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      CHAPTER 1

      
      

      
      THE CEILING FAN STOPPED.

      
      Sarah Stevens was so accustomed to the slight whirring noise of the fan that the lack of it immediately awakened her. She
         cracked open one eye and peered at her digital clock, but there weren’t any bright red numerals shining back at her. She blinked
         in sleepy confusion, then realized what was wrong.
      

      
      The electricity had gone off. Oh, great.

      
      She rolled over onto her back, listening. The night was quiet; there was no rumble of thunder to signal a violent spring storm
         in the vicinity, which would have explained the loss of power. She didn’t close the curtains at night, since her rooms faced
         the back where the grounds had privacy fencing, and through her bedroom windows she could see the faint gleam of starlight.
         Not only was it not raining, the sky wasn’t even cloudy.
      

      
      Maybe a transformer had blown. Or an auto accident might have taken down a utility pole. Any number of things could have caused
         the power outage.
      

      
      Sighing, she sat up and reached for the flashlight she kept on the bedside table. Regardless of why the electricity was off,
         her job was to minimize the effect it would have on Judge Roberts, make certain he wouldn’t be inconvenienced more than necessary.
         He didn’t have any appointments in the morning, but the old dear was fussy about what time he had breakfast. Not that he’d
         be cranky about it, but any change in his routine upset him more now than it had even a year before. He was eighty-five; he
         deserved to have breakfast when he wanted it.
      

      
      She picked up the receiver of the telephone; it was a land line, so the loss of power wouldn’t affect it. Cordless phones
         were great, until the electricity went off. In addition to this one, Sarah had made certain a few strategically placed phones
         in the main house were land lines.
      

      
      No dial tone buzzed in her ear.

      
      Puzzled, and growing slightly worried, she got out of bed. Her two rooms were over the garage, with her combined living room
         and kitchen area facing the front, while her bedroom and bath faced the back. She didn’t switch on the flashlight; this was
         her home, and she didn’t need guidance to make her way to the other room. She parted the curtains covering the front windows
         and looked out.
      

      
      None of the strategically placed lights on the Judge’s manicured lawn were lit, but to the right, the soft glow of the neighbor’s
         security lights threw long, dense shadows across the lawn.
      

      
      The electricity wasn’t off, then. A breaker could have kicked, but that would have affected only part of the house, or the
         grounds, but not both. She stood very still, logic and intuition combining: (A) The electricity was off. (B) The phone lines
         were out. (C) The next-door neighbor had electricity. The conclusion she reached didn’t require much of a leap: someone had
         cut the lines, and the only reason for doing so would be to break into the house.
      

      
      Cat-silent in her bare feet, she ran back to the bedroom and got her nine-millimeter automatic from the bedside table. Her
         cell phone, damn it, was in her SUV, which was parked under the portico in back. She raced for the door, only briefly considering
         detouring to get the phone from her vehicle; her first priority was to protect the Judge. She had to get to him, make certain
         he was safe. He’d had a couple of credible death threats made against him during his last year on the bench, and though he
         had always passed them off as nothing, Sarah couldn’t afford to be so cavalier.
      

      
      Her quarters connected to the house via a staircase, with doors at both top and bottom; she had to switch on the flashlight
         as she went down the stairs so she wouldn’t miss a step and fall, but as soon as she reached the bottom, she turned off the
         light. She paused for a moment to let her eyes readjust to the darkness, and as she did she listened, straining her ears for
         any sound that didn’t belong. Nothing. Silently she turned the knob and opened the door in increments, an inch at the time,
         every nerve in her body alert. No strange sounds greeted her, so she stepped forward.
      

      
      She was standing in a short hall; to her left was the door to the garage. Silently she tried the knob, and found it still
         locked. One door down was the laundry room; then directly across the hall was the kitchen. The battery-operated wall clock
         in the kitchen ticked monotonously, very loud now without the hum of the refrigerator to mask the sound. She eased into the
         kitchen, the glazed ceramic tile cold beneath her feet. Skirting the huge cooking island, she paused again before entering
         the breakfast room. There was more light here, because of the big bay window that looked out into the rose garden, but that
         meant she was more likely to be seen if any intruder was watching. Her pajamas were a pale blue cotton, as visible as white.
         She would be an easy target.
      

      
      That was a chance she’d have to take.

      
      Her heart slammed against her rib cage, and she took a slow, deep breath to calm herself, trying to control the adrenaline
         rushing through her system. She couldn’t let herself get sucked under by the whirlpool of excitement; she had to ride it,
         keep her mind cool and disengaged, remember her training. She took another deep breath and eased forward, minimizing her exposure
         by hugging the wall as closely as she could get without actually brushing against it. Slow and easy, she thought. One step at a time, placing her bare feet carefully so she was always balanced, she worked her way around the room and to the door that opened into the
         back hall. She paused again, listening.
      

      
      Silence.

      
      No. A muffled sound, so slight she wasn’t sure she’d heard anything at all. She waited, breathing halted, eyes deliberately
         unfocused so her peripheral vision could detect any movement. The hall was empty, but after a moment the sound came again,
         slightly louder, from … the sunroom?
      

      
      Two formal parlors, and the dining room, were on the front side of the house; the kitchen, breakfast room, library, and sunroom
         were all on the back. The sunroom was a corner room, with two walls composed mostly of windows, and two pairs of sliding French
         doors opened onto the patio. If she had been planning to break into the house, Sarah thought, she would have picked the sunroom
         as the best entry point. Evidently some else had, too.
      

      
      She sidled into the hall, paused half a heartbeat, then took two swift steps that carried her to the side of the huge, hundred-year-old
         buffet that was now used to store table linens. She went to one knee on the thick carpet, concealed by the bulk of the buffet,
         just as someone came out of the library.
      

      
      He was dressed in dark clothes and carrying something big and bulky. The computer terminal, she thought, but the hall was
         too dark to be certain. He carried his burden into the sunroom, and she heard more of those muffled sounds, rather like the
         scuff of shoes on carpet.
      

