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    Prologue


    Marston, West Virginia, Tuesday, December 3, 3.14 A.M.


    Cold. So cold. Ford curled into himself, instinctively trying to find some warmth. But there was none.


    Cold. The floor was cold. And hard. And dirty. Hard to breathe.


    The wind was blowing outside, rattling windows, sending jets of frigid air around his body. Over his skin. So cold. A shudder wracked him and he struggled to open his eyes. It was dark. Can’t see. Head hurts. God. He tried to get up, to push at whatever covered his eyes, but he couldn’t. Where am . . . what hap—


    Clarity returned in a rush and with it came blinding panic. He was blindfolded. Gagged. Tied, hands and feet. No. He fought wildly for a few seconds, hissing when the rope seared his skin. He slumped, his heart racing.


    Kim. The image of her face broke through the pounding in his head. He’d been with Kim. Walking her to her car, so happy that she finally let him do so after three months of dating. Relieved that she finally admitted she needed him, because he’d quickly come to need her, to crave the way she could make him feel. He’d never known anyone to so perfectly match his interests. Wants. Needs.


    Like she was made for me alone.


    Fiercely independent, she always insisted that she didn’t need a sitter, didn’t need any guy to protect her. But not this time. She asked me to walk her. Because it was a bad part of town. Because she needed me. She needed me and I fucked up.


    Where was she? Don’t let her be here. Tied up. Gagged. Please let her be all right.


    What the hell had happened? There was an alley. They’d gone through an alley because Kim parked behind the movie theater. That damn foreign film. She’d had to see some French film for class. Weird theater, sketchy part of town. He’d been angry with the prof for assigning the film to start with and was going to tell him so.


    Kim didn’t want him to confront the prof. They’d been arguing about it when he’d heard a noise. Felt . . . pain. Oh God. The fear in Kim’s dark eyes. Her scream. Every nerve in his body fired all at once and then there was the shattering pain in his head, right before everything went dark.


    Kim. He threw his body forward and grunted, the exploding pain in his shoulder sending him back to the floor where he huddled, grimacing. Where is she?


    He drew another breath, taking care not to inhale the dirt this time. Quieting himself, he listened for any sound – a whisper, a wheeze, a whimper. But there was none.


    She’s not here. He closed his eyes, fighting to control his pounding heart. Please don’t let her be here. Because if she was here, she wasn’t breathing. If she was here, she was hurt. Maybe dead. No. No. He shook his head hard, wincing when the pain spiked deep. She got away. Please let her have gotten away.


    Away . . . from what? From whom? Where is here? The panic rose in his throat, choking him. Calm down. Think. You know how to think.


    Thinking was what Ford Elkhart did best.


    He closed his eyes, forced himself to calm. To think. To remember. It’s cold. Which told him nothing. It was December, for God’s sake. He could be anywhere north of Florida.


    Why? Why me? He gave the ropes binding his wrists another hard yank, then swore when his frozen skin burned. Why?


    He knew why.


    Money. Ransom. It had to be. Kids of rich parents were prey. He wondered if they were contacting his mother or his father. He hoped his mother. Dad won’t pay a dime to get me back, he thought bitterly, then pictured his mother and his heart clenched.


    Mom. She’d be terrified. Out of her mind with worry. Because his mother had prosecuted enough of these cases to know what was happening to him, right now.


    Enough of these cases . . . Oh no. Hell, no. His stomach turned over as he considered the alternative. It was The Case. Oh God. The case he couldn’t wait to see over. The murder case that had consumed his mother for months. Those trashy Millhouses. Reggie was the killer, but the rest of the Millhouses were probably just as bad – they just hadn’t been caught yet. They hate Mom. They’d harassed her. Threatened her. Threatened me. If the Millhouses were behind this . . . I’m fucked.


    I’m sorry, Mom. She’d urged him to let her hire a bodyguard, just until the case died down. He hadn’t wanted anyone following him around, snooping on him and Kim. He hadn’t needed a bodyguard. He could take care of himself.


    Hell. He’d taken care of himself so well that he was trussed up like a Christmas turkey. Probably waiting the same fate. He blinked hard, shook the tears off his face. Stop it, he barked at himself. Crying won’t help you get away.


    And he had to get away. Kim needs me. So think. Breathe. He forced himself to calm, willed his mind to hear the voice of his mother’s friend, Paige, who taught self-defense. He’d taken Kim to Paige for instruction because he’d wanted to keep her safe, even when he wasn’t there to protect her.


    You were there, his mind mocked. Standing right beside her. And it didn’t make a bit of difference.


    He fought the terror that closed his throat. Please let her be all right. I’ll do anything. If something happened to her . . . because somebody was trying to get to me . . . He’d never be able to forgive himself.


    You might not get the chance to forgive yourself – or to save her – if you die here, so stop whining and think. He tried to remember what Paige had said, but he’d been watching Kim from the sidelines, admiring her body as she practiced the escape moves Paige had demonstrated. He’d been thinking about what they’d do when he got Kim back to his room.


    He prayed that Kim had been paying attention, because he hadn’t been.


    So pay attention now. Eventually whoever brought him here would come back, if only to kill him. You need to be ready to strike. To get away.


    Ford took an inventory of his injuries. His head . . . the back of his skull hurt like hell. That’s where the bastard hit me. His right arm hurt too, but probably wasn’t broken.


    His legs . . . He tried to move them within the confines of the ropes. They seemed okay. Stiff from being tied, but not injured. So you can run. When you get the chance, hit with your left and run like a bat out of hell.


    To where? He could hear nothing, no sounds of the city. Seemed like he was far enough out that getting back might be a challenge. It was cold and he had no coat. At least he had shoes. He might have to walk a long way. But he’d do it. He’d get back. He’d find Kim and they’d get back to their lives. He’d take her home, introduce her to his mother and Gran. He wished he’d done so already.


    But first he had to get away from here. Wherever the hell here is.


    Ford froze. Someone was coming. Stay calm. Pay attention to details.


    A door creaked as it opened, an icy blast rushing into the room. His teeth would have chattered had it not been for the gag in his mouth.


    He heard footsteps. Coming closer. Heavy footsteps. A man. Boots. He was wearing boots.


    The footsteps stopped close to Ford’s head and he could feel warmth from the man’s body.


    ‘You’re awake.’


    Gravelly. The voice was deep and harsh. Filled with . . . laughter? Yeah, laughter. Asshole’s laughing at me. Ford bit back the fury that roared through him. Pay attention.


    He heard the crack of knees and the warmth came closer. There was a scent. Aftershave. Familiar. He’d smelled it before, he was sure of it. Where? He tensed when fingers ran over his head, then hissed a curse when a fist grabbed his hair and yanked him up. Fight. Dammit, fight. Ford thrashed, flinging his body to one side. A heavy knee planted itself on his chest, holding him down. His head was yanked to one side, exposing his neck.


    ‘I’m back,’ the man crooned. ‘Did you miss me?’


    Mitch Roberts pulled the needle from his captive’s neck and, breathing hard, counted down from ten. Three, two, one, and . . . out like a light. He let Ford fall, enjoying the sound of the bastard’s skull cracking on the hard floor.


    Slowly he stood, staring down at Elkhart’s body. Kid had to be two hundred pounds of solid muscle. He capped the needle and slid the syringe into his pocket. Fully abled, Ford Elkhart would have put him in traction, but a little ketamine went a very long way.


    ‘Time to get busy,’ he murmured. Kneeling, he cut the ropes from Ford’s wrists, pulled another length of rope from his pocket, and retied him. Just looser. He loosened the blindfold as well, but just a little. Just enough.


    He took a rusted box cutter from his pocket, quickly slit the tape from the box he’d brought in from the van and dumped its contents on the floor, the foul odor making his eyes water. When the kid woke up, the first thing he’d smell would be death.


    A nice touch, if I say so myself. He casually dropped the box cutter, watching it bounce and roll, coming to rest under a low shelf.


    Locking the door behind him, he crossed the yard to the cabin and let himself in.


    Wilson Beckett stood at the stove, frying bacon. It smelled good and Mitch realized it had been too many hours since his last meal. But he’d seen the old man’s hygiene. There was no way he was eating anything touched by the guy’s hands.


    Stomping his feet, Mitch rubbed his hands briskly. ‘He’s still not awake,’ he stated.


    Beckett looked up from the skillet, his weathered face bent in a frown. ‘Hell, boy, how hard did you hit him?’


    Not nearly as hard as I wanted to. ‘Maybe a little too hard. I have to get back to the city. Check on him in the morning. If he’s still out, call me. If he wakes up, don’t hit him anymore, understand? I want him lucid so he can talk to his mama.’


    ‘You phone in the ransom yet?’


    ‘Yep.’ Nope. Nor would he. Not part of the plan. Although making the old man think there would be a ransom was definitely part of the plan.


    Wilson’s eyes gleamed at the prospect of sharing five million dollars. As if. ‘You think they’ll pay?’


    Mitch smiled. ‘I know they will.’

  


  
    


    Chapter One


    Baltimore, Maryland, Tuesday, December 3, 9.55 A.M.


    The kid’s hood was ice cold. FBI Special Agent Joseph Carter lifted his hand from Ford Elkhart’s Chevy Suburban, flexing his fingers to shake off the chill. The thin latex gloves he wore were no protection against the frigid wind, but he’d left his leather gloves at home. At least the latex kept him from contaminating what might be a crime scene.


    Might be, but probably was not. Ford’s boss was already convinced that something dire had happened to the boy, but Joseph considered it far more likely that the twenty-year-old college kid had gone home with his girlfriend last night for wild monkey sex.


    However, Ford’s boss was Joseph’s father, so Joseph figured he could spare an hour to check on the kid, just to put his dad’s mind at ease.


    And, Joseph would admit to himself alone, his own mind. Because even though he mostly believed that Ford and his girlfriend were doing the horizontal tango in a nice warm bed, the uncertainty would nag at him until he knew for sure. Because Ford struck him as a little too soberly reliable to simply not show up to work without a phone call.


    And if something dire had happened, the boy’s mother would be devastated.


    A woman like Ford’s mother did not deserve to be devastated. A single mom, she’d raised her son while earning her law degree and now successfully juggled her job as a prosecutor with an impressive list of charitable activities. She was colorfully bold, warmly brash. Smart as hell.


    And, of course, there were those legs of hers. Joseph let out a harsh breath that hung in the cold air, remembering his first look at Assistant State’s Attorney Daphne Montgomery, more than nine months before.


    No, he couldn’t forget about those legs. He hadn’t been able to forget about her at all. He’d tried. Many, many times. But she was taken. Because I waited too long.


    Making sure her son was unharmed was the least he could do for her. Hell, it was the only thing he could do for her. Because he’d waited too long and now another man got to see her legs up close . . . and the rest of her too.


    His phone buzzed in his pocket and he grabbed at it, happy for anything that would distract him from the direction his mind had taken. The caller ID was no surprise. That his father had waited this long before calling for an update was unusual.


    The CEO of an electronics firm that had its fingers in everything from guidance systems to prosthetic implants, Jack Carter gave definition to the term ‘multi-tasking’. The term ‘waiting’, however, wasn’t high on his vocabulary list.


    ‘Well?’ his father demanded. ‘Did you find him?’


    ‘Found his Suburban,’ Joseph said. ‘About a block from Penn Station.’


    ‘Why was he at the train station? His buddy said he posted on Facebook that he took his girlfriend to a movie for her French class.’


    ‘Only two theaters in town are showing French films, one near the station. I searched until I found his SUV. Appears to have been here all night.’


    ‘That’s a dangerous part of town.’


    ‘It’s not bad during the day.’ Joseph watched a homeless man shuffle into an alley, a bag slung over his back. Probably all he owned in the world. ‘At night it can get dicey.’


    ‘That’s why Ford went. So that Kimberly wouldn’t be out alone after dark.’


    ‘I take it that you haven’t heard from him.’


