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PROLOGUE


Four and a half years ago

Bedhurst, Virginia

Thursday, 2:47 p.m.

November wind skied down the county courthouse’s steeple, plunged three brick-covered levels, and blasted any mere human braving the backside of Courthouse Hill.

Prosecutor Maggie Frye’s sole concession to its assault was dipping her head as she marched, coatless, up the steep grade toward the courthouse’s back door. A damned hurricane wouldn’t keep her from Courtroom One.

The jury had a verdict in Commonwealth of Virginia v. J.D. Carson.

For the murder of another woman denied the fullness of her life, denied the chance to grow old among those who loved her.

No.

She would not open that door.

She could only gain justice for this victim. For Pandora Addington Wade.

This trial. This verdict. This defendant.

J.D. Carson, a boy from the wrong side of the tracks who’d turned his life around in the Army, but then killed the one person who’d always believed in him. All because she’d refused to run off with him.

A success story gone very, very wrong. Tragically wrong for Pan Wade.

But Maggie could at least get J.D. Carson convicted. She could do that much this time.

Sure, she was on edge.

Because of the need to get a conviction.

Because this was her first murder trial as lead prosecutor.

Because the jury was out only two hours, meaning her post-trial re-acclimatization was barely started. That odd period when she bobbed up, disoriented, like a deep-sea diver without good equipment. Blinking into the light, forced to recognize the world beyond the witness chair, bench, and jury box had gone on while she was immersed in the trial.

That all explained this strange unsettledness. Nothing to do with the past.

She overlapped the edges of her suit jacket. The wind meant business here in the Blue Ridge Mountains. She was accustomed to a tamer version in Northern Virginia. Possibly hot air coming across the Potomac River from D.C. tempered it in Fairlington County.

“We should go around to the front entrance,” said Nancy Quinn, assigned to her from Fairlington as paralegal, assistant, and — Maggie suspected — babysitter.

“This is faster.” She didn’t alter her route.

Ed Smith, her second chair, hurried to hold the metal backdoor that accessed a utilitarian stairwell to Courtroom One.

Like her, he was an outsider in Bedhurst County, but with far less experience, since this was the first murder trial he’d worked on.

His charcoal suit was wrinkled, his pants scuffed the floor. Had he dressed like this all along?

Possibly.

Probably.

She hadn’t noticed.

Up the stairs, he stepped ahead again to open the courtroom door. “Full house.”

Word spread fast around here. Or no one had left since the jury went out.

“She’s the one came from the city to prosecute,” someone in the back row muttered with a disapproving sniff.

As if she’d had a choice.

Her boss, the Commonwealth’s Attorney of Fairlington County, assigned her the case, so here she was.

In Bedhurst County, the Commonwealth’s Attorney office consisted of exactly one part-time lawyer. He’d claimed a conflict of interest in this case, requiring prosecutors from other counties be brought in. Not that unusual for rural one-CA counties.

But this specimen had waited to the last second to back out, left her inadequate files and a stubborn, chauvinist sheriff, then departed on a sudden and extended vacation as she’d arrived. No doubt a cover-his-ass move to ensure he couldn’t be blamed, no matter the outcome.

All around, a great case.

None of that mattered.

Pandora Addington Wade was what mattered.

She looked toward the front of the courtroom and saw, inside the railing dividing spectators from the working area, defense counsel — one Dallas Herbert Monroe — talking with the victim’s family, who sat in the first row. The victim’s mother smiled at Monroe, her father shook his hand.

Sucking up to the family of the woman his client murdered. That was low, even for a defense attorney.

Though Pan’s parents had favored the defense, indicating they didn’t believe Carson was guilty — or wouldn’t believe it.

On the other hand, Rick Wade, the estranged husband, now a widower, stared straight ahead without acknowledging Monroe.

Ed stopped to greet two young women — one with her crossed legs extending into the aisle where they couldn’t be missed. A middle-aged man across the aisle appeared mesmerized. A chemical redhead beside him was decidedly less entranced.

“Judge Blankenship’s two daughters. Been here every day,” Nancy murmured as if to fill in gaps for Maggie.

Pan Wade’s parents and husband had testified, so Maggie knew everything about them she could cram into her head. The rest of the spectators? She’d swear she’d never seen them before.

But Nancy couldn’t possibly know that.

Nancy tipped her head to the middle-aged man and redhead. “Also regular attendees, Eugene Tagner and the third Mrs. Tagner.”

Then, not returning Maggie’s look, Nancy glided into a seat behind the prosecution’s side.

In the next row sat Teddie Barrett, who’d also testified. He bobbed his head and smiled broadly. Maggie forced herself to smile back.

It wasn’t his fault, it was hers for getting caught flat-footed.

Monroe’s cross-examination shredded Teddie’s testimony. He hadn’t recognized it, as happy at the end as at the start. Everyone else in the courtroom had. Including the jury.

But she’d given them enough to counteract that. She was sure she had.

Inside the railing’s gate, she placed her briefcase on the prosecution table, and gave Monroe a cool, level gaze.

He was in her territory. Not by chance.

With a smile and a tip of his head that artfully tumbled a hunk of silver hair, Monroe shuffled back to the defense table.

She sat, then raised the briefcase lid.

Pan Wade’s wedding portrait stared up from atop legal pads, files, and notes. Pan faced away, except her head, looking over her shoulder at the camera. You barely noticed the dress, the veil, the earrings. You saw the wide smile, the soft eyes, the slight, questioning head tilt.

A nice woman.

A thoroughly nice young woman.

As always, Maggie touched the briefcase lid’s suede pocket, feeling for the edge of the plastic sleeve inside it, leaving the sleeve where it was.

Ed Smith slid into place beside her, as the court reporter, a wiry man about thirty, unbuttoned the cuff of his white shirt’s left sleeve and folded it back.

A side door opened.

A bailiff escorted the straight-backed defendant with a solicitous touch. A law enforcement officer of fifty being solicitous toward a man twenty years younger, half a foot taller, and packing considerably more muscle could have been amusing.

She found nothing amusing about J.D. Carson.

Not when she first read the file and especially not after she encountered his powerful composure in person. This was not a man who would lose control and explode in anger. When J.D. Carson killed, he meant to kill.

“All rise!”

All rose. All sat. The court reporter spread his well-kept hands like a pianist. The door next to the jury box opened.

Maggie had never seen proof of the folklore that a verdict could be read from jurors’ body language or expressions. Besides, in minutes she’d know the verdict rather than trying to divine it.

