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Prologue

Chicago,

Monday, December 29, 7:00 P.M.

 




The sun had gone down. But then again, it tended to do that from time to time. He should get up and turn on a light.

But he liked the darkness. Liked the way it was quiet and still. The way it could hide a man. Inside and out. He was such a man. Hidden. Inside and out. All by himself.

He sat at his kitchen table, staring at the shiny new bullets he’d made. All by himself.

Moonlight cut through the curtains at the window, illuminating one side of the shiny stack. He picked up one of the bullets, held it up to the light, turned it side to side, round and round. Imagined the damage it would do.

His lips curved. Oh, yes. The damage he would do.

He squinted in the darkness, held the bullet up to the shaft of moonlight. Studied the mark his handcrafted mold had pressed into the bullet’s base, the two letters intertwined. It was his father’s mark, and his father’s before him. The symbol meant family.


Family. Carefully setting the bullet on the table, his fingers ran down the chain around his neck, feeling for the small medallion that was all that was left of his family. Of Leah.

The medallion had been hers, once a charm on her bracelet that had jingled with her every movement. Engraved with the letters in which she’d once based her faith.

He traced them, one by one. WWJD.

Indeed. What would Jesus do?

His breath caught, then released. Probably not what he was about to do.

Blindly he reached to his left, his fingers closing around the edge of the picture frame. He closed his eyes, unable to look at the face behind the glass, then opened them quickly, the more recent picture in his mind too agonizing to bear. He never believed his heart could break yet again, but every time he gazed into her eyes, frozen forever on film, he realized he’d been wrong. A heart could break again and again and again.

And a mind could replay pictures hideous  enough to drive a man insane. Again and again and again.

With his left hand he measured the weight of her picture in its cheap silver frame against the flimsy weight of the medallion he held in his right.

Was he insane? Did it matter if he was?

He vividly remembered the sight of the coroner pulling back the sheet that covered her. The coroner had decided the sight was too gruesome to be done in person, so the identification had been done by closed-circuit video. He vividly remembered the look on the face of the sheriff’s deputy as her body was revealed. It was pity. It was revulsion.

He couldn’t say he blamed him. It wasn’t every day that a small-town sheriff’s office discovered the remains of a woman intent on ending her life. And ended it she had. No pills or slit wrists. No veiled cries for help from his Leah. No. She’d ended it with determination.

She’d ended it with the business end of a .38 against her temple.

His lips curved humorlessly. She’d ended it like a man. So like a man he’d stood, nodded. But the voice from his throat was that of a stranger. ‘Yes, that’s her. That’s Leah.’

The coroner had nodded once, acknowledging he’d heard. Then the sheet went back up, and she was gone.

Yes, a heart could break again and again and again.

Gently he set the frame back on the table and picked up the bullet, one thumb stroking the pressed mark that had belonged to his father, the other the mark that had been Leah’s. WWJD. So what would Jesus do?

He still didn’t know. But he did know what He  wouldn’t do.

He wouldn’t have allowed a twice-convicted rapist to roam the streets preying on innocent women. He wouldn’t have allowed the monster to rape again. He wouldn’t have allowed his victim to become so wretchedly depressed that she saw taking her own life as her only escape. He certainly wouldn’t have allowed that rapist to escape justice a third time.

He’d prayed for wisdom, searched the Scripture.  Vengeance is mine, sayeth the Lord, he’d read. God would have the final justice.

He swallowed hard, feeling Leah stare at him from the picture frame.

He’d just help God grant His final justice just a little bit sooner.




Chapter One




Chicago, Wednesday, February 18, 2:00 p.m. 

‘You’ve got company, Kristen.’ Owen Madden pointed toward the window to the street where a man stood in a heavy winter coat, his head tilted in question.

Kristen Mayhew gave him a brief nod and he entered the diner where she’d escaped the enraged protests inside the courtroom and the barrage of questions from the press outside its doors. She stared into her soup as her boss, Executive Assistant State’s Attorney John Alden, sat on the stool beside her. ‘Coffee, please,’ he said and Owen got him a cup.

‘How did you know I was here?’ she asked, very quietly.

‘Lois told me that this is where you come for lunch.’

And breakfast and dinner, too, Kristen thought. If it didn’t come in a microwavable carton, it came from Owen’s. John’s secretary knew her habits well.

‘The local station interrupted programming for the verdict and reaction,’ John said. ‘But you held your own with the press. Even that Richardson woman.’

Kristen bit the inside of her cheek, anger roiling at the memory of the platinum blonde’s microphone in her face. She’d so wanted to shove that microphone up Zoe Richardson’s . . . ‘She wanted to know if there would be “repercussions” in your office because of this loss.’

‘You know this is not a performance issue. You’ve got the best conviction record in the office.’ John shivered. ‘Damn, I’m cold. You want to tell me what happened in there?’

Kristen pulled the pins from the twist that held her hair in severe check, a raging headache the price of curl control. There was enough compressed energy in her bobby pins to fuel downtown Chicago for a year. Her hair sprang free and she knew she was now Little Orphan Annie. With eyes. And no dog named Sandy. And certainly no Daddy Warbucks watching over her. Kristen was on her own.

She massaged her head wearily. ‘They hung.  Eleven guilties, one innocent. Juror three. Bought lock, stock, barrel, and soul by the money of  wealthy industrialist, Jacob Conti.’ She singsonged the last, the press’s description of Angelo Conti’s father. The man she knew had corrupted the system and denied a grieving family justice.

John’s eyes darkened abruptly and his jaw tightened. ‘You’re sure?’

