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      She'd been here before. Not this park, but another one just like it—a place where shadows gathered between the trees and secrets died in the dark.

      A shiver ran down her spine as Haley Kenton parked her Honda Civic in a nearly empty lot at Griffith Park, a large, wide-sweeping park in the middle of Los Angeles. It was after six on a Thursday evening in April, and the sun was sinking lower in the sky. It would be completely dark within the hour. She needed this meeting to be quick.

      When she turned off the engine, the silence felt heavy and foreboding. There was one other car in the lot, a small white electric vehicle, probably belonging to the woman who'd contacted her. She would have preferred to talk here, or somewhere with lights and people, but she'd been told by a woman named Sabrina Lin to take the trail into the woods to the old bridge. It definitely felt wrong, maybe a little stupid, but she had no choice, not if she wanted information, and she did.

      As she got out of the car, she took a deep breath to calm her nerves, but as she looked at the trailhead disappearing into the thick trees, she felt herself going back six years…

      She was twenty-five and standing at the edge of a different wood, a campus security officer telling her they'd found her younger brother's body in the pond behind the fraternity house. It looked like an accident, they'd said. Landon had probably been drunk or high and had stumbled into the pond, completely disoriented. There was no evidence of foul play.

      Angry tears pressed at her eyes now, but she couldn't get emotional. She needed to stay in the present; to find out why some stranger had asked her to come here tonight so she could share information about Landon's death. It seemed doubtful that there was anything new to learn. But she'd always chased every lead, every whispered rumor, every false hope, believing someday she would find the truth. Maybe that day would be today.

      As a journalist, she was used to people not always wanting to speak in public or to come forward about something they'd seen, so this type of situation was one she had faced before, but never had it been this personal.

      Moving toward the trailhead, a gust of wind lifted her dark-brown hair off her neck, sending goosebumps down her arms. She zipped up her bomber jacket, grateful that she'd changed into jeans after leaving her office. It had been an unusually cool day with the temperature only reaching the high sixties, and it was much colder than that now.

      As she left the parking area, her stress level increased. She told herself to breathe. Landon needed her to be here. He needed her to fight for him, and she'd always fought for him. She wasn't going to stop now.

      The trail curved again, and she caught sight of the wooden bridge ahead. A figure stood at its center—a woman with straight black hair, wearing a gray business suit that looked out of place in the wilderness setting.

      Sabrina Lin? It had to be.

      Haley's pulse quickened; every instinct, honed by years of chasing dangerous stories, screamed something was wrong. The woman stood too still, like a deer that sensed a predator. She had a phone in her hand and a black bag over her shoulder.

      When Haley reached the bridge, she was still twenty feet away from Sabrina, but she could see the tension in her stance, in her expression.

      "Sabrina Lin?" she called out.

      Sabrina's gaze met hers. Her mouth opened, but it wasn't a word that came out of her mouth; it was a piercing scream, and then she crumpled to the ground.

      Haley froze in shock as Sabrina's body jerked violently before suddenly going still again. And she had the terrible feeling that whatever Sabrina had wanted to tell her would never be said.

      "No, no, no!" She ran toward Sabrina, her low-heeled boots pounding against the wood. She dropped to her knees beside the fallen woman, her hands hovering over Sabrina's still form, unsure where to touch, how to help.

      Sabrina's eyes were open but unseeing, her pupils dilated. A thin trickle of blood ran from a tiny puncture wound on the left side of her neck, so small she almost missed it. But there—embedded in the flesh just below her jawline—was something that looked like a needle or a dart. Avoiding the needle, she pressed two fingers to Sabrina's throat, searching for a pulse she knew she wouldn't find. The woman's skin was still warm, but there was nothing. No breath, no heartbeat, no flicker of life.

      A branch snapped somewhere in the trees.

      Her head jerked up, adrenaline flooding her system. The woods had fallen completely silent—no birds, no insects. Even the wind seemed to have stopped. Someone was out there. Someone who had just killed Sabrina Lin with what looked like a poisoned dart. Someone who might be about to take their next shot.

      Without thinking, she grabbed Sabrina's phone from where it had fallen next to her body and jumped to her feet, sprinting down the bridge.

      She hit the dirt trail at a dead run, branches whipping at her face as she crashed through the undergrowth. Behind her, she could hear movement—footsteps, or maybe just her imagination transforming the sound of her own panicked breathing into something more sinister.

      She didn't stop running until she reached the parking lot, where there were still only two cars, hers and maybe Sabrina's. Her hand shook as she jumped behind the wheel, locked the door, and then fastened her seat belt. She reversed as quickly as she could, the tires of her car spinning on loose gravel. She didn't take a full breath until she reached the main road, until the normalcy of traffic lights and strip malls eased her panic and allowed her to think clearly.

      As she came to a stop at a red light, she drew in her first full breath and tried to make sense of what had happened: Sabrina Lin was dead. Murdered. With something that left barely a mark. If she hadn't seen it happen, if she hadn't been standing right there when the woman collapsed, it might have looked like a heart attack or stroke. The attack had been professional, skilled, a killing that suggested resources, planning.