      
      Her heart was thudding, but all the same she felt a little relieved. The intruder was obviously a thief, rather than a criminal
         bent on revenge against the Judge. That wasn’t to say they weren’t in danger; the thief might be violent, but his movements
         so far were those of someone bent on stealing what he could and sneaking away. He was organized and methodical, witness the
         disabled electrical and phone lines. He had probably cut the power in order to disarm the alarm system, then cut the phone
         lines as an added precaution.
      

      
      The question was, what should she do?
      

      
      She was very aware of the weapon in her hand, but the situation didn’t call for lethal force. She would shoot if necessary
         to save the Judge’s life, or her own, but she wasn’t about to shoot someone over some electronic equipment. That did not,
         however, mean she was inclined to let him get away.
      

      
      It was also possible he was armed. Burglars as a rule didn’t carry weapons, because if luck wasn’t with them, the jail sentence for armed robbery was so much stiffer than for a simple
         robbery. Just because most burglars weren’t armed, though, didn’t mean she could afford to assume this one wasn’t.
      

      
      He was big; from what she’d been able to tell in the dark hall, he was around six feet tall, and burly. She could probably
         handle him in a face-to-face situation—unless he was armed, and then all the training in the world wouldn’t stop a bullet.
         There was a big difference, her father had told her, between being confident and being cocky; cocky would get you killed.
         The best thing to do would be take him by surprise, from behind, rather than risk getting shot.
      

      
      A whisper of sound warned her, and she held still as he moved into the hallway, reversing his path from the sunroom to the
         library. Now would be a good time to make her move, catch him when he came back out with his arms full of stolen goods. She
         placed her flashlight on the floor, then transferred the pistol to her left hand and silently began rising from her crouch.
      

      
      Another man came out of the sunroom.

      
      Sarah froze, her head exposed above the edge of the buffet. Her heart kicked sickeningly hard, almost taking her breath. All
         the guy had to do was look in her direction; her face, pale and distinct in the darkness, would be clearly visible.
      

      
      He didn’t pause as he stealthily followed the first man into the library.

      
      She sank back against the wall, shaking with relief. She took several deep, quiet breaths, holding each a few seconds to calm
         her racing heart. That had been entirely too close; another second and she would have been standing, fully revealed.
      

      
      There being two men instead of just one definitely put a different spin on things. Her risk was now doubled, and her chance
         of success halved. Slipping outside to her SUV and calling 911 on the cell phone was beginning to look like the best option,
         assuming she could get there undetected. The biggest problem for her was leaving the Judge unprotected. He didn’t hear well;
         they could be in his room before he knew it; he wouldn’t have a chance to hide. The old dear was valiant enough to fight any
         intruder, which would at the least get him hurt, and at the worst, killed.
      

      
      Her job was to prevent that from happening. She couldn’t if she was outside talking on the phone.

      
      Her nerves gave one quiver, then settled down. She’d made her decision; now she had to forget everything else but her training.

      
      There were scuffing sounds from the library and a faint grunt. Despite her tension, she began smiling. If they were trying
         to hoist the fifty-five-inch television, both of them would have more than they could handle and their hands would be occupied.
         Maybe there wouldn’t be a better time to take them than right now.
      

      
      She stood and stepped silently to the library, putting her back against the wall beside the door and daring a lightning-fast
         peek inside. One of the thieves had a penlight clamped in his teeth, allowing her to see that they were indeed wrestling with
         the behemoth television. Bless their hearts, they had also ruined their own night vision, making it difficult for them to
         see her.
      

      
      She waited, and after a few more grunts and a whispered curse, one of the thieves began backing out of the library, using
         both hands to grip one side of the television while the other man held the opposite side. She could almost hear their bones
         creaking under the weight, and thanks to the thin beam of the penlight as it shone straight into the first man’s sweaty face,
         she could see the strain in his expression.
      

      
      Piece of cake.

      
      Sarah smiled. As soon as the first thief was clear of the doorway, she stuck out her bare foot and caught his left ankle,
         flipping it upward. He gave a startled yelp and crashed to his back in the hallway. The huge television slammed sideways against the
         doorframe, then toppled forward. The man on the floor yelled in alarm, the sound changing abruptly to a high-pitched scream
         as the television crashed down on his pelvis and legs.
      

      
      His partner tried to catch his balance, his arms flailing. The penlight dropped out of his mouth, and in the abrupt darkness
         he said, “Fuck!” as he pitched forward. Sarah helped him along, pivoting and landing a punch to his temple. The punch lacked
         her full force, as he was already going down, but it was enough to sting her knuckles and send him sprawling bonelessly across
         the bulk of the television, which elicited even more screams from underneath. The unconscious man slowly slid to one side,
         crumpled and limp; a blow to the temple usually had that effect.
      

      
      “Sarah? What’s going on? Why is the power off?” The Judge’s voice came from the top of the back stairs, rising over the yells
         of the man pinned under the television.
      

      
      Accurately judging that neither man was going anywhere in the next few minutes, Sarah went to the bottom of the steps. “Two
         men broke into the house,” she said; between the Judge’s partial deafness and the yowls of pain, she had to yell to make certain
         he heard her. “I have it handled. Stay there until I get the flashlight.” The last thing she needed was to have him tumble
         down the stairs in the darkness, trying to come to her aid.
      

      
      She retrieved the flashlight from the floor beside the buffet, then returned to the stairs to light the Judge’s journey down,
         which he made with a speed that belied his eighty-five years. “Burglars? Have you called the police?”
      

      
      “Not yet. They cut the phone lines, and I haven’t had a chance to get my cell phone from my truck.”

      
      He reached the bottom of the steps and peered to the right, in the direction of all the racket. Obligingly, Sarah turned her
         flashlight on the scene, and after a second he chuckled. “If you’ll give me that pistol, I believe I can keep these two under
         control while you make that call.”
      

      
      She handed him the pistol, butt first, then stripped the phone cord from the hall phone and bent over the unconscious thief.
         He was the big one, and she grunted with the effort it took to roll him over. Quickly she pulled his arms behind him, wrapped
         the phone cord around his wrists, then bent one leg backward and secured his wrists to his ankle. Unless he was extremely
         agile hopping on one foot—and with a concussion, no less—he wasn’t going anywhere, regardless of whether or not there was
         a pistol trained on him; neither was the guy pinned under the television.
      