And yet, she watched the jury enter. Every time.

Ever since—

No.

She blinked. Refocused.

This jury.

She studied their faces, peering into the shadowed hallway beyond the door to see the next. Each face appeared unchanged, with the exception of a deeper solemnity.

Yet there was something … off.

It prickled at the hair at the base of Maggie’s skull. It twitched the ends of her fingers.

Without looking away from the jury, she widened her focus. The judge, clerk, court reporter, bailiffs, all watched the jury enter. Beside her, Ed watched, too. At the defense table, Monroe did the same. His bulk blocked her view of the defendant’s face, but most defendants couldn’t take their eyes off the people about to tell them their fate.

All as expected.

What the hell was the matter with her? She did not indulge in this sort of crap. Something off. For God’s sake, she sounded like —

Like someone she wasn’t. She pulled her chair in tight and square to the table.

Then she did something she never did.

She faced away from the entering jury.

And met the direct, hard gaze of the defendant, now visible around Monroe.

He wasn’t looking at the jury.

He was looking at her.

The boy from the wrong side of town, who had been championed by Pan Wade from childhood, who had been trained as a warrior, who had come home on leave last summer, and who had murdered Pan Wade because he couldn’t have her.

If anyone deserved the ultimate punishment it was this guy.

What if he’s innocent?

Words spoken in Maggie’s head by a voice she’d sworn to forget. A voice she’d swear she had forgotten.

Now it flooded her.

She no longer heard the scrapes and slides as jurors took seats in the box. She no longer smelled the blend of dust, despair, and legalities. She no longer felt the disorientation of returning from the depths of a trial.

That voice.

Smooth, gentle even. She’d hated it. From the first question, she’d hated it. Felt it leading her away from where she’d needed to be, what she needed to do … Yet she hadn’t known how to stop it. Or how to stop herself.

Until that final question.

Are you sure? Are you absolutely certain?

A touch on her arm.

She jolted, swung around. And met only the innocuous concern of Ed Smith.

“Maggie—?”

She silenced him by turning away, again facing the — this defendant.

Carson’s right brow ticked upward.

“Have you reached a verdict?” the judge’s distant voice asked.

“We have, Your Honor.”

“Are you—?” Ed started.

“Fine. I’m fine.” Quick words, from the side of her mouth.

She focused on the clerk carrying the written decision to the judge, waiting for it to be read, then returning it to the jury foreman. The defendant and his attorney rising.

“We, the jury…”

This was the moment.

She touched the pocket in the briefcase lid.

Had she succeeded in making the jury see the truth? Would they put this murderer away? Prevent this happening to another woman?

What if he’s innocent?

She stopped.

Stopped breathing, stopped thinking, stopped waiting.

“…find the defendant…”

She turned her head again.

To most observers it would appear the defendant was looking at the jury. She knew better. He looked at her.

“…J.D. Carson…”

His eyes were dark, unreadable. She didn’t look away. Not this time. Not as she had from that other defendant so long ago.

“…not guilty.”


CHAPTER ONE


Present Day

Saturday, 5:20 p.m.

Laurel Blankenship Tagner slammed the door of her blue Lexus SUV, a gift from the judge, birthday before last, and leaned against it, arms crossed under her breasts.

She’d learned at thirteen to show off what she had. She had considerably more to show off, not to mention considerably more ways to show it off. That didn’t mean you shouldn’t make the most of the basics. Because it was too damn easy for people to take you for granted, to treat you like you were just anybody.

Well, not anymore.

She’d shaken things up plenty with Eugene and nobody would take her for granted now.

She smiled.

She’d shaken up Charlotte big-time, too. Her sister getting all cross-eyed over the possibility of her being single again hadn’t entered Laurel’s mind while she’d made her plans. It was pure, sweet bonus.

Charlotte had been beside herself with Laurel living back at Rambler Farm these past weeks. Even before Laurel had a little fun with Charlotte’s husband.

Ed Smith. God, even his name was boring, which matched his moves in bed — and with Ed, it was always in bed.

Sure, she’d let him screw her some before he’d settled for Charlotte, but Ed hadn’t been enough for her four years ago and he sure as hell wasn’t enough for her now on.

She had bigger fish to fry. And dammit, she wanted to get on with it instead of standing here freezing her ass off.

If he wasn’t here when the sun dropped behind the ridge, she wasn’t waiting around.

He hadn’t even bothered to call directly. Besides, why the hell had his message said to meet out here in the damned woods anyway? He knew she wasn’t an outdoors kind of woman.

That was one thing she’d liked. He did know — and appreciate — what kind of woman she was.

But she should have told him to forget it when he’d suggested this.

Although there’d been one second when she’d told him how things were going to be from now on…

Laurel rubbed her arms under the light sweater she wore. Too light for this early in spring, but his message had said to wear it for old-time’s sake. What the hell, might as well give the guy a bone. Besides the silk weave showed off her figure, and after this, she was going to Shenny’s. It was Saturday night, and she deserved to celebrate.

Damn him, where was he? It was cold. The noises from the woods were creepier by the second. Not just birds making a racket, but rustlings. Animals or something.

Hadn’t the judge talked about mountain lions at breakfast? She hadn’t paid much attention, not like Charlotte, hanging on his every word. Her older sister liked to pretend he was discussing issues with her, when he was really making sure she filled the library decanters before he took his cronies aside tomorrow.

More got done at the judge’s Sunday afternoons at Rambler Farm than the rest of the week put together. Charlotte was forever saying that. As if she’d started the whole thing, instead of filling in where Mama left off.

A new sound caught Laurel’s attention. It wasn’t the hum of a motor she’d been expecting, but it had damn well better be him. From habit, she adjusted her posture, dropping her arms to the best position under her breasts and cocking one hip to draw attention to the length of leg below her skirt.

The figure came from an unexpected direction and was hard to make out.

Hell, she didn’t care what direction he came from. Her wait was finished. Now, to get this over with.


CHAPTER TWO


Sunday, 9:14 p.m.

“You heard?” Sheriff Roger Gardner demanded.

No pleasantries, no easing into it. Just a city-bred cut to the chase.

Dallas Herbert Monroe rocked back as much as he could in his easy chair, wishing it were the chair behind his desk, which allowed more latitude, and studied the younger man from beneath lowered lids.

He’d adopted this pose early in his career. It masked when the pilot light on his mind fired up. No sense warning other folks when you were about to strike. Lost half the advantage of having a devious mind if folks knew you were fixing to be devious.