She remembered the way the man who sat in chair number three wouldn’t meet her eyes when the jury filed back in after four days of deliberations. How the other jury members looked at him with such contempt. ‘Sure I’m sure. He’s got a young family, lots of bills. He’s a prime target for a man like Jacob Conti. We all knew Conti was prepared to do anything to get his son off. Can I prove Juror Three took money from Conti in exchange for a hung jury?’ She shook her head. ‘No, I can’t.’

John’s fist clenched on the countertop. ‘So we’ve basically got nothing.’

Kristen shrugged. Exhaustion was beginning to set in. One too many sleepless nights before the culmination of a critical trial. And she knew she wouldn’t sleep tonight either. She knew that as soon as she laid her head on her pillow she’d hear the tortured cries of Paula Garcia’s young husband as the jury disbanded and Jacob Conti’s son  walked away a free man. At least until they could try him again. ‘I’ll get started tracking Juror Three’s spending habits. Sooner or later he’ll spend the money to pay off his bills. It’s just a matter of time.’

‘And in the meantime?’

‘I’ll start a new trial. Angelo Conti will go back to Northwestern and resume his drinking and Thomas Garcia will go back to his empty apartment and stare at an empty crib.’

John sighed. ‘You did your best, Kristen. Sometimes that’s all we can do. If only . . .’

‘If only he’d wrapped his Mercedes around a tree and not Paula Garcia,’ Kristen said bitterly. ‘If only he hadn’t been so drunk that pulling Paula Garcia from her wrecked car and beating her to death with a tire iron to keep her quiet seemed like a good idea.’ She was shaking now, a combination of exhaustion and grief for the woman and the unborn child that had died with her. ‘If only Jacob Conti was more concerned about teaching his son responsibility than keeping him out of prison.’

‘If only Jacob Conti had taught his son responsibility before giving him the keys to a hundred-thousand-dollar sports car. Kristen, go home. You look like shit.’

Her laugh was wobbly. ‘You sure know how to charm a girl.’

He didn’t smile back. ‘I’m serious. You look like you’re about to drop right off your feet. I need you back here tomorrow ready to go again.’

She glanced up, her mouth bent in a wry grimace. ‘You sweet-talker, you.’

He did smile at that, briefly. Then he was sober once again. ‘I want Conti, Kristen. He’s corrupted the system, tainted the jury pool. I want him to pay.’

Kristen forced her body to slide off the stool, forced her legs to hold her up, fighting gravity and exhaustion. She met John’s eyes with grim determination. ‘No more than I do.’




Wednesday, February 18, 6:45 P.M. 

Abe Reagan walked through the maze of detectives’ desks, well aware of the curious stares that followed him as he searched for Lieutenant Marc Spinnelli. His new CO.

He heard the conversation inside when he was three feet from Spinnelli’s cracked-open door. ‘Why him?’ a female voice demanded. ‘Why not Wellinski or Murphy? Dammit, Marc, I want a partner I can trust, not some new guy nobody knows about.’

Abe waited for Spinnelli’s response. He had no  doubt the woman was his new partner and based on her recent loss, he couldn’t say he blamed Mia Mitchell for her attitude.

‘You don’t want a new partner at all, Mia,’ came the level answer, and Abe figured that was true enough. ‘But you’re going to have a partner,’ Spinnelli continued, ‘and since last I looked I was your superior officer, I get to pick who that partner is.’

‘But he’s never done Homicide. I gotta have someone with some experience here.’

‘He’s got experience, Mia.’ Spinnelli’s voice was soothing without being condescending. Abe liked that. ‘He’s been undercover in Narcotics for the last five years.’


Five years. He’d gone under a year after Debra was shot, hoping the added risk would dull the pain of watching his wife exist in the life-support-induced limbo doctors called a persistent vegetative state. It hadn’t. A year ago she’d died and he stayed with his cover, hoping the risk would dull the pain of losing her completely. That it had done.

Mitchell was silent and Abe had started to knock when Spinnelli’s voice cut through once again, this time reproachful. ‘Did you read any of the information I gave you?’

Another half beat of silence, followed by Mitchell’s defensive answer. ‘I didn’t have time. I  was making sure Cindy and the kids had food on the table.’

Cindy would be Mrs Ray Rawlston, the widow of Mitchell’s former partner who’d been killed in an ambush that left Mitchell with a scar just above her ribs where a bullet narrowly missed every major organ. It would appear Mitchell was a lucky cop. It would also appear that Abe knew a lot more about her than she knew about him. No longer compelled to eavesdrop, he lifted his knuckles to the door in a hard knock.

‘Come.’ Spinnelli sat behind his desk and Mitchell leaned against a wall, arms crossed over her chest, eyeing him sharply. At five-four, her 125 pounds was a well-distributed muscled mass. Her file said she was single, never been married, thirty-one years old. Her face looked a good deal younger. Her eyes, on the other hand . . . She might as well have been coming up for her retirement Timex. Abe knew the feeling.

Spinnelli stood, his hand extended in greeting. ‘Abe, so good to see you again.’

Abe met Spinnelli’s eyes briefly as he shook his hand, but quickly resumed his study of his new partner. Her eyes met his even though she had to bend her neck to look up. She didn’t blink as she continued to lean against the wall, every muscle visibly tensed.

‘Good to see you, too, Lieutenant.’ He returned her stare. ‘You’re Mitchell.’

She nodded coolly. ‘Last I checked, that was the name on my locker.’


Well, at least this won’t be boring, he thought. He stuck his hand out. ‘Abe Reagan.’

