um…”

“Not the Hillside murders again.”

“Just looking for something I might have missed the first time.” Caitlin’s heart sank a little at the sight of the managing editor, Stan.

“I’m not paying you to solve crimes, Sparks. I pay you to cover the news. There’s a barn fire over on Kindig. Go check it out.”

“A barn fire? On Kindig? That’s barely in our readership area.”

“You heard me.”

Caitlin knew there was no sense in arguing. Stan had only been the managing editor for two months, but already she’d had more than one run-in with him. Ordering her to cover barn fires on the other side of the county was his way of showing her who was boss. If she argued any more, she might end up taking obits over the phone or putting together the special events column.

“Sure, I’m on my way.” She said the words out loud, but there was no need. Stan had already turned his back and was walking away.

Grabbing her purse, Caitlin headed for the door, pulling her phone out as she walked and trying to decide who to call about the Hillside murders while out of the office. She was tempted to call Detective Madison, but abandoned the idea almost immediately. He was no longer on the case, and even if he were, the chance he would talk to her was not very good.

Her cell phone vibrated before she’d even made it out of the building.

“Hey, Caitlin. It’s Louie.”

Caitlin continued walking despite her surprise. “What a coincidence,” she said. “I’m heading toward a fire down your way.”

“Really?” There was a slight pause. “Why don’t you stop by?”

“You sure?”

“Of course. Since you’re going to be in the area. Haven’t chatted with you for a while.”

“Well there just happens to be something I’d like to talk to you about.”

“Oh, really?”

Caitlin lifted her eyebrows at the tone of his voice, but hesitated to say anything more over the cell phone. “Just something I’m working on.”

“Okay. Well, I’ll see you when you get here.”

Caitlin checked the time. “It’ll take me at least a half hour to get to the fire. Half hour on the scene. So say about two?”

“Perfect.”

She could hear him putting ice cubes in a glass, and he sounded pleased.

“I’ll be waiting.”

The next thing Caitlin heard was the click of the phone as he hung up. Oh well. Louie never was one for many words. What could you expect from a former CIA operative?

Glancing at the address of the barn fire she had put into her phone, Caitlin pulled out of the parking lot and headed north, not waiting for the map to load. She finally had a chance to study the directions while stopped at the last traffic light in town. Terrific. No direct route, so she would have to zigzag her way across the county on narrow back roads. On the bright side, it appeared to be only three or four miles from Louie’s farmhouse, so she wouldn’t be going out of her way for a visit. She’d make a quick appearance at the fire scene, get some quotes from the chief, and head over to Louie’s place for a quick chat.

It had never entered her mind to call him, but maybe he was just the guy she needed to talk to right now. Even though he was retired, he still had connections in high places. Maybe he knew something or had heard something—or could at least steer her in the right direction. His house was too far out of the way for a random visit, so the timing of the fire was perfect.

Caitlin thought about Louie as she drove, and her mood began to lighten. She had met him by chance on the Metro less than a year earlier. The wiry, elderly gentleman had graciously offered her a seat on the crowded train, and then chatted casually with her during the ride. When the seat beside her opened up, he’d sat down and they had talked more in depth. Somehow or another the discussion had led to what they did for a living. The former operative offered to help her with background information on a surveillance story, and they had been in occasional contact ever since.

The pressure on the gas pedal increased unintentionally as she glanced down at the map to see her estimated time of arrival at the fire. She was anxious to put the story behind her and move on to her visit with Louie. A smile played on her lips at the thought of seeing his twinkling eyes again.

It’s funny how things work. Run into someone on the Metro and they become a source—and a friend.




Caitlin spotted the plume of smoke from the fire long before she made it to the scene. It rose in a high column before being swept up by the breeze and dissipating into wisps that looked like clouds against the blue sky. When still about a mile away, a fire policeman flagged her to a stop. “Sorry ma’am, can’t go any farther.” He nodded toward the smoke. “There’s a fire.”

“Actually, that’s why I’m here.” Caitlin pulled out her press pass.

The man examined it and then handed it back. “You’re Caitlin Sparks?”

When she nodded, he put his arms on her rolled down window and leaned in. “You still digging into the story about the dead State Department people?”

Caitlin answered his question with a question. “Why?”

“My wife works there is all. She talks about how you’ve been causing unnecessary alarm ever since that guy committed suicide. Got everybody on edge.”

“Really?” Caitlin forced a smile, but her hands gripped the wheel a little tighter. “Sorry to hear that. Just trying to do my job.”

“So is she. It’d be nice for everybody all around if you dropped it and left it alone.” He stepped aside and waved her on.

Caitlin put her foot on the gas and pulled away, a little bit unnerved at the reach of the State Department. Were his words meant as a threat to keep her from pursuing the story? Was that another deliberate attempt to frighten and intimidate her?

Or was she letting her imagination run away?

By the time she reached the site of the fire, she’d convinced herself the man on the road was just a concerned husband voicing his opinion. Nothing more.

Pulling in behind a water tanker, Caitlin peered down at her skirt and shoes and saw she had other things to worry about. Dammit. Why am I always wearing heels when I’m sent to cover a fire? She glanced at the back seat to see if her sneakers were still there, but knew she had taken them out the day before to go for a walk after work.

Scanning the scene, she recognized the chief talking on a radio while standing on the running board of one of the pumper trucks. She started toward him, walking on her tiptoes so her heels wouldn’t sink into the mud—but water ran in rivulets back and forth across the driveway creating an obstacle course that left her shoes mud-covered and wet.

“Hey, Chief.” She flashed her credentials. “Can you give me any information?”

“Barn fire. Two alarms. Under control.”

Caitlin relaxed a little, thankful she had run into someone who was helpful even though he was busy. Oftentimes the fire officials regarded the media as a major annoyance and were not nearly so accommodating. She was going to make this as short and sweet as she could.