    ‘No, but I did just get a call from Andrew, the other student intern who Ford was supposed to drive to work this morning. Andrew called Kimberly’s dorm and she’s not there either. Her roommate said she never came back last night.’


    Some people might think it odd that a CEO would take such an interest in the business of a college intern. Those people hadn’t met his dad. Carter Industries was a giant in the manufacturing world, but Jack Carter was a scientist at heart and research was his life’s blood. Interns generated a lot of new ideas and his father made it a point to listen to each one. That he’d know Ford Elkhart by name was to be expected.


    That he’d care so much about the kid’s safety . . . well, that was his dad. That there was a family connection hadn’t hurt. Joseph’s adopted brother Grayson was Daphne’s boss and her friend. That made Daphne and her son like family.


    That Ford shared Jack’s interest in research had sealed the deal. Jack loved his four children unconditionally, but none of them had any interest in the family business.


    Joseph’s oldest sister, Lisa, ran a catering company with her husband. His middle sister, Zoe, was a police psychologist, and his youngest sister Holly . . . well, Holly worked for Lisa. An adult with Down syndrome, Holly grew more independent with every year that passed, but she would never take the reins of Carter Industries.


    Joseph was probably his father’s biggest disappointment. He’d actually earned a degree in electrical engineering, only to join the FBI. His passion had never been wires and widgets. But Ford’s was, and his dad had become fond of the kid.


    ‘They probably checked into a hotel,’ Joseph said. ‘They’re twenty-year-olds and he’s rich. Maybe the movie gave them ideas they wanted privacy to try.’


    ‘No, Ford’s been signed up to use one of the new robotic devices and this morning was his turn in the lab. It’s all he could talk about. Something’s not right here. I feel it.’


    Joseph felt it too, that buzzing on the back of his neck that signaled trouble. ‘Has anyone contacted the parents of either kid? Maybe they went home.’


    ‘I’ve tried to call Daphne, but it goes to her voicemail. I don’t have numbers for Kim’s parents, but Andrew said they lived near Philly.’


    ‘I’ll contact the university for the girl’s parents’ info. Ford’s mother is with the State’s Attorney’s office, right?’ Joseph asked, as if he didn’t know exactly where she worked.


    His father took a moment before answering. ‘Yes, Joseph,’ he said in a way that let Joseph know his coy move hadn’t fooled the old man. I never could.


    ‘I’ll call Grayson.’ It was through one of his brother’s court cases that Joseph had met Daphne in the first place. ‘He’ll track her down.’


    ‘I already called Grayson, and got his voicemail, too. Seems they’re both in court. It’s that big trial that’s been in the news.’


    ‘The Millhouse boy,’ Joseph said flatly. He’d been following the case, Daphne’s first big solo trial since she’d been promoted to Grayson’s old job. Reggie Millhouse, a high school senior, was accused of murdering a middle-aged married couple whose Mercedes had broken down on the side of a lonely road.


    The case was top of the news because the married couple was black – and Reggie had ties to a local white supremacist group.


    ‘The news said that the jury’s reached a verdict,’ his father said. ‘City’s gonna pop.’


    Because the evidence was mostly circumstantial and tempers raged on both sides. Whichever way the jury decided, there would be an outcry. Outside the courthouse was not the safest place to be today. Inevitably, that’s where the protesters would gather.


    If Daphne’s son had disappeared on the eve of an important verdict . . .


    ‘You’re quiet,’ his father murmured. ‘Are you thinking what I’m thinking?’


    ‘It could be coincidence.’ Joseph prayed it was. ‘I’ll head over there, wait for his mother and Grayson to come out of court.’ He started walking to his Escalade. ‘Let’s not borrow trouble until we know for sure that the kids are really missing.’


    ‘That’s wise. I have Kim’s car’s make and license plate. She visited Ford here at the office for lunch a few times, so it was on file at the guard shack. Her full name is Kimberly MacGregor and she drives a ten-year-old Toyota Corolla. Blue.’


    ‘Fine. I’ll call you if . . . Wait.’ Joseph turned, looking back to the five cars parked between Ford’s SUV and the alley into which the homeless man had gone a few minutes before. Joseph started to run, abruptly stopping at the last vehicle in line.


    ‘What is it?’ his father demanded. ‘Joseph?’


    Joseph stared at the blue Corolla. There was a dark brown smear on the passenger door handle. Dried blood. Heart sinking, he crouched by the door where he saw two more smears, hand-shaped, woman-sized.


    ‘Read me the license plate number.’ His father did and it was a match. ‘I found the girl’s car.’ The blood he’d keep from his father, for now. ‘I’ll call you when I know—’ A shrill scream from within the alley cut him off.


    ‘What was that? Joseph, answer—’


    Joseph ran to the alley entrance. The homeless man was running in the opposite direction, hands empty. Something had scared him so badly that he’d dropped his sack.


    ‘Call you back,’ Joseph said curtly, dropping his phone into his pocket as he started after the man. But halfway into the alley Joseph stopped short.


    A pair of feet wearing bright red socks stuck out from one end of a pile of flattened boxes, reminding Joseph ridiculously of the witch’s red shoes sticking out from under Dorothy’s house. Except the feet were big. A man’s feet.


    Grimly, he stepped around the pile of boxes, then let out a relieved breath. It wasn’t Daphne’s son. It wasn’t anyone Joseph knew. But the man was unquestionably dead, the cause of death most likely the slit across his throat that went ear to ear.


    Joseph swallowed hard. The victim’s head clung to his body by about two inches of flesh on the back of his neck. He’d seen his share of slit throats in the course of his career, but this one . . . it was damn near decapitation.


    No wonder the homeless guy took off. The sack he’d left behind sat a few feet from the victim’s head. A pair of running shoes had rolled to the pavement. The shoe size looked to be a match for the dead man’s feet.


    That’s cold. Stealing the shoes off a dead man. It appeared that the homeless guy had started to pull boxes off the victim when he’d seen the head and bolted.


    About half of the victim’s torso was uncovered. He was a black male, mid thirties. About six feet and broad-shouldered. He wore a leather jacket, unzipped, and under it a grey sweatshirt with three big black letters.


    The middle letter was a P, visible where the jacket parted. To the left of it was what looked like an M. To the right . . . It was a D. Joseph sighed quietly. Aw, hell.


    MPD. Metro Police Department. This guy’s a DC cop.


    Joseph crouched next to the victim. Carefully he probed the man’s chest through the sweatshirt. And felt something hard. On a chain. In the shape of a shield. A DC cop killed in the line of duty.


    ‘Goddammit,’ Joseph muttered, dialing his cell phone as he came to his feet. The murder of a cop was enough of a loss. That the victim had been on duty made it that much worse. That the victim was Joseph’s own age . . . It hit damn close to home.


    ‘Special Agent Lamar, VCET.’


    Supervisory Special Agent Boaz Lamar headed the Violent Crimes Enforcement Team, a joint task force staffed by Baltimore city and county cops and the FBI. Bo and Joseph went way back in the Bureau – Bo had been one of his trainers, when Joseph had been a newly sworn agent.


    Three years ago, Bo began preparing for his retirement and had asked Joseph to transfer from the domestic terrorism unit into VCET, with the plan being Joseph’s eventual promotion into Bo’s job. For reasons of his own, Joseph had declined, then and every other time Bo brought it up.


    Until nine months ago when everything changed and, again for reasons of his own, Joseph accepted Bo’s offer, surprising everyone. When grilled by his family, he’d said he needed a change. When grilled by his bosses, he’d said he wanted to stick closer to home. Neither was a lie. But the real reason he kept to himself.


    It had been a damn good reason nine months ago. Six months of paperwork and red tape later, Joseph had his transfer, but his real reason wasn’t actionable anymore.


    Because he’d waited too long and Daphne had chosen someone else.


    Sometimes life’s a bitch that way. He looked down at the body. He was pretty sure that Mr Red Socks would agree, whoever he was.


    ‘Bo, it’s Joseph. I need CSU and the ME at this location. I’ve got a definite murder and a possible abduction with two missing persons. One is Ford Elkhart, the son of the state’s attorney on the Millhouse case. The other is Kim MacGregor, his girlfriend.’ Joseph dreaded the fear he’d see in Daphne’s eyes when he told her. ‘This dead guy was a DC Metro cop. Somebody all but separated his head from his body.’


    Bo exhaled. ‘Text me his face and we’ll contact MPD to get an ID started. I’ll get a team together and out to you within fifteen.’


    Tuesday, December 3, 9.57 A.M.


    Most excellent. Mitch Roberts’s customer was waiting, just where he was supposed to be. It’s nice when people follow instructions.


    George Millhouse wasn’t waiting very patiently, though. He paced back and forth, checking his watch every five seconds. Which, had they been in a less secluded place, would have been a dead giveaway. Fortunately, I planned for this. George’s frantic pacing would be seen by no one.


    Mitch slipped into the alley, much like he’d slipped into the one down by the movie theater the night before. Except there’d better not be any surprises like there were last night. He didn’t like surprises in general, and that cop had been a nasty shock.


    Mitch grinned to himself. And then the cop had gotten a nasty shock. It all worked out very well, actually. Better than the original plan. ‘Hello, George.’


    George spun around, relief filling his eyes, followed by fury. ‘Doug. Where have you been? I’ve been waiting here for an hour. I’m going to be late.’


    Using one’s real name when selling illegal weapons would have been downright foolish, so Mitch had introduced himself to the Millhouses as ‘Doug’ months ago. It had become something of a nickname during the years he spent in prison, so every time he heard one of the Millhouses call his name it rekindled his anger, reminding him that there was someone he hated even more than Daphne Montgomery.


    Not that Mitch needed any reminders. He wore his anger like a second skin, his revenge a painful thirst that he could never satisfy. Until now. Everything was finally coming together and furious George here was an important piece of the plan.


    Mitch kept his voice mild. ‘What you’re going to be is arrested if you don’t calm down. You look like you did the murder, George.’


    George’s eyes narrowed. ‘If you didn’t bring my package, I just might.’


    Were I not armed, I’d be nervous. George was a big sonofabitch, yet still smaller than his brother Reggie, who was a fucking King Kong. The jury had seen Reggie that way, too. Which was why George was so anxious to get this delivery.


    ‘Tsk, tsk, tsk. George, how many times do I have to tell you to hold your temper?’


    George ground his teeth. ‘Did you bring the knife?’


    ‘Of course I did.’ With a few modifications. ‘Did you bring the brace?’


    George held out a plastic grocery bag. ‘Yeah. I did.’


    Mitch frowned. ‘Have you been wearing it?’


    ‘Yes. Every goddamn day of this trial. Now hurry. I need to get to the courtroom.’


    Mitch took the wrist brace from the bag and winced. Yep, George had been wearing it all right. Every day. During which he’d never washed his arm. The brace was ripe.


    ‘Do me a favor, will you, and slip the plastic plate out of the brace. The one that supports your wrist.’ George obeyed, carelessly leaving his prints all over the plastic. Like taking candy from a baby, Mitch thought as he produced an identical-looking plate from his pocket. Unlike George, he wore gloves, ensuring the only prints the cops would find would be George’s. ‘This is your knife.’


    George’s face darkened. ‘That? That piece of shit plastic? That’s what you’ve been promising us?’


    ‘Watch. This plate slides apart – it’s two layers.’ He took the pieces apart, but George was not impressed. Idiot. This was top-of-the-line polymer construction.


    ‘It’s plastic,’ George said flatly.


    ‘But it’s no piece of shit. The edges of the bottom layer have been sharpened to a fine edge. It will easily slice skin and muscle.’ Which it had done the night before. Stupid cop. Sneaking up on me. ‘If you use enough pressure, it’ll cut through bone. Connect the pieces like this.’ Mitch snapped them together. ‘This other piece isn’t sharp. Therefore it is the handle.’ He said it like he might to a kindergartner.


    Giving him a dirty look, George crossed his arms over his chest. ‘Prove it.’