She shook his hand fast, as if sustaining physical contact was a painful thing. Maybe it was. ‘I figured that out myself.’ She shot him a hostile look. ‘Why’d you leave Narcotics?’

‘Mia!’

Abe shook his head. ‘It’s okay. I can give Detective Mitchell the Reader’s Digest version since she’s been too busy to read my file.’ Mitchell’s eyes narrowed but she said nothing. ‘We closed a five-year sting operation, nabbing the bad guys and 50 million in pure heroin, but my cover was blown in the process.’ He shrugged. ‘Time to move on.’

Her stare never wavered. ‘Okay, Reagan, you made your point. When do you start?’

‘Today,’ Spinnelli said. ‘Everything finished up in Narcotics, Abe?’

‘Almost. I have to tie up a few loose ends at the prosecutor’s office, so I’ll head over there when we’re done.’ His grin was rueful. ‘I’ve been under so long, it’ll be an adjustment, walking in the front door of the SA’s office, introducing myself as a detective again.’ Abe sobered. ‘Do I get a desk?’ he  asked and saw the pain that flashed in Mitchell’s eyes.

She swallowed hard. ‘Yeah. I still have to clean it out, but—’

‘It’s okay,’ Abe interrupted. ‘I can do that.’

Mitchell shook her head hard. ‘No,’ she bit out. ‘I’ll do it. Go tie up your loose ends. The desk will be yours when you get back.’ Turning on her heel, she headed for the door.

Spinnelli faltered. ‘Mia . . .’

She spun around, rage supplanting the pain. ‘I said I’d do it, Marc.’ She was breathing hard as she fought for control.

‘Did they, Mitchell?’ Abe asked softly.

Her eyes flew up to meet his. ‘Did they what?’

‘Did Ray’s wife and kids have food on the table?’

Her breath shuddered out. ‘Yeah. They did.’

‘Good.’ Abe saw he’d scored a point with his new partner. Her nod of response was jerky, but she was back in enough control that she didn’t slam the door behind her. Still, the blinds on the window clattered and shook.

Spinnelli drew a breath. ‘She’s not over him yet. He was her mentor.’ Spinnelli shrugged, and Abe could see he still had unresolved grief of his own. ‘He was her friend.’

‘Yours, too.’

Spinnelli managed a smile before sinking back down into the chair behind his desk. ‘Mine, too. Mia’s a good cop.’ His eyes sharpened and Abe had the sudden, uncomfortable feeling Spinnelli was looking straight into his own soul. ‘I think you’ll be good for each other.’

Abe was the first to look away. He jangled his car keys. ‘I need to be getting over to the prosecutor’s office.’ He’d made it to the door before Spinnelli stopped him again.

‘Abe, I have read your file. You were lucky to be alive at the end of that last sting.’

Abe shrugged. It was the story of his sorry life. Lucky, lucky, lucky. If they only knew the truth. ‘Looks like Mitchell and I have something in common after all.’

Spinnelli’s jaw tightened. ‘Mia went down guarding Ray’s back. You have the reputation of taking chances, riding in to save the day.’ Spinnelli’s expression was severe. ‘Leave your death wish in Narcotics. I don’t want to go to any more funerals. Yours or Mia’s.’

Easier said than done. But knowing what was expected, Abe nodded stiffly. ‘Yes, sir.’




Chapter Two




Wednesday, February 18, 8:00 P.M. 


Kristen jabbed the elevator button. She was late leaving the office again. ‘Go home and rest, my ass,’ she muttered. John wanted her fresh for tomorrow, but he’d also wanted a ‘quick check’ on a case. One thing led to another, just like every night. And just like every night she walked out of the office after everyone else had gone home, including John. She rolled her eyes even as she noted the burned-out bulbs in the hallway that connected their offices to the parking garage elevators. She fished her dictating recorder from her pocket.

‘Note to Maintenance,’ she murmured into the recorder. ‘Two bulbs burned out at elevator entrance.’ Hopefully Lois would type up that note and the twenty others she’d recorded in the last three hours. Lois never refused, it was just a matter  of getting her attention. All the prosecutors had staggering caseloads and every request coming out of the Special Investigations Unit was life and death. Unfortunately, Kristen’s caseload was mostly death. Which ended up taking most of her life. Not that she had much of one. Here she was, standing at the elevator to the parking garage, alone and almost too tired to care.

She let her head drop forward, stretching muscles strained from poring over case files when the hairs on the back of her neck lifted and her nose detected a slight shift in the musty smell of the hallway. Tired, yes, but not alone. Someone else is here. Instinct, training, and old tapes had her reaching for the pepper spray she kept in her purse while her pulse scrambled and her brain strained to remember the location of the nearest exit. Every movement deliberate, she spun, her weight evenly distributed on the balls of her feet, the can of pepper spray clenched in her fist. Prepared to flee, but ready to defend.

She had but a split second to process the sight of the mountain of a man that stood behind her, his arms crossed over his broad chest, his eyes glued to the digital display above the elevator doors before one of his huge hands was clamped around her wrist in a vise grip and his eyes were boring into hers.

Blue eyes, bright as a flame, yet cold as ice. They held her gaze inexplicably. Kristen shivered yet still she stared, unable to look away. There was something familiar about his eyes. But the rest of him was a total stranger, and the rest of him filled the hallway, his broad shoulders blocking what little light there was, throwing his face into shadow. She searched her memory, trying to place where she’d seen him. Surely she’d remember a man of his size and presence. Even wrapped in shadow, the hard planes of his face spoke of unmistakable desolation, the line of his jaw uncompromising strength. Each day she dealt with people in pain and suffering, and intuitively she knew this man had experienced a great deal of both.