“Any injuries?”

“None.”

“Any animals inside?”

“No. Lost some hay and two tractors. Total loss, including the structure, estimated at about $250,000.”

“Cause?”

“Too early to tell.”

“Suspicious?”

“Called in an investigator since nothing is obvious.”

“Okay. I’ll check back. Thanks for your time.” Caitlin shook his hand. “Oh, is the owner on scene?”

The fireman pointed toward a tall, barrel-chested man in overalls trying to comfort a woman who had two young children holding onto her leg. “John Brunner. Right over there.”

When Caitlin got closer, she saw the owner had a tear running down his cheek as he watched the smoke roll from the destroyed structure. It was obvious this was a devastating event for him, making her sorry she had taken it so lightly. After introducing herself, she asked if he had insurance.

“Not enough to cover an entire year’s hay crop and rebuild. I don’t even have the equipment to bring in another cutting now.” His gaze shifted to a field where a herd of cows stood huddled under a tree. “Don’t know how I’m even going to feed the cattle.”

“Do you have any idea how it started?”

He shook his head. “I was in there an hour ago and everything was fine. Can’t imagine how it would go up in flames so fast.”

Caitlin stood beside the family, trying to imagine how they were feeling as they watched everything they had worked for literally go up in smoke right before their eyes. “Thank you for your time, Mr. Brunner. I’m really sorry about the fire.”

The man nodded, but Caitlin wasn’t sure he had even heard her. She turned and made her way over the remaining fire hoses back to her Jeep.

After throwing her notebook on the seat, she sat and watched the family. The man now held one of the little girls and his wife held the other child. Even though the editor had sent her all of the way out here, she knew the story would only receive a small amount of space in the next day’s paper. Just a blip people would read as they drank their morning coffee and forget before their next swallow. Murders, robberies, fires, scandals—they were more like entertainment than news these days. Here today, forgotten tomorrow, because there was always a new calamity to read about.

She put her Jeep in drive and pulled away, hoping something good would somehow come out of the tragedy.

At the moment, she didn’t see how.


  


Chapter 7




Like other old estates in the hills of Loudoun County, the farmhouse sat back a long dirt road—the kind of potholed and storm-damaged road that jarred the spine and tested your vehicle’s shocks. Caitlin loved it. She’d give anything to live down a road like this and have a meandering driveway marked by a big stone entrance gate that displayed the name of the estate in fancy script.

In this part of Virginia, all of the homes had names. Fair Winds, Oak Hall, Woodlawn, Heartland, were just a few of the ones she’d passed along her way. She loved reading the names and trying to imagine what the houses beyond the gates looked like. Nestled as they were behind stone walls and down long winding lanes, it was impossible to tell. But she could envision them with their wide chimneys and welcoming wooden doors. Most of them had stood for more than a century, many for more than two—and some had remained in the same family for countless generations.

As for Caitlin, she lived in a small two-story cottage, commonly known as the overseer’s house. Once part of a large, prominent estate, the land had long since been broken up and built upon so it no longer resembled the elegant property of the past. It was located in the country and was somewhat secluded, but the dirt road it sat beside was well maintained and well-traveled. Every vehicle that drove by created a dust storm that settled on her furniture and floors. The backyard and woods behind it were her only respite, offering cooling shade and sheltered relief from the noise and commotion of the busy thoroughfare.

Caitlin drove faster than she should have on the rutted road, but she was excited about seeing Louie again. She also wanted to waste as little time as possible driving since she needed to get back to work and write up the fire story so no one would be the wiser. If Stan found out she stopped here, there would be hell to pay. He would know, or at least assume, she was working on the Hillside murders.

Turning onto the tree-lined lane that led to the secluded farmhouse, Caitlin had to smile. It had been so long since she’d visited, she wasn’t sure she’d remember the way, but Louie’s driveway stood out from the others. The sign hanging off a fence post wasn’t in fancy script—and it didn’t display the name of an estate. It simply read: Private Drive. Keep Out.

Rounding a sharp corner and then cresting the last hill, Caitlin saw the large, sprawling home come into view. She squinted when she noticed a black Ford F-350 parked beside Louie’s Volvo.

Hmm. Louie hadn’t said he would have company. As she pulled in beside the vehicle, she remained in her Jeep and tried to decide what to do. Even though the truck was fairly new, it was muddy and replete with small dings—signs of wear and hard use. Probably belonged to a local farmer. Maybe one of his neighbors had stopped by unannounced.

Electing to make the best of it, Caitlin hopped out, walked up the slate steps to the front door and knocked. She heard Louie’s voice inside and then his footsteps as he came to the door. When he opened it, he didn’t step aside right away to let her in. “Didn’t expect you quite so soon.”

“I got what I needed in record time.” She paused. “You busy?”

“Oh, no. Just that someone else dropped by too.”

“I was just leaving.” The voice that spoke from inside sounded strangely familiar, but Caitlin didn’t have time to place it.

“Come on in.” Louie took a deep breath and stepped aside. “Caitlin Sparks, I’d like you to meet Detective Madison.”

Caitlin lifted her gaze slowly, not quite believing what she thought she had heard. The detective was exhaling a cloud of smoke as he strode toward the door.

“We’ve met.” The expression he wore was one of detached disinterest, which quickly changed into hostile impatience, as if she had intentionally ruined his meeting with Louie.

Louie must have seen it too. He cleared his throat. “Since you know each other, you’re welcome to stay and chat, Detective.”

“I’ll pass. I don’t socialize with reporters.” Madison strode through the doorway at the same time as Caitlin was entering. “Nothing personal, of course.”

Caitlin had to practically put her head back against the door jamb to look up at him, and found those steel blue eyes no less unnerving now than they were at the crime scene. Whether it was his impressive height or his commanding attitude she wasn’t sure, but he struck her as one of the most formidable and intimidating-looking men she’d ever met.