      Sabrina had wanted to talk to her about her brother. Had she been killed to silence her?

      It seemed unbelievable. But she couldn't come up with another conclusion. She glanced down at Sabrina's phone lying on the seat next to hers. Maybe there was a clue on her phone. She was about to reach for it when an impatient horn told her that the light had turned green. She drove several more blocks, then pulled into the parking lot of a fast-food restaurant and picked up Sabrina's phone.

      A text message was on the screen: Stop digging. You don't want to lose your job over this, do you? Let it go. The message was from someone with the initial, A.

      What had Sabrina been digging into? Her brother's death? But why?

      She hadn't had time to look into Sabrina beyond doing a brief internet search to discover that Sabrina was a lawyer with a renowned Los Angeles law firm, Adler and Briggs. Sabrina was a corporate attorney and had been hired by the firm two years earlier.

      None of that information tied Sabrina to her brother, but there had to be a connection, and she needed to find it, especially now.

      She shuddered as the image of Sabrina's shocked gaze ran through her head. One minute she'd been alive, a young, vibrant woman, and now she was dead.

      She needed to call the police, report the murder. She should have done it before she left the park, but she'd needed to get out of there. Picking up her own phone, she hesitated. If she came forward as a witness, she'd be painting a target on her back. If she stayed silent, Sabrina's killer would go free, and whatever she'd died trying to expose would stay buried. She needed to be careful.

      Reaching into her bag, she pulled out a prepaid phone she sometimes used on her job when talking to people she didn't want to have her real number.

      After connecting to 911, she said, "There's been a death at Griffith Park, the remote trail entrance off Crystal Springs Drive. It's a female. She's on the wooden bridge about a quarter mile up the trail."

      "Ma'am, can I get your name and⁠—"

      She ended the call, knowing that even if the police traced her number, they wouldn't get to her. And they didn't need to get to her, because she didn't know anything.

      That wasn't exactly true. She did know why Sabrina had been in the woods at that location, but she certainly hadn't seen who had shot her with that dart. The police would have to figure that out. In the meantime, she'd do her own investigation into Sabrina and what possible tie she might have had to her brother.

      As she drove home, another question nagged at her mind: Why hadn't the shooter gone after her? If Sabrina's death was tied to her brother, then why hadn't the murderer shot her, too? She'd been an easy target, not thinking clearly when she'd run toward Sabrina. Maybe the shooter hadn't known who she was. They might have thought she was just a jogger in the park. They might have left as soon as Sabrina hit the ground.

      But it bothered her that the unknown killer might know she'd been there. Even if they didn't know who she was, they might still worry that she'd seen something, that she could be a potential witness, a loose end. They could be following her right now.

      Maybe the danger wasn't over. It might be just beginning…
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        * * *

      

      FBI Special Agent Matt Lawson's phone buzzed as he pulled into the parking garage of his apartment building in Santa Monica Thursday evening. He was surprised to see Flynn MacKenzie's name on the screen. He was scheduled to start work for Flynn's elite FBI unit on Monday, and he hadn't expected to hear from anyone before then. In fact, he'd turned off his phone for the last three days, taking a break from life, because he'd been exhausted after working a futile case for the LA field office's white-collar crime division that had yielded nothing close to the results he'd wanted, and had been preemptively shut down by the new director. That frustration was the reason he'd joined Flynn's team. He'd heard from Jason Colter, one of his former coworkers, that the unit was fast, agile, and worked without layers of bureaucracy.

      "Flynn?" he asked.

      "Sorry to cut into your time off, Matt, but something has come up. Are you in town?" Flynn's voice carried a familiar edge of controlled urgency that meant his quiet Thursday evening was about to become a long night.

      "Just pulled into my parking garage. Why?"

      "We've got a body in Griffith Park, and this one's got your name on it. Literally."

      He tensed. "What do you mean—literally?"

      "Victim had your name and number written on a piece of paper in her pocket. Her name is Sabrina Lin, attorney at Adler and Briggs. You know her?"

      Matt's mind raced through recent contacts, cases, and interviews. "No. I've never heard of her."

      "We need to figure out why she had your contact information and why she's dead. How long until you can get to the scene?"

      Matt checked his GPS. "Twenty-five minutes."

      "Make it twenty."

      As the call ended, he reversed out of his parking space and exited the garage, his mind turning to the deceased woman who'd had his contact information—Sabrina Lin. He couldn't place the name. Nor could he remember having any dealings with her law firm. It was possible she was tied to one of his cases and he just didn't remember her, but he was still rolling her name around in his head when he arrived at the park.

      The crime scene was in a remote area, poorly lit, and swarming with police. Matt badged his way past the perimeter tape and found Flynn standing on a wooden bridge next to a body bag.

      Flynn MacKenzie looked like he should be teaching surf lessons in Malibu instead of running one of the FBI's most elite units. He wore jeans and a brown jacket, his blond hair on the longer side, his skin tan, his laid-back stance deceptively casual.