Not that he needed to do the lowered lids much these days. His mind still fired up with enough regularity to keep his skull from freezing — no, that hadn’t changed, thank God.

What had changed was the face that stared back at him from the mirror while he shaved each morning. Under eyebrows trailing the rest of his hair toward silver, skin pouched and folded until it resembled another eyelid.

Come to think of it, a second layer of defense might be handy now that he was supposed to be on the same team with the sheriff.

This new sheriff was sharp. This would take some handling.

“I heard,” Dallas said with a slow nod. “A tragedy. One so young, one so beautiful. Judge Blankenship will be devastated.”

Something crossed the other man’s face. “He is.”

“Ah.” Gardner had gone to Rambler Farm first. Courtesy or politics? Or could the sheriff suspect someone there?

“Had a devil of a time keeping him from heading right to the scene,” Gardner added. “Had a devil of a time keeping half the county from tramping all over the scene.”

Dallas nodded. “That’s why I stayed put. You got lights out there? I can go with you now.”

Dallas braced himself against the chair’s worn upholstery. Ruth would have had it re-covered years ago. But she’d been gone more than a decade and he hadn’t had the heart to change it.

The sheriff didn’t budge from the couch across from him. “Not sure this is going to work, Dallas.”

“I’m the duly elected Commonwealth’s Attorney for Bedhurst County. It’s my duty—”

“You’re also the defense attorney from a murder that took place at the same spot, with the victim another attractive young woman.”

Yes, Roger Gardner was sharp. And he’d done his homework. The murder of Pan Wade and J.D.’s trial predated Gardner’s election as sheriff by four years.

“He was acquitted.” Dallas’s voice was harsher than he would have liked.

“He’s in the county. And even more connected to you now.”

“I told you when you called, J.D. was here with me yesterday evening, well into the night. You can’t be saying he’s—”

“I’m not saying anything except that in a county with seven homicides in a decade, only two have not been domestics or bar fights — and both those were killings of attractive young women at the same hidden-away spot in the woods practically on your boy Carson’s doorstep.”

He couldn’t let Gardner shut him out of this investigation.

Too much rested on it.

He’d been sitting here thinking about that, trying to work it all out ever since word came about Laurel Blankenship Tagner.

“As the duly elected Commonwealth’s Attorney for Bedhurst County, I’m going out there with you. As will my associate.”

“Dammit, Monroe—”

Evelyn appeared at the arched opening. “Can I get you gentlemen anything? Coffee? Something else to drink?”

“No thank you, Mrs. DuPree,” Gardner said, a flicker crossing his face.

The same flicker that had crossed his African American features the first time he’d come into Monroe House and met the solid black woman who served as Dallas’ housekeeper.

She’d told the sheriff half a dozen times to call her Evelyn. He hadn’t listened. And yet, Dallas thought, the younger man probably believed he was being respectful.

Dallas also declined her offer of coffee with thanks.

When she left, he took up the conversational reins Gardner had dropped, as had surely been Evelyn’s intent by timing her arrival then. Dallas knew she was still listening from the hallway, and she’d have an opinion to share later.

“Sheriff Gardner, let’s be honest here. You need me. You don’t know this county. I do.” A modest understatement. No one knew this county the way Dallas Herbert Monroe did. And no one knew that better than Dallas Herbert Monroe. But modesty never went amiss.

“I know having you anywhere near the case until we know for sure if it’s connected or not to the one four and a half years ago is—”

“Who better to tell you if the two cases are connected than the defense attorney from the first trial?”

“Oh, I can think of a couple people just as good,” Gardner said with cutting dryness. “Starting with the murderer.”

Dallas settled deeper into his chair. So, now the real haggling began.


CHAPTER THREE


Monday, 8:12 a.m.

“Hope you had a nice weekend, Ms. Frye — you deserved it after that verdict Friday.”

Maggie smiled at the front desk guard as she went through the security screening. “Thanks, Robert.”

“Got to love when they come back fast and right,” he said.

“Absolutely.”

Most mornings Maggie Frye walked the four flights to her office in the glass and concrete Fairlington County Justice Center, counting it as both aerobics and weight-training, considering the heft of her briefcase, which never lightened no matter how some crowed about paperless offices.

But today she headed to the elevator.

She was treating herself.

The Millerand jury had returned a guilty verdict late Friday, putting away a rapist after an hour of deliberation.

That should prevent other women going through what Dustin Millerand’s two victims had. At least until he got out.

Winning the case gave her more ammunition to get Vic Upton to name her deputy when the current deputy retired in the fall.

Plus, the quick verdict had left an unburdened weekend to run errands, do laundry, buy groceries, and wake to the fact that winter had retreated from Fairlington County, Virginia.

Daffodils bloomed beside her townhouse’s front steps. She hadn’t planted them since moving in twenty months ago, but if they were a carryover from the previous owner, she should have noticed them last spring.

Oh, wait.

The Dorset case. The stalker tracked through his mother’s DMV records. No, she wouldn’t have noticed daffodils then.

The doors slid open on the fourth floor and she turned right.

“Maggie.” A familiar male voice came from behind her.

Her mood dipped. She kept walking.

“I could need to talk to you about a case, you know.”

She stopped, faced him. Dark blond hair, sparkling blue eyes, upper-crust looks — and even more appealing in his police uniform because of it. Must have ceremonial duties today. “Is this about a case?”

“No, but—”

She pivoted to continue in her original direction.

“You are so damned unforgiving.” He followed.

“According to you there was nothing to forgive.”

“There wasn’t. It didn’t mean anything.”

“Not to you, obviously. And now it doesn’t mean anything to me.”

“I meant with her, not with you, Maggie.”

“I meant both.”

She tugged the outer office door handle. He spread his palm across the glass surface. Balanced between his push and her pull the door remained static.

“The prosecutor takes one piece of evidence, becomes judge, jury, and executioner?”

“Not original, Roy. And I doubt Officer Hundley would appreciate you calling her a piece — even of evidence.”

“I don’t want to play word games, Maggie.”

Because he never won? asked the voice in the back of her head previously silenced by his gorgeousness.

“I stayed away while you were trying that rape case,” he added. “Now it’s over and I want you to listen to my side.”

“No, you want me to agree you’ve done nothing wrong and we can go on the way we were. I told you before, we can’t.” She looked fully into his blue eyes. “I don’t want to.”