“Yes, you’ve made that pretty clear.” She couldn’t let his comment pass without saying something.

Madison was already out the door and halfway across the porch. “Catch you later, Louie,” he said over his shoulder.

“Wait.” Caitlin followed him to the edge of the veranda. “Are you still looking into the Hillside murders?”

“No.” He didn’t even stop walking. “Make that a hell no.”

“Okay.”

Perhaps it was her dismissive tone that caused him to pause on the bottom step and turn. “Why?”

Caitlin stared into his daunting blue eyes, and almost lost her nerve. “I-I talked to someone from the State Department yesterday—”

“And?” Madison cocked his head, looking interested but impatient.

“And…” She bit her lip, not sure what or how much to say.

“And?” He asked again, shooting her a gaze so penetrating it made her think that his eyes should be registered as a deadly weapon.

The air of confidence and authority he exuded caused her to hesitate. She’d dealt with some of the most powerful and influential political leaders in the county—and even the country—but had never met someone as irascible and imposing as this. She let out her breath, not sure what to say. Did he really think they could have this conversation on Louie’s front porch? “It’s complicated.”

“I have to go.” The detective glanced at his watch. “I have a meeting I can’t miss.”

“Well in case you lost my number.” She pulled a card out of her pocket. “Here.”

He took the card with a scowl at her sarcastic comment. “Okay, Scoop.” He turned and waved at Louie. “See ya, Louie.”

Caitlin watched until his truck started backing up, then turned toward the house where Louie stood in the doorway with arms open wide.

“How have you been?” He gave her a warm embrace and pulled her into the house. “Come in. Come in.” He led the way through the spacious home to the living room, and pointed to a chair. “Did I hear you tell the detective you met with someone from the State Department?”

“Yeah.” She shook off her jacket, surprised he’d heard that part of the conversation. “Just a friend of Vince’s.”

“Tell you anything important?”

Caitlin almost laughed at the question. If anyone else had asked it, she would probably have been offended at his nosiness. But Louie was a retired CIA operative who was accustomed to asking questions and probing for information. That made him seem a little hard around the edges to those unfamiliar with his type of intensity, but he didn’t mean any harm.

“Not really.” She thought about telling him everything that had been said, but didn’t see what good it would do. “Just told me it would be better if I didn’t dig into that Hillside story anymore.”

“Is that all?”

Caitlin studied him as she sat down, trying to figure out if he was really interested or just trying to make conversation. She decided it was the latter. “Yep. That’s all.”

Louie walked over to a serving table. “Want a drink?”

“I wish, but I have to go back to work.”

He poured some Jack Daniels into a glass and sat down again, but he seemed to be deep in thought. “Why didn’t you tell the detective that?”

“Tell him what?”

“That your friend from the State Department told you to stop checking into that story. Why did you tell him, it’s complicated?”

Caitlin shrugged, wondering why she did it too. “I guess I was hoping he knows something I don’t know. I’d like to talk to him again.”

“I don’t think he does. That’s why he dropped by. To see if I’d heard anything.”

“Have you?”

“Not a thing—other than that the case has been solved.”

“You can’t believe that.”

“Why wouldn’t I?” He regarded her with an inscrutable expression before turning his attention to the amber liquid in his glass.

“Because none of it makes any sense.”

“Oh, it makes perfect sense.” He lifted the glass to his lips and downed half its contents. “Murder-suicide. Happens all the time.”

Caitlin’s heart sank. Louie wasn’t going to be of any help after all. “Why do you think Madison is asking you about it if he isn’t on the case anymore?”

“He’s nosing around, searching for things that aren’t there. I told him as much.”

It wasn’t hard for Caitlin to imagine how Madison had reacted to that response. No wonder he wasn’t in the best of moods when she’d arrived—and she couldn’t really blame him. A part of her was glad to know the detective was following up on every lead he could to solve this crime rather than accept what was being fed to him. She brought her mind back to the present. “So why’d you call me anyway?”

“Just haven’t talked to you for a while, and decided to give you a ring. When you said you were going to be out this way, I thought it’d be a good time to catch up on what you’re working on.” He took another slow sip of his drink and stared at her. “I guess you pretty much just told me.”

Caitlin leaned back and sighed. “I’m officially off the Hillside murders but, yes, I’m still looking into them.”

“Well, I’ll have to be on the side of your editor and friend at the State Department on this one. You might as well let it go. The FBI knows what they’re doing.”

“What if ‘what they’re doing’ is covering something up?”

Louie laughed. “Why would you think that?”

Caitlin shrugged. “Just a gut feeling.” She paused and glanced at her watch. “Geez. I have to get going too. They’ll kill me if they find out I stopped here.”

“I wish you had more time.” Louie stood and walked toward the door.

“Me too.” She turned around and winked at Louie. “And I wish you could give me some advice on the Hillside murders.”

“I gave you the best advice I could, Caitlin.”

She cocked her head and looked at him.

“Drop it.”

She stopped just as she reached the door. “Really?”

He shrugged. “You asked me for my advice.”

“Well, that means something…coming from someone like you.”

“Good. I hope you take it to heart.” He reached out and shook her hand. “Good to see you again, Caitlin. We need to get together again when you have more time.”

“Yeah. I don’t get over this way very often. If you ever leave the farm, give me a call.”

He laughed. “Will do.”

“And if you hear anything through the grapevine, let me know. Okay?”

“I certainly will young lady. I’ll keep my ears open.”

Caitlin was halfway across the porch before she paused again and turned around. “Do you know Detective Madison very well?”

Louie shrugged from the doorway. “Not real well. Ran into each other on a case or two before I retired. Why?”

“I was wondering if his hostility toward me is because I’m a woman or because I’m a reporter.”

Louie didn’t crack a smile. “From what I know, you don’t want to ask him that question.”

“Why not?”