      
      “I’ll be right back,” she said to the Judge, and handed him the flashlight.

      
      Gentleman to the core, he tried to return it to her. “No, you’ll need the light.”

      
      “The truck lights will come on when I hit the remote to unlock it; that’s all the light I’ll need.” She looked around. “One
         of them had a penlight, but he dropped it and I don’t know where it went.” She paused. “I don’t think I’d want to touch it,
         anyway; he was holding it in his mouth.”
      

      
      He chuckled again. “I wouldn’t, either.” In the reflected glow of the flashlight, she could see the sparkle of his eyes, even
         through his eyeglasses. Why, he was enjoying this! Come to think of it, retirement couldn’t be nearly as interesting as sitting
         on a federal bench. He must have been thirsting for adventure, or at least a little drama, and here it had landed neatly in
         his lap. He’d be relating the details of this to his cronies for the next month.
      

      
      She left him to the job of guarding the two thieves and retraced her steps through the breakfast room and kitchen. Her keys
         were in her bag, so she held carefully to the stair rail as she made her way upstairs in almost total darkness. Thank goodness
         she had left the door at the top open; the pale rectangle gave her a sense of orientation. Once in her quarters, she detoured
         to the tiny kitchen area and retrieved another flashlight from a cabinet drawer, then hurried to her bedroom and got the keys.
      

      
      Thanks to the flashlight, her trip down the stairs was much faster than going up. She unlocked the back door and hit the “unlock”
         button on her remote even as she stepped outside. The front and rear lights on her four-wheel-drive TrailBlazer came on, as
         did the interior lights. She crossed swiftly to it, the flagstones cold and rough on her bare feet; darn it, she hadn’t thought
         to put on a pair of shoes while she was upstairs.
      

      
      Sliding into the driver’s seat, she grabbed the tiny cell phone from the cup holder where she kept it and pressed the “on”
         button, waiting impatiently as it cycled through its program, then pressing the numbers with her thumb as she gingerly retraced
         her steps over the flagstones and went back into the house.
      

      
      “Nine-one-one.” The answering voice was female, calm, and almost bored.

      
      “There’s a robbery at Twenty-seven-thirteen Briarwood Road,” she said, and started to explain the situation, but the 911 operator
         interrupted.
      

      
      “Where are you calling from?”

      
      “At the same address. I’m on the cell phone because they cut the phone lines.” She skirted the kitchen island and entered
         the breakfast room.
      

      
      “You’re in the house?”

      
      “Yes. There are two men—”

      
      “Are they still in the house?”

      
      “Yes.”

      
      “Are they armed?”

      
      “I don’t know. I didn’t see any weapons, but they cut the power line to the house, too, so I couldn’t really tell in the dark
         if they were armed or not.”
      

      
      “Ma’am, if you can, get out of the house. I have patrol units en route to the location and they should arrive in a few minutes,
         but you should get out of the house now.”
      

      
      “Send an ambulance, too,” Sarah said, ignoring the operator’s advice as she entered the hall and added the beam of her flashlight
         to that of the Judge’s, playing it over the two men on the floor. She doubted either of them was capable of leaving under
         his own steam. The cries of the one under the television had subsided into mingled moans and curses. The one she’d punched in the temple hadn’t moved at all.
      

      
      “An ambulance?”

      
      “A big television fell on one of the men, and may have broken his legs. The other man is unconscious.”

      
      “A television fell on them?”

      
      “Just one of them,” Sarah said, strictly honest. She was beginning to enjoy the phone call. “It’s a fifty-five-incher, so
         it’s really heavy. Both of them were trying to carry it out when one guy tripped and the television fell on him. The other
         guy landed on top.”
      

      
      “And the man the television fell on is unconscious?”

      
      “No, he’s conscious. The other one is the one who’s out of it.”

      
      “Why is he unconscious?”

      
      “I hit him on the head.”

      
      Judge Roberts glanced around and grinned at her, and managed to give her a thumbs-up with the hand holding the flashlight.

      
      “So both men are incapacitated?”

      
      “Yes.” As she spoke, the unconscious one moved his head a little and groaned. “I think he’s coming around. He just moved.”

      
      “Ma’am—”

      
      “I have him tied up with phone cord,” she said.

      
      There was a tiny pause. “I’m going to repeat what you said to make sure I have it straight. One man was unconscious, but now
         he’s coming around, and you have him tied up with phone cord.”
      

      
      “That’s correct.”

      
      “The other man is pinned by a fifty-five-inch television, and may have broken legs.”

      
      “Correct.”

      
      “Cool,” Sarah heard someone in the background say.

      
      The 911 operator remained professional. “I have medics and two ambulances en route. Is anyone else injured?”

      
      “No.”

      
      “Do you have any weapons?”

      
      “One, a pistol.”

      
      “You have a pistol?”
      

      
      “Judge Roberts has the pistol.”

      
      “Please tell him to put the pistol away, ma’am.”

      
      “Yes, of course.” No sane police officer wanted to walk into a dark house when someone inside was holding a pistol. She relayed
         the message to Judge Roberts, who briefly looked mutinous, then sighed and put the pistol in a drawer of the buffet. Considering
         the condition of the two thieves, holding a gun on them wasn’t necessary, even if it did appeal to his macho instinct.
      

      
      “The pistol has been put away in a drawer,” Sarah reported.

      
      “Thank you, ma’am. The patrol units will be there momentarily. They will want to secure the weapon, so please cooperate.”

      
      “No problem. I’m going to the door now to wait for them.” Leaving Judge Roberts to watch their captives, she went into the
         front hallway and opened one of the nine-foot-tall double doors as two Mountain Brook black-and-whites with flashing roof
         lights pulled into the curving drive and stopped in front of the wide steps. “They’re here,” she reported to the emergency
         operator, stepping out so the officers could see her. Powerful flashlight beams played over her, and she held up one hand
         to shield her eyes from the glare. “Thank you.”
      

      
      “Glad to be of service, ma’am.”