“You’re going to kick me out of your life? Give up on what we had? Forget how it was? And—”

“Yes. Yes. And yes. Good-bye, Roy.”

She tugged hard on the handle, wedged the door open with her briefcase and slipped inside.

“Good morning, Nancy. Isn’t it a beautiful spring day?”

Nancy’s gaze slid past Maggie, then back. “It’s been a beautiful spring day for two weeks. And you can stop talking like a dropout from finishing school. He’s gone.”

Maggie looked around. Nothing but hallway beyond the glass door.

“Roy Isaacson isn’t used to hearing no,” her assistant observed.

Nancy liked to say she’d held every job in the courthouse except judge and Commonwealth’s Attorney — in other words, all the important jobs. She knew everyone and their secrets.

“He’ll get used to it.”

“With him glowering like a thundercloud, word will get around. Belichek and Landis will be pissed if they don’t hear it from you.”

She hadn’t told her assistant she’d broken up with Roy. But Nancy knew everything about everyone in the building, plus half the metro area.

“I’ll call them.”

“Vic will be up later. Sheila couldn’t say when. The Post story must have him on the prowl.” Nancy frequently warned that, with Maggie’s success nipping at Vic’s heels, Maggie should beware of him kicking her in the teeth. “Also, your cousin called. Jamie. Not Ally. She wants you to call her back as soon as possible.”

Maggie grunted. She’d have felt obligated to call Ally back immediately, with what she had going on in her life. Jamie could wait.

*   *   *   *

“Hey, Maggie,” detective Tanner Landis’ telephonic voice topped background noise announcing he was in the car. “Good going on the Millerand case.”

Landis always checked caller ID before answering his phone. It was one of the smaller reasons she most often called his partner, who never bothered to check caller ID, because he answered every call with a barked “Belichek.”

But for this call Tanner was the better option.

“Thanks. I, uh, wanted you and Bel to hear this from me.”

“Oh, Christ. You’re going to a big-bucks corporate firm.”

“No. Why would you think that?”

“It’s my recurring nightmare.”

She grinned. “Aw, Landis, I didn’t know you cared.”

“Care? I am deeply, passionately—” His next word was blurred by the call-waiting click. “You got to get that, Mags?”

She checked caller ID. The Sunshine Foundation. “No.”

“Family, huh?”

Another reason she generally preferred Belichek. Not that he wouldn’t draw the same conclusion, but he’d keep it to himself. Usually.

“Shut up, Landis.” She nearly said her personal life was none of his business, but relented, considering what she’d called to tell him. “Do you want to hear what I have to say or not?”

“Yes, ma’am, Ms. Assistant Commonwealth’s Attorney, ma’am. Please.”

“Roy and I broke up.”

There was a slight pause, then Landis spoke away from the phone’s mouthpiece. “Mags dumped Isaacson.”

“I didn’t say that. I said — What did Bel say?”

“He said Thank God. A sentiment I second. And I know you didn’t say you dumped him, but if he’d dumped you, you would have gone into clam mode and never said a word, ergo my superior detecting skills tell me you dumped him.”

“Why Thank God?”

“She wants to know why you said Thank God, Bel.”

“He’s an asshole” came through clearly.

Landis spoke in her ear, “In another sentiment I second, Bel says—”

“I heard. Why didn’t you say anything?”

“And risk the wrath of Frye? Sometimes you gotta wait for a case to develop, instead of forcing it. That’s my reason. As for Bel, he was being his usual tactful self.”

Belichek being tactful. That would be something to see.

“Yeah? Well—” Nancy appeared in the open doorway. “I gotta go, Landis. We’ll continue this later.”

“How about lunch? We’ll be there. Got court this afternoon.”

“Sure. Sounds good.”

“And I promise not to tell you more than twice you’re better off and you deserve a hell of a lot better. No promises about Bel — you know how he goes on and on.”

Nancy, standing in the doorway, nodded at the phone after Maggie hung up. “How’d they take it?”

“They’ll survive.”

“I imagine you made their week. Jamie’s on line two.”

Nancy’s subtle way of saying she was done fending off Maggie’s cousin.

Maggie picked up the receiver.


CHAPTER FOUR


Vic Upton, Commonwealth’s Attorney for Fairlington County, slapped a fold of newsprint on Maggie’s desk. He could have sent it digitally, but Vic liked the sensory impact.

She didn’t look up. She continued writing, fast and strong, bringing order to the week ahead.

This newsprint thwap wasn’t bass enough to be the entire Washington Post, which would mean Vic had dumped a Page One problem on her desk.

Once — just once — she’d screamed when Vic dropped a complete Sunday Post on her desk. It had been barely six a.m., she’d spent the night in the office, and she’d been asleep with her head on the desk that Sunday morning. The four-pound thud had reverberated in her head all day. The professional headache had endured considerably longer. But it had been worth it in the end. She’d won that case, too.

This thud sounded like the local section alone.

The story about the Millerand trial had been in the Saturday Metro section, but Maggie didn’t waste more than a millisecond considering whether Vic was here to congratulate her.

Her cousin’s congratulations on the verdict had been subdued, though she supposed sincere.

Jamison Chancellor didn’t get enthusiastic about justice. She reserved her enthusiasm for her starry-eyed venture aimed at making the world a place where everyone walked hand-in-hand in perfect peace.

Even worse, she kept trying to drag Maggie in.

Jamie had started today’s installment by extolling the beauty of the spring day and mentioning she’d driven past Maggie’s place and seen daffodils blooming there.

“Don’t give me any credit. The previous owner must have done it,” Maggie said.

There was a slight pause. “Ally and I planted them last fall.”

Shit. “Right. Of course, I remember.”

Jamie laughed. Another reason Maggie tried to avoid these calls. Jamie’s laughs were frequent. Too genuine, too affectionate, too … familiar.

“No, you don’t. But it’s okay. We planted them on Vivian’s birthday and she would love them blooming for you now. And—”

“Jamie, I have to go. I got behind during the trial and have a pile of work on my desk.” Not true. Everyone expected the trial to take longer. Her calendar was blocked out.

“I won’t keep you. I wanted to tell you the Foundation’s annual fundraiser is coming up and—”

“I’d have to check my schedule.”

“Nancy says it’s clear.”

Damn both of them — cousin and assistant. “Jamie, I really have to go.”

“Okay. Just — promise me you’ll think about it. It would mean a lot to … to have you there this year. Ally is coming. Please. Just say you’ll think about it.”