“I don’t think he’d be able to pick just one.”


  


Chapter 8




Caitlin sat at her desk staring out the window instead of working. It was hard to concentrate on the uninteresting, low-priority story she’d been assigned when she would be meeting with Detective Madison in a few hours to discuss the Hillside murders.

Apparently her comment about talking to someone from the State Department had piqued his interest. She’d found an email waiting for her one day after their unexpected meeting at Louie’s. It was only one line—just what she would expect from Madison—saying, Interested in your discussion with State Department staffer if you’re willing to share.

Caitlin sighed and turned back to read over her story on a local school budget, but she couldn’t push the upcoming meeting out of her mind. It surprised her that Madison was willing to put his personal distaste for reporters aside to discuss the case, leading her to believe his gut feeling was the same as hers—strong. She wondered if he’d connected the Hillside murders with the supposed suicide of her beloved Vince. If nothing else, the two incidents shared a common denominator: the State Department. Since mentioning that agency is what led to the meeting, Caitlin had to assume the detective was thinking along the same lines as she was.

But could she trust him? That was the real question. Caitlin didn’t know him very well. For all she knew, he could have ulterior motives for wanting to learn what had been discussed during her short visit with the State Department employee. Maybe he wanted to find out what she knew so he could pass it on to someone else. A lot of cops were on the take for political payoffs, and the State Department wielded a lot of power even outside of D.C.

She’d seen some questionable behavior from the police with her own two eyes the night Vince had died. The police had not appeared to be trying very hard to solve a crime, instead treating it immediately as a suicide. Ever since that incident, it had been hard for her to trust anyone who wore the shield.

On the other hand, she couldn’t pass up the opportunity to share what she had with someone who had access to information she hadn’t seen and would never be able to get her hands on. She had to take the chance. Her hopes even began to rise. This meeting might provide something, some little nugget of truth that would confirm her own theories and help prove her case.

The thought of proving Vince had been murdered motivated Caitlin to put aside Madison’s profession. She needed an ally, and he was the only other person in the world who noticed things weren’t adding up. It didn’t hurt that he was also the type of man who would not wither beneath the blowback he might receive.

When Caitlin’s work phone rang, she glanced at the clock before picking it up. “Sparks.”

“Hey, Scoop.” There was a long pause. “Something came up. I can’t make our meeting.”

Caitlin’s heart plunged. Darn it. She knew it had been too good to be true. He had changed his mind. He wasn’t going to talk because she was a reporter. He was going to make excuses not to meet and there would never be any information shared.

“Sorry to hear that.” Caitlin couldn’t keep the disappointment out of her voice. “It’s not something I’d feel comfortable doing over the phone.”

“I know. Me neither. But the nanny’s sick so I have the kids.”

It took a moment for Caitlin to catch up with what he’d said. Kids? Mad Dog Madison? She didn’t even know he was married. Then again, how many men in their thirties, that good looking weren’t married?

“Unless you want to stop by the house.” He continued talking despite her silence. “It’s kind of out of the way in Loudoun County, but if you want to get this done tonight then that’s the way it’s got to be.”

Caitlin shifted uneasily in her chair. Yes she wanted to get this done. But at his house? She preferred a neutral setting.

“You still there?”

“Yeah, I’m here. But I don’t want to intrude.”

“Great. I’m just outside Leesburg.”

Caitlin didn’t know if he hadn’t heard her obvious hesitation or was ignoring it. Was he just that confident she wouldn’t say no? Or did he know she was desperate to talk to him?

“Let’s make it nine to nine-thirty. That way the kids will be in bed.”

Caitlin nodded, but then realized he couldn’t see her. “Okay.”

“Do you know where the Gray Ghost Bar and Grill is? Off Route 50?”

“Is it that uppity restaurant that sits back off the road?”

“I guess you could call it that.”

“Okay.”

“Pull in there and call me at this number. I’ll have to direct you.”

“I have GPS.”

“You’ll never find it.” He gave her the number. “Call me.”

Click.




Caitlin held the phone to her ear as she was driving until she found the last little turn-off.

“You’re good to go. Bear right at the stone gate. See you in a few minutes.”

Madison hung up and Caitlin continued driving, over a one-lane bridge, around steep-banked corners, and under a canopy of trees. She wished she could see the rolling hills and pastures that likely laid on either side, but it was too dark to see anything outside the beam of the headlights.

At last she came to a stone gate marked PRIVATE DRIVE, with the name of the estate engraved on a plaque on the wall: Hawthorne, Est. 1805.

“Oh my goodness,” Caitlin said under her breath as she stared at the ornate stone wall on each side. It’s beautiful.

When the house finally came into view, she noticed there were only a few lights burning, but they looked warm and welcoming. Caitlin continued to a circular driveway and stopped in front of the large front porch beside Madison’s truck. Her imagination ran away with her as she stared at the immense stone house. Two wide chimneys on each side stood as bookends to a home that looked like it had been lovingly cared for and maintained despite its age. She envisioned Civil War soldiers milling about the grounds as they would have done one hundred and fifty-some years earlier. The fact that this part of Virginia was known to be the stomping grounds of the legendary Confederate cavalry officer Colonel John Mosby and his band of Rangers made it even more intriguing. She had no doubt their boots had graced these very halls.

After grabbing the folder she’d brought and getting out of her Jeep, Caitlin lifted her head and tilted it further and further back, trying to find the top of the oak tree that disappeared into the darkness above. Its trunk was massive and its limbs created a canopy that covered a sizable portion of the lawn. Oh, the stories it could tell. She closed her eyes and inhaled, feeling like she had stepped back in time. How could a place this close to the turmoil of Washington, DC, be so peaceful and charming?

Remembering where she was, she walked toward the porch. She had just started up the steps when the door opened.

“You found it. Come in.”