    I should prove it on you. But that wouldn’t suit his goal. Mitch looked around the alley, spied a bicycle tire. He picked it up and tossed it to George, who dropped the original dull fingerprint-riddled plastic brace so that he could catch it.


    ‘What the fuck?’ George exploded. ‘I gotta go to court. I might be on TV and you almost messed up my suit.’


    ‘If you hold the tire, you’ll know how much pressure I’m using to cut it.’ The knife easily sliced through the tire and George’s irate disbelief became greedy delight.


    ‘Give it to me.’ George opened his backpack. ‘Small bills, just like you asked for.’


    ‘Very good.’ Just to mess with him, Mitch began to count the cash.


    George growled. ‘If I miss the verdict, I promise you will be a very unhappy man.’


    ‘I don’t want to be unhappy.’ Mitch unsnapped the handle from the blade, fitted the plates together and slid them into the brace. ‘There you go.’


    ‘If I get caught with this thing, you’ll be even unhappier.’ With that, George shoved the backpack at him and took off, fastening the brace to his wrist as he ran.


    Actually, if you get caught I’ll be exceptionally happy, you inbred dick.


    Once alone, Mitch emptied the backpack, dumping the cash into the plastic grocery sack. He scooped up the legitimate plastic brace plate that George had dropped, put it in the backpack, and tossed the backpack behind a Dumpster, his plan on track.


    The cops would inevitably find the weapon he’d just sold to George, either because George got caught in security or because the Millhouses’ crazy Plan B actually worked and they ended up using it in the courtroom.


    Regardless, Baltimore PD’s CSU expert would be so excited – because in the crevice where the handle met George’s blade, they’d find blood that matched a certain dead DC Metro cop. George and the whole Millhouse clan would be on the hook.


    Sweet. One more thing to do and he could go home. Mitch took Ford Elkhart’s iPhone from his pocket and slid the SIM card he’d removed the night before back into place. Turning it on, he checked Ford’s texts. There were several, including two from somebody who appeared to be Ford’s boss, asking why he hadn’t shown up at his job.


    Mitch had been surprised to find Ford had a job at all considering he was mega-rich. Granted, it was a nerd desk job, but the kid put in twenty hours a week. On top of his studies and sports and his girlfriend, he kept busy. Hard to find time for his mama.


    Who would be in court, waiting for that jury verdict. I’m so damn tired of hearing about that verdict. But the Millhouses couldn’t have come along at a better time. All the trash talk aimed at the prosecution gave him one enormous decoy to hide behind.


    I want Montgomery to suffer. I want her to die. But I won’t get caught. Prison was not for the faint-hearted, which he knew first-hand. Much better for the cops to think the Millhouses were behind his evil deeds. Much better if no one suspects me at all.


    Except for Daphne, of course. She needs to know that I’m the one holding the gun to her head. Just like she held the gun to my mother’s.


    Ford’s phone held no new texts from his mother. Old texts asked how he was, how was school. Ford’s responses were brief, so the text Mitch had in mind would fit right in.


    Good luck, Mom! he typed, then removed the SIM card and turned off the phone. The cops would soon start hunting for Ford. When they checked his phone records, they’d think he’d sent a text from this very spot.


    Unfortunately, all they’d find when they got here would be George Millhouse’s backpack – and one plastic wrist brace plate with George’s fingerprints all over it. The same shape as the blade George is smuggling into the courthouse at this very moment.


    I love it when everything comes together. Now he could go home. He’d first check on the girls, make sure they hadn’t died from exposure or blood loss during the night.


    Then I have to sleep. He should feel tired after driving so many hours, but he didn’t. He felt juiced. On the verge. The plans he’d spent months constructing in painful detail were about to come to fruition. It was as if he’d spent months setting up dominoes in intricate designs and now stood poised to nudge the first one down. It was going to be one hell of a show.


    And so even though he wasn’t tired, he’d make himself sleep. He needed to be well rested so that he didn’t miss a single moment.


    Tuesday, December 3, 10.10 A.M.


    Assistant State’s Attorney Daphne Montgomery glanced at the clock on the wall for the tenth time in as many minutes. The door to the jury deliberation room remained firmly closed and the tension in the courtroom seemed to double with every sweep of that slow-moving minute hand. What the hell is taking them so long?


    ‘What the hell is taking them so long?’ a male voice muttered over her shoulder. Daphne looked up to see her boss pulling out the chair next to hers. ‘Just a little moral support before the party starts,’ Grayson added in a murmur. ‘This is always the hardest for me. Waiting those last few minutes for the jury to file in.’


    ‘Assuming they’re even still back there and haven’t all fled to Tahiti or something,’ Daphne murmured back. Which would be par for the course for this case, a three-ring circus even before jury selection had begun, thirty very long days ago.


    Grayson frowned. ‘What do you know?’


    ‘Only that the jurors saw the protesters this morning, just like we did.’ The crowd had more than doubled that morning, their collective energy increasing by far more. ‘And the Millhouse contingent is smiling like canary-eating cats.’


    The Millhouse contingent included Bill and Cindy – parents of the accused – and a half dozen of their saner family members. ‘Saner’ being relative, of course.


    ‘More like vultures,’ Grayson said with contempt. ‘Circling.’


    Reggie sat at the defendant’s table with an arrogant smile. He expects to be acquitted. The eighteen-year-old had beaten an African-American couple to death after finding them stranded on the road. His lawyer had the nerve to present a self-defense plea, claiming the couple lured an unsuspecting Reggie to their aid and struck him first.


    The media had stirred a frenzy in the city. Reggie’s father, Bill, had worked the talk-show circuit, presenting his family as ordinary, hard-working, and middle-class, struggling to make ends meet and pay the rent – just like everyone else. Bill Millhouse had made numerous pleas for support – and dollars – for Reggie’s defense.


    Has this country become so politically correct that a white man can’t defend himself? had become Bill’s sound bite. His followers had responded enthusiastically, donating a staggering sum through a website set up for that purpose.


    Black community leaders responded with rhetoric of their own and the battle spread from television to churches and civic halls, bars and beauty parlors, spilling over into the largely anonymous internet blogosphere like . . . a cancer. Insidious and terrifying.


    But defeatable, Daphne thought resolutely. This I know for a fact.


    Because she’d beaten cancer herself. It was an empowering thing, beating cancer. It had left her with the feeling of I stared death in the eye, so hit me with your best shot, asshole. Earned arrogance, so to speak. Reggie’s arrogance was nothing but a cheap imitation. Like a ten-dollar Prada knockoff.


    She met Reggie’s eyes across the aisle. Watched his smile fade to a grim snarl. Too bad his online fan club isn’t here to see it. Reggie pretended to be a poster child for milk-drinking, clean-living, misunderstood American youth. A frightening number of people in TV and Internet-land had bought his innocent act, lock, stock, and wallet.


    And then you met me, you little sonofabitch.


    ‘Well, sugar,’ she said softly to Grayson, ‘those vultures can circle all they want. I’m nobody’s road kill today.’


    ‘Atta girl, sugar,’ he said, mimicking her twang. A glance up at him revealed the approval in his eyes. Because she knew the kind of man he was, his approval meant a lot. But his approval was tempered with caution. ‘Are you wearing your vest?’


    ‘Every damn day, because either way this jury comes back, there’ll be trouble.’


    ‘Either way this jury comes back,’ Grayson countered, ‘you’ve done a good job.’


    ‘I had good evidence.’ The detectives had been meticulous, the ME unshakable. Daphne had presented a solid case while the Millhouse clan stared with blatant malice, trying to intimidate her. That they’d succeeded was a secret she’d never reveal.


    ‘You stuck,’ Grayson said simply. ‘A lot of prosecutors would have quit. A few did.’


    I almost did, too. Daphne had no doubts that the Millhouses were responsible for the threatening phone calls she’d received, but the police hadn’t been able to prove it. The calls had started months ago, long before the first juror was chosen. At first they’d been annoying but quickly swelled into threats that left her shaken.


    She’d started driving a different way home every night and her two newest – and now closest – friends had become concerned. A pair of PIs, they’d taken charge of the escalating situation, providing the kind of personal security that the police simply couldn’t give her.


    Clay Maynard had ensured her house was wired with the best security system money could buy. Paige Holden drilled her in self-defense moves and had given her a very big dog. Things had settled for a while, and Daphne redoubled her efforts to build a case that would wipe that arrogant smile off the little bastard’s face.


    But when the callers had threatened her son . . . Daphne had come damn close to calling it quits. She’d begged Ford to accept a bodyguard, but her twenty-year-old, testing-his-wings son had point-blank refused and no amount of reason had swayed him. So, being a mom, she’d hired one anyway. He’d shit a ring if he knew the truth. But she wouldn’t apologize if he found out. Because I sleep better. A little.


    More important than her sleep, it had given her the strength to stay the course.


    She’d been through a hell of a lot in her life and was proud that she’d never given up. There’d been a few times she’d had to hunker down and wait out a storm, but mostly she’d risen to whatever challenge had been tossed in her path. Giving up had rarely even entered her mind. But the thought of the Millhouses touching a single hair on Ford’s head had given her serious pause.


    ‘I don’t give up so easily,’ she said, grateful she’d had the financial means to make that statement true. If she hadn’t been able to afford protection for Ford, she might have run for the hills. Instead, she’d pushed forward, prosecuting an eighteen-year-old murderer who’d regarded her with chilling contempt from the first day of the trial.


    Now the final decision lay with the jury.


    ‘Miss Montgomery.’


    Daphne turned to the quiet voice on the bench behind her. It was Sondra Turner, the daughter of the victims. Barely twenty-one, she’d conducted herself with a dignity far beyond her years. Beside her was her younger brother, DeShawn, who sat slightly bent forward, his eyes closed. His clenched fists rested on his knees.


    ‘Almost over, guys,’ Daphne murmured. ‘Soon.’


    Sondra folded her hands in her lap. ‘I wanted . . . we wanted you to know that whatever happens next, we know you did your best for our parents. Thank you.’


    ‘You’re welcome.’ But even if they got a conviction, it wouldn’t be enough. Sondra and DeShawn had lost their parents, brutally. Nothing would bring them back.


    But a conviction was better than nothing. Better than no justice. This I also know.


    Daphne sympathized with the victims who relived their trauma in the courtroom, but also envied the closure they got from the process. She’d never confronted the man who stole so much from her. From her family. She’d been too young. Then too scared. And then he’d been too dead. The passage of time had taken the choice out of her hands.


    ‘Did you make provisions for them?’ Grayson whispered, facing forward so that the Turners’ children could not see his face. In the event of a riot, was what he left unsaid.


    ‘I did.’ Daphne lifted her eyes to the back of the standing-room-only gallery to the detectives who’d made the arrest, JD Fitzpatrick and Stevie Mazzetti. They’d promised to protect Sondra and DeShawn if courtroom tensions boiled over. The promise had not been easily won from JD, who hadn’t wanted to abandon Daphne should a melee erupt.


    JD shouldn’t even be here, she thought. He should be home with Lucy. JD’s very pregnant wife was due any day, and even though she was already on maternity leave, she’d come in to testify the week before. As the medical examiner who’d autopsied the Turners, Dr Lucy Trask Fitzpatrick’s testimony had been invaluable, painting the picture of a brutal attack on a middle-aged couple who’d tried to defend themselves, but had been overpowered by someone much bigger and stronger. Someone just like Reggie Millhouse.


    JD gave Daphne a hard stare now and mouthed, ‘Vest?’


    Daphne nodded, then her eyes flicked to the door at his right as it opened. The older Millhouse brother had arrived, uncharacteristically out of breath. George had been running, his face red and sweaty. He shot her a cold look before taking his place between his parents.


    ‘Looks like George made it after all,’ Grayson murmured.


    ‘Lucky us,’ Daphne muttered sarcastically. George had been escorted from the courtroom many times for his outbursts. She wasn’t eager to see what he had up his sleeve today. She turned in her seat, facing forward. ‘At least Marina isn’t here.’