It was another second before she realized he was breathing as rapidly as she was. With a muttered curse he ripped the pepper spray out of her hand and the spell was broken. He dropped her wrist and automatically she rubbed it, her heart slowing to a somewhat normal rate. He hadn’t been rough, just firm. Still, she’d have bruises from the pressure of his fingers on her skin even through the layers of her winter coat.

‘Are you insane, lady?’ he snarled softly, his voice a deep rumble in his chest.

Her temper rallied. ‘Are you? Don’t you know  better than to sneak up on women in dark hallways? I could have hurt you.’

One dark eyebrow quirked up, amused. ‘Then you are insane. If I’d been bent on assaulting you, there wouldn’t have been a damn thing you could’ve done to stop me.’

Kristen felt the blood drain from her face as his words hit home, and just that fast all the old tapes began to roll. He was right. She would have been defenseless, at his mercy.

His eyes narrowed. ‘Don’t faint on me, lady.’

Again her temper surged, saving her. She pulled herself upright. ‘I never faint.’ That much was true. She extended her hand, palm up. ‘My pepper spray, if you don’t mind.’

He grunted. ‘I do mind.’ But he dropped it in her palm anyway. ‘I’m serious, lady, that pepper spray would just have made me madder. Especially since you didn’t get me right away. I might even have used it on you.’

Kristen frowned. Knowing he was right just made her madder. ‘What do you expect a woman to do?’ she snapped, exhaustion making her rude. ‘Just stand here and be a victim?’

‘I never said that.’ He shrugged. ‘Take a self-defense class.’

‘I have.’ The elevator dinged and both of them jerked their eyes to the wall, waiting to see which  set of doors would open first. The doors on the left slid open and the man waved his hand dramatically, gesturing her in first.

She assessed him with a shrewdness born of thousands of hours of associating with known felons who’d committed every unspeakable crime. This man was no danger, she could see that now. Still, Kristen Mayhew was a prudent woman. ‘I’ll wait for the next one.’

His blue eyes flashed. His square jaw clenched and a muscle twitched in his cheek. She’d offended him. Too damn bad. ‘I don’t hurt innocent women,’ he said tightly, holding the elevator doors back when they began to close. His powerful body settled slightly and she got the sudden impression he was as weary as she. ‘Come on, lady, I don’t want to hold this elevator all damn night, and I won’t leave you here all alone.’

Uneasily she glanced up and down the deserted hallway. She didn’t like loitering there any longer than she had to. So she walked into the elevator, annoyed as always when faced with the reality that despite ten years and five times as many self-therapy books, she was still afraid to be alone in a dark corridor. ‘Don’t call me “lady”,’ she snapped.

He followed her in and the doors slid closed. He faced her, his eyes now stern. ‘What was the first  thing they taught you in that self-defense class,  ma’am?’

She seethed under his patronizing tone. ‘Always to be aware of your surroundings.’

He simply lifted an arrogant brow and Kristen’s blood began to boil. ‘I was. I knew you were there, didn’t I? Even though you sneaked up on me.’ And he had. She swore he had not been there a moment before she sensed him and he hadn’t made a sound in his approach.

He snorted. ‘I’d been standing there for two whole minutes.’

Kristen narrowed her eyes. ‘I don’t believe you.’

He leaned back against the elevator wall, folding his arms across his chest. ‘ “Note to Maintenance,” ’ he mimicked. ‘And my personal favorite, “Go home and rest, my ass.” ’

Kristen felt her face flood with color. ‘Why haven’t we moved?’ she demanded, then rolled her eyes. Neither of them had punched a button. Quickly she jabbed the button for the second floor and the elevator began to move.

‘And now I know where you’ve parked your car,’ he announced with a satisfied nod.

He was right. She’d ignored everything she’d learned about keeping herself safe. She rubbed her throbbing temples. ‘You were right, I was wrong. Are you satisfied now, sir?’

His lips curved at that and the sight took her breath away. A simple smile transformed his face from devastating to . . . devastating. Her poor, abused heart skipped a beat, and she had the good sense to be surprised at herself. She didn’t react to men, not that way, anyway. It wasn’t that she didn’t like them or notice them or even appreciate a good specimen here or there. And he was most definitely a good specimen. Tall, broad. Movie-star good looks. Of course she’d noticed him. She was human after all. Just slightly broken. The memory of a single word cut into her consciousness. No, there was no ‘slightly’ about it.

‘No, ma’am,’ he said. ‘And I honestly didn’t mean to sneak up on you. You just seemed so pleasantly engaged in conversation with yourself and I didn’t want to barge in.’

Again her cheeks burned. ‘Don’t you ever talk to yourself?’

His smile dimmed and the look of almost desperate desolation returned to his eyes, making Kristen feel guilty for even asking the question. ‘On occasion,’ he murmured.

The elevator dinged again, and the doors opened to a darkened cavern of automobiles and the smell of stale oil and exhaust. This time his after-you gesture was much more subdued and Kristen wasn’t sure how to end the conversation.

‘Look, I’m sorry I almost pepper-sprayed you. You were right. I should have been more aware of my surroundings.’

He studied her carefully. ‘You’re tired. People lower their guard when they’re tired.’

She smiled wryly. ‘So it shows, huh?’

He nodded. ‘Yeah. Just for my peace of mind, let me walk you to your car.’