Caitlin accepted the smile and the strong hand that was offered as Madison pulled her through the doorway. The warmth of his touch and the charming quality of the greeting confused and unnerved her. He still wore a pair of navy work slacks and collared shirt, but his tie was undone and hanging loosely on his chest.

“Sorry to run you all the way out here.”

“That’s okay.” Once inside, Caitlin stood awkwardly, gazing at the huge beams overhead and the staircase to her right. “I love old houses.”

“Me too. Still a lot of work to do.”

Just like at a crime scene, Madison didn’t seem inclined to use more words than were necessary. Trying to figure out what went on behind those impassive, unreadable eyes of his was impossible. But what did she care? He was a cop, and she was a reporter. He didn’t like reporters and she didn’t trust cops. So that was that.

The detective led her down a hall and then pointed to the dining room off to the left. “Make yourself at home. I kind of have my stuff all over the table.”

As he directed her into the room, Caitlin’s gaze fell upon his left hand. No wedding ring. She hadn’t remembered seeing one—not that she had been looking.

Madison disappeared into the next room, but yelled out to her. “Coffee?”

“Sure. Just cream.”

“Coming right up.”

Caitlin stood in the dining room and surveyed the large, ornately carved table and twelve matching chairs. A fire glowed in a large-mouthed fireplace that boasted a beautiful cherry-colored mantel and a large oil painting hanging above. Gracing the walls on the other three sides were foxhunting scenes—typical of dining rooms in this part of Virginia.

“Here you go.” The detective set the mug down on the table and took a seat. His sleeves were rolled up now and the tie had disappeared completely. The way his dark hair and complexion stood out against the crisp, white shirt he wore made him look a little more amiable and pleasant than the last time they’d met. But when he leaned forward with his arms on the table, Caitlin could see why he had such a reputation as a menacing interrogator. The look in his eyes turned intense and commanding—the kind of look that both drew her in and made her want to run away. Fast.

“I don’t usually do this.”

“What’s that?”

“Talk to reporters.” He exaggerated the word, to make clear it was a profession extremely distasteful to him.

Caitlin refused to be intimidated or swayed. “Thanks for clearing that up.”

“You’re welcome,” he said, matching her sarcasm with some of his own. “And just to be clear, I’m no longer on the case so I don’t have anything to give you.”

“Excuse me?” Caitlin’s tone revealed her confusion and surprise.

“I told you I’m off the case.” He appeared surprised that she was surprised.

“Yes, and I’m off the story. But I thought we were sharing.”

“Minor correction. You’re sharing.”

Caitlin blinked. And blinked again. She thought he must be joking, but the expression on his face did not suggest that intent. “If you’re no longer actively working the case, why am I sharing with you?”

He lifted his mug and took a drink of coffee as he pondered the question. “I don’t like what I’m being told. I want to see if you have anything to substantiate my gut feeling.”

Caitlin stood her ground. “In my world, sharing implies that we both give a little.” She closed the file and pushed out her chair. “Thanks for the coffee.”

“Just a minute.” He sat back in his chair, crossed his arms, and stared at her a moment.

Caitlin hated the way he was able to combine unnerving intensity with disinterested detachment. She wondered if it was a natural habit of his or if he had been trained by the military to remain remote and aloof even in the most distressing situations. His body language revealed nothing, and his facial expression, as usual, was that of a stone. She didn’t like being around people she couldn’t read.

“So you came all the way out here, and now you want to negotiate?”

Caitlin was stunned, both by his self-assurance and his assertion. “Negotiate? I didn’t realize I was going to have to negotiate. I’m pretty sure the word you used in your email was share.”

“Okay, maybe negotiate is the wrong word. How about co-op-er-ate?” He drew the word out, pronouncing each syllable.

Caitlin couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “So you lured me out here on the pretext of sharing, and then have the gall to think you can bully me into providing information with nothing in return?” She stood. “You can call it negotiation or cooperation or even collaboration for all I care, but you want to know what I call it?”

He didn’t answer, but she thought she saw a hint of amusement in his eyes, which infuriated her even more. She was too angry to think of a word to call it, so she pushed in her chair and turned to leave.

“Hold on.”

His commanding voice stopped her in mid-stride. It took everything within her to turn around, but what she saw when she did surprised her.

Madison was fingering through a stack of folders in front of him, intent it seemed on locating one in particular. “Have you seen the autopsy report?” His voice was casual, as if the last few minutes had never transpired.

“Of course not.”

He lifted his eyes for just a second at the tone of her voice, and then went back to searching through the manila folders. Finding the one he wanted, he pushed it over to where she had been sitting, and then picked up his coffee mug. “Take a look.”

Caitlin stared at the file and then back at his stone-cold face. “From the Hillside murders?”

He gave a single nod of affirmation, but he didn’t look happy about it.

She slid back into the chair and picked up the report. He gave her about five seconds to run her eyes over the first page.

“My turn. I understand you did some intensive reporting on the Oakside Park suicide.”

Caitlin jerked her head up from the page and cast him a look of disbelief, but he didn’t seem to notice.

“Do you have a file of interviews you’ve done?”

“I thought this meeting was about the Hilltop deaths.” She put her head back down and concentrated on the report in front of her. She didn’t want him to see the relief in her eyes that he was linking the two cases. She still wasn’t sure she trusted him.

“It is.”

“So you think the two are connected.”

“Don’t you?”

She reached up and squeezed her temples. His constant sparring was giving her a headache. “I guess so. Just a hunch.”

“Me too. What about those interviews?”

“I have a list of the interviews.” She rummaged through the folder she had brought with her and handed him the paper. “I don’t have the actual interviews with me.”

“I want to see the complete interviews.” He must have realized his tone sounded impatient and harsh, because he softened it. “Whenever you can get them to me.”

As he scribbled some notes on the side of his paper, his phone began vibrating on the table. Since it was sitting close to Caitlin, she pushed it toward him, and noticed the name “Mallory.”