    ‘Maybe she finally had that baby,’ Grayson said.


    ‘Lucky us,’ Daphne muttered again. That child didn’t have a snowball’s chance in hell with a sixteen-year-old KKK groupie for a mother and Reggie Millhouse for a father.


    Normally Daphne felt empathy for teen mothers, having been one herself, but she felt very little for Marina. Daphne clearly remembered what it had been like to find out she was pregnant at fifteen – the fear, the despair, the disappointment that her dreams would never be. But those feelings had quickly taken a backseat to the need to protect her unborn child, to give him the best life she could. It had been one of the greatest challenges in her life.


    Marina – and the Millhouses – seemed to view pregnancy in a far more calculating way, using her baby to manipulate public opinion in their favor. There were some who pitied Marina, believing that the Millhouses controlled her actions, but Daphne had seen the sly gleam in the girl’s eye. Marina not only knew what she was doing, she reveled in it. Daphne worried about that baby, worried at the life the child would lead. If Reggie was acquitted, the baby would be raised to become another Millhouse, racist and violent, but with that shiny veneer of charm that had fooled so many. If Reggie was convicted, his baby, who in utero had already become the symbol of the Millhouses’ ‘hope for a purer America’, would become . . . Daphne shuddered to think about it.


    Marina had been absent the past few days, a welcome relief from her soulful sobs. A pretty girl, she was a media favorite who used those baby blues of hers to influence anyone on the fence.


    Unbelievably, there were people on the fence. Hopefully none were on this jury.


    Daphne sucked in a breath when the door to the jury room opened. Finally. Clearing her mind, she studied the jurors, noting that some were pale. All were grim.


    ‘I’m going back to my seat now,’ Grayson whispered. ‘If things go south, you will not act the hero. You tuck and roll. Got it?’


    ‘Honey, if things go south, I’ll be dusting the floor. Guaranteed.’


    The bailiff entered solemnly. ‘All rise.’


    They did, then sat when the judge had been seated. Daphne held her breath as the judge asked the jury foreman for their verdict. The foreman stood, the paper he held fluttering as his hands shook. But he wasted no time in reading the verdict.


    ‘We the jury, on the charge of murder in the first degree, find the defendant, Reggie Millhouse, guilty.’


    Yes. Daphne closed her eyes as cheers and cries of outrage rose around them.


    ‘No!’


    Twisting in the direction of the shriek, Daphne could only stare. One second Cindy Millhouse was hugging her son over the bar, sobbing, then suddenly she was barreling through the gate.


    ‘Bitch!’ Fingers like claws, face contorted with rage, Cindy lunged, coming for . . .


    Me. Oh my God. She’s coming for me.


    Tuesday, December 3, 10.10 A.M.


    Joseph texted photos of the dead cop’s face to Bo, but didn’t think they’d do much good toward an ID. The pics were too grainy because the alley was too damn dark, the rooftops of the buildings blocking what little natural light there was. The sky was gray and darkening by the hour, the forecasters calling for more snow. Which is all we need.


    He was about to put away his phone when a string of very terse texts came through. Hell. He’d forgotten about his father. Joseph sent a quick answer: Working a case. Victim is not Ford. Will call when I can.


    He aimed his flashlight at the victim’s face and upper torso – all he could see until CSU processed the scene and removed the pile of boxes covering him to his ankles.


    There didn’t seem to be any injuries to the face and head. Nothing but that mawing slice across his throat. The blood that had pooled behind the victim’s neck and head had frozen. The cop had been lying here for hours. Probably since last night.


    Why were you here, man? Why are you dead?


    Joseph frowned. And why was the blood frozen in a pool close to the man’s head? He stood, shining his light on the walls and pavement looking for spatter, but saw none.


    The blood had seeped, not spurted. Which meant Red Socks was already dead when his throat was slit. This guy was big, his neck thick and muscular. So how had his killer taken him down? And why slit his throat if he was already dead?


    Joseph searched the area beyond the victim and found part of the answer. AFID tags, about an inch in diameter, littered the ground five feet from where the victim lay. Like confetti, the brightly colored anti-felon identification tags were ejected from a taser when a cartridge was deployed. Serial numbers on each tag matched the cartridge, intended to deter anyone from firing a taser unlawfully and to track them if they did.


    It obviously hadn’t deterred Red Socks’s assailant. Still, a taser blast wouldn’t have killed the victim. So what happened in between the taser and the knife?


    Joseph lifted his head when he heard a car door being closed. CSU was still five minutes away. But it could be somebody returning to the scene.


    Drawing his gun, Joseph stepped into the shadows behind the dumpster closest to the alley entrance. And waited. He didn’t have to wait long.


    A man crept into the alley. As big as Joseph, the collar of his leather jacket was pulled up, hiding his face. Still, there was something familiar about him. The way he moved. Like a soldier. The way he held his gun at his side. Like a cop. A recent memory flickered and Joseph narrowed his eyes. No way. Couldn’t be.


    ‘Tuzak,’ the man hissed. ‘Are you here?’ He paused, tilting his head to listen.


    The movement exposed his face and Joseph’s suspicion was confirmed. Clay Maynard.


    Joseph knew this guy. Resented the fucking hell out of him. Came perilously close to hating him. So of course he shows up. He’d worked with the PI once before. The day he’d met Daphne. Clay Maynard had met her that same day. Except it was Maynard she’d come to rely on in the months that followed. Months when Joseph had flown all over the country, tracking domestic terrorists, waiting for his transfer into VCET so that he could stay close to home. Close to her.


    What the hell is he doing here? That he was carrying a semi-auto didn’t bode well.


    However, as much as Joseph would have liked to believe the guy was dirty, he knew better. He could hate Clay Maynard for sharing Daphne’s bed, but the man had earned the respect of the Carter clan. Of Joseph’s brother, Grayson, specifically.


    Clay’s partner in his PI firm was Grayson’s fiancée, Paige Holden. Paige trusted Maynard with her life. Importantly, Grayson trusted Maynard with Paige’s life.


    Maynard continued toward him. In another few steps, he’d discover Red Socks.


    Remaining concealed, Joseph kept his voice even, not wanting to surprise a man with a gun in his hand. ‘FBI. Drop your weapon.’


    ‘Fuck,’ Maynard muttered. ‘Let me see the badge.’


    Joseph held it out and Maynard’s chin came up, his eyes wide. ‘Carter?’


    ‘That would be me. The gun, please.’


    Maynard handed it over, handle first. ‘Why are you here?’


    ‘I was going to ask you the same thing.’ Joseph pocketed Maynard’s gun.


    ‘I have a permit to carry,’ Maynard said, eyes narrowing.


    ‘You’ll get it back when we’re done. Why are you here?’


    ‘I’m looking for someone.’


    He’d called the man Tuzak. ‘A friend?’ Joseph asked.


    ‘An employee.’ Maynard hesitated. ‘And yes, he’s a friend, too.’


    Joseph thought of the slice across the victim’s throat. As much as he resented Maynard, he hated for the guy to see his friend that way. ‘Is he a cop?’


    Maynard’s narrowed eyes turned wary. ‘How’d you know?’


    There was no good way to say the words. ‘He’s dead, Clay. I’m sorry.’


    Maynard’s eyes closed, shoulders sagging as if he’d been expecting it. ‘How?’


    ‘Throat slit.’


    Maynard’s eyes flew open, denial warring with grief. ‘What are you doing here?’


    ‘I’m also looking for an employee.’ Ford Elkhart was his father’s employee, but it was close enough for now. ‘Why was this man here? What was he doing for you?’


    ‘Where is he?’ Maynard pushed past Joseph.


    Joseph grabbed his arm. ‘No. Clay, wait.’


    Maynard snarled, pain in his eyes. ‘Let me go or I’ll break your fucking arm.’


    ‘He . . . looks bad. If he was your friend, you don’t want to see him this way.’


    Clay’s lips thinned. ‘I’m sure I’ve seen worse. Let me go.’


    Joseph released him, following to make sure he didn’t disturb the scene. Maynard probably had seen a lot worse, but it was different when you knew the victim.


    Maynard abruptly stopped when he saw the red socks and sucked in a strangled breath as he walked around to see the head, the color draining from his face.


    ‘Oh God,’ he whispered. ‘Not again.’ Slowly he fell to his knees. ‘Not again.’


    Not again? What the— Oh, shit. Maynard’s story came back to Joseph in a rush. He’d lost the partner before Paige, discovering her body gutted by a vicious killer and left to rot. Now this partner was nearly decapitated. If I’d remembered, I would have held him back harder, kept him from seeing this. But Joseph knew it would have been fruitless to try to control Maynard. I would’ve pushed him away under the same circumstances.


    ‘They cut him.’ Maynard uttered the words in a choked whisper. ‘They cut his head off. Oh my God. Fucking hell.’ He lurched to his feet and stumbled backward, his expression a mixture of shock, nausea, and pain.


    Joseph turned him so that he no longer stared at his dead friend. ‘Who is he?’


    ‘Isaac Zacharias. Sergeant, DCPD. Oh God. What am I gonna tell Phyllis?’


    ‘What was he doing for you?’ Joseph shook his shoulder. ‘Clay. What was Zacharias doing for you that got him killed?’


    Maynard drew a breath and pulled himself together. ‘Bodyguard duty.’


    Bodyguard duty. The sick feeling in Joseph’s gut spiked. That Daphne would trust Maynard to protect her son made sense.


    New horror mixed with the grief on Maynard’s face. ‘Oh God. Ford. Daphne’s son.’


    ‘Zacharias was protecting Ford?’


    ‘Ford is the employee, isn’t he? Your father’s employee.’ It was calmly stated, but the vein in Maynard’s neck visibly throbbed. ‘Where is he?’


    ‘He appears to be missing,’ Joseph said grimly.


    ‘Does Daphne know?’


    ‘Not yet. We’ve tried to contact her. She hasn’t answered her phone this morning.’


    ‘She’s in court. Jury verdict today on the Millhouse case.’


    ‘How did you know to come here?’


    ‘Tracker on Tuzak’s car. All my people carry one, just in case they need backup. His relief called to say he hadn’t phoned in Ford’s location. I called Phyllis to see if he’d come home from his night shift. He hadn’t, so I tracked him here.’


    ‘Tuzak is Zacharias?’


    ‘Isaac Zacharias. Two Zacs. We called him Tuzak at the Academy. It stuck.’


    ‘You were in DCPD together?’


    ‘Yeah. I left, he stayed. He was a good cop. Smart. He never would have let some punk get the drop on him. How the hell did this happen?’ He turned to Joseph, his eyes suddenly suspicious. ‘And how did you know to come here?’


    ‘Ford didn’t show up for work this morning. Dad asked me to check it out. I found Ford’s SUV on the street at the other end of the alley. It’s probably been there all night.’


    The suspicion faded from Maynard’s eyes, replaced with a weary dread. ‘This is going to kill her,’ he murmured. ‘She was terrified something like this would happen.’ He turned, his gaze returning to his slain friend. ‘How do I tell her? She’s pregnant.’


    Joseph’s teeth clacked together, hard. ‘Daphne’s pregnant?’


    Maynard shook his head. ‘No. Phyllis Zacharias. The baby’s due in a few weeks. Tuzak was just looking to make a little extra . . . for expenses.’


    Joseph pointed his flashlight to the AFID tags, noticing there were even more a few feet away. Zacharias’s killer had fired multiple cartridges. ‘Taser.’


    ‘Sonofabitch,’ Maynard swore viciously, then swallowed hard. ‘Sonofabitch,’ he repeated, this time in a whisper. ‘Phyllis can’t see him this way. She can’t.’


    ‘We won’t ask her to do the ID,’ Joseph murmured. ‘But we have two missing persons and I’m going to have to ask questions.’


    ‘Then ask me,’ Clay said harshly. ‘Phyllis only knew that he was working for me.’


    ‘Okay, we’ll start with you. Did Zacharias see anything weird? Anyone suspicious?’