      
      Sarah terminated the call as two uniformed officers approached her, hands on their weapons. From their car radios came a stream
         of static and staccato messages that she couldn’t understand, and the rotating car lights made the manicured lawn look like
         a weird, deserted disco. To the right, the Cheatwoods’ outside floodlights came on as the neighbors checked out the action.
         Before long, she figured, the entire neighborhood would be awake, though only a few would be crass enough to personally investigate.
         The rest would use the telephone to garner information.
      

      
      “There’s a pistol in the buffet in the hall,” she said, giving the two officers that information up front. They were edgy
         enough as it was; their weapons weren’t out, but each of them had his hand on his gun just in case. “It belongs to me. I don’t
         know whether or not the thieves are armed, but they’re both incapacitated. Judge Roberts is watching them.”
      

      
      “What’s your name, ma’am?” the stockier of the two asked as he edged inside the open front door, flashlight sweeping from
         side to side.
      

      
      “Sarah Stevens. I’m Judge Roberts’s butler.”

      
      She saw the glance they exchanged—a woman butler? She was used to that reaction, but all the stocky officer asked was, “Judge?”
      

      
      “Lowell Roberts, retired federal judge.”

      
      He muttered something into the radio on his shoulder as Sarah led them through the dark entry, past the sweeping front staircase,
         and into the back hallway. Their flashlight beams played over the two men on the floor and the tall, thin, white-haired man
         standing watch at a safe distance.
      

      
      The thief she had punched was conscious now, but definitely not with the program. He blinked several times and managed to
         mumble, “Wha’ happened?” but no one bothered to answer. The one under the television was alternately sobbing and cursing,
         pushing at the weight on his legs, but he didn’t have any leverage and he’d have been better off wiping his streaming nose;
         at least that would have accomplished something.
      

      
      “What happened to that one?” the taller officer asked, shining his flashlight on the face of the one tied up.

      
      “I hit him in the head.”

      
      “What with?” he asked, squatting beside the man and conducting a swift but thorough search.

      
      “My fist.”

      
      He looked up in surprise, and she shrugged. “Caught him in the temple,” she explained, and he nodded. A blow to the temple
         would addle King Kong. She didn’t add that she had trained countless hours to be able to make that blow. If necessary she
         would elaborate, but until and unless a law enforcement officer asked her specifically about her skills, both she and her
         employer preferred to keep the bodyguard portion of her duties private.
      

      
      The search produced a knife with a six-inch blade, secured in a sheath strapped to the man’s ankle.
      

      
      “They were carrying things out through there,” she said, pointing to the sunroom door. “There are sliding glass doors and
         a patio outside.”
      

      
      In the distance came the shriek of sirens—many sirens—signaling the arrival of an entire fleet of policemen and medical personnel.
         Very shortly the house was going to be swarming with people, and she still had work to do.
      

      
      “I’m going to sit over there out of the way,” she said, pointing to the stairs.

      
      The cop nodded, and Sarah took a seat on the fourth step, her bare feet tucked safely under her. First and foremost she needed
         to get power restored to the house, then phone service, though they could make do with cellular service. The burglar alarm
         had a battery reserve, so she had to assume the thieves had also done some damage there, or at least been smart enough to
         bypass it. Either way, the security people needed to check out everything. Probably the sliding glass doors would need to
         be replaced, too, but that could wait until morning.
      

      
      With her list prioritized and firmly in mind and cell phone in hand, Sarah dialed Alabama Power to report a disruption in
         service. A good butler memorized all such pertinent numbers, and Sarah was a very good butler.
      

   
      
      CHAPTER 2

      
      

      
      IT WAS AFTER TWO IN THE MORNING WHEN THE RADIO alerted him to the call on Briarwood. Thompson Cahill was on his way home,
         but the call sounded a lot more interesting than anything he had waiting for him there, so he turned his pickup truck around
         and headed back up Highway 280. The patrol officers hadn’t called for an investigator, but what the hell, the call sounded
         like fun and he could use a little amusement in his life.
      

      
      He left 280 and got on Cherokee Road; at this time of morning there wasn’t any traffic to speak of as he snaked his way through
         the quiet streets, so in just a few minutes he was on Briarwood. The address wasn’t hard to find: it was the house with all
         the vehicles with flashing lights parked in front of it. That’s why he was an investigator; he could figure out things like
         that. Duh.
      

      
      He clipped his badge to his belt and got his sport jacket from the hook behind the seat, slipping it on over his faded black
         T-shirt. There was a tie in the pocket of the jacket; he left it there, since he didn’t have a dress shirt to pull on over
         the T-shirt. He’d have to go for the Miami Vice look this time.
      

      
      The usual assortment of uniforms were milling around: cops, firemen, medics, ambulance attendants. The windows in all the neighboring houses were ablaze with lights, and occupied by
         onlookers, but only a few had been curious enough to leave their houses and gather in the street. After all, this was Briarwood
         Road, and Briarwood meant old money.

      
      The shift supervisor, George Plenty, greeted him. “What are you doing here, Doc?”

      
      “Good morning to you, too. I was on my way home and heard the call. It sounded like fun, so here I am. What happened?”

      
      George hid a grin. The general public had no idea how much fun police work was. Parts of it, the parts that could drive a
         cop to drink, were grim and dangerous, but a lot of it was just damn funny. Plain and simple, people were nuts.
      

      
      “The two guys were smart; cut the power and phone lines, and disabled the alarm system. Seems they thought only one old man
         lived here, so they figured he’d never even wake up. Turns out, though, he has a butler. The smart guys were busy carrying
         out a big-screen television when she tripped the one in the lead. He fell, the television fell on him, and for good measure
         she sucker punched the other one in the head as he was going down and knocked him cold. Then she tied him up with telephone
         cord.” George chuckled. “He’s come around, but he still isn’t making a lot of sense.”
      

      
      “ ‘She’?” Cahill asked, not certain George had his pronouns straight.

      
      “She.”

      
      “A female butler?”

      
      “So they say.”

      
      Cahill snorted. “Yeah, right.” The old guy might have a woman living with him, but he doubted she was his butler.