      Flynn gave him a nod, then unzipped the bag, revealing the face of Sabrina Lin. She was young, probably early thirties, attractive, wearing business attire, with no visible sign of an injury.

      "What do we know?" he asked as Flynn zipped up the bag.

      "She's a thirty-year-old attorney with Adler and Briggs. Time of death appears to be around seven. A 911 call came in at 7:15. Police found her at 7:26." Flynn paused, then handed him an evidence bag containing what looked like a small dart or needle, no bigger than a toothpick. "This was embedded in her neck, barely visible. My guess is that she was injected with a lethal dose of something."

      Matt studied the dart through the clear plastic. "Someone wanted this to look natural—heart attack, stroke, maybe an overdose, if it left a trace of drugs in her system. Clean, quiet, and designed to avoid the attention we're giving it now."

      "Exactly. We'll have to wait for the autopsy and tox screen to get the full results, but this was definitely a homicide."

      "Any witnesses? You said there was a 911 call."

      Flynn's expression tightened. "That's where it gets interesting. Park security cameras caught a woman running into the parking lot around the estimated time of death. Dark hair, medium build, driving a silver Honda Civic. We've got a partial on the license plate, but she was moving fast."

      "Was she fleeing the scene or running for help?"

      "Who knows? But she could be our 911 caller. That woman hung up before dispatch could get any information."

      Matt nodded, his mind already working through the possibilities. "She could be a witness or the killer. But if she was the killer, why call 911? She could have left Sabrina in the woods. It might have been hours before anyone found her."

      "She could have just stumbled across the body, panicked, and ran. Didn't want to get involved," Flynn suggested. "But there's still the question of why Sabrina Lin had your name and phone number on this piece of paper." He held up another plastic bag with his contact information visible.

      "That's my office number," he murmured, reading the digits. "Not my cell phone. I've been out of the office the last three days. If she called recently, she wouldn't have reached me."

      "Maybe she spoke to someone else."

      "I'll find out."

      Matt pulled out his phone and dialed his former partner, Agent Shari Drummond. She answered on the second ring.

      "Matt? Is something wrong? I thought you were taking a vacation before you started your next assignment."

      "I was, but I have a quick question. Do you know if anyone named Sabrina Lin called our office, trying to reach me?"

      There was a pause. "Actually, yes. She called this morning. I told her you weren't working in our office anymore and asked if I could help. She said she would only talk to you, that she didn't trust anyone else. What's going on?"

      "She was found dead in Griffith Park an hour ago. My name was on a note in her pocket."

      Shari blew out a breath. "That's terrible. Who is she?"

      "I don't know. Did she say anything else?"

      "No, she didn't. Sorry."

      "Thanks. I'll talk to you later."

      "Good luck."

      He turned to Flynn as he slipped his phone into his pocket. "Ms. Lin called my office this morning and was told I no longer worked in that unit. She refused to talk to anyone but me. I need to know what happened to her. Are we taking this case? Or will it go to the LA field office?"

      "We'll take it. With your name on the victim, and Ms. Lin's refusal to talk to anyone in your old office, it's better if we handle the investigation. I'll let Director Markham know. LAPD will notify Sabrina's family and her employer. We'll go from there."

      "First thing we need to do is locate our possible witness."

      "Derek is already in the office, running plate combinations. He's one of our best techs."

      "Great. I know I'm not officially on the payroll…"

      "Just moved your hire date to today," Flynn said with a smile. "Welcome aboard, Matt. You've got your first case."

      "Do you want me to work with anyone else? Do I have a partner?"

      "As Jason may have told you, we don't have official partners. Whoever is free teams up. We do every job, big or small. That's how we move fast. We don't worry about hierarchy or credit or who's doing what. Whoever lands a case is the lead, and everyone else is backup. Sometimes you're in charge, sometimes you're watching security cameras. You good with that?"

      "Absolutely."

      "That said, Jason and Agent Andi Hart just wrapped up a case, so they should have some time to help you, depending on where this investigation goes. They'll be in tomorrow morning."

      He nodded. "I'll go to the office now and talk to Derek. Hopefully, we can track down our mysterious witness by then."

      "We don't hope, we do," Flynn said with a smile. "See you tomorrow, Matt. Oh, and don't bother to wear a suit. We prefer to operate less obtrusively. We find the suit sometimes puts an unneeded barrier between ourselves and a potential witness."

      He was fine with changing things up. What he had been doing had not gotten him the results he wanted.

      As he made his way back to his car, his mind raced with questions centering on two women: the one who'd run away, and the one who'd died after trying to reach him. That personal connection made the case more important to him. He'd worked homicides before, but this woman had wanted to talk to him, and he needed to know why.
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      Haley didn't sleep all night and after tossing and turning for hours, she got up at six on Friday morning, made herself a pot of coffee, and jumped onto her computer. To find the answers to her questions about Sabrina Lin, she did what she always did: she researched.