    ‘No. He said it was a cream puff job, following around a squeaky-clean kid who didn’t even know he was there.’


    ‘Ford didn’t know he had a bodyguard?’


    ‘No. Daphne tried to get him to agree to have one, but the kid is stubborn. She started getting threats and—’


    ‘What kind of threats?’ Joseph demanded. ‘From whom?’


    ‘Violent threats. You-have-to-sleep-sometime threats. Isn’t-that-son-of-yours-a-handsome-young-man threats. I’m certain they came from the family of the murderer she’s prosecuting. Millhouse. I have to tell her.’


    ‘No, you don’t. Let us handle this.’


    Maynard glared. ‘This is my business, Carter. My employee. My friend. My goddamn responsibility.’


    ‘I know,’ Joseph said quietly, knowing he was dealing with a man on the edge of control. I’d react the same way. And he had. ‘And you have my word that I’ll respect that. But this is my case and you’re going to have to trust me. I know my job.’


    ‘Wait. You’re Homeland. You’re out of your jurisdiction. Why is this your case?’


    Joseph wasn’t surprised Maynard had known he’d been Homeland Security. He did have to admit to being a bit surprised – and impressed – with his brother’s fiancée’s discretion. Paige hadn’t mentioned his transfer to her own partner. Good to know.


    ‘I’m VCET now. FBI/local task force.’


    ‘I know what VCET is,’ Maynard said, jaw clenched. ‘And for the record, I trust Feds about as much as I trust most cops. Which is about nil.’


    ‘Look, you’re standing here talking to me and not cuffed because my brother trusts you. And because he does, I’ll explain how this is. Before Homeland, this is what I did – finding missing people and killers. If you don’t trust me, you’ll have to trust Grayson.’


    Maynard said nothing, so Joseph tried a different tack. ‘Clay, Isaac was your friend. You’re not objective. You know it’s true.’


    ‘And you’d step aside if you were me?’


    No. If somebody killed someone I cared about, I’d find the sonofabitch and kill him with my bare hands. And he had. And he wasn’t sorry. It was remembering . . . no, savoring the sound of the neck he’d snapped all those years ago that got him through the nightmares, then and now. And the loneliness. Then and now.


    A flutter at the corner of his eye caught Joseph’s attention and he barely stifled his groan. A man stood in the alley entry, his snow-white hair and goatee sharply contrasting with his bronzed face. His black leather trenchcoat whipped in the wind and wraparound sunglasses covered his eyes. His hand rested on his holstered gun as he assessed the situation, looking like a freaky cross between a sun-bleached Blade and Wyatt Earp.


    Maynard followed his gaze, stiffening. ‘What the hell is that?’


    A pain in my ass. ‘Special Agent Deacon Novak.’ Joseph looked back at Maynard. ‘Are you going to let me handle this? Ford’s life could depend on it.’


    ‘For now,’ Maynard said evenly.


    ‘Fair enough.’ Maynard’s concession would do. For now. ‘Let’s get to work.’

  


  
    


    Chapter Two


    Tuesday, December 3, 10.18 A.M.


    Frozen, Daphne watched Cindy Millhouse clear the bar like it was a track-and-field hurdle. Then her reflexes kicked in and Daphne was on her feet, her left arm swinging up, deflecting Cindy’s fingers. Not the hair. You’re not touching my hair.


    She grabbed Cindy’s wrist, struggling to keep the woman’s sharp fingernails away from her face. From the direction of the defense table came a loud crash and Cindy’s eyes flickered with satisfaction, her nails inching closer.


    Then Cindy was yanked away and forced to the floor. Grayson glanced up, his face hard with fury. ‘Are you all right?’ he asked as he restrained Cindy – an effort even for him, a guy who could bench press a small truck. Reggie’s mother was in wildcat mode.


    Daphne nodded unsteadily. The defense’s table had been overturned – the crash she’d heard. Edward Ellis, Reggie’s attorney, lay on the floor, his foot pinned by the table. Stunned, Ellis stared up at his client who grappled with the courtroom deputy. Reggie’s arm was locked around Deputy Welch’s throat as he grabbed for Welch’s gun. For a horrified moment Daphne thought Reggie might succeed in getting it, but Welch threw his head back, cracking his skull into Reggie’s face. The deputy broke free as five more uniforms charged through the gate. Four ran to subdue Reggie while the fifth veered off to assist Grayson.


    Daphne had started to back away when she saw Deputy Welch crawling back toward the overturned defense table where Reggie continued to wrestle with the four new deputies. Welch was leaving a trail of bloody handprints behind him.


    Dropping to her knees, she crawled over to him. ‘What are you doing? Get back.’


    Welch’s arm was bleeding profusely, dripping on the floor. ‘Shiv,’ he said, pointing.


    Daphne could see it lying against the leg of the overturned table, hidden from the deputies’ view. It didn’t shine, wasn’t metal. It looked like plastic. It looked harmless. But it couldn’t be, because every time Reggie lunged, that was what he reached for.


    ‘Get back. I’ll get it.’ Going flat on her stomach, she reached and closed her fingertips over the strange-looking knife, then crawled backward, away from the fray. She held the knife over her head. ‘He had a knife,’ she yelled, then placed it on the floor, far away from the action.


    The deputies holding Reggie stared, eyes flaring wide. Two of the deputies drew their weapons, one aiming at Reggie’s chest, the other at his head. A third smacked Reggie in the back of the head with his club, stunning him long enough to cuff one wrist.


    Daphne turned back to Welch, who was lying in the shadow of the judge’s bench. His arm still bled, but wasn’t gushing, so that was good. She was more worried about the blood pooling at his hip. ‘He got you twice,’ she said.


    ‘No shit.’ Welch tried for a smile but grimaced instead. ‘Hurts like a bitch.’


    ‘I guess so.’ The court reporter had left her sweater on the back of her chair when she’d fled the courtroom and Daphne grabbed it, pressing it to Welch’s hip, surveying the courtroom as she applied pressure.


    By the prosecution table, Cindy screamed and kicked even as she was being cuffed. On the other side of the aisle the deputies finally cuffed Reggie’s other wrist, having had to use a stun gun first. They shackled his ankles with plastic restraints and Cindy abruptly ceased her thrashing, breathing hard. Her shoulders sagged as she stared at her son, her face grim with impotent rage.


    Realization dawned. That conniving bitch. She attacked me to create a diversion so that Reggie could escape.


    Cindy glared at Daphne, venom in her eyes. ‘You’ll pay for this,’ she spat as the deputy jerked her to her feet. ‘You took our son from us. I swear to the living God, you will know how this feels.’


    Daphne’s composure remained intact as Cindy was removed from the courtroom, even though her heart hammered like a wild thing. She maintained her outward calm only because she knew that Ford was protected. A well-trained bodyguard had her son’s back, whether he’d wanted one or not.


    Plus, she’d learned the hard way that losing it at times like this didn’t help anything. Welch still needed her to keep pressure on his wound. As long as she had a task to focus on, she’d be able to keep herself together. After that, she’d find a private place to fall apart.


    The four deputies who’d subdued Reggie dragged him back to the holding cell while the second wave of uniforms finished clearing the gallery and moved the table off Reggie’s defense attorney.


    When the courtroom was finally emptied, a team of EMTs rushed in and Daphne stepped back to give them room to work. She didn’t realize how rigidly she held herself until Grayson gently took her hands, making her flinch violently.


    ‘I’m sorry,’ Grayson murmured. ‘I didn’t mean to scare you. Your hands are covered with Welch’s blood.’ He began to clean her hands with disinfectant wipes.


    ‘He’s going to be okay, right?’ she asked, more for reassurance than anything else.


    ‘Looks like it. When you’re less tense, I’m going to yell like hell at you for grabbing that knife. You could have been killed.’ He released her hands, clean now.


    ‘You would have done the same thing,’ she said shakily.


    Grayson shrugged. ‘I’m still going to yell like hell at you. Once I’m able to breathe again, that is.’


    ‘Join the club.’ Daphne fought the trembles she felt coming on. She cautiously ran a hand over her hair and exhaled, relieved. Her smooth twist was still in place. Good thing Cindy didn’t get her claws in my hair. That would have been embarrassing as hell.


    One of the EMTs came over to them. ‘Either of you need medical attention?’


    ‘No,’ they answered together.


    ‘Is Deputy Welch going to be okay?’ she added.


    ‘He should be fine. We’ve got a rig waiting outside for him. Mr Defense over there will need to wait for the next, but it’s not far behind.’


    Grayson crouched beside Reggie’s attorney. ‘How badly are you hurt?’


    ‘Arm’s busted,’ Ellis muttered, gritting his teeth. ‘Bastard snapped it. Ankle’s probably busted too.’


    Daphne could feel no sympathy for Edward Ellis. He’d had no legitimate defense, so he’d smeared the victims’ good names ruthlessly. Because she couldn’t think of a single nice thing to say at the moment, she kept her mouth shut.


    Grayson must have found himself in the same position, because he fell silent, too.


    Ellis shot them both a hostile look. ‘You think I deserved this.’


    ‘No,’ she denied quickly. ‘You didn’t deserve to be hurt, but I guess I don’t think you deserve to be terribly shocked. You’re not a public defender. You chose to represent this killer.’


    Ellis’s eyes narrowed. ‘I wasn’t born with a silver spoon in my mouth and I wasn’t lucky enough to grab one out of the mouth of a rich judge in a divorce settlement. You can afford to take the high road. I have to pay the rent, so I take the cases that come and I don’t apologize.’


    Silver spoons, she thought, her temper boiling up. If he only knew. Clamping her mouth shut, she was grateful for the arrival of the second EMT team, who took Ellis away, leaving Daphne and Grayson staring at the doors that closed behind him.


    ‘If he only knew what I paid for that silver spoon I got in my divorce settlement,’ she muttered, then shrugged uncomfortably.


    If it had just been her, she would have walked away from her ex-husband’s millions. But it hadn’t been just her. It had been about Ford, about securing his future. So she’d fought hard and was mostly glad she had. Her divorce settlement had made it possible for her to achieve her own dreams. To get her law degree and to stand for victims like the Turners.


    Grayson lifted his brows. ‘From what little I know about your ex, I’d say the silver spoon you got in your divorce settlement was well earned.’


    ‘Living with Travis Elkhart for twelve years was hard work,’ she agreed, keeping her tone light. ‘Living with his mother was even harder. And speaking of mothers . . .’ Daphne sat on the edge of the prosecutors’ table, ready to change the subject. ‘Cindy Millhouse scares me shitless. “I swear to the living God you will know how this feels,”’ she quoted, then shivered. ‘I guess I’m lucky she didn’t swear to any dead gods.’


    ‘Cindy smuggled a knife into the courtroom, threatened a state’s attorney, and resisted arrest. I doubt she’ll get bail.’


    ‘Yeah, but she and Bill have minions. And speaking of Bill, where was he when all hell broke loose? I saw George fighting with a cop and getting cuffed. Where was Bill?’


    ‘He left the courtroom as soon as the verdict was read, probably to give his version to the press before you could.’


    ‘So he’s out there somewhere. That makes me nervous.’ But being nervous wouldn’t fix anything and she’d be damned before she’d hide. ‘Do you want to give a statement? The press will be mobbing the courthouse steps.’


    ‘Do I want to give a statement? Hell no. But we will. Actually, you will. It was your case. Which you hit out of the park, by the way. Congratulations.’


    ‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘At least I’ll be able to sleep tonight.’


    ‘I imagine you will at that,’ he said with a small secretive smile.


    ‘What is that supposed to mean?’


    ‘There’s a bottle of champagne in our fridge that has your name on it. Paige bought it the day they started jury selection. She’s very proud of you.’


    Grayson’s face softened every time he mentioned his fiancée. It made Daphne all warm inside to see how close he and Paige had become.