      
      “That’s their story and they’re sticking to it.” George looked around. “Since you’re here, why don’t you give the guys a hand
         with the statements, get this thing wrapped up.”
      

      
      “Sure.”

      
      He ambled into the huge house. Battery-powered lights had been set up in the hallway ahead, the spill of light—and the congestion
         of people—leading him to the scene. Automatically he sniffed the air; it was habit, a cop checking for alcohol or weed. What
         was it about the houses of rich people? They smelled different, as if the wood that framed the walls was different from the
         ordinary wood used to build ordinary houses. He detected fresh flowers, furniture polish, a faint, lingering odor of dinner—something
         Italian—but neither alcohol nor smoke of any kind, legal or illegal.
      

      
      He reached the hallway and stood to the side for a minute, studying the scene. A team of medics was crouched around a guy
         on the floor; the carcass of a huge, broken television lay nearby. The guy on the floor was moaning and carrying on as they
         immobilized his left leg. Another man, a big dude, was sitting on the floor with his hands cuffed behind him. He was answering
         questions asked by a medic shining a light in his eyes, but it was evident the little birdies were still circling his head.
      

      
      A tall, skinny old man with a shock of disordered white hair was standing to the left, out of the way, calmly giving a statement
         to an officer. He wore his dignity like a cloak, despite the fact that he was in a robe and pajamas, with slippers on his
         feet. He kept an eye on the proceedings even while he was answering questions, as if he wanted to make certain everything
         was handled correctly.
      

      
      To the right was a flight of stairs, and on the fourth step from the bottom sat a woman in light cotton pajamas, talking on
         a cell phone. Her feet were bare and pressed closely together, perfectly aligned; her thick dark hair was tousled, as if she
         had just gotten out of bed. Well, she probably had. In another example of astute detective work, he deduced that she was the
         live-in, otherwise why would she be in pajamas? Damn, he was sharp tonight.
      

      
      Even in pajamas, no makeup, hair a mess, she was a good-looking woman. No, better than just good-looking. She was downright
         fine—from what he could see maybe an eight, and that was without makeup. Money might not buy happiness, but it sure did buy
         old geezers some prime pussy, assuming he could still do anything other than reminisce.
      

      
      The familiar anger bit at Cahill; he had lived, slept, and eaten with that anger for over two years now, and he was well aware he wasn’t being fair to this woman. Finding out his wife was
         a lying, cheating bitch, then being dragged through a long, bitter divorce was enough to sour any man. He pushed the anger
         aside, though, to concentrate on the job. That was one thing he’d managed to do: the job.
      

      
      He approached one of the patrol officers—Wilkins, fairly young, fairly new, and damn good, but then he had to be good to land
         a job with the Mountain Brook P.D. Wilkins was standing guard over the burly guy with the handcuffs and the concussion, watching
         as the medic checked him.
      

      
      “Need a hand taking statements?”

      
      Wilkins looked around, a little surprised to see him. In that split second of inattention the guy on the floor lunged forward,
         knocking down the medic and surging to his feet with surprising agility. Wilkins whirled, quick as a cat, but Cahill was quicker.
         Out of the corner of his eye he saw the woman on the stairs kind of flow to her feet as he pivoted on the ball of his left
         foot and planted his size eleven right boot square in the guy’s solar plexus. He put just enough power in it to double the
         big guy over, gagging and gasping for breath. Wilkins was on the perp before he could hit the floor, and two other officers
         came up to help. Seeing they had him controlled—after all, he couldn’t breathe yet—Cahill stepped back and glanced at the
         medic, who was wiping a bloody nose as he climbed to his feet. “Guess he wasn’t hurt as bad as he acted.”
      

      
      “Guess not.” Taking a pad of gauze from his supplies, the medic held it over his nose, then caught a deep breath. “Do you
         think he might be now?”
      

      
      “He’s just winded. I didn’t kick him that hard.” A full-power kick to the chest could stop the heart, crush the sternum, do
         all sorts of internal damage. He’d been careful not to even crack the guy’s ribs.
      

      
      Wilkins stood up, panting. “Do you still want to do some paperwork, Cahill?”

      
      Paperwork was the bane of a cop’s life; it was a measure of how bored Cahill was that he said, “Sure.”

      
      Wilkins nodded to the woman, who had resumed her seat on the stairs and her conversation on the cell phone. “Take her statement while we get Rambo here into a unit.”
      

      
      “Be glad to,” Cahill murmured, and he meant it. The way she had moved when the robber tried to get away had piqued his interest.
         She hadn’t screamed, hadn’t scrambled to get out of the way; instead she had moved smoothly, totally balanced, her attention
         focused on the robber. If he himself hadn’t stopped the guy, Cahill thought, she would have—or at least tried—which brought
         up a lot of questions he wanted to ask.
      

      
      He approached the stairs, the glare of the battery-operated lights behind him and the stark light full on her face. She continued
         talking on the cell phone, her expression calm and focused, though she held up one finger at his approach to tell him she’d
         be finished in a moment.
      

      
      He was a cop; he wasn’t used to people telling him to wait. Faint irritation flashed through him, then instantly morphed into
         amusement. God, maybe he was an arrogant shithead, as his ex-wife had been fond of telling him. Besides, even if this woman was an old man’s arm decoration,
         she was definitely easy on the eyes.
      

      
      Because looking at her was so easy, he did, automatically cataloging the details: dark hair, not quite shoulder length, and
         dark eyes. If he were taking down a description of her, he’d have to say “brown” and “brown,” but that didn’t come close to
         the actual color. The lights glinted on her hair, making it look like dark, rich chocolate—and her eyes were darker.
      

      
      He pegged her age at late twenties, early thirties. Height … five-five, maybe five-six. He was tempted to give her another
         couple of inches but realized it was her almost military posture that gave the impression of her being taller than she actually
         was. Weight between one-twenty and one-thirty. Her skin was smooth and flawless, with a creamy texture that made him think
         of licking an ice-cream cone.
      

      
      She ended the call and extended her hand to him. “Thank you for waiting. I had waded through the phone company’s computerized
         multiple-choice menu and didn’t want to start over. I’m Sarah Stevens.”
      