      Now, three hours later, she was sitting at her small dining room table in her fourth-floor Santa Monica apartment. The dining room table, which doubled as her desk since her one-bedroom apartment wasn't big enough for a real office, overlooked the alley behind the building and the back of another apartment complex. There was no beach view, no palm trees swaying in the ocean breeze, just dumpsters and fire escapes and the occasional stray cat. But the rent was cheap, and it was hers. After a chaotic childhood, having her own space mattered more than the view.

      As she sipped her third mug of coffee, her gaze swept the table, where she'd compiled notes and printouts on Sabrina Lin and had dug out the dusty box of files she'd put together after her brother's death. She'd known there had to be a connection between Sabrina and her brother, and she'd finally found one.

      Sabrina Lin was thirty years old and originally from San Francisco. She had attended UC Berkeley for undergrad, then Westbridge University Law School, the same school that Landon had attended. Sabrina had graduated from Westbridge Law five years ago, and Landon had died six years ago, which meant she'd been in her final year of law school when Landon died. It seemed unlikely they would have known each other, because Sabrina would have been four years older than Landon and probably not a part of the undergrad fraternity party scene. But it was a link she couldn't ignore.

      As her gaze moved to Sabrina's phone, she picked it up once more, still staring at the lock screen and the final message Sabrina had gotten. She'd tried everything she could think of to unlock the phone: common number combinations, birthdates she'd found in her research, even the date of Landon's death. Nothing worked. The phone remained stubbornly locked, keeping its secrets and reminding her she never should have taken it. It had been an impulsive decision, and she didn't really regret it; she just wished she could get into it. She'd made friends with a hacker several years ago while working on a story; maybe she could get him to open it for her.

      As three sharp knocks suddenly came at her door, she dropped the phone with a clatter, her head swinging toward the door. It was nine in the morning, and no one ever just stopped by.

      The knocking came again, more insistent this time. A stern male voice followed…

      "Ms. Kenton? FBI. I need to speak with you."

      Her blood turned to ice.

      FBI? Why would the FBI want to talk to her? Had they connected her to Sabrina's death?

      Her stomach flipped over, and a wave of panicked nausea ran through her.

      "Ms. Kenton, I know you're in there," the man continued. "Your car is in the parking garage. I need to ask you a few questions."

      She got to her feet and grabbed Sabrina's phone. If he saw it, if he knew she'd taken it from the crime scene, she might never see what evidence might be inside. She took it into the adjacent kitchen and shoved it in a drawer as the impatient FBI agent knocked again.

      Then she walked to the door. Through the peephole, she saw a tall, brown-haired, broad-shouldered man wearing black jeans and a dark sports coat over a button-down shirt. His hair was wavy and mussed as if he'd been caught in the wind or had run his fingers through the strands more than a few times.

      As he glanced directly at the peephole, she found herself looking into piercing brown eyes that seemed like they could see right through her.

      "Ms. Kenton…"

      She unlocked the door and opened it a few inches, keeping the chain latch engaged.

      "Can I see some identification?" she asked.

      He pulled a badge from his pocket. "Special Agent Matt Lawson. I need to talk to you about Sabrina Lin."

      She tried to keep her expression neutral. "I'm sorry, who?"

      "The woman who died in Griffith Park last night. I believe you were there."

      Haley's heart pounded against her ribs. "I don't know what you're talking about."

      "Ms. Kenton, we have security camera footage of your car leaving the park around the time of Ms. Lin's death. I believe you also placed a 911 call from a burner phone. We need to talk. Let me in."

      She hesitated one more second, but she didn't have a choice. She should have realized there might have been cameras in the parking lot. Unlatching the chain, she opened the door and said, "Come in."
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        * * *

      

      Matt stepped into the apartment and immediately noticed the chaos of someone who clearly lived and breathed their work, with files and papers dominating the small dining room table. After his gaze swept the room, he gave Haley Kenton another long look. She was much prettier in person than in her DMV photo, although it didn't appear her wavy brown hair had seen a brush yet. She wore leggings and an oversized long-sleeve T-shirt, her face devoid of makeup. But her features were stunning: wide-set light-blue eyes, upturned nose, and a full mouth. He cleared his throat, annoyed at the unexpected attraction to a woman who might very well be a murderer.

      "I'll get straight to the point," he said sharply. "Why were you at Griffith Park last night?"

      Haley hesitated a fraction of a second too long. "I go walking there sometimes. To clear my head."

      "At seven o'clock at night?"

      "I like the quiet. It wasn't dark yet," she said defensively.

      "Did you talk to Sabrina Lin?"

      She stared back at him, folding her arms across her chest, taking a defensive stance. "No."

      He waited for her to explain, but she didn't. "No?"

      "No," she repeated. "I've never spoken to Sabrina Lin in my life."

      His gaze narrowed. "Look, we can talk here, or I can take you in for official questioning. Why don't you stop stalling and tell me why you were in the park."

      She stared back at him, conflict running through her gaze as she debated what she wanted to tell him.