    Nine months ago Paige exploded into their lives, seeking justice for Ramon Muñoz, a man wrongly convicted of a brutal murder. Now she was not only Grayson’s fiancée, but she was also Daphne’s best friend. Together she and Paige had started Women Serving Women – first as a cover for Paige’s investigation to clear Muñoz, but once that job was done, their foundation grew legs. At the moment WSW housed only Paige’s karate school, but the two of them had big plans.


    The day Daphne had been assigned to the Millhouse case she’d told Paige she was afraid the case was too big, that she couldn’t handle it. That her friend had bought champagne before the trial had even started . . . Daphne swallowed the lump in her throat. ‘That was so sweet of her.’


    ‘Although I think she’ll be more proud when I tell her about that fancy blocking. I didn’t realize you’d gotten so good.’


    ‘She kept drilling me with that one move. “Keep your hands up,”’ Daphne mimicked. ‘“You want to protect that beehive of yours? Then keep your damn hands up”.’


    Grayson chuckled. ‘You mean the beehive you used to have. I’m glad she taught you so well, but I have to say that I do not miss the beehive.’


    Daphne had retired her trademark hairdo when she’d accepted the promotion into Grayson’s old job as lead prosecutor the spring before. Before, she’d sat second chair, taking notes, preparing briefs. Preparing witnesses to sit on the stand, to address the jury. Now, she addressed the jury, and their focus needed to be on her arguments and not her big hair. ‘I guess Cindy coming at my hair triggered my protective instincts.’


    ‘Then I’ll never diss your hair again,’ he promised. ‘Ready for the cameras?’


    ‘Hell no. I am not facing the press looking like I was just in a barroom brawl. Give me a few minutes to put myself back together.’ And to call my son.


    Hearing Ford’s voice would dispel some of the fear that churned in her gut. It was time to tell him that he had a bodyguard. It didn’t matter if he didn’t want one, because as long as Cindy and her clan were a threat, he’d have one. It was non-negotiable.


    Marston, West Virginia, Tuesday, December 3, 10.20 A.M.


    Ford’s nose burned, his eyes watered. So cold. Shithead chem majors left the window open again. Gonna kick their—


    Awareness abruptly returned. The floor was hard and he was freezing. This wasn’t his dorm and the chem majors were not doing another lab in the communal kitchen.


    I’m still tied. Still blindfolded. Still gagged. But the smell was new. He drew a breath through his nose and tried to keep from throwing up. Something had died. Kim.


    No. His mind immediately rejected it. Whatever had died was decomposing. Long dead. Not Kim. So calm down before your head explodes.


    The throbbing pain in his skull had been joined by another new sensation – his scalp burned. He grabbed my hair last night. It felt like he’d yanked out a handful.


    Who was that guy? He blocked the pain and concentrated on what he’d said. ‘I’m back. Did you miss me?’ The memory of that mocking, singsongy tone made Ford’s skin crawl. Do I know him? There was something familiar, but he couldn’t think what.


    Keep going. Come back to him later. Think back before the creepy guy. What happened before that? The alley. He’d heard Kim’s scream. His stomach twisted.


    Don’t think about what they’re doing to her now. But he was. Every sick thing he’d ever read in the news flew through his mind. Please be all right. Please.


    Concentrate. They’d been walking to her car and there was a noise. A sharp crack. Like a gun, but not as loud. And then every nerve in Ford’s body had fired.


    Shit. Sonofabitch tased me. Then hit my head. Then drugged me. Suddenly he remembered the needle after ‘Did you miss me?’ The sonofabitch had drugged him twice! He needed to have a plan before the SOB came back to make it three times.


    Sitting up, Ford scooted on his ass in a circle until he saw light through the blindfold. A window.


    He twisted his body, finally rising to his knees and crawling until he felt a slight warming of the floor that was in the direct path of the sun streaming through the window. Lifting his chin, he felt the sun on his face and held still for a few seconds, absorbing a little warmth before continuing. He’d barely moved a foot more when the floor grew cold once again. Dammit. The window’s high and small.


    He crawled until he hit the wall. It was cold against his cheek. Textured. Concrete block. Not good. Concrete would be hard to break through.


    Ignoring the pain at the back of his head, he rubbed his temple against the wall, vigorously working the blindfold until finally he was free. He could see! Yes.


    He was in a garage, about twenty feet square. Behind a stack of firewood was a garage door. But it hadn’t been used for years if the rusty chains securing it were any indication. Heavy padlocks hung from the chains. Not a way out.


    Ford looked up. Dammit. The window was five feet above the ground and not even big enough for a toddler to escape through. He turned to look over his shoulder, his eyes squeezing closed of their own volition. Don’t want to see what’s causing that smell. He forced himself to look and the breath he held shuddered out.


    Not Kim. Not human. Maybe a dog or a cat. Maybe. But not human.


    To the left of the carcass was a door. He started crawling, then stopped. Behind the carcass were bones. Whoever left that animal had done so before. Many times.


    I’m back. Did you miss me? Ford swallowed hard. What kind of sick freak was he dealing with? The kind that tases people, he thought grimly, then kidnaps them.


    And he’s got Kim. Unless she got away. Please let her have gotten away.


    He crawled to the door, leaned hard against it. It didn’t budge. Worn, Ford pressed his back to the door and slid down to sit. This is hopeless.


    Stop it. He closed his eyes. Get your bearings. You need to cut these ropes. You’ll never get out of here unless you can move. So find something sharp. Anything will do.


    He opened his eyes. Hello. Under a set of plastic shelves was a box cutter. Hopefully it was still sharp.


    He crawled back across the room, slowing as he passed the carcass again. Why was it here? Because it hadn’t been last night. I would have remembered a stench like that. He made himself look. It was a cat. Or had been. But there didn’t seem to be any blood. It was covered in dirt. The cat had been buried, then dug up. That’s just sick.


    The animal wore a collar with a tag attached. The collar was old, but the tag was new. Shiny. Engraved with ‘Fluffy’, in a flowery script. What the hell?


    Consider it later. He needed that box cutter.


    Baltimore, Maryland, Tuesday, December 3, 10.20 A.M.


    Giving Clay Maynard a cursory glance, Special Agent Deacon Novak removed his wraparound sunglasses and walked the alley like he owned it, as was his way.


    Joseph found the man’s way annoying, but Bo Lamar swore that Deacon had ‘skills’. Joseph wondered if Bo counted dramatic flair as a core skill.


    Once he’d explored the scene, Deacon doubled back, crouched down, and studied the body. ‘So who exactly is this guy?’ he asked over his shoulder.


    ‘His name is Isaac Zacharias,’ Joseph said. ‘He was a DC cop, moonlighting as private security for Mr Maynard here, guarding SA Montgomery’s son, who’s missing.’


    Deacon noted the AFID tags. ‘Taser.’ Rising, he lifted his uncovered eyes to Maynard, who flinched, a common reaction when seeing Deacon’s eyes for the first time.


    Deacon knew it and, Joseph suspected, used it to his full advantage. The man was only about thirty, but his hair was snow white and apparently had been for years.


    However, it was his eyes that really threw people off. His irises were bi-colored – both of them. Half brilliant blue and half chocolate brown, each iris looked like two different eyes had been sliced, mixed, and spliced.


    Of course they’re contacts, Joseph thought. Nobody has real eyes like that.


    Deacon lifted his brows to Clay. ‘Not much of a bodyguard, was he?’


    Maynard drew a sharp breath, let it out. His whole body vibrated with anger, but he kept his clenched fists at his sides and his voice to a low growl. ‘This was a good man. A family man. A good cop. He doesn’t deserve this. He doesn’t deserve you.’ He cast an angry glance at Joseph. ‘“For now” is officially over.’


    ‘Maynard was a cop,’ Joseph muttered. ‘This was his friend. Have some respect.’


    Deacon’s odd eyes flickered. ‘I’m sorry for your loss,’ he said quietly.


    Maynard just shook his head. ‘Go to hell.’


    ‘Planning on it,’ Deacon replied evenly. ‘So how did SA Montgomery hire you? She find your ad on craigslist or something?’


    Maynard gritted his teeth. ‘She and I are friends.’


    And lovers, Joseph thought, bitter envy welling up. Then swiftly came the shame. They had one man dead and two college kids missing. Who Daphne Montgomery bedded was not his focus. Bringing her son and his girlfriend home – alive – was.


    ‘How did Zacharias come to work for you?’ Joseph asked Maynard.


    ‘I recruited him years ago. We served together.’ Maynard’s gaze dropped back down to the body, pain in his eyes. ‘Rode together on patrol.’


    Damn. Partners, too. Joseph’s resentment ebbed. Maynard may have won who Joseph wanted, but he wasn’t such a bastard as to strike out at a man in pain.


    ‘So this wasn’t his first job for you,’ Deacon said.


    ‘No.’ Maynard swallowed hard. ‘He worked for me each time his wife was pregnant. They needed the money for expenses. Diapers, formula. College funds. Phyllis’s got to be out of her mind by now. She needs to be informed. So does Daphne.’


    ‘Before it breaks in the media,’ Joseph agreed. ‘Deacon, stay here and coordinate with CSU – and get some uniforms canvassing this area. I want to know who was home last night at eleven and what they saw or heard.’


    ‘Eleven?’ Deacon asked. ‘Significance?’


    ‘That’s when the film Ford and Kim went to see was over.’ Joseph checked his phone for messages. ‘Bo’s put out the BOLO. He attached photos of both of them, if you need to show them around.’ He opened the photo of Kimberly, surprised to see that the girl was Asian. ‘Not what I expected with a name like MacGregor.’


    ‘She was adopted,’ Maynard said quietly. ‘She friended an organization for Chinese adoptees in Philadelphia on Facebook. Her parents are Caucasian, based on the photos she’s posted. She’s got one sister, Pamela, about fourteen, also Chinese.’


    ‘This is why I don’t have a Facebook page,’ Deacon said.


    Joseph shrugged. ‘Makes our lives easier. Who needs a warrant when you’ve got the social network? Questions before I go do notifications?’


    ‘Several. I—’ Whatever Deacon had been about to ask next was interrupted by slamming doors and the appearance of CSU. ‘Stay here, Mr Maynard,’ Deacon said. ‘I’m certain that I’ll have more questions for you.’


    ‘He’s with me,’ Joseph said. ‘Officer Zacharias’s wife will need someone to stay with her. She’s pregnant. We don’t want to make this situation even worse.’


    Deacon had been ready to argue, but closed his mouth when Joseph gave him a pointed look. ‘Okay.’ Deacon shrugged. ‘I’ll keep in touch.’


    ‘Can you wait next to my SUV?’ Joseph asked Maynard, pointing to the alley entrance. ‘It’s a black Escalade, parked on the street. I need to coordinate a few things with Agent Novak before we go.’


    ‘Whatever. Let’s just get this over with.’ Maynard walked away, shoulders bowed.


    Joseph frowned at Deacon, who studied him, bemused. ‘What?’


    ‘I’m trying to figure you out,’ Deacon murmured. ‘When I walked up, you looked like you wanted to rip Maynard apart, and yet you yell at me for not being Mr Sensitive.’


    Joseph blinked, taken aback. ‘I did not look any such way.’


    Deacon’s odd eyes widened. ‘You thought you’d hidden it. Oh, that’s rich. Newsflash, Carter. You didn’t. So what did your boy do to you?’


    ‘Nothing.’ Joseph swallowed his annoyance when Deacon made a show of biting back a smile. ‘Maynard works with my brother’s fiancée. My brother trusts him, which means I do too. Maynard didn’t kill Zacharias.’


    ‘Maybe, maybe not. I’m inclined to agree though. So what did he do to you?’


    Joseph counted backward from ten, grateful for the appearance of a fifty-something woman in white coveralls who carried a tackle-box in each hand, her back bowing under the weight. Barely five feet tall, Dr Fiona Brodie looked too fragile to be carrying her own equipment, but Joseph had learned long ago never to presume to carry it for her.