He scanned the screen and frowned. “I have to take this. Sorry.”

“Sure.” Caitlin bent over the autopsy report again as he exited the room, thankful she would actually have some time to read it. A few minutes later she heard the door behind her swing open and assumed Madison had returned. But when he didn’t say anything, she turned and saw it wasn’t Madison at all. It was a young girl of about three holding a well-worn blanket. She appeared to be on the verge of tears.

Caitlin’s heart melted at the sight of her. “Aw, honey, did you have a bad dream?”

The child nodded.

“Um, your daddy’s on the phone.” Caitlin wasn’t sure what to do. She didn’t know where Madison had gone, and didn’t want to walk through the sprawling house to find him.

The toddler didn’t seem to care she was a complete stranger. She padded over in her bare feet and raised her hands so Caitlin could lift her into her lap. “It’s okay now.” Caitlin wrapped her arms around the child and rocked her a minute. “See? All better.”

The girl nodded and snuggled into her, seeming to fall almost instantly asleep. Caitlin inhaled the smell of her freshly washed hair and studied the cute, innocent face. Wish I could fall asleep that easily.

Since Madison still hadn’t returned, she went back to the file she was reading, turning the page with one hand and cradling the toddler with the other. She didn’t hear Madison at the doorway until he spoke.

“What the— What are you doing?” He strode into the room and gently removed the sleeping girl from her arms.

“Sorry. I think she had a bad dream or something. I didn’t know where you went.”

With the child fast asleep in his strong arms, he stared at Caitlin with a look of frustration and appreciation before turning. “I’ll be right back.”


  


Chapter 9




When Madison returned, he had a steaming cup of coffee in one hand and the pot in the other. “Need it warmed up?”

Caitlin pushed her mug toward him. “Sure.”

“Sorry about that.” He sat down and picked up a file again. “She sleepwalks. Probably never even woke up.”

“That’s okay. She’s a cutie.”

“Yeah.” He sounded serious and grave. “Not looking forward to her teen years.”

Caitlin laughed. She could tell the little girl had her dad wrapped around her finger. She pitied the young men in her future. “No, I guess not.” She took a sip of coffee and glanced up just as the detective placed both hands on the table.

“Let’s get back to work. What did you hear from your contact with the State Department?”

Caitlin was stunned at the instant change of tone and demeanor. He was all business again, his blue eyes probing hers with a look of dangerous intensity. She’d wished she’d thought ahead of time what she was going to tell him, because his expression told her he wasn’t going to fall for anything but the truth—all of it.

She swallowed hard and tried not to squirm. “My source told me…” She cleared her throat and began again. “Well this person warned me I should stop working on the Hillside murder story.”

“Why?”

Caitlin couldn’t meet his gaze so she concentrated on the antique clock sitting on the mantle. “Because that’s what they told this person to tell me.”

“Who are they?” Madison sounded frustrated.

“Superiors at the State Department. I didn’t get any names.”

He frowned. “You trust this person?”

Caitlin nodded. “Yes. I have no reason not to.”

“What else?”

“You understand this is a private source.” Caitlin tapped a finger on the table. “I won’t reveal the identity even with a court order or threat of jail time.”

“You don’t have to.” Madison sounded offended that she would infer it would come to that. “You haven’t given a name, and I don’t want it. I just want to know what was said.”

Caitlin sat back and sized him up. Could she trust him? Even without using the name, she wasn’t sure she felt comfortable divulging everything that had been told to her confidentially. She had spent more than a dozen years cultivating sources and developing a reputation of trust. She wasn’t going to throw that away tonight.

She must have taken too long to answer because Madison leaned forward. “I don’t know who it is, and I don’t care who it is. I just want to know what was said.”

“But it was told to me in confidence.” Caitlin didn’t budge.

“Your source asked you not to tell anyone?”

Caitlin thought back to the conversation. Mary had only asked her not to use her name in a story. “No, not exactly.”

“Then what’s the problem?”

“The problem is, how do I know I can trust you?”

He smiled, apparently thinking she was joking. “Newsflash. I’m one of the good guys. I find bad guys for a living.”

“How do I know I can trust you,” Caitlin asked again without batting an eye.

This time Madison’s expression lost all suggestion of humor. “Are you kidding me?”

“This isn’t how I operate.” Caitlin put her head in her hands and tried to figure out what to do. “You’re asking a lot.”

The room grew quiet except for the crackling of the fire and the ticking of the clock that sat on the mantle, but then Madison spoke again. “Your source came to you to help figure out what is going on, right?”

“Yes.”

“Then I guess you need to make up your mind the best way to do that.” Instead of continuing to debate the issue, Madison tipped his chair back on two legs, crossed his arms, and stared at her with a contemplative look that suggested he respected her hesitation, but didn’t agree with it. He appeared frustrated and pensive, but not mad.

Caitlin found this calm composure more persuasive and coercing than if he’d lost his temper. “I can tell you this.” She laced her fingers together on the table, and took a deep breath. “I was supposed to warn you.”

“Warn me?” His chair hit the floor with a thud. “About what?”

“That you should steer clear of the investigation. You were taken off the case by orders of someone at the State Department, not the FBI.”

“When were you going to tell me this?”

Caitlin looked away. “Since you were already taken off the case, I didn’t think it was an issue.”

“Who ordered it?”

“She didn’t know—” Caitlin’s eyes darted up to meet his at her slipup of revealing the sex of her contact, but when he showed no reaction, she continued. “My source only heard one side of a phone conversation.”

Madison exhaled loudly. “What else?”

Caitlin pushed herself away from the table and paced in front of the fireplace as she justified in her mind the necessity—and the obligation—of telling him what she knew. Even with her back turned, she could feel his eyes following her, scrutinizing her, but she would not allow herself to be influenced by his intimidating reputation. This was her decision to make.