      "I'm a journalist," she said finally. "Sabrina asked me to meet her in the park. She had a lead on an old story I was chasing."

      "But you just said you didn't talk to her."

      "I didn't. I saw her on the bridge. I was about twenty feet away when she suddenly screamed and went down. It seemed like she was convulsing. I ran to her and tried to help, but she was already dead. It happened so fast. I heard someone in the brush, and I panicked and ran. I didn't want to be next."

      "Why did you wait fifteen minutes to call 911? Why use a burner phone?"

      "I just wanted to get away. I was terrified. And I didn't give my name because I didn't want to be targeted. Sometimes 911 calls and witness names get leaked to the press."

      There was some truth to what she was saying, but he didn't think he was getting the whole story. "So, you see Sabrina on the bridge. She screams and collapses. Is that it? Did you hear a gunshot?"

      "I didn't. That's the thing. I didn't know what happened to her." She hesitated once more. "When I got to her, there was blood on her neck, and I saw what looked like a needle in the skin under her jaw. I think someone shot it into her neck. She died almost instantly."

      "Someone? Or maybe you killed her and ran," he suggested.

      Her blue eyes widened in shock. "No way. I couldn't kill anyone. How could you think that?"

      "Because you're being cagey. You didn't stay at the scene. You didn't identify yourself to the 911 dispatcher. You didn't call in this morning, having had time to calm down and think about it."

      "I told you. I didn't want to be a witness. I didn't want to put a target on my back. I don't know who killed her or why."

      "If she called you and asked you to meet her there, then you're connected in some way to her death."

      "I—I don't know how. But that thought occurred to me, too," she admitted.

      "You said she had a lead on a story. What was the story?"

      "It was the death of a student at a university six years ago." Her gaze darted toward the files on her table before coming back to him. "But I never spoke to Sabrina. She left me a voicemail to meet her, but she died before she could explain. I've been trying to figure out what connection she might have to that old case, and I discovered this morning that she attended the same university's law school. Her time there overlapped with the death of the student."

      Haley's account corroborated what he knew about Sabrina. He also knew that Haley Kenton was a thirty-one-year-old reporter for the Los Angeles Sentinel, where she'd worked the past two years. Before that, she'd worked for media outlets in San Luis Obispo and Santa Barbara.

      "I have to get to work," she said. "Are we done?"

      "We've barely started, Ms. Kenton."

      "I don't have anything else to tell you. I don't know who killed her. Was there any evidence at the scene?"

      "Our biggest lead is you."

      "Then you have nothing."

      He was about to press further when there was a knock at the door. Haley jumped.

      "Expecting someone?" he asked.

      "No. I never have this many visitors. Excuse me," she said, moving to the door. She checked the peephole. "It's my neighbor." She opened the door to reveal a woman in her late fifties standing in the hallway, her curious dark eyes moving from Haley to him.

      "Oh, Haley, I'm sorry. I didn't know you had company." She waited, clearly hoping for an introduction that never came.

      "Do you need something, Mrs. Gonzalez?" Haley asked.

      "I just wanted to let you know a woman came by yesterday looking for you."

      Haley tensed. "What woman?"

      "She didn't give me her name. But she had straight black hair, very professional-looking. She knocked on your door around eight in the morning. I ran into her in the hallway, and I told her you had already gone to work. She seemed disappointed. Said she'd hoped to catch you before you left."

      Matt watched Haley's face carefully. The description matched Sabrina Lin perfectly, and from the way the color drained from Haley's cheeks, she knew it.

      "Did she say what she wanted?" Haley asked, her voice carefully controlled.

      "Just that she needed to speak with you about something important. She seemed nervous, kept looking over her shoulder. I offered to take a message, but she said she'd call you instead." The woman's curious gaze moved between Haley and Matt. "Is everything all right?"

      "Everything's fine, Mrs. Gonzalez. Thank you for telling me."

      "Of course. You let me know if you need anything."

      As Haley closed the door, he said, "I need to hear Sabrina's voicemail."

      "Okay." She picked up the phone sitting on the table next to her laptop and played him the voicemail: "Ms. Kenton, you don't know me, but my name is Sabrina Lin. I have information about Landon's death. I can't explain over the phone. Would you meet me?" Sabrina went on to give directions to the bridge at Griffith Park before ending the call.

      "Was that the only time she called? May I see your phone?"

      "It's the only time she called me, and I don't think I have to give you my phone."

      She didn't have to, but he thought her resistance was another sign she was keeping something secret. He thought about the message he'd just heard. There had been anxiety in Sabrina's voice, a definite sense of urgency. But the way she'd said Landon stuck out to him. As if Haley would instantly know who Landon was.

      Haley had said the call was about a college kid who'd died six years ago. She hadn't referenced a personal connection to that case. She'd implied that Sabrina had called her because she was a journalist, but he didn't think that was the case. "Who's Landon?"

      "He's the college kid who died."

      "Right. But who is Landon to you?"

      Before she could answer, a phone began to ring, but it wasn't the phone in her hand, nor was it coming from a second phone that was also on the table. The ringing was coming from the kitchen.