      
      “Detective Cahill.” Her hand felt small and cool in his, but her grip was surprisingly strong. “Could you walk me through
         what happened here tonight?” Her accent wasn’t southern; it wasn’t anything that he could nail down. Yeah, that was it: it
         wasn’t anything. She didn’t have any kind of accent.
      

      
      “I’d be glad to.” She indicated the stairs. “Would you like to sit down?”

      
      He sure would, but then he’d be rubbing shoulders with her, and that wasn’t a good idea while he was on the job. His thoughts
         since first seeing her had been way out of line, and that wasn’t good. His mental brakes went on, and he pulled back from
         the edge, forcing himself to concentrate on the job. “No, thanks, I’ll stand.” He took his notebook from the pocket of his
         jacket and flipped to an empty page. “How do you spell your name?”
      

      
      “Sarah with an h, Stevens with a v.”
      

      
      “Are you the one who discovered the break-in?”

      
      “Yes, I am.”

      
      “Do you know approximately what time it was?”

      
      “No, my bedside clock is electric, but I estimate it has been about thirty minutes since I woke.”

      
      “What woke you? Did you hear a noise?”

      
      “No. My quarters are over the garage; I can’t hear anything from there. When they cut the power line, my ceiling fan stopped.
         That’s what woke me.”
      

      
      “Then what happened?”

      
      Sarah related the course of events as concisely as possible, though she was acutely aware of her thin pajamas and bare feet.
         She wished she had taken the time to put on a robe and slippers, or pull a brush through her hair. Or maybe even do a full
         makeup job and slip into a negligee, spray herself with perfume, and hang an “I’m available” sign around her neck. Then she
         could take Detective Cahill to her quarters and sit on the side of the bed while she gave him her statement.
      

      
      She smiled inwardly at her own silliness, but her heartbeat had started racing at the sight of him and was still tripping
         along at too fast a pace. Through whatever quirk of chemistry or biology, or maybe a combination of the two, she felt an instant physical attraction to him. It happened occasionally—this sudden little
         buzz that made her remember what made the world go ’round—though not for a while, and never before this strongly. She enjoyed
         the private thrill; it was like riding a roller coaster without having to leave the ground.
      

      
      She glanced at his left hand. It was bare, though that didn’t necessarily mean he was single, or uninvolved. Men who looked
         like he did were seldom totally unattached. Not that he was handsome; his face was kind of rough, his beard was about eight
         hours past being a five-o’clock shadow, and his dark hair was too short. But he was one of those men who somehow seemed more
         male than the other men around him, almost as if he had testosterone oozing from his pores, and women definitely noticed that.
         Plus his body looked totally ripped; the jacket he wore over his black T-shirt disguised that somewhat, but she had grown
         up around men who made it a point to be in top physical condition, and she knew the way they moved and carried themselves.
         Unfortunately, he also looked as if his face would break if he smiled. She could appreciate his body, but from what she could
         see, his personality sucked.
      

      
      “What’s your relationship with Judge Roberts?” he asked, his tone so neutral as to border on uninterested. He glanced up at
         her, his face delineated by harsh shadows that made it impossible to read his expression.
      

      
      “He’s my employer.”

      
      “What do you do?”

      
      “I’m a butler.”

      
      “A butler.” He said it as if he’d never before heard the word.

      
      “I manage the household,” she explained.

      
      “And that involves … ?”

      
      “A lot, such as overseeing the rest of the staff; scheduling repairs and services; some cooking; making certain his clothes
         are clean and his shoes shined, his car serviced and washed regularly, bills are paid, and in general that he isn’t bothered
         by anything that he doesn’t want to bother him.”
      

      
      “Other staff?”

      
      “No one full-time. I count as staff the cleaning service, two women who come in twice a week; the gardener, who works three
         days a week; his office temp, who comes in once a week; and the cook—Monday through Friday, lunch and dinner.”
      

      
      “I see.” He consulted his notes, as if rechecking a detail. “Does being a butler also require you to study martial arts?”

      
      Ah. She wondered what had given her away. She had noticed, of course, that beautifully judged kick with which he had taken
         down the big burglar and known immediately that he did his own share of training.
      

      
      “No,” she said mildly.

      
      “It’s an interest you pursue on your own time?”

      
      “Not exactly.”

      
      “Can you be more specific?”

      
      “I’m also a trained bodyguard.” She kept her voice soft, so it wouldn’t carry. “The Judge doesn’t like it broadcast, but he’s
         received some death threats in the past and his family insisted he have someone trained in personal security.”
      

      
      He had been totally professional before, but now he looked at her with frank interest, and a little surprise. “Have any of
         those threats been recent?”
      

      
      “No. I honestly don’t think he’s in active danger. I’ve been with him for almost three years, and in that time he hasn’t received
         any new threats. But when he was on the bench, several people did threaten to kill him, and his daughter in particular was
         uneasy about his safety.”
      

      
      He glanced at his notes again. “So that wasn’t exactly a lucky punch you threw, was it?”

      
      She smiled faintly. “I hope not. Just as your kick wasn’t just luck.”

      
      “What discipline do you practice?”

      
      “Karate, mainly, to stay in shape.”

      
      “What degree?”

      
      “Brown.”

      
      He gave a brief nod. “Anything else? You said ‘mainly.’ ”

      
      “I do kick-boxing, too. How does this pertain to the investigation?”

      
      “It doesn’t. I was just curious.” He closed the little notebook. “And there isn’t an investigation; I was getting a preliminary
         statement. It all goes in the report.”
      

      
      “Why isn’t there an investigation?” she asked indignantly.

      
      “They were caught in the act, with Judge Roberts’s property loaded in their pickup. There’s nothing to investigate. All that’s
         left to do is the paperwork.”
      

      
      For him, maybe; she still had to deal with the insurance company and getting the sliding glass doors in the sunroom repaired,
         not to mention replacing the broken television. The Judge, typical man, had loved his big screen and had already mentioned
         that he was thinking about getting a high-definition television this time.
      

      
      “Does the fact that I’m also the Judge’s bodyguard have to go in the report?” she asked.

      
      He had been about to move away; he paused, looking down at her. “Why?”