Kristen narrowed her eyes. ‘Who are you?’

‘I was wondering when you’d ask. Are you always this trusting, carrying on conversations with strange men in deserted elevators?’

No, she definitely wasn’t, definitely had the right not to be. ‘No, I normally pepper-spray first and ask questions later,’ she shot back and he smiled, this time in rueful acceptance.

‘Then I guess I’m lucky once again,’ he said. ‘I’m Abe Reagan.’

Kristen frowned. ‘I know you. I know I do.’

He shook his dark head. ‘No, I would have remembered you.’

‘Why?’

‘Because I never forget a face.’

He said it matter-of-factly, as if there were no possibility of flirtation. And Kristen was annoyed to find herself disappointed.

‘I have to be getting home.’ She turned on her heel, her key poking out from between two fingers  as she’d been taught. She held her head high and looked and listened as she walked, but only heard his footsteps behind her. She stopped at her aged Toyota and he stopped, too. She looked up at his face, again in the shadows. ‘Thank you. You can go now.’

‘I don’t think so, ma’am.’

Enough was enough. ‘Excuse me?’

He pointed to her tire. ‘See for yourself.’

Kristen looked and felt physically sick. Of all times, a flat tire. ‘Dammit.’

‘Don’t worry, I’ll change it for you.’

Another day she might have refused, because she was certainly capable of changing a tire. Today, she’d let him knock himself out. ‘Thanks. I really appreciate it, Mr Reagan.’

He took off his overcoat and laid it across her hood. ‘My friends call me Abe.’

She hesitated, then shrugged. If he’d planned anything evil, he would have done it by now. ‘I’m Kristen.’

‘Then pop the trunk, Kristen, and we’ll have you on your way.’

Kristen did, wondering when she’d last opened her trunk, sincerely hoping she had a spare, already anticipating Mr Know-it-all’s scathing response if she didn’t.

And stopped short, staring at the interior of the  trunk she’d left clean and empty.

To say it wasn’t as she’d left it would be quite the understatement. She reached out a tentative hand, then snatched it back. Don’t touch anything. She squinted, trying to make sense of the three large shapes that had not been there before. As her eyes grew accustomed to the dim illumination provided by the little trunk light, her brain began to process what her eyes were seeing. And the resulting message from her brain sent her stomach churning. She’d thought her day couldn’t get any worse after the Conti mistrial.

She’d been very, very wrong.

Reagan’s voice cut through the fog in her brain. ‘This should only take a few minutes.’

‘Um, I don’t think so.’

In an instant he was behind her, looking over her shoulder and she could hear him exhale on a hiss. ‘Holy shit.’

Either his eyes were better than hers or fatigue had put her in slow-motion mode because it had taken Abe Reagan only a split second to comprehend what had taken her multiple seconds to process to the point of being well and truly horrified.

‘I need to call the police.’ Her voice trembled and she didn’t care. It wasn’t every day her personal space was violated. It sure as hell wasn’t every day she presided over her very own crime  scene. And this one qualified as a real doozy.

Three plastic milk crates sat side by side. Each contained clothing topped by a manila envelope. Each envelope had a single Polaroid taped precisely in its center. And even from where she stood she could see the subject of each Polaroid was well and truly dead.

‘I need to call the police,’ she repeated, grateful her voice was steady once again.

‘You just did,’ Abe replied, his voice grim.

Kristen twisted, looking up at his face. ‘You’re a cop?’

He pulled a pair of latex gloves from his pocket. ‘Detective Abe Reagan, Homicide.’ The gloves went on each hand with a surgical snapping sound that seemed to echo in the quiet of the garage. ‘This might be a good time to completely introduce yourself, Kristen.’

She watched as he carefully pulled the envelope from the crate on the far right. ‘Kristen Mayhew.’

His head jerked around, surprise on his face. ‘The prosecutor? Well, I’ll be damned,’ he added when she nodded. He studied her face intently. ‘It’s your hair,’ he announced and turned his attention back to the envelope in his hand.

‘What about my hair?’

‘It was pulled back.’ He held the envelope close to the trunk light. ‘I wish I had a flashlight.’

‘I have one in the glove box.’

He shook his head, his eyes fixed on the Polaroid. ‘Don’t bother. I’ll have your car towed and dusted for prints, so don’t touch anything. Son of a gun. This boy is dead.’

‘What, the bullet hole in his head tipped you off ?’ Kristen asked wryly and Abe Reagan shot her a brief but equally wry grin.

‘Hey, what can I say?’ Then he sobered, resuming his study. ‘Caucasian male, late twenties, early thirties. Hands tied in front of him . . .’ He squinted. ‘Wonderful,’ he said flatly.

Kristen leaned over his arm to stare. ‘What?’

‘If I’m not mistaken, somebody’s stitched your boy up, stem to stern.’

Kristen grabbed his arm and tilted the picture toward the trunk light. Sure enough, a line started at the man’s sternum and stretched down his torso. ‘My God,’ she murmured. Horrified by a sudden thought her eyes flicked to the milk crates, then up to meet Reagan’s eyes. ‘You don’t think . . .’ She let the question trail off when his face twisted into a grimace.

‘What, that whatever body parts that were removed are in these crates? Well, Counselor, I suppose we’ll find out soon enough. Do you recognize this guy?’

She squinted, shook her head. ‘It’s too dark.  Maybe I will when we get it in better light.’ She looked up at him, feeling stupid and helpless and hating both. ‘I’m sorry.’