      Haley's gaze followed his, but she made no move to answer the phone.

      "Don't you want to get that?"

      "No. It's an old phone. I use that number for spam calls." The phone stopped ringing, and she let out a breath. "I really have to go to work." She'd barely finished speaking when the phone started ringing again.

      He headed into the kitchen. She got to the drawer at the same time as him. "You don't have any right to look in my drawers," she said. "You don't have a search warrant."

      He gave her a hard look. "Do you want me to get one? If you didn't kill Sabrina and you don't know who did, then why are you so nervous right now?"

      She bit down on her bottom lip.

      He reached around her and opened the drawer, pulling out the sleek, expensive phone. There was a text across the screen and several missed calls from a number he recognized because he'd called it earlier that morning. It was the number for Sabrina's employer, Adler and Briggs.

      His gaze moved from the screen to Haley. "I think I already know the answer to this question, but I'm going to ask it anyway, and I suggest you think carefully about the fact that it's a crime to lie to a federal agent." He paused. "Is this Sabrina Lin's phone?"
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      Haley hesitated for a long minute, then said, "Yes. Sabrina dropped it on the ground when she fell, and I grabbed it. I don't know why, except I thought maybe it would tell me why she wanted to talk to me, what information she had to give me."

      "And?"

      "I haven't been able to open it."

      He glanced at the message on the screen. "Who's A?"

      "No idea."

      "Sabrina was digging into something that could risk her job," he murmured. "Apparently, that had to do with this college kid's death."

      "Maybe or maybe not. I'm sure she worked on more than one case."

      "Why would her firm be looking into this student's death? They're a corporate law firm. Unless they represent the university?"

      "Adler and Briggs doesn't represent the university, but their owner and at least some of their employees, including Sabrina, went to school there."

      "So, there's a tie." He gave her another questioning look. "Who is Landon to you, Ms. Kenton?"

      "Why is the FBI investigating Sabrina's death?" she countered. "Shouldn't that be the LAPD?"

      "The park is federal land. And you didn't answer my question. Who is Landon? You might as well tell me; it won't take me long to figure it out."

      "He's my younger brother. He was my younger brother," she corrected, pain tightening her expression. "He was six days short of his twenty-first birthday when he ended up dead in a pond in the woods behind his fraternity house."

      "Was it a hazing incident?"

      "He'd been a member of the fraternity for over a year, so they denied it was anything like that. There was a party the night before. The police believed my brother got drunk, stumbled into the woods late at night, and tumbled into the pond, too inebriated to get himself out of the water."

      "But you don't believe that."

      "No. My brother was an intellectual. He lived for school. He was always studying. He didn't waste time getting drunk or going to parties. He told me a few times he wished he'd never gotten into the fraternity, because he didn't have time for the nonsense." She paused. "And you know what I told him? I said it's probably a good way to make valuable contacts."

      He could see the self-hatred in her eyes and felt a wave of compassion for her.

      "That fraternity got him killed," she continued. "I have never believed it was an accident, but I've never been able to prove it was anything else. I don't know why Sabrina Lin called me out of the blue yesterday, why she wanted to meet me, or what she knew, but I need to find out. I need to open that phone. It might tell me how and why my brother died."

      His hand tightened on the phone. "Once we get it open, we'll look into anything related to your brother."

      "And you'll tell me?" she asked.

      "It depends on what we find. I can't jeopardize a murder investigation by sharing information with the last person to see Sabrina Lin alive."

      "I didn't kill her," she said. "Tell me you believe me."

      He stared at her plaintive blue eyes, finding it difficult to believe she had a murderous bone in her body. But he couldn't let a pretty face get in the way of logic and reason. "I haven't made a decision yet."

      Disappointment ran through her gaze. "Well, I'm the last person who would want her dead. I wanted to know what she found out about my brother."

      "Who would want to make sure that didn't happen?"

      "I've always been suspicious of some of Landon's fraternity brothers. They seemed to tell the exact same story, as if it was scripted and rehearsed. But I couldn't find a reason why anyone would have wanted him dead. Landon was a mild-mannered guy. He wasn't opinionated or argumentative. He didn't start fights. His girlfriend told me he was friends with everyone."

      "He had a girlfriend?"

      "Yes, Brooke Mercer. I didn't actually know about her. Landon always brushed me off when I asked about girls. But Brooke was heartbroken when Landon died. She said they were talking about moving in together after graduation."

      "Did Brooke think your brother was killed?"

      "No. She thought he might have gotten talked into drinking too much, because it was the week of his twenty-first birthday and everyone wanted to party with him."

      "Was she at the party that night?"

      "No. She was away that weekend." She drew in a breath. "I'm sure you can pull the files on the investigation from the LAPD if you want to know all the details. You might find out more than I did. I drove everyone there crazy with my questions. They got irritated and stopped talking to me. There was one sympathetic detective, but she never came up with anything, either, and the investigation ended very quickly."