After deciding on her course of action, she sat down and began the conversation again as if it had never ended. “The two who were killed weren’t having an affair like has been claimed. My source knew them both.”

“Go on.”

“The whole storyline is a tactic to divert attention from the real reason they were killed.”

“Which is?”

“Didn’t say. Probably doesn’t know. My source just feels like we do—things aren’t adding up.” She bent her head back over the autopsy report to signal the end of the conversation.

“And?”

She ignored him. How in the hell does he know there’s more?

“And?” he repeated.

She looked up and then regretted that she had. Damn those eyes. He could make a scarecrow talk. Focusing on the clock again, she revealed the brunt of the conversation. “These two particular employees were in Renoviah during the Kessler Affair.”

When her comment was met with silence, Caitlin returned her gaze to him. His jaw was clenched and he had a thousand-yard stare on his face.

“My source said they were going to testify about what happened there. They’d contacted Senator Wiley’s office to alert him they wanted to appear before his committee.”

“What do you know about the Kessler Affair? Did you cover it for the newspaper?”

His question was so abrupt and blunt it took Caitlin by surprise. “No.”

“But you know about it.”

“Yes. I know Randy Kessler was a Washington reporter who uncovered that the State Department was running guns to the Muslim Brotherhood. The weapons were supposed to be used to topple the dictatorship and establish a more democratic government in Renoviah.”

Madison nodded. “Go on.”

“But then Kessler discovered the insurgency groups being funded and trained by the U.S. government were using the weapons against our troops.” Caitlin tried to summarize the endless number of articles she’d read on the subject. “Right after he broke that story, he was captured in Renoviah, thrown in prison, and charged as a spy by the new government.”

“Not by accident, some say.”

Caitlin’s attention jerked over to him. “What does that mean?” She thought about it. “Are you saying our government worked with their government—or some insurgency group—to keep a U.S. journalist quiet?”

Madison shrugged. “What do you think?”

“I want to say I think that’s crazy.”

“What’s crazy is that three people died in Renoviah, another was found dead in a suspicious suicide, and now two more people have been killed. All of them had connections to the State Department and therefore the Kessler Affair.”

She hated to admit it, but it all made sense. “So you’re saying they never intended for Kessler to be freed. They’d planned all along that the release would fail and Kessler would be killed—that way he couldn’t reveal any more damaging information. One dead journalist made no difference to them.”

“They just didn’t take into account the other lives lost in attempting a rescue.” Madison lifted his coffee mug. “Or they didn’t care.”

Caitlin closed her eyes as she thought about the three former Navy SEALs who had responded to the scene while working for a private security firm. Two of them had been killed during a thirteen-hour battle trying to save Kessler. “It would have all ended there if not for Vince Chandler deciding to blow the whistle about what he knew.” She opened her eyes, wishing she could take back her last conversation with Vince…when she had urged him to testify. Maybe he would still be alive today if not for her.

“And now we have two more dead State Department employees who just happen to have a tie to the whole Kessler Affair.” Madison stood abruptly and walked over to the fireplace, where he stirred the logs and got them blazing again. Then he stared absently at the painting of an aristocratic gentleman from a previous century hanging over the mantel. “See anything interesting in the autopsy report?”

Caitlin was a little surprised at how quickly he could change subjects. She looked down at the papers he had given her. “I’m sure you’ve analyzed more of these things than I have.” She paused as she scanned the report. “But is it normal that ballistics can’t confirm the weapon found at the scene is the one that killed the victims?”

Madison’s expression revealed he hadn’t expected her to pick that up so quickly. “Only one round was recovered, from the female’s body—”

“I see that.” Caitlin read from the report. “…hit below the right temple, flattened and expanded on impact, penetrating the skull and brain.” She looked up at him. “But they can’t link it to the gun?”

“The slug was flat as a pancake, with half of it dispersed through the brain tissue. The projectile deformity was too vast to isolate any verifying characteristics.”

Caitlin shook her head, not understanding. “And what about the male victim? His body had an exit wound according to this.” She read the report silently. Shot entered a half-inch above the right ear, traversed the entire brain and exited the other side, leaving a large exit wound with considerable bone and tissue damage. She looked at the detective. “So where’s the slug?”

Madison’s jaw stiffened. “Not found.”

Caitlin scrunched her face in bewilderment. “How could that be?”

“Our team was being meticulous in going over the room for evidence. We just didn’t get that far before being kicked out by the feds.”

“Did they explain why they were taking over the case?”

“Because high-level federal employees were involved.”

“I wonder how they knew so fast. I mean, that they were State Department employees.”

Madison shook his head. “Not sure about that either.”

“Did you talk to the person who found the bodies?”

“Yes. The guy who owns the rental house where they were killed lives about a mile away and was walking his dog. He heard two gunshots and thought it might be deer poachers—common in that area.” Madison paused and put his hand on a pack of cigarettes lying on the table, but apparently thought better of it and picked up a pen instead. “After he got home though it bothered him, because he knew the house was rented for the weekend and the shots sounded close. He got into his car and drove down there. Since there was a vehicle in the driveway and the lights were on, he pulled over and called the house number just to make sure everything was okay with the renters.”

“But there was no answer.”

“Right. So he went up and knocked on the door.”

“And there was no answer.”

This time Madison just nodded. “He said he thought he heard a bang, like a door slamming shut, so he went and looked in the window.”

“And saw the bodies?”

He nodded.

“And you believe him?”

“Yes. He was pretty shaken up.”

“What does he think the bang was?”

“He doesn’t know. He told me maybe he imagined it.”

“What do you think it was?”

Madison shook his head. “I don’t know.”

Caitlin returned her attention to the papers. “Do you know how much time passed between when he heard the shots and when he discovered the bodies?”

“He thought it was about thirty minutes at the most.”