      
      She lowered her voice even more. “The Judge prefers his friends don’t know. I think it embarrasses him that his kids nagged
         him into hiring a bodyguard. As it is, he’s the envy of his crowd because he has a female butler; you can imagine the jokes
         they make. Plus, if there is any sort of threat to him, it gives me an edge if no one knows I’m trained to guard him.”
      

      
      He tapped the notebook against his palm, his expression still unreadable, but then he shrugged and said, “It isn’t relevant
         to the case. As I said, I was just curious.”
      

      
      He might never smile, but she did; she gave him a big, relieved one. “Thank you.”

      
      He nodded and walked away, and Sarah sighed in regret. The packaging was fine, but the contents were blah.

      
      The morning was beyond hectic. Getting any more sleep was impossible, of course, but getting anything accomplished was equally
         so. Without electricity she couldn’t prepare the Judge’s preferred breakfast, cinnamon French toast, or do laundry or even
         iron his morning newspaper so the ink didn’t rub off on his fingers. She served him cold cereal, fat-free yogurt, and fresh fruit, which made him grumble about healthy food being the death of
         him. Nor was there hot coffee, which made them both very unhappy.
      

      
      An enterprising idea sent her next door to the Cheatwoods’ house, where she made a trade with the cook, Martha: the inside
         skinny on the night’s happenings for a thermos of fresh coffee. Armed with caffeine, she returned home and calmed the troubled
         waters. After her own second cup, she was ready to tackle the day’s problems again.
      

      
      She didn’t mind making a pest of herself, if she got the desired results. Two more phone calls to the power company produced
         a repair truck and a lanky man who without haste set to work. Half an hour later, the house hummed to life and he moseyed
         away.
      

      
      Harassing the phone company was more trouble; they—the unknown “they” in charge—had so arranged things that either one could
         leave a voice mail message, forgoing the comfort of speaking to a real human in favor of saving time, or one could tolerate
         being put on hold for an obscene amount of time waiting for said real human to become available for haranguing. Sarah was
         stubborn; her cell phone weighed only a few ounces, and she had unlimited minutes. She waited; but eventually her persistence
         was rewarded, right before noon, by another repair truck bearing that most precious of human beings, Someone Who Could Fix
         Things.
      

      
      Of course, as soon as the phone line was restored, the phone began ringing off the hook. All of the Judge’s friends had heard
         about the night’s adventure and they wanted a blow-by-blow description. Some busybody called the Judge’s oldest son, Randall,
         who called his two siblings, Jon and Barbara. The Judge didn’t mind so much his sons knowing, but he wrinkled his nose in
         dismay when the Caller ID flashed his daughter’s number. Not only did Barbara worry excessively about her father, but she
         had by far the most forceful personality of his three children. In Sarah’s opinion, Barbara was more forceful than an armored
         tank. For all that, Sarah really liked the woman; Barbara was good-hearted and good-tempered, just relentless.
      

      
      The insurance agent arrived while the Judge was still talking to his daughter, so Sarah showed him the damage and was in the
         process of giving him the pertinent information for filing the claim—she even had the Judge’s receipt for the purchase of
         the television, which impressed the hell out of the insurance agent—when Judge Roberts came wandering into Sarah’s tiny office,
         looking pleased with himself.
      

      
      “Guess who called,” he said.

      
      “Barbara,” Sarah said.

      
      “After that. The call beeped in, thank God, or I’d still be talking to her. Some television reporter wants to come out and
         do a feature on us.”
      

      
      “Us?” Sarah asked blankly.

      
      “You, mostly.”

      
      She stared at him, startled. “Why?”

      
      “Because you foiled a robbery, you’re a young woman, and you’re a butler. He wants to know all about butlering. He said it
         would be a wonderful human-interest piece. Silly phrase, isn’t it? ‘Human-interest.’ As if monkeys or giraffes would be remotely
         interested.”
      

      
      “That’s wonderful,” said the insurance agent enthusiastically. “Which station is it?”

      
      The Judge pursed his lips. “I forget,” he said after a moment. “Does it matter? But they’ll be here tomorrow morning at eight.”

      
      Sarah hid her dismay. Her daily routine would be totally destroyed for the second day in a row. The Judge, however, was clearly
         excited about the prospect of his butler being interviewed. He and his friends were all retired, so they had no outlets for
         their natural competitiveness other than themselves. They played poker and chess, they swapped tall tales, and they tried
         to one-up each other. This would be a major coup for him. And even if it wasn’t, she could scarcely refuse; as much as she
         adored him, she never forgot he was her employer.
      

      
      “I’ll be ready,” she said, already mentally reshuffling her day so everything would be as perfect as she could make it.

   
      
      CHAPTER 3

      
      

      
      HE ALWAYS WATCHED ONE OF THE LOCAL STATIONS IN THE mornings, while he drank his hot tea and read the financial section of
         the Birmingham News. He liked to keep abreast of community happenings and politics so he could discuss them with his associates. He was actually
         very interested in what happened in and around Birmingham. This was his home; he had a vested interest in how the area fared.
      

      
      Mountain Brook was faring very well, indeed. He took immense pride in the fact that the small town just south of Birmingham
         had one of the highest per capita income levels in the nation. Part of the reason for that was all the doctors who lived there
         and practiced in and around Birmingham, which had morphed from a steel city into an important medical center, with a disproportionate
         number of hospitals for its population. People came from all over the country, indeed, from all over the world, to be treated
         in Birmingham hospitals.
      

      
      But it wasn’t just doctors who lived in Mountain Brook. Professional people of all trades made their homes here. There was
         old money and there was new money. There were small starter houses, for young couples who wanted to live in Mountain Brook for the prestige and also for the school system for their children.
         There were mansions, and there were massive estates that made visitors gawk as they drove past.
      

      
      His own home was his pride and joy, a three-story beauty fashioned of gray stone, lovingly furnished and maintained. It was
         eighteen thousand square feet, with six bedrooms and eight and a half baths. The four fireplaces were real, the marble was
         Italian, the two-inch-thick Berber carpeting the best money could buy. The pool was landscaped so it resembled a lovely grotto,
         with subtle underwater lighting and silver water trickling over stones before gently falling into the pool.
      