      "Maybe it was just an accident," he suggested.

      "I've tried to make peace with that idea," she replied. "But when Sabrina reached out yesterday, she reignited my suspicions. Her call—her death—they have to be tied to Landon."

      "Possibly," he conceded.

      "If you can open her phone, then the person who texted her won't be difficult to find. It was probably a friend, maybe someone she worked with."

      "Now you're going to tell me how to do my job?"

      "In my experience, sometimes law enforcement needs a little help," she said, a bitter note in her voice. "I was deeply disappointed by the investigation into my brother's death. The police deferred to the university security team. It didn't feel like they wanted to find anything.  Westbridge is filled with rich kids with powerful parents, and I always wondered if they were pressured not to come up with anything."

      "That might be true, but from my experience, victims' families usually don't feel the police have done enough. That's often based on emotion more than facts. And it's completely understandable when you've lost someone young and healthy in a shocking and unexpected way."

      Angry sparks ran through her eyes. "I've heard that comment before. If that's all you have to say, then you should go."

      "I'll go, but we're not done talking." He pulled a card from his wallet. "Do you have a pen?"

      She handed him one from the kitchen drawer, and he scribbled a number on the back of the card. "This is my personal number," he said, handing her the card. "I know you're going to do your own investigation, because you've clearly already started. I won't waste my breath telling you to stay out of this, but I would ask you to share what you find. I would rather work with you than against you."

      "Really? You feel more like an adversary than anything else. I just offered to help, and you shut me down."

      "No. You asked questions I couldn't answer, and that will probably continue."

      "So, it's a one-way street. I give you information. You give me nothing. Sounds like a bad deal."

      "I could make it worse. Let's not forget you stole the victim's phone and ran away from the scene of a crime."

      "Are you going to turn me in?" she challenged.

      "No, I'm going to hold it over your head," he returned. "If you find out something, you tell me. Otherwise, I will charge you for obstructing a federal investigation."

      "Got it." She walked to the door and pointedly opened it.

      He moved into the hall, then paused to look back at her. "Whoever killed Sabrina won't hesitate to kill again, Haley. Whatever you do, don't forget that."
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      Haley locked and bolted the door after he left, then walked over to the table and sat down, her legs shaky after her disturbing conversation with Agent Lawson. She was lucky he hadn't arrested her, but that could still change if she didn't cooperate. She didn't have a problem with sharing information, but she preferred that information go both ways, and she wasn't going to wait for him to find answers that he might or might not share with her. She needed to talk to someone she could trust, someone who had wanted to help her six years ago, but back then, her hands had been tied. Maybe now she could do more.

      She sent a text to the old number she had, giving her name and asking if they could meet this morning to talk about Landon, that she might have new information. She wasn't sure the number was good anymore as she hadn't talked to former Detective Julia Harper in five years. But she got an answer back several minutes later that Julia would love to see her and could meet her at eleven, if that worked for her.

      She set up the meeting at her favorite coffee place, then called her editor at the Sentinel to let her know she'd be in around noon. Luckily, she'd just completed a series of articles that had required long hours of work, the last of which would be published tomorrow, so she could take a few hours off without feeling guilty.

      After changing her clothes, she headed to Culver City, where her favorite café, Grounds Coffee, was located, three blocks away from her office. She'd just gotten coffees for both of them when Julia Harper arrived.

      Julia, a tall, fit, dark-haired fifty-year-old, scanned the café with the eagle-eyed efficiency of someone who'd spent twenty years as a homicide detective before retiring five and a half years ago. Dressed in black slacks and a short-sleeved white sweater, Julia possessed an innate energy and drive that didn't appear to have gone away since she'd left the force and opened her own private investigation firm.

      Julia caught her eye, gave her a nod, and sat down across from her.

      "I got you a coffee," Haley said. "Strong and black, just the way you used to like it, unless that's changed?"

      "It hasn't," Julia said. "It's good to see you, Haley."

      "You, too. I wasn't sure you were at the same number. It's been a long time."

      "It has. You look tired. Still working night and day in pursuit of truth and justice?"

      "Pretty much."

      "I've been following your career, and that piece on Congressman Merkle was an amazingly detailed exposé, Haley. The way you laid out the story from start to finish…it was impossible to stop reading. You have a gift for making a story come alive."

      "Thanks. I worked on that story for several weeks, and I wasn't sure I would be able to generate enough hard, irrefutable evidence to get the paper to publish, but it finally happened, and Congressman Merkle is going to jail."

      "Because of you."

      "I just put a spotlight on him and hoped law enforcement would do the rest. Thankfully, they did."

      "They should have been the ones to uncover the story, not you, but I don't find local law enforcement to be too bold or innovative, especially when it comes to powerful people," Julia said. "One big reason why I left my job after twenty years of service. I was starting to believe justice wasn't the goal anymore." Julia paused. "What can I do for you? You said you wanted to talk about Landon?"

      "Yes. A woman named Sabrina Lin contacted me yesterday, claiming she had information on Landon's death. She set up a meet in Griffith Park at seven o'clock last night."