    Brodie had thirty years with the Bureau, all in forensics. Joseph had known her since his academy days when he’d sat in her classroom studying blood spatter patterns. She reminded him of his mother, possessing that ageless quality that made her appear unchanged. Dr Brodie had joined VCET because she wanted to do something different before retiring. This case should grant that wish, Joseph thought grimly.


    He met her halfway. ‘Dr Brodie. I’m glad you’re here.’


    She stopped at the body and took it all in, her face creasing in a mighty frown. ‘Who touched him? Who removed these boxes?’ She looked over her shoulder, disappointed. ‘Somebody has compromised evidence.’


    Joseph felt compelled to defend himself. ‘It was the homeless guy who found him.’ He pointed to the sack. ‘He stole the victim’s shoes and was scavenging his clothes.’


    ‘Oh. Sorry. Wouldn’t have been the first time an agent mucked up a crime scene.’ She angled a look up at him. ‘But it would have been the first time you mucked one up. Glad to see you haven’t slipped.’ Her brows lifted, her ire dissipated. ‘Bo tells me that you’re leading this investigation.’


    Well, what do you know? Bo hadn’t actually told Joseph that he was lead on this case, but he’d hoped it was true. ‘Yes, ma’am.’


    Brodie dropped her eyes back to the body, dismissing him. ‘Then don’t you have something better to do than get under my feet?’


    ‘Yeah, I do,’ he said. ‘Notifications, both to his victim’s widow and the parents of the abducted college kids. It should take me at least an hour.’


    She sighed. ‘I should have him uncovered by the time you get back.’


    ‘Thanks.’ He turned to find Deacon crouching in the middle of the alley, staring at the pavement. ‘What is it?’


    ‘Blood,’ Deacon said. He shined his flashlight at the area. ‘And what looks like hair. What color is Ford’s hair?’


    ‘Blond.’ Like Daphne’s.


    ‘Could be his. Looks like somebody bashed his head into the asphalt.’ He stood up. ‘So what’s the plan, Boss?’


    ‘We start with the Millhouse case. It’s the most obvious connection for now and they were suspected of threatening Montgomery. I’ll get a warrant started for the Millhouse home and business, but I’m not sure we have enough for a judge to sign off.’


    ‘Unless we can prove the threats. Did Montgomery document them?’


    ‘No idea, but Maynard should know. We also need to check out Ford Elkhart’s life, every nook and cranny, just in case this isn’t connected to the trial.’


    ‘Any indication that the kid’s dirty?’


    ‘None whatsoever. But we can’t ignore the possibility that whoever did this had a score to settle with him. Or the girl. Or Maynard, even.’


    Deacon frowned. ‘You said he didn’t do this.’


    ‘I don’t believe he did. Doesn’t mean somebody else didn’t have it in for him. Wouldn’t be the first time a killer struck at his target’s inner circle first.’


    ‘I’ll request cell records and financials while Brodie’s doing her thing,’ Deacon said. ‘Has anyone checked SA Montgomery’s house? Could the kid have gone back home? Maybe the killer knocked him out and he came to later, flagged a cab home.’


    ‘Possible, I guess. Unlikely though, as he would have seen Zacharias’s body. I can’t see Ford ignoring something like that, but I’ll check it out. I’ll call you when I’ve done the notifications. We’ll regroup here.’


    ‘And the girlfriend?’ Deacon asked. ‘Kimberly MacGregor?’


    ‘Family is near Philly. Call the field office up there. Have them send someone out to the parents, then proceed according to SOP.’


    ‘Phone tap, trace all incoming. Just in case this is about the girl.’ Deacon looked up from his notepad. ‘But you know it’s not, don’t you?’


    ‘Yeah. I know. Later, Novak.’ Joseph hurried to his Escalade, where he found Clay leaning against the front passenger door, looking ill. ‘You gonna be okay?’


    ‘Yeah. Let’s get this over with.’


    Joseph started his SUV. ‘Where’s Zacharias’s house?’


    Maynard’s hands shook as he buckled in. ‘Silver Spring.’


    A forty-five-minute drive. ‘Okay. I’m going to stop by Miss Montgomery’s house first.’ It was about twenty minutes away, in Roland Park, an exclusive neighborhood north of the city. ‘I want to be sure Ford and his girlfriend aren’t there.’


    Maynard’s gaze was fixed out the window, in the direction of the alley. And his dead friend. ‘How do you plan to get into her house?’ he asked tonelessly.


    ‘My brother mentioned that her mother and an aunt live with her.’


    ‘Not anymore. They stay there sometimes, on weekends, but Simone bought a condo in Roland Park, not far from her dress shop. She’s there now. Maggie should be there with her. Maggie’s not Daphne’s aunt, though. She’s an old family friend. She lives at the farm.’


    Joseph knew about Mrs Montgomery’s dress shop. He’d actually shopped there, for his mother. But Maynard knew all the details. Leave it, Carter. ‘We can stop at the dress shop for a key to Daphne’s house.’


    Maynard hadn’t looked away from the window. ‘No need to stop. I have a key.’


    Joseph swallowed hard. Of course you do. ‘That’s convenient then.’


    ‘Ford’s not at the house or Simone’s condo in the ’burbs. I saw Daphne this morning and she was feeling guilty for ignoring him. She hasn’t seen him in two weeks. I thought he might be at the condo here in the city, but he’s not.’


    Joseph blinked. ‘How many houses does Daphne have?’


    ‘Too many to keep safe,’ Maynard murmured. ‘The condo here in the city is pretty basic. She bought it as an investment, but her old tenant moved out. Now she keeps it for when she works too late to drive home. Ford uses it when he needs to study and the dorm is too loud. It’s next to the Inner Harbor.’


    Whoa. Those places weren’t cheap. Joseph owned a few investment condos there himself. His own apartment truly was basic – just a place to lay his head, it was located close to his family’s home. ‘Those condos on the harbor aren’t what I’d call “basic”. They rent for a couple thousand a month.’


    Maynard turned to look at him. ‘From a security standpoint, I meant. The building provides a lot of the security, so I don’t worry so much about her there.’


    ‘Oh. They’d have a record of Ford coming and going then. Even if he’s not there now, I can call and see if he and Kimberly have been there.’


    ‘They haven’t. I called the desk to ask while you were talking to Novak. Last time the condo was used was last week. Daphne crashed there after working most of the night.’


    Did security tell you that or were you there with her? The question danced on the tip of Joseph’s tongue, but he swallowed it back. ‘What other properties does she have besides her house, her mother’s condo, and the condo on the harbor?’


    ‘She owns a farm in Hunt Valley, twenty acres. That’s where Maggie lives, along with the horses. Maggie takes care of the animals. The farm is the worst, security-wise. Too many entrances and outbuildings.’


    ‘Four properties. But she lives in the Roland Park house?’


    ‘Yeah. It’s a Victorian, built in the 1880s. It had no security system until the Millhouses started their threats. I installed one. Anyone comes or goes, I know.’


    ‘How?’


    ‘The system sends a text message to my phone.’


    Joseph was reluctantly impressed. Maynard was taking care of Daphne. That was good, right? Yeah, he thought glumly. Right. Then he shoved his mind back on track. Hunt Valley was a half hour northwest of her house. ‘Would Ford go to the farm?’


    ‘Probably not. Especially without a car. Did you check his dorm?’


    ‘Roommate says he never came back last night,’ Joseph said. ‘I need you to text all of Daphne’s addresses to my boss.’ He dialed Bo on his cell. ‘It’s Joseph. We need uniforms at the kids’ dorms and all of Miss Montgomery’s properties. Her security manager is texting you with the addresses. I want to preserve any evidence while we sort through all this.’


    ‘So it’s what you thought?’ Bo asked. ‘Abduction?’


    ‘Looks that way.’

  


  
    


    Chapter Three


    Tuesday, December 3, 10.45 A.M.


    Daphne gripped the sides of the sink in the ladies’ room, grateful that it was deserted – at least she’d have a little privacy to clean up after losing what little she’d eaten for breakfast. And possibly last night’s dinner.


    She rinsed her mouth with a grimace. I’d kill for a toothbrush right about now. She shook some Tic-Tacs into her mouth, the minty burn making her feel human again.


    The adrenaline crash had hit five feet from the washroom door with violent trembling and nausea. She was still trembling, but the heaving had passed.


    She’d gotten accustomed to controlling her nausea during chemo using both medication and meditation, but this episode had caught her by surprise. There’d been no time to prepare. No time to get her zen going. Just . . . bleh.


    I look a fright. Her wig had stayed in place during her tussle with Cindy, but the post-fight worship of the porcelain goddess had knocked it askew. The sleek blond French twist was sliding halfway down her forehead, her real hair a tangled mess that defied every attempt to crimp, curl, or straighten it into submission.


    Seven years since chemo and her hair was still not smooth and silky like it had been before. It had been so lush and gorgeous – and stylable – once. It probably never would be again.


    Don’t worry! everyone had told her when it had all fallen out. It’ll grow back! And it had, which was the problem. At the beginning, the new growth made her a walking ad for salon perms – Just say no to home perms or this could be you! Over time the curls had become less coarse, but her hair wasn’t the same.


    Looking at herself in the mirror no longer brought tears to her eyes, but her hair was still an ongoing source of annoyance. She never knew which way the waves would choose to go. Taming it into anything remotely court appropriate would sap precious minutes from her morning routine. The wigs that had been a necessity during chemo had now become a time-saving, sanity-saving convenience.


    And a shield of sorts. She liked being able to choose which Daphne the world got to see. She liked being in control, having had so little of it in years past. She depended on appearing put-together and confident on the outside, even if on the inside she still fought panic attacks.


    They were a lot less frequent than they’d once been, but she never knew when one would hit. Sometimes they were triggered by one of those ubiquitous pink ribbons, a stark reminder that her cancer could sneak back. Every now and then an underground parking garage sent her into a mental spin, flinging her back into her fear of confined spaces and childhood terrors.


    When panic attacks took root, she relied on the façade, hiding behind it while she wrestled with her fears. The façade normally held firm.


    Unless she heard The Phrase. The four little words uttered in a mocking singsong still had the capability of reducing her to rubble inside, so absolutely that the outside façade crumbled, too. She’d trained her mind to block it if she heard someone start to say it. Did you—


    Stop. She frowned at herself in the mirror, yanking her mind back to safe ground. Fix your hair, Daphne. Repair the façade. It was a crutch, she knew. But fixing the façade kept her grounded and didn’t hurt anyone, so it was a crutch she embraced.


    She repositioned the wig, fixing it firmly into place. Then she pulled her real hair into the wig’s hairline, combing it until real blended with fake, the colors a perfect match. Nobody could tell she wore a wig except for hairdressers with a very good eye.


    Or bitches who tried to grab the wig off her head. She scowled. If Cindy Millhouse had touched her hair, she’d have been a dead woman. Guaranteed.


    With some measure of control returned, Daphne reapplied her makeup, cursing the TV cameras that caught every blemish. Briefly she considered escape through the back door of the justice building, but that would be letting Cindy win.


    She twisted the top off her mascara. Not today, baby. Except her hands still trembled, jerking when her cell phone suddenly vibrated in her pocket. She gave up on the mascara, checking her phone with a frown. She had a million voicemails.


    Reporters. She’d given up changing her phone number. It never seemed to even slow them down. Ignoring the voicemails, she checked her texts and smiled. One from Ford, sent while she’d waited for the jury. Good luck, Mom! He was such a good kid.


    She steadied her hands enough to type. Thx. Call me later. Love u.


    There were many texts from Paige. The first three were notes from yesterday’s meeting with the contractor they’d hired for their foundation’s newest project – the rehab of an abandoned school into a facility that would serve twenty single mothers undergoing chemotherapy. It had been one of Daphne’s dreams for years, ever since she herself had faced the big C as a newly divorced woman with a twelve-year-old son.


    Daphne’s mother had taken care of her and Ford, but the single moms who had no support system weren’t as lucky. Back then she’d vowed that someday she’d change that. With the help of Paige and a lot of other people, that someday had become today.