Some people failed to see the rock-hard tenaciousness beneath Jamie’s sweet expression and starry-eyed ideas. Maggie had known better since they were kids.

She also knew the only way to get off the phone was to make a promise she had no intention of keeping.

“I’ll think about it.”

After disconnecting, she set to work on a list of tasks sure to keep her mind off that promise. She’d still been at it when Vic strode in, unannounced.

Maggie finished writing the current item on her list, then capped her pen.

Vic snorted. A single sound standing in for past diatribes on her using pens “anybody can buy at Staples, for God’s sake, when you have a Waterman set honoring your family’s foundation.”

Maggie gazed at the newspaper Vic had deposited on her desk.

Not the Washington Post. The Bedhurst Bulletin.

The headline word Murdered caught her first.

Not in Fairlington, so not in their jurisdiction. Could be Vic was crowing over a colleague’s misstep.

Then she saw the complete headline

Bedhurst Woman Murdered in seventy-two-point type. Beneath it, in only slightly smaller type: Similarities to Unsolved Wade Murder Cited.

“Shit.”

“That about covers it.” Vic occupied a chair in a space-gobbling spread of arms and legs. “Judge’s daughter, too. The same judge, right?”

So, Vic was crowing over a colleague’s misstep. Hers.

Though misstep was too mild. Try utter failure.

Picking up the newspaper to bring the text into focus, she pushed aside everything else.

Use your brain, Frye.

Her practiced scan locked on the name — Laurel Blankenship Tagner, daughter of Judge Kemble Blankenship — and said briefly, “Same judge.”

She went back to the start of the article.

Laurel had failed to show up for a gathering at her father’s home at noon Sunday. Friends and family realized no one had seen her since Saturday afternoon. Authorities were called. Someone thought to check the service road entrance to Bedhurst Falls — the same location. God, the same location — and Laurel Blankenship Tagner’s body was found just before sunset Sunday.

The authorities acknowledged there were similarities to the murder nearly five years ago of Pandora Addington Wade. No one had been convicted of that murder.

The location of the body was one similarity, authorities indicated there were more, but had not released details.

Maggie breathed out, slow and deliberate. Similar didn’t have to mean the same murderer. Similar could mean someone who’d followed the Carson case, in other words, anyone in Bedhurst County.

Or the sonuvabitch she’d failed to get convicted could have killed again.

“Is it the same guy?” Vic demanded.

“Hard to tell from this.” She sounded calm. Good. “Could be. Could be a copycat. Could be unrelated.”

Vic stretched one leg kept passably lean by a daily sacrosanct hour in the gym. “In that backwoods county? With who the victim is — another woman from one of the county’s top families, like your victim — and where the body was found? And those other similarities the newspaper doesn’t have? — I got word the body was found in the same position. Face down, arms and legs spread out. No sexual assault. The area around the body brushed, like last time, no footprints, or any other marks.”

Almost certainly related.

She grunted, started reading at the top again. “Where was Carson?”

“There, in Bedhurst. With his defense attorney. Alibied to the hilt.”

Maggie’s stomach tightened.

Under the headlines, a three-column studio photo of a young woman with dramatic makeup emphasizing come-hither eyes and mouth. Maggie squinted at the photo. Pulled up a memory. The judge’s daughters sitting in the courtroom, awaiting the verdict. This one with the sex-kitten mannerisms. Unlike her companion, a square-faced woman who dressed as if Talbots were racy.

“I’m going up there,” she said abruptly.

Vic straightened from his initial slouch, then slid down again. To the untrained eye it might appear to be the same sprawl.

“The hell you are.”

“Monroe is Commonwealth’s Attorney now and the sheriff was elected last fall and he’s an outsider, from Richmond. Monroe—”

“How do you know?”

She flipped her hand, dismissing his question. “Monroe will run rings around him.”

“Even if it is Carson, Monroe can’t defend him. Not in Bedhurst County, not since he was elected Commonwealth’s Attorney.”

“He won’t have to defend. He can make sure there’s no case. As CA, he can refuse to prosecute Carson.”

“Jesus, Maggie, I know you don’t have much use for defense attorneys from that thing when you were a kid, but you make it sound like Monroe would throw a murder investigation to protect a former client. The citizens of Bedhurst must think better of him than you do or they wouldn’t have elected him. Besides, it’s not our case. I just thought you’d be interested.”

Like hell.

He’d thought he would bring her down a peg after Friday’s verdict. It was how he kept his staff from nipping too hard on those ambitious heels of his.

“It’s still my case.” She took a breath, kept the words reasoned, but firm. “The rape trial wrapped up faster than we expected. My desk will never be clearer than it is now. And God knows I’ve got vacation time coming.”

“Listen, Maggie, we all have a case or two like this. The ones that go bad, the blots on our record that haunt us. But trying to make it right can make it worse. Let it go.”

He thought she wanted to make it right so it didn’t dim her record’s sparkle? Of course, he did.

In the face of her silence, Vic heaved a breath. “Actually, the sheriff has requested you up there.”

“To prosecute.” It would be one hell of a trick to get named special visiting prosecutor on the case, but for a second chance to put Carson away she’d call in every favor.

“Not to prosecute. He wants you and Monroe to fill him in on the earlier murder.”


CHAPTER FIVE


1:38 p.m.

Maggie braked as she entered Bedhurst County.

Not from any desire to contemplate bright green rolls of country rising beyond picturesque fences. She’d abruptly remembered being ticketed twice in speed traps four and a half years ago.

The town itself was announced by the usual outriders of chain stores and fast food places. Quickly, streets narrowed and trees crowded close to the curbs. After a spate of brick ramblers and cape cods, the houses grew larger and the lawns deeper. Finally, a band of one-time grand houses converted to business-use opened to the town square.

None of it jogged any memories until she reached the courthouse. That she recognized.

All red brick, white trim, and restrained columns, the hundred-plus-year-old Bedhurst County Courthouse was venerable and well-proportioned, in stark contrast to the graceless municipal buildings huddling down the hill behind it. That’s where she’d had a window-less closet passing for office space as special visiting prosecutor.

She found a parking spot across from the courthouse steps, where the likeness of General Joseph Bedhurst still rode his bronze horse on a landing halfway up to the front entry.

A blustery breeze snatched at the car door as she opened it. She reached back for her lined raincoat. Bedhurst hadn’t gotten the memo about spring.