      "That's not a good place for a meet," she said, her gaze narrowing. "Why wouldn't you insist on a more crowded setting?"

      "I didn't think she was a danger to me. But it turns out she was a danger to herself. I was about to talk to her when she was shot with some kind of poisoned dart. She died within seconds."

      Julia's brow shot up as she set her coffee mug down hard on the table. "She was murdered right in front of you?"

      "Pretty much. I was a short distance away. I never got a chance to talk to her, unfortunately, and when I heard someone in the woods, I took off."

      Julia's expression didn't change, but her posture shifted almost imperceptibly—the cop in her taking over. "You didn't call it in?"

      "Not right away. I just wanted to get out of there. And she was already dead. I called 911 about fifteen minutes later." She took a sip of her coffee, even though this was her fourth cup and she was already over-caffeinated. But she felt like she needed it to keep going.

      "What do you know about this woman?"

      "She was a lawyer at Adler and Briggs."

      "That's a top firm with high-end clients. What's her connection to your brother?"

      "She was a student at Westbridge Law School when Landon died, but she was older than him. She wasn't connected to him or the fraternity. At least, I don't think she was. I can't figure out why she'd suddenly have information about his death six years later. But I think someone killed her so she couldn't talk to me. The timing seems too coincidental to be anything else."

      "It certainly feels like the two events are connected," Julia said. "I don't recall Sabrina Lin's name coming up in my investigation."

      "I was wondering if you could double-check your files and see if you ever made a note about her."

      "I'll do that. But I don't think her name is in the file, and, as you know, the investigation didn't go on long."

      She nodded, still angered by how quickly the police department had accepted the verdict of accidental death. Although Julia had not been so quick. She had been the one bright, shining light back then, someone who actually seemed to care, but the department had forced her to move on to other cases. "I appreciate anything you can do, Julia. Landon's investigation came to an abrupt end, but if we can find out what Sabrina learned, maybe we can get it reopened."

      "I'll see what I can find out about what happened at the park last night. I still have some friends in the LAPD."

      "The FBI is investigating, not the LAPD. An agent showed up at my door this morning."

      "FBI, huh?" Julia murmured. "What's the agent's name?"

      "Matt Lawson. Do you know him?"

      "No."

      She paused, drawing in a quick breath. "I haven't told you everything. When Sabrina fell to the ground, she dropped her phone. I grabbed it and ran."

      "You have her phone?" Julia asked in surprise.

      "Not anymore. It started ringing when Agent Lawson was in my apartment. He figured out it was hers. He said he could arrest me for obstruction of justice."

      "He could. Why didn't he?"

      "I'm not sure. I told him about Landon, how I was sure my brother's death wasn't an accident. I don't know if that touched him in some way, or if he just thinks I might provide a future lead because I'm going to dig into why Sabrina wanted to talk to me. He said he wants to work together, but if I don't cooperate, he can still take me in."

      "Then you should cooperate."

      "I will, but if you can help me at all, I'd appreciate it. I'm happy to pay for your time."

      Julia gave a dismissive wave of her hand. "No need. Your brother's death never sat well with me. If I can help you now, I would love to do that."

      "Before yesterday, I'd given up on finding out what happened to Landon, but now there's a whole new trail to follow."

      "A dangerous trail," Julia reminded her with a serious expression on her face. "If the killer saw you at the park, you could be in danger, Haley. You need to act like you have no idea what's going on. And you might want to look into hiring security."

      "I can't afford that."

      "I can probably find someone who won't cost you a fortune," Julia said.

      "I can take care of myself. I've been doing it for a long time. I'll be smart."

      "Smarter than you were last night when you met a stranger in a deserted park?" Julia asked, with a pointed smile.

      "I shouldn't have done that," she admitted. "But I was so curious, so desperate to get information, I took the risk."

      "You were lucky. You might not be that lucky again. Your desperation makes you a target. You can't fall for someone else telling you they can help you. You can't trust anyone."

      "Except you," she said.

      "Right. Except me," Julia said, offering her a brief smile. "I'll make some calls. If I find out anything, I'll let you know."

      She let out a breath as Julia got up and walked away, happy to have someone on her side.

      Sipping her coffee, she checked her watch. She still had time before she needed to get to work. Picking up her phone, she typed in Sabrina Lin. She'd started researching earlier in the morning, but the more she thought about the text message, the more she wanted to find the person who'd sent that text. She just needed to find someone at Sabrina's job or in her friend circle whose first or last name started with A. It wasn't much to go on, but she'd started with less before.

    

  

OEBPS/images/break-dinkus-palatino-screen.png





OEBPS/images/heading-swash-ornate-screen.png





OEBPS/images/titleshattered-truth-copy.jpg
SHATTERED TRUTH

Off The Grid: FBI Series #15

BARBARA FREETHY

Fog City Publishing






This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/shattered-truth---ebook.jpg
\‘ #1 NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR

BARBARA

R

A2

FBI SERIES
OFF THE GRID