      
      Five acres of land surrounded his home; five acres was a lot in Mountain Brook, with its astronomical land values. His property
         was completely walled in by a ten-foot gray stone wall. Huge wrought-iron gates guarded the entrance to his domain, and he
         was protected by the best security system available: motion sensors, cameras, and heat detectors, as well as the standard
         contact and breaking-glass alarms.
      

      
      If he wanted to greet the world, he went to it; the world was not allowed to come to him.

      
      A lawn service tended the grounds, and a pool service kept the pool sparkling. He employed a cook who came in at three P.M.
         and prepared dinner for him, then promptly left. He preferred to be alone in the mornings, with his tea and newspaper, and
         an English muffin. Muffins were civilized food, unlike the messy bacon, eggs, and biscuits so many people here seemed to prefer.
         Pop a muffin into the toaster and there was no mess afterward to be cleaned up, nor anyone required to prepare it for him.
      

      
      All in all, he was very pleased with his world. He always got an extra measure of satisfaction from the secret knowledge of
         how he had acquired all this. If he had simply let things run their course, none of this would belong to him; but he had been
         insightful enough to realize that, left unchecked, his father would have made bad decision after bad decision until nothing
         of the business was left. He had had no choice but to intervene. His mother had grieved at first, but ultimately she had been better off;
         she had lived in cushioned comfort until heart disease ended her life seven years later.
      

      
      It was extremely comforting to know that one could do what one must. The only limits he recognized were those he imposed on
         himself.
      

      
      The television was background noise while he perused the newspaper. He had the ability to concentrate on several things at
         once; if anything interesting was reported, he would notice. Every morning the station did a fluff piece, which he usually
         ignored, but occasionally there was something marginally original on, so he was always aware of what was being said.
      

      
      “Have you ever wondered what it would be like to have a butler?” droned the morning anchor’s smooth voice. “You don’t have
         to be royalty. In fact, there’s a butler employed at a home in Mountain Brook, and the butler is … a woman. Meet Super Butler,
         coming up next, after these messages.”
      

      
      His attention caught, he looked up. A butler? Well, that was … interesting. He had never considered live-in staff because
         such intrusions into his privacy were intolerable, but the idea of a female butler was intriguing. People would be certain
         to be talking about this, so he needed to watch the segment.
      

      
      The commercials over, the anchor began the lead-in, and the screen changed to a shot of a large, Tudor-style home with lush
         grounds and an elaborate flower garden. The next shot was of a dark-haired young woman, trim in black trousers, white shirt,
         and a close-fitting black vest, ironing a … newspaper? “Her name is Sarah Stevens,” said the reporter, “and her day is not your average workday.”
      

      
      “The heat sets the ink, so it doesn’t smudge your fingers or dirty your clothes,” she explained in a brisk, low-pitched voice
         as she smoothed the iron over the paper, sparing a brief glance for the reporter.
      

      
      He straightened as if stung, his gaze unblinking as he stared at the screen. Sarah. Her name was Sarah. It was as perfect as she was, classic instead of flashy or trendy.
      

      
      Her eyes were very dark, her skin pale and smooth. Her sleek dark hair was pulled back from her face and secured in a neat
         roll at the back of her neck. Electrified, he couldn’t take his eyes from the televised image. She was … perfect. He had seldom
         seen such perfection in his life, and when he did, he made it a point to acquire it. For all the darkness of her hair and
         eyes, she wasn’t Hispanic or any other ethnic group he could recognize. She was simply a little exotic; not flashy, not voluptuous,
         just … perfect.
      

      
      His heart was beating fast, and he had to swallow the saliva that pooled in his mouth. She was so neat and trim, her movements
         brisk and economical. He doubted anything as inane as a giggle had ever passed her lips.
      

      
      The next shot was of her employer, a tall, thin, elderly man with white hair, glasses, and a narrow, lively face dominated
         by a large hooked nose. “I couldn’t function without her,” he said cheerfully. “Sarah handles all the household details. No
         matter what happens, she has it under control.”
      

      
      “She certainly had things under control earlier this week when there was a break-in here at the home,” the reporter continued.
         “By herself, Sarah thwarted the robbery by tripping one of the thieves as they carried out a big-screen television.”
      

      
      The shot returned to her. “The television was very heavy, and they were off-balance,” she said with simple modesty.

      
      Chills of excitement ran down his back as he watched and listened, waiting for her to speak again. He wanted to hear more
         of her voice. The next shot was of her opening the back door of an S-Class Mercedes for her elderly employer, then going around
         to slide under the steering wheel.
      

      
      “She is also a trained driver,” the reporter intoned, “and has taken several defensive-driving courses.”

      
      “She takes care of me,” said the old man, smiling from ear to ear. “She even cooks occasionally.”

      
      Back to her. “My job is to make my employer’s life as comfortable as possible,” she explained. “If he wants his newspaper at a certain time, then I’ll have it there for him even if I have
         to get up at three A.M. and drive somewhere to collect it.”
      

      
      He had never envied anyone before in his life, but he envied that old man. Why should he have someone like her looking after
         him? He would be better off with a live-in nurse named Bruce, or Helga. How could he possibly appreciate the treasure of her,
         the sheer perfection?
      

      
      Back to the reporter. “Being a butler is a highly specialized vocation, and there are very few women who enter the field.
         Topflight butlers train at a school in England, and they don’t come cheap. To Judge Lowell Roberts in Mountain Brook, though,
         price doesn’t matter.”
      

      
      “She’s a member of the family,” said the old man, and the final shot was of Sarah setting down a silver tray loaded with a
         coffee service.
      

      
      She should be here, he thought violently. She should be serving him.

      
      He remembered the old man’s name: Lowell Roberts. So price didn’t matter? Well. They would see. He would have her, one way or another.
      

      
      Judge Roberts slapped his knees with satisfaction. “That was a good piece, don’t you think?”

      
      “It was less painful that I feared,” Sarah said dryly as she cleared away his breakfast things. “They certainly took a long
         time to film about sixty seconds worth of story.”
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