‘It’s okay, Kristen. We’ll figure this out.’ He flipped his cell phone open and punched some numbers. ‘It’s Reagan,’ he announced. ‘I’ve got a ...’

‘Situation,’ Kristen supplied, feeling hysterical laughter building down deep. She shoved it deeper. Someone had committed murder and stowed the evidence in the trunk of her car. There could be hearts and spleens and God-knew-what-else in the trunk of her car. She’d been driving around, blissfully unaware that an entire crime scene resided in the damn trunk of her car. She took a deep breath, relieved to smell stale oil and exhaust instead of putrid rotting internal organs.

‘A situation,’ Abe was repeating. ‘I’m here with Kristen Mayhew. Someone left what looks like evidence of a multiple homicide in the trunk of her car . . . We’re on the second floor of the parking garage next door to the courthouse. Seal the exits, just in case he’s still around.’ He listened, then looked down at her, and his eyes which she’d thought to be cold flared to life with heated interest. His eyes slid to her hands which she realized were still clutching his arm as if he were a lifeline. Quickly she stepped back and looked  away, dropping her hands to her sides just as he said, ‘I’ll tell her . . . Yeah, I’ll be waiting.’ He snapped his phone shut and dropped it in his pocket. ‘You okay?’ he asked.

She nodded, hoping her face was only peony pink and hadn’t progressed to ruby red which clashed with her hair. Striving for dignity, she asked, ‘Tell me what?’ Then she looked up and whatever forced nonchalance she’d managed to work into her face just drained away.

He was still looking at her, his eyes intense, his jaw tight. A tingle started in her chest and sped to her extremities making her shiver and to her mortification she had to clench her hands to keep them from grabbing his arm again. ‘Spinnelli says to tell you that you didn’t have to go to so much trouble for department attention,’ he said, his voice low and rumbly. ‘Flowers and candy would have sufficed.’ The timbre of his voice alone intensified the sensation of fingertips trailing the back of her neck, and she suddenly wondered what it would be like if he did just that. But he’d turned back to her trunk and the other two crates, breaking the almost tangible connection between them and Kristen shivered again. ‘He’s sending a CSU team. This could take a while.’




Wednesday, February 18, 9:00 P.M. 


Finally. He sat in his car safely out of the flurry of uniformed activity taking place inside the parking garage. Lights flashed and yellow tape was strung everywhere. Either some political dignitary had been murdered in the garage or Kristen Mayhew had finally looked in her trunk. He was pretty certain he could disregard the former.

He’d been busy in the last weeks. He was up to six. Six down, about a million to go.

He’d taken his first in secret, painlessly and quietly.

And had discovered it wasn’t nearly enough. Not enough that he’d done such a thing for the world. For the victims. For his Leah. It wasn’t enough that he be the only one to know. It wasn’t enough that he be the only one to celebrate.

So he’d abruptly changed his plan and once done, it was easy to determine who else would know what he’d done. The person who most deserved to know.

Kristen Mayhew.

He’d been watching her for some time. Knew how vigilantly she worked to get justice for every victim who crossed her path. And how destroyed she was whenever she failed. Today had been a  bad one. Angelo Conti. Vicious, vicious, cold-hearted bastard.

His hands clenched around the steering wheel. Conti had murdered a pregnant woman with no remorse, but was home tonight, sleeping in his own soft bed. Conti would wake up tomorrow and go on with his life.

He smiled. He himself would wake up tomorrow and add Conti’s name to the fishbowl. It was full, his fishbowl. Full of slips of paper, cut precisely, folded precisely. Each holding a typed name, representing so much evil. But they would get their due, one at a time. He’d get to Conti sooner or later. And like all the others, Conti would pay.

He was up to six. Six down, about a million to go.




Chapter Three




Wednesday, February 18, 9:30 P.M. 


Spinnelli was waiting for them in the lab, slapping a pair of latex gloves against his palm as they entered in single file, looking like three kings bearing gifts for the Christ child.

‘What took you so long?’ he snapped as Abe set the crate he carried on the stainless-steel table that dominated the center of the room.

‘We were waiting for Jack to finish,’ Mia snapped back, setting her crate next to his.

Crime Scene Supervisor Jack Unger was the leader of the CSU team sent to comb the parking garage. His team had been thorough and professional and Abe had to respect their skill even as he grew more restless by the moment. There was likely evidence of multiple homicides in these crates, but the light was too poor in the garage to see a damn thing. Jack had insisted they wait to  examine the contents of Kristen Mayhew’s trunk until he’d finished his initial sweep. Jack placed his crate at the end of the table and turned to face Spinnelli.

‘You want it done fast or right?’ Jack asked, unperturbed.

‘Both,’ Spinnelli said. ‘Where’s Kristen?’

‘I’m here.’ Kristen brought up the rear and closed the door behind her. ‘I was trying to get John Alden on the phone to let him know what happened, but I just got his voice mail.’

‘Well, I’m here in person so how’s about telling  me what happened?’ Spinnelli demanded, pulling on his gloves.

Kristen pulled off her coat and Abe’s memory was confirmed. Her bulky winter coat had concealed a petite, slender body in a tailored suit of black that contrasted sharply with her ivory skin and those green eyes that gripped him from the moment he’d seen her at the elevator, wild-haired and wide-eyed. He remembered the first time he’d seen her, the only other time, two years ago. She’d worn black that day as well. She’d apparently seen him too, but hadn’t connected the memory yet. He wondered if she would. That she remembered anything about that meeting, he found remarkable. He hadn’t recognized her in the elevator, not with her auburn hair curling in every which direction.  That day two years ago she’d worn it up in a severe twist that looked so tight it had to hurt, just as she wore it now.