The entry to the sheriff’s department was at the back of the courthouse, in a basement revealed by falling-away ground. She should check in with the sheriff.

But straight ahead, two doors down Main Street from where she stood, the wind swung an old-fashioned wooden sign on a metal arm: Dallas Herbert Monroe & Associate, Attorneys-at-Law.

The man who had won J.D. Carson’s freedom. The man who provided him an alibi now. The man who, after forty years as a defense attorney, had run for — and won — the part-time job of Commonwealth’s Attorney for Bedhurst County.

The sheriff could wait.

Maggie opened the black door beneath the sign and crossed a worn threshold, her entrance announced by a small bell. A sliver of space to her left held the barest essentials of a waiting room — three chairs and a magazine rack. Straight ahead a wide hall clogged with teeming barrister cases disappeared into dimness. A yard down on the right she saw an open doorway. Farther back, a gap in the barrister cases on the left indicated another door.

A creak came from deep down the hallway. She squinted but saw only shadow. Must have been an old-building settling noise. God knows the building was old, and it looked as if it might settle right into the ground.

“Have a seat!” came Monroe’s muffled voice. “I’ll be right with you.”

Maggie tracked the voice to the office on the right. Piles of folders, books, and notepads listed from nearly every surface. The top of a silver-haired head showed beyond a three-foot pile on the corner of a desk that could have doubled as a battleship if it wouldn’t have sunk under the load.

“Monroe.”

He came out of his chair. “My dear, my dear!” A broad smile rearranged folds and wrinkles. To reach her, he weaved around an island of books with practiced ease. “It is a delight to have you back among us. It’s been entirely too long. Four years and—”

“It could have been another forty years for my taste.” She met his handshake with her abridged, professional edition.

“Oh, my dear, I am crushed you would have preferred to stay away. We take such pride in our fair corner of Virginia — and do call me Dallas.”

She raised her brows. “I was referring to another murder.”

His face fell instantly. Holding her captive right hand in both of his, he drew her to a settee on the wall opposite the front windows. “Horrible. Horrible.”

She withdrew her hand, but sat. To her knowledge she had never encountered a horsehair sofa before, but this had to be the real thing. No one would make modern upholstery jab this way.

“All of Bedhurst County is most grateful you have come to assist us in this horrible time. With the murderer of Pan Wade never found—”

“Never convicted.”

Sharp eyes under heavy lids flashed, but he didn’t rise to the bait. “We must find this person, and Sheriff Gardner wisely recognizes he needs assistance.”

“I understand you say you were with Carson?”

“Indeed. J.D. and I were together all of Saturday afternoon and through the evenin’, well past midnight.”

Alibis were meant to be broken. That’s what an old prosecutor had told her.

“Can an independent party verify that?”

He patted her hand, ignoring her question and its implications.

“What we need to concern ourselves with is whether the murder of Pan Wade fits in with this—” The sound of the outer door opening, the bell, and the door closing reached them. Monroe never paused. “—horrible murder of the judge’s daughter, and if so, how. I was mappin’ a strategy when you arrived.”

Monroe’s attention shifted past her right shoulder.

“Ah, here you are, and bearin’ our catered luncheon.” The smell of burgers and fries brought Maggie’s head around, even before Monroe added, “You remember J.D., don’t you, my dear?”

“Welcome back to Bedhurst, Ms. Frye.”


CHAPTER SIX


J.D. Carson stood at the office’s open doorway, holding a cutaway cardboard box with bags stamped Cheforie’s Burgers. His dark eyes watched her.

Refusing to show shock, she studied him right back. He had those eyelids some people called sleepy. A scar slashed a diagonal across his chin, starting half an inch from the corner of his mouth and disappearing under his jaw. A single deep dent of concentration marked the spot between his brows. He stood military erect.

Unlike court, where he’d worn a suit and tie, he had on a well-worn polo shirt tucked into jeans. But there was more different about him. What was it?

“Better weather for you this time,” he said.

The voice hadn’t changed. Unhurried. Calm. Steel beneath each word.

“Quit discussin’ the weather and get that food in here, J.D. We took the liberty of orderin’ for you, Maggie,” Monroe said as Carson put the box on an open patch of the conference table.

Both of them, acting as if this were a social call.

She’d known he was still in the county, known Monroe provided his alibi, but what the hell was this? Had Carson left the Army to become a gofer?

“Come sit and have your lunch,” Monroe continued. “We can start workin’ as soon as we’ve reacquainted body and soul. J.D. put together a preliminary report on this tragic murder and—”

“Carson did?” she interrupted.

Apparently unfazed by her lack of greeting or anything else, the man in question sat at the conference table with his back to her and bit into a burger.

Monroe paused in peeling the final corner of shiny paper from his burger. “Of course. J.D. is my new associate, so—”

“Associate?”

“Yes, indeed, passed the bar last fall. First try. Then—”

“He went to law school?” Maybe a law school couldn’t legally keep out a man found not guilty, but even if it hadn’t come up on any of her periodic database checks of Carson’s name, she surely would have heard about a former murder defendant applying to law school. And would have done her damnedest to stop him.

“J.D. followed our fine Virginia custom and read for law. Other states have abandoned their heritage, but Virginia maintains the tradition. So, like Mr. Jefferson and Mr. Madison and Mr. Monroe — Did I tell you I’m a descendant of that esteemed gentleman’s cousin? Although—”

“You let him read law with you.” Maggie didn’t bother making it a question.

Among the government and criminal databases she checked regularly, she’d never considered members of the bar association.

“No, no. He needed wider experience than I could give, having remained in Bedhurst County nearly my entire career. Why, I’m not at all sure the Virginia Board of Bar Examiners would have approved me. Rules and regulations measure each step of a lawyer overseeing the reader’s legal education.”

“I read with Chester Bondelle of Roanoke.” Carson didn’t turn. “His number’s 434-555-4305.”

And she’d damn well check out Chester Bondelle the first chance she had.

Had Carson commuted to Roanoke? Because according to the official record, he’d maintained residence in the shack near Bedhurst Falls he’d inherited.

Damn, damn, damn. She should have dug deeper.

“Since he’s my associate,” Monroe was saying, “of course J.D.’s workin’ with us in assistin’ Sheriff Gardner with his investigation.”

She stared at the back of Carson’s head. That’s what was different — his hair. It had grown out from the military cut. Because he’d never gone back to the Army. Because he’d stayed here to study law and pass the bar.

Why?

Carson stood. “I’ll finish my lunch at my desk, leave you two to talk.”