“So if one were to believe in conspiracy theories, one might think that his car coming down the road could have surprised anyone else in the house and caused them to hightail it out of there.”

Madison cocked his head. “Do you believe in conspiracy theories?”

Caitlin sat back in her chair, her chin tilted up as she gave his question deep consideration. “I believe in facts.” She tapped the coroner’s report. “According to this, there is no proof the weapon found by the male victim’s body was the one used in the commission of the crime, and according to you it would be a bit of a stretch to conclude without reasonable doubt that the male victim was even killed in that room.”

Madison raised his eyebrows. “That pretty much sums it up.”

Caitlin flipped through the pages, going back to another question she had. “Another thing. What about the lack of blood and tissue on the male victim’s hands?”

A slow smile formed on Madison’s face. “You sure you haven’t read a lot of autopsy reports before?”

Caitlin ignored him and kept talking. “If he shot the female victim at close range, as is alleged, there would be blood spatter on his hand and the gun. Right?”

“Correct. And then he shot himself. Again at close range.”

“So that would leave two possible explanations.” Caitlin tapped her pen on the table. “Either it wasn’t at close range—”

“Or he wasn’t the shooter.” Madison finished for her.

Caitlin held his gaze a moment and then flipped the page. “Who would believe this was a suicide?”

He exhaled slowly. “Apparently the State Department.”

“And the Washington Post and USA Today. They both called it a cut-and-dried murder-suicide.” Caitlin shook her head and bent over the file again. “Even though it doesn’t make a bit of sense.”

It was just another example of how the media operated these days, accepting all press releases as relevant information and regurgitating government officials’ statements without any questions or fact-checking. There didn’t seem to be any curiosity, let alone healthy cynicism, about whether or not someone was telling the truth.

“You know you can’t use anything in that report for a story. Right?”

“What do I have for a story? All I’ve got are more questions.” Caitlin lifted her eyes. “These inconsistencies and the apathy of the press don’t surprise you?”

Madison sat back in his chair and threw his pen onto the table. “They did a week ago. Nothing about this case surprises me now.”

“What if you gave the media something to get them interested in the story?” She looked down at the report. “Like this?”

“I can’t.”

“Why not?”

“The coroner sent that before she knew I was no longer on the case. They’ve officially sealed it.”

“On what grounds?”

“On the grounds they can, apparently.”

“So you’re kind of going out on a limb by letting me see this.” Caitlin studied him questioningly.

Madison’s steel-blue eyes zeroed in on hers. “Way out. On a very thin limb.”

Caitlin held his gaze for a moment, acknowledging the substantial contribution he had made. Then she scrawled on her notepad in large letters: File FOIA for autopsy report in morning, and underlined it three times. She hated that she would have to file a Freedom of Information Act request in order to get material that should be public information. They would no doubt take at least thirty days to get back to her, and then say they needed clarification on her request, which would start the whole process over again. It was a never-ending cycle that usually resulted in reporters moving on to other stories. But she didn’t fall for those tactics—in fact, they made her angry.

“I have a newsflash for you, Detective Madison. The State Department and FBI are going to get tired of hearing from me.”

“I thought you were off the story.”

“I am officially. I’ll do it on my own time.”


  


Chapter 10




Caitlin glanced at the clock in her Jeep. It was after five so all of the department heads at the police station should be gone. She liked to stop by every now and then to catch up on the gossip and stay in touch with some of the officers on patrol. Plus, it was Olson’s last week. She hoped she’d get to see him one last time.

After parking on the street, she headed around the building to the steps that led to the basement, knowing that door was generally unlocked. Cops on patrol and a few other employees parked in the lot and used this entrance rather than going through the main lobby and down to the basement offices. She hated going through the receptionist and having to get buzzed through the other door. This entrance was much quicker and less formal.

Ignoring the sign that said Employees Only, she pushed the door open and stepped inside, swinging her purse onto a nearby chair. Some of the men looked up, but no one said anything. That was unusual. The officers on the evening shift were a little looser than those on the day shift, and she had known most of them for years. They usually joked around and gave her a hard time whenever she stopped to see them.

“Geez, it’s like a morgue in here.” Caitlin stood in the middle of the room. “You guys get orders from upstairs not to talk to me? Is Mad Dog on a rampage or something?”

All heads in the room noticeably lowered, like the men were suddenly very busy. Caitlin thought she even heard a groan. From out of the corner of her eye she saw a figure, who had apparently been kneeling behind a desk going through a file drawer, begin to rise.

Caitlin felt the heat of embarrassment rising through her body, and knew her face must be as red as the exit sign behind her.

Detective Madison ignored her as he straightened up, his attention centered on the door. “Why is that door not locked?”

Nobody moved or spoke.

“Make sure it gets locked and stays locked.” His tone was not one to be ignored. Caitlin heard a number of ‘yes, sirs,’ as he put the file under his arm and began to walk toward the door on the other side of the room. “I need to talk to you, Scoop.”

Caitlin flinched and looked around the room for help, but everyone’s eyes were diverted. She hoped Madison didn’t know that was his nickname as she picked up her purse and hurried to keep up with his long strides. When he stopped and held the door for her, she mumbled a ‘thank you,’ but could tell by the expression on his face that it had more to do with habit than approval. At least he hadn’t slammed it in her face—which she probably deserved.

“Follow me.” He climbed the stairs to the main lobby, then strode down the hall and around a corner to his office. He closed the door with a bang and walked behind his desk as Caitlin waited nervously for him to unleash on her.

“I’ve been thinking some more about your conspiracy theory.”

She looked up in surprise. “And?”

“Let’s go out there.”

“To the house?”

“Yeah. I need to see it again.”

“Not that it’s important or anything, but is that legal?”

“The chance of anyone catching us there is slim.”

“That didn’t exactly answer my question.”

“Put it this way—I’ll do it in a legal manner. I’m trying to solve a murder case and the feds are lying.”
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