He watched as she ran a hand over her hair as if to assure herself it was in no danger of escaping the twist she’d managed just before Mia and Jack had arrived on the scene. It didn’t take a detective to figure out she was buttoning herself back into her prosecutor persona. She had a reputation that didn’t include wild hair, fear, or clutching the arms of total strangers.

‘I met Detective Reagan while waiting for the elevator.’ She lifted one shoulder in a half shrug. ‘It was late and he offered to see me to my car, but when we got there, the tire was flat. When I opened the trunk for the jack, I saw this.’ She gestured to the three milk crates, then extended her hand, palm up. ‘Got another pair of gloves?’

Jack gave her a pair and she pulled them on, taking a position at the table as physically far from Abe as possible. She’d maintained her distance in the hour since they’d discovered the crates filled with clothing and envelopes. Not once had she gripped his arm or anyone else’s, and Abe knew she was embarrassed that he’d seen her vulnerable and frightened. She was no longer either of those things, now sober and wary. He found the utter turnaround fascinating.

‘Let’s take a look at what your secret admirer left for you,’ Jack said. ‘Any preference on where to begin?’

Abe watched as Kristen’s eyes flicked to the crate on the end, the one with the Polaroid of the stitched-up torso. The one she’d worried might hold body parts as she clutched his arm. The one he’d carried in himself.

‘It wasn’t any heavier than the others,’ Abe said and her eyes lifted to his, and for a moment he saw relieved gratitude before the professional shield rose once again.

‘Then let’s start with the way he had them placed in my trunk. Left to right.’

Jack picked up an envelope from the first crate, examining it. ‘I’m willing to bet we get nothing from the envelopes. Probably stock you could buy at any office supply store. But I’ll slit the top just in case he was stupid enough to lick the envelope and leave me some DNA.’

Spinnelli grunted. ‘Don’t hold your breath.’

‘Jack’s the eternal optimist,’ Mia said. ‘He still buys season tickets to the Cubs.’

Jack just grinned at Mia in the way of very old friends. ‘They’ll win the pennant this year.’ Sobering, he handed the envelope to Kristen. ‘You recognize this guy, Counselor?’

Kristen hesitated. ‘It was too dark in the garage.’  Drawing a breath, she held out her hand. ‘Let’s take a look.’ Abe saw her hand tremble, saw her quickly control it as her eyes dropped to the grainy Polaroid stuck to the envelope. ‘Anthony Ramey,’ she said quietly.

‘Shit,’ Mia muttered.

‘Who is Anthony Ramey?’ Abe asked.

‘Serial rapist,’ Kristen answered and she swallowed. ‘He seized his victims in parking garages up and down Michigan Avenue. Targeted women walking alone to their cars after hours.’ Her green eyes flicked to his. He thought about the wild fear in her eyes in front of the elevator, that pathetic can of pepper spray in her hand, and found himself angry on her behalf. It was no wonder she’d been afraid of him. It was a wonder she ventured out onto the streets at all, given the crimes she’d seen. It was a wonder any of them could. ‘I prosecuted him two and a half years ago,’ she said, ‘but the jury acquitted.’

‘Why?’

Regret shadowed her face. ‘Unlawful search of Ramey’s apartment. The judge threw out the only piece of physical evidence we had, and his victims were unable to make a positive ID.’

‘Warren and Trask executed that search,’ Mia said, tilting the envelope so she could see the picture, leaving it in Kristen’s hands. ‘They  still haven’t gotten over it.’

Kristen sighed. ‘Neither have I. Those three women didn’t want to testify, but they did because I told them we could put Ramey away for good.’

‘Well, now someone has,’ Abe said and Kristen looked troubled.

‘I’d say so.’ She gave the envelope back to Jack. ‘I don’t think I’m going to like this, but let’s have the next one.’ Jack handed her the next envelope, the equally grainy Polaroid showing three bodies lined up shoulder to shoulder. Kristen blinked and brought the picture closer to the overhead light. ‘You got a magnifying glass, Jack?’ Wordlessly Jack handed her a small glass. She peered and squinted. ‘Oh, God.’

Mia looked over her shoulder and hissed a curse. ‘Blades.’

Abe’s brows went up. ‘Blades? Those three guys are Blades?’ He’d had dealings with the gang in his undercover role. The Blades were well known for dealing in weapons and drugs. They’d been small-time when he started in Narcotics, but they were growing rapidly. If someone had murdered three Blades, there would be hell to pay.

Again Kristen met his eyes from across the table. ‘They have Blade tattoos. See for yourself.’ She handed him the envelope and the glass. ‘I  prosecuted three Blades last year for the murder of two elementary school children waiting for their school bus,’ she continued as he noted the tattoo of three braided snakes on the upper arm of one of the bodies. She had a good eye. Or perhaps she had never been able to put the sight from her mind. ‘The children got caught in gang cross fire. They were only seven years old.’


God. Seven years old and mowed down like they were nothing because a crowd of punks had a turf war going. ‘And these guys were acquitted?’ he asked tightly.

She nodded and once again he saw regret in her green eyes. Regret and anger and growing apprehension. ‘We had four eyewitnesses.’

‘Who promptly got amnesia the day of the trial,’ Mia added bitterly. ‘That one was mine.’ She looked away. ‘And Ray’s.’

‘You did your best, Mia,’ Spinnelli said. ‘All of you did.’

Abe handed the envelope back to Jack. ‘Let’s see the last one.’