Without looking at her, he walked out.

“You mustn’t—” Monroe started.

At a distance a male voice rose. Irritation, though not the words, clear.

Monroe’s gaze slid to the back wall of his office, as if he could see what was happening in the depths of the building.

Monroe focused on her again, the break in his manner smoothly mended as he murmured solicitously. “You mustn’t let this bother you, and you should eat before it gets cold.”

“Not let it bother me? The man I tried, the man charged with a similar murder—”

“Found not guilty.”

“—the only man ever charged, because nobody else has been charged with Pan Wade’s murder, not in four and a half years.” He muttered something. She overrode it. “The only man charged and brought to trial for one murder involved in the investigation of a similar murder? And I’m not supposed to let it bother me?”

He swept a hand through the air. “When you’ve grown accustomed to the changes, you’ll—”

“You can’t do this, Monroe.”

“It’s done.”

“Even with you giving him an alibi for now, he’s a suspect.”

He didn’t allow himself to be drawn. “This is the way it is, so — Where are you going?”

“To talk to the sheriff.”

“The sheriff knows.”

“He doesn’t know what I’m going to say about it.”
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Commonwealth v. J.D. Carson

Witness J.D. Carson (defendant)

Cross-Examination by Assistant Commonwealth’s Attorney Margaret Frye

Q. Isn’t it true that you and Pandora Addington Wade were together at the restaurant and bar called Shenny’s on four consecutive nights before she was murdered?

A. Yes.

Q. You’ve heard witnesses testify that you sat close together — no space between them at all was the testimony — is that your testimony?

A. Yes, we sat close.

Q. You also hugged her on at least one occasion?

A. Yes.

Q. Did you talk about your relationship on those occasions?

A. Yes.

Q. Did you also talk about her marriage to Richard Wade at that time?

A. Pan did.

Q. Pan did? You were silent on the subject?

A. Yes.

Q. On the last occasion you were there together — the evening before Mrs. Wade’s murder — you wrote the name and address of a housing complex near the base where you were stationed and gave the paper to Mrs. Wade, isn’t that true?

A. Yes, I wrote down the information for a housing complex near where I am stationed.

Q. Had you talked about her moving there?

A. Yes.

Q. Did you argue about it that evening?

A. No.

Q. You were heard to argue—

Mr. Monroe: Objection, Your Honor. Assumes facts not in evidence.

Ms. Frye: Your Honor, Theodore Barrett testified that he heard the defendant and Mrs. Wade—

Mr. Monroe: And admitted on cross-examination that he couldn’t hear anything clearly from where he was, Judge.

Ms. Frye: Only after defense badgered and—

THE COURT: Enough. Objection is overruled. Witness will answer the question.

A. No, we didn’t argue.

Q. You argued because she wouldn’t run away with you and—

A. No.

Q. And you shot her—

A. No. I did not.
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CHAPTER SEVEN


Phones rang in syncopation as Maggie entered the sheriff’s department.

“The line at the high school should be operating, transfer the Tagner case calls to Abner. You keep things running here and — Yes?” The speaker, a tall, thin man with skin a richer version of his brown sheriff’s department uniform, had caught sight of Maggie.

A gray-haired woman wearing a headset grunted and lowered herself into a battered leather chair. She punched a button, said, “Sheriff’s Department,” and one ring dropped out of the race.

“I’m Maggie Frye, from the Fairlington County Commonwealth’s Attorney’s office. Are you Sheriff Gardner?”

The man nodded and they shook hands. “Come on back to my office.”

He sorted old-fashioned message slips on the way down the short hall and dumped half in the trash can in his office. The rest he slid into a folder. She took the chair he indicated. He sat on the edge of the desk.

“I appreciate your agreeing to help us, Ms. Frye.” He blinked, dark lids covering blood-shot eyes for an extra beat. She recognized the signs. The man hadn’t slept the past two nights.

“Call me Maggie, but I haven’t agreed. How can the man prosecuted for the first murder be involved in the investigation?”

“Prosecuted and found not guilty,” he said.

“Carson has to be a suspect for this murder. The prime suspect.”

“No evidence against him, but I haven’t eliminated anybody.” He narrowed his eyes. “And let me be very clear. I’m leading this investigation.”

“But—”

“That’s not what I need you for. Listen, Dallas has me by the short-hairs and knows it. They recruited me from Richmond to run here. Took office four months ago. I’ve got to know if this murder is connected to the other one, and fast, but what do I have to work with?

“My predecessor has dementia and judging by his reports he wasn’t right for years. The deputy who assisted him on that investigation died of cancer. The judge from that trial is grieving his daughter’s murder. That leaves crap reports and a transcript I don’t have time to read. You’ll help some, but, no offense, you don’t know this county any better than I know Los Angeles.

“Dallas says he’ll help, but only if Carson’s included. What am I going to say? A lot of folks here think Carson never should have been charged — not all, but a lot. And he was acquitted. Now he’s a lawyer in good standing. So, I take the package deal, and ask for you to balance things out.

“Another thing, Ms. Frye — you said Carson was prosecuted for the first murder. That’s jumping to a conclusion that this one’s a sequel. We don’t know that. Yet.” He stood, tucking the folder under his arm, and she also rose. “Look at it this way, if Carson is guilty, he’s where I’ve got two upstanding citizens watching him, including a hot-shot prosecutor from the big city.”

“Monroe? He’s on the other side. Makes it two against one.”

“I’d take those odds with you being the one. Or are you going to quit on me, leave it two against none?”

“I haven’t decided.”

“Decide fast. If you’re staying, we’re meeting at the high school at three-thirty to try to keep this coordinated, not leave gaps, not run over each other.”

“One more thing, Sheriff. I intend to prosecute this case.”

“We have to catch the sonuvabitch before anybody can prosecute. If there’s a conflict between my investigation and you possibly prosecuting later, you do what’s right for the investigation or I’ll throw you out of my county. There’re plenty who can prosecute a case — assuming we get the sonuvabitch — but you’re the only one who can give me the prosecution’s view on the Wade murder.”

He was right.

But another factor might push her toward the decision Gardner wanted her to make.

She’d told herself for more than four years that the jury had spoken in the Carson case and that was all there was to it.

That wasn’t all there was to it.

Either she’d prosecuted the right man and got the wrong verdict or she’d prosecuted the wrong man and got the right verdict.

Either way, a murderer went free and she was responsible.

Again.