    Paige’s other messages were increasingly more urgent. She’d seen the news and heard about the courtroom drama. No one was releasing information and she hadn’t been able to reach Grayson. Poor kid, Daphne thought. She must be frantic.


    Grayson and I are fine, she typed. I’ll have him phone you asap.


    Unsurprisingly, there were a whole slew of messages from her mother, most of them in the last ten minutes. Daphne knew her mother – she’d have had the TV on in the shop and all of her customers would be watching.


    Working in a dress shop had been her mother’s dream when Daphne had been small and her mother had also been a single mom, cleaning hotel rooms for a living. Now her mother owned her own shop and it was her pride and joy.


    Both she and her mother had come a long way from the hills of West Virginia. Being a prosecutor had been Daphne’s goal since she was old enough to understand what ‘justice’ really meant. And what happened to victims when justice was denied.


    Think about that, Daphne. About the good you were able to do. Smell those roses. Today she’d felt the thrill of delivering justice. And it felt powerful. I feel powerful.


    Daphne dialed her mother’s number, knowing her mother would need to hear her voice, just like she needed to hear Ford’s. I’ll call him next.


    ‘Mama, it’s me,’ she said when her mother answered. ‘I’m fine.’


    ‘Daphne! I was so worried.’


    Daphne frowned. ‘Are you crying, Mama?’


    ‘’Course I’m not,’ her mother declared with an indignant huff.


    Of course she had been. But Simone Montgomery would never admit to tears, even on the rare occasions that she shed them in front of people. Especially on those occasions. ‘Of course you weren’t,’ Daphne said apologetically. ‘How silly of me.’


    ‘The news said someone got stabbed.’ This came from Maggie, her mama’s best friend. And my mentor, teacher, confidante. Savior. ‘Are you hurt, too?’


    ‘I’m all right, Maggie. I’m just a little rattled, but I’ll be fine.’


    ‘Of course you will,’ Maggie said matter-of-factly, then her voice softened. ‘Should I leave the barn light on for you?’


    Daphne let her mind drift until she could hear soft whinnies and smell sweet hay. When she was a little girl in West Virginia, when she was most upset, she went to the barn to brush Maggie’s horses, whispering her darkest secrets and deepest fears in their ears. They always listened and never told a soul. They never criticized or terrorized. She’d worked through many a panic attack by brushing a horse.


    When she’d gotten sick, her mother had moved to Baltimore to take care of her. Maggie had soon followed, bringing her horses. Now Maggie had a new barn not far from Daphne’s house and Daphne got out there as often as she could. She didn’t always ride, but she always brushed the horses.


    It hadn’t always been easy to get away to the quiet of the barn over the years, so she’d learned to go there in her mind. It was her own version of meditation and it had worked in hospital rooms, law school classrooms, and most recently at her desk in the SA’s office as her schedule became fuller and tighter.


    It was working now, her rocketing pulse having slowed to almost normal. Today she’d go to the barn in person. I’ve earned the respite.


    ‘It may be late, Maggie,’ Daphne said, ‘but I’ll be by.’


    ‘Good. Reese tolerates me riding her, but she’s been watching for you.’


    Reese was Daphne’s horse, a mare she and Maggie had rescued several years before. Healthy now, Reese loved a quiet trail ride. ‘Now that this case is finally over, I’ll have more time for her.’ And for myself. Daphne needed to store up some quality time before the next big case fell in her lap and her schedule became hectic once again.


    ‘We saw the verdict on the news,’ her mother said. ‘We’re all very proud of you.’ Her mother’s voice cracked slightly, her emotion making Daphne’s eyes sting in turn.


    ‘Thank you, Mama. Look, I have to finish putting my face on for the cameras and y’all are going to make me smear my mascara so I have to go. Love you. Bye.’


    She dropped the phone into her purse and reached for the mascara, tranquility restored. She’d brushed on the first coat when the washroom door creaked loudly.


    ‘Daphne?’ a male voice whispered loudly.


    Her cheeks flamed. ‘Grayson? Tell me you are not in this ladies’ room.’


    ‘Okay, I’m not. Not all the way, anyway. One foot’s still in the hall. I wanted to be sure that you’re all right.’


    ‘Why wouldn’t I be?’ she asked.


    ‘Um, all the heaving?’ he asked and she closed her eyes.


    ‘You heard that?’


    ‘Kind of hard not to.’


    ‘God,’ she groaned. ‘This day just keeps sucking worse and worse.’


    ‘If it makes you feel better, no one else heard. This floor’s been evacuated.’


    It did help, a little. ‘I was wondering why I was all alone in here. I’m almost done.’ She slapped on lipstick and exited in the most dignified manner possible, under the circumstances. Grayson was holding her coat.


    ‘I figured you’d want to cover up Welch’s blood on your blouse,’ he said.


    ‘Thanks.’ Daphne shrugged into her coat. ‘Paige texted me. You need to call her.’


    He showed her his phone, the screen splintered. ‘Cindy’s boot. Phone’s dead. I called Paige from one of the offices. And I called my mother, too, so don’t nag me.’


    Daphne often nagged him about calling his mama, because she empathized with the woman. She checked her phone, frowning. ‘Ford hasn’t tried to call me.’


    ‘I’ll return the favor and nag him for you.’


    ‘Nah, you don’t have to do that. He’s a pretty good kid.’ Even though he got all absent-minded-professorish when he got involved in a project. ‘He’s probably gotten sucked into one of his experiments in the lab and lost track of time.’ She dialed Ford’s number, got his voicemail, and left him a message to call her when he got the chance.


    Grayson pushed the button for the elevator. ‘It better be one hell of an experiment not to call you after something like this hits the news.’


    ‘He’ll call. He always does. Eventually,’ she added with a wistful smile.


    ‘My mother wouldn’t be so magnanimous,’ Grayson said.


    Actually, Daphne was thrilled that Ford got so preoccupied with his studies and experiments these days because there had been a lot of years when he hadn’t allowed himself to. Days when she’d needed him to run errands, or make dinner, or pay the bills when she’d been too sick to write a check.


    He’d had to grow up far too quickly, which was exactly what she hadn’t wanted for him. She’d wanted him to be a child, to be secure and to feel safe. She’d wanted him to have a mother and a father. She vaguely remembered what that was like. Her father had left them when she was eight, but the years before that had been happy ones.


    After she was eight . . . not so happy. Her father had left them without saying goodbye. Not that she could blame him. He’d been ruined. Maligned. I’m sorry, Daddy. I’m so sorry. Wherever you are. She lifted her chin, rewinding her story to the part she could stand to remember. But before she’d been eight . . . We were happy.


    Daphne wanted that remembered stability for her son, but it hadn’t worked out that way. Her ex-husband had wealth and privilege, breeding and education. But Travis Elkhart was a selfish, cold man who’d given nothing of himself to his only son.


    Or to me. Pregnant at fifteen after a bewildering one night stand, Daphne had found herself in possession of something very valuable – the next Elkhart heir.


    And then she’d found herself the possession of the Elkharts. From the moment Travis’s mother had learned of her pregnancy, Daphne had been absorbed into their world, whether she’d wanted to be or not.


    From that day forward, Daphne had been keenly aware that she had very little control over her own life. Travis’s mother called the shots, forcing her son to marry a ‘provincial’ he didn’t love, then molding that provincial into someone who would bring no shame to the Elkhart name.


    Daphne had also been keenly aware that she wasn’t part of their world. She was an outsider looking in, merely tethered to the Elkhart family through Ford. She had not complained. How could she? She got an education, had her own room. Food, clothes.


    She had everything, but no one to call her own, except her son. She’d made a few friends on the estate and she still had her mama and Maggie, but they’d been back in West Virginia. They might as well have been on the moon.


    Daphne hadn’t been a prisoner, per se. She had been free to leave the Elkhart estate – with her mother-in-law’s permission and if accompanied by a bodyguard. Which was Elkhart-ese for a chaperone. She could leave on her own terms anytime she chose – but only if she left Ford behind. That was something she would not do.


    So she’d stuck it out for twelve years. Flanked by a cheating husband and a despotic mother-in-law, Daphne had been lonely every day of her marriage. If it hadn’t been for Ford, she wasn’t sure what she’d have done. Taking care of him, watching him grow, had made each day worth waking up to.


    Now he was a man nearly grown. He doesn’t need his mama anymore. And as thrilled as I am that he’s becoming independent, I’m as alone as I’ve ever been, with no prospects in sight.


    Prospects. Her mind seemed to go there often these days and it didn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out why. Her nest was empty and the years ahead were looming even emptier. The nights were starkly silent, the murmur of the television and the bark of her dog the only things separating her home from a tomb.


    But days were worse. Working with Grayson meant overhearing the phone calls with the woman he loved, the I-love-yous and the Bring-home-a-carton-of-milks. The phrases that, quilted together, made a life.


    A beautiful life. The kind of life she’d always wanted.


    I envy Paige. Daphne didn’t begrudge her friend an ounce of happiness, but seeing the joy in Paige’s dark eyes every time she spoke Grayson’s name . . . It shines a spotlight on my table for one.


    It wasn’t like she had no options at all. She’d had a number of offers – most for no-string flings. Not interested. She wanted a man who could go the distance. A keeper. She wanted for richer and poorer. In sickness and in health. Dream on.


    Since her divorce, there had been a few men along the way who’d wanted the same. Nice guys. But there was no . . . spark. I want spark. I deserve some spark.


    She’d thought she found some spark, months ago. He’d made her eyes widen and her heart race. Still did, every time she’d seen him since. Which, as fate would have it, had become frequently. The brother of her boss and the future brother-in-law of her best friend, he’d become damn near unavoidable.


    At first she’d considered this a boon. She’d see him at fundraising events, the sight of him in a tux – all tall, dark, and dangerous – taking her breath away. In the past three months he’d become a regular at Paige’s karate school, watching his youngest sister, Holly, with a pride that had her eyes misting. Daphne would notice him. Always.


    But he never seemed to notice her. I guess he doesn’t find me as compelling as I find him. Because every time she ran into him at the karate school, he kept his distance. Like I’ve got the damn plague.


    Although it was far more likely that he found her too brash. Provincial. That was the word her ex-husband had used – often and with a sneer. She’d learned early in her marriage that ‘provincial’ was just an upper-crust way of saying ‘white trash’.


    She’d found as the years passed that no amount of polish could make her a true Elkhart, with their Mayflower pedigree and their refined manners. She’d go to her grave a ‘provincial’. So when the marriage was over, she’d embraced her provinciality.


    I’m me again. Love me or leave me. Beehive hair, bold colors, and a sassy twang had become her trademarks. She softened her image a bit when it came to court, but inside . . . I’m me and I’m not changing. Even for a man who set her heart pumping like a bat out of hell. Especially for him. Love me or leave me. Just the way that I am.


    She’d expected more of Joseph Carter. His family was lovely – giving, open and friendly. Down-to-earth, despite their wealth. And he was, too – with them. With me . . . well, there isn’t anything to comment on there. He ignored her. Like I don’t exist.


    Which stung. Okay, it hurts. A lot. But not what she should be thinking about now.


    She was at the front door, seconds from a wall of flashing lights and reporters screaming their questions. She ran a nervous hand over her hair, fidgeted with the top button on her coat. All buttoned and tucked, none of Deputy Welch’s blood showing.


    ‘You look fine,’ Grayson murmured, ‘but sad. You won today. Don’t let the Millhouses take that away from you or from the Turners. May they finally rest in peace.’


    He was wrong about the direction her mind had taken but right in what he’d said. Daphne’s selfishness shamed her. This is not about you.


    ‘Thank you,’ she murmured. ‘I needed a little perspective adjustment.’


    The door opened and immediately the yelling began. The mikes and the cameras.



OEBPS/Images/headline_logo.jpg
headline





OEBPS/Images/title.jpg
Karen

did you
miss me??





OEBPS/Images/DIDUMISSME_Cover_fmt.jpg
The Sunday Times Top Ten Bestseller