*   *   *   *

From the shadowy back corner of Courtroom One, J.D. Carson squinted through hazy afternoon sunlight polishing the wooden benches and floor.

The first time he’d been in this courtroom he hadn’t been old enough to go to school. He’d come to see if it was true his mama was going to jail.

Many times after he’d sat back here, silently watching.

Being on trial for murder he’d been in the same spot Nola Carson had routinely held.

After he’d passed the bar, he’d sat in each seat in the jury box to know what they would see when he stood before them as an attorney. He’d even sat behind the bench, the best seat in the house.

After that, J.D. thought he truly knew this courtroom. But he’d never seen it from where Margaret Ellen Frye stood now, dragging her knuckles across the aged wood of the prosecution table. Right where she’d stood four and a half years ago.

One spot he’d missed.

That was a mistake, and he couldn’t afford mistakes.


CHAPTER EIGHT


2:27 p.m.

“Papa?”

Charlotte Blankenship Smith hadn’t called her father that since she was thirteen. Mama had been sick for a full year by then and relying on Charlotte for organizing, phone calls, checking on workmen — all that allowed the household to run and the entertaining to continue as befitted the judge’s position.

Laurel, almost four years younger than her, had declared Papa was for babies. She’d called him Judge, and he’d liked it. Soon Charlotte had dropped Papa for Judge.

He gave no sign of hearing Charlotte now, sitting in the darkened library, his head tipped, staring at the mahogany piecrust table beside his wing chair. The table needed dusting before allowing visitors in. The whole room did.

He insisted she turn everyone away today. But Rambler Farm would soon be filled with people again, as it should be.

“Judge?”

He lifted his head slowly. “Charlotte. You’re here.”

She had sat across from him for eight minutes.

“Judge, we need to talk about the arrangements. The sheriff’s office says it will let us know as soon as the body can be released.” Dorrie at the sheriff’s office had also said that woman prosecutor who’d tried J.D. was back in town. A factor Charlotte would think about later. “If we make decisions now, everything can be ready.”

He squeezed his eyes closed. “You do it, Charlotte. I … I can’t …” Tears slid from between his eyelids.

“I’ll take care of it.” She patted his hand, feeling the raised veins and the nubs of the knuckles. “I’ll take care of everything.”

She closed the door behind her, gathered her tablet and phone from her desk near the kitchen before heading to the sunroom. It was more efficient to keep her work tools here than at Second House where she and Ed lived, across the circular drive.

She added a notation. While waiting for her father’s attention, she’d noticed the paneling on the library’s fireplace wall — original to the 1804 core of the house — needed lemon oil.

Clouds’ shadows deepened the green of the velvet lawn. Crocuses bloomed around the base of the birdbath. Still wrapped tight, buds of daffodils and tulips stood tall. The azaleas would show well this year. By fall, mums planted last year should have caught hold for a good display, too.

Summer was hardest. She’d have two plantings of annuals again to keep the beds fresh. Not wilted like they had been on that July day going on five years ago when Pan came by.

To cry about her marriage to Rick Wade falling apart.

Pan had married the hometown hero, the high school and college football star who had come home to his family’s businesses when he didn’t make it in the pros. Had come home to Bedhurst’s favorite daughter, the one everyone loved as soon as they set eyes on her. Sweet Pandora Addington.

But when Pan’s ideal life was falling apart, she’d come to Charlotte.

“It was so much simpler when we were all in school. You and me and Rick and Scott and J.D. and all the others. I miss those times,” Pan had said.

Charlotte didn’t miss them. Not one bit.

“Charlotte?”

She jolted at Ed’s voice. She wasn’t used to him being here during a weekday.

“Sorry, honey.” He sat beside her. “I didn’t mean to startle you. What are you doing? Can I do anything to help? Do you need anything in town?”

“No, you can’t help.” Did he know the Frye woman was back? Was that why he wanted to go to town? “I’m planning the funeral.”

Planning Laurel’s funeral, thinking about Pan.

“Oh, Charlotte. Don’t worry, honey. They’ll catch him. They’ll catch whoever did this.”

She focused on him. His eyes were red, his hair uncombed.

He’d gone out with the search parties, of course. But now everyone knew where Laurel was. No more wondering if she would be late. Or what she was doing or might do in the future. No more upset. It was all settled.

*   *   *   *

J.D. had closed to within ten feet of the prosecution table when Maggie Frye pivoted. Controlled, but fast enough to make her collar-length hair swing. The flaps of her long raincoat opened, showing black slacks and dark green blouse.

“Ms. Frye, Dallas sent me to make sure you have a place to stay tonight.”

“Someone from my office is making arrangements.”

“She tried. She called where you stayed before. But Paula had a knee replacement and she’s not open. Your assistant tried to reach you, but reception can be spotty. The sheriff’s office had her call our office for a suggestion.” Our office. He said that easily now.

“Any chain will do. Or I passed a place coming in. Something Manor.”

“Closest chain’s in Lexington. And Dallas said to tell you you can’t stay at the Piedmont Manor.”

Her shoulder moved, more a twitch than a shrug. “I’ll be fine.”

“If you don’t believe Dallas, go back and ask the sheriff. You can’t stay there.”

She was fast. His words indicated he’d seen her leave the sheriff’s office. That left a gap — the gap when she’d stood by the prosecution table, thinking fierce thoughts. She was wondering what he’d been doing during that time.

She was also clear to read. It was one of her strengths as a prosecutor. Juries believed her, because they saw she believed in the defendant’s guilt.

“Dallas has a guesthouse,” he said. “Private drive. Easy walk to the office and here. He said for you to try it tonight. You can leave your things and be to the high school for the meeting.”

“Fine.” She wanted this trivial matter settled. “How do I get there?”

“I’ll lead you.”

“Just tell me.”

Oh, yeah, she was easy to read. “There are quirks, and Dallas doesn’t let anyone have the key until they’ve been warned.”

She cut a look toward him without connecting, grabbed her purse, and passed him.

He matched her pace across the marble lobby floor. Held the heavy wooden door for her. He waited until they’d started down the outside steps to say, “It’s going to be hard working together if you can’t look me in the eye.”

She stopped. Her cold glare belied his accusation. “We are not working together.”

“You’re leaving?”

The glare’s temperature shot up but everything else about her cooled, especially her voice, as she continued down the steps. “Why are you determined to be involved in this investigation?”

“I’d think that was obvious.”

“You’re going to say it’s to clear your name.”
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