‘I’m not sure I want to,’ Mia muttered.

Kristen squared her shoulders. ‘We’re two for two. The last one will probably be one of mine, too.’ She took this envelope herself. ‘This one’s been sewn up, breastbone to abdomen.’ Her mouth tightened. ‘And it couldn’t have happened to a  nicer guy.’ She glanced at Spinnelli over her shoulder. ‘Ross King.’

Spinnelli’s lips curled in distaste. ‘Hell’s got new company tonight.’

Abe reached across the table and took the envelope from her hands. She was right, but he had to strain to see it. The battered face in the Polaroid bore little resemblance to the face that had been plastered across the front page of the Tribune  for weeks leading up to King’s trial. ‘You’ve got good eyes. I wouldn’t have recognized him with all those bruises on his face.’

‘Maybe it’s because that’s how I imagined him,’ Kristen returned, her voice hard. Brittle. ‘After all the parents of his victims got done with him.’

Abe looked up in surprise and her lips curved bitterly. ‘We’re not immune, Detective. We see the victims, too. It’s hard not to hate a man who preyed on boys who trusted him.’

‘I read about it in the paper when I was under.’ Abe handed the envelope to Spinnelli who’d been waiting his turn. ‘Softball coach and pedophile.’

‘With a damned clever lawyer.’ Kristen’s jaw clenched. ‘Put King’s brother on the stand and coached him to let it slip that King had priors for sexual misconduct. His lawyer got a mistrial, but  we had to plead him down from rape to misdemeanor assault because the boys’ parents refused to put their sons through a second trial.’

‘Which was what his sonofabitch lawyer had planned all along,’ Spinnelli gritted.

‘Like I said, his lawyer was damned clever.’ Kristen leaned forward, bracing her gloved fingertips against the table, staring into the crates. ‘So now we know the cast of characters. Five dead bad men. Let’s get on with the play, Jack.’

They all watched as Jack carefully sliced open the first envelope and slid its contents on the stainless-steel table. He switched on a tape recorder. ‘This is the envelope with the Polaroid of Anthony Ramey,’ he said for the tape. ‘Inside we find four more Polaroids. Views of the victim from various angles. Looks like a concrete floor in the background.’

Abe sifted through the pictures. ‘Here’s a close-up of his head. Bullet was probably a twenty-two.’ He looked up at Kristen. ‘Anything bigger wouldn’t have left much face.’

Jack was back to the envelope contents. ‘Four Polaroids and . . . one map with a nice little “x.” Looks like it’s down by the Arboretum.’

Spinnelli’s mustache bent down. ‘That’s where we picked Ramey up.’

Jack set the map on the table, leaving one piece  of paper in his hand. He went still, only his eyes moving, back and forth as they scanned the page. He looked up uncertainly. ‘And one letter that starts “My dearest Kristen.” ’

Kristen’s eyes widened. ‘Me?’

She was alarmed, Abe thought, as well she should be. Their killer had just gotten a little more personal. ‘Read the letter, Jack,’ Abe commanded softly. ‘Out loud.’




Wednesday, February 18, 10:00 P.M. 

Jacob Conti didn’t glance sideways when the door to the club was opened for him. He was rich beyond most people’s ability to count. Everybody held the door open for Jacob Conti. He had almost forgotten a time when he would have been surprised at the gesture of respect. He scanned the throng of bodies gyrating on the dance floor, his eyes narrowing as he located Angelo. His son was easy to spot. He’d be the one with a whore on each knee and a bottle in his hand. You’d think after narrowly escaping prison his son would toe the line for at least an evening. But no, there he was. Celebrating his innocence, no doubt.

Angelo’s celebrations were legendary. And they would soon stop.

Jacob stood in front of Angelo for a full minute before his son realized he was there.

‘Hello, Father,’ Angelo slurred, lifting the mostly empty bottle in salute.

‘Get up,’ Jacob gritted. ‘Get up before I pull you out of here.’

Angelo stared a moment, then slowly ambled to his feet. ‘What’s wrong?’

‘What’s wrong is you being seen here getting drunk.’

Angelo grinned. ‘So? I was acquitted.’ He ran his tongue over his teeth as if surprised he could even say the word. ‘I can’t be tried again. Double jeopardy, you know.’

Jacob grabbed Angelo’s lapels and hauled him on his toes. ‘You idiot. You weren’t acquitted. You got a hung jury. That means they get another shot at you. That means Mayhew is watching you like a hawk. That means one wrong step and you’re back in jail.’

Angelo pulled away, flattening his lapels with damp palms, his courage mostly bravado and booze. ‘I wouldn’t mind seeing Miss Mayhew again. She hid a really nice ass under that black suit.’ He raised a surly brow. ‘But I won’t be going back to jail.’

Jacob clenched his fists at his sides. He’d hit Angelo here and now, but Elaine didn’t like him to raise his hand to their boy. Their ‘boy’ was twenty-one years old and headed for trouble, but Jacob held his temper. ‘And what makes you so sure, Angelo?’

Angelo sneered. ‘Because you’ll always be there to bail me out.’

Jacob watched his only son weave through the gyrating bodies and knew Angelo was right. He loved his son and he’d do anything to keep him safe.




Wednesday, February 18, 10:00 P.M. 

‘That’s it,’ Jack said after he’d read the last word of the letter.

Kristen stared at it, glad it was in Jack’s steady hands, because hers were anything but. Knowing the others were waiting for her to say something, she tugged at the latex gloves that encased her sweaty palms and reached for the letter, willing her hands not to shake.

‘May I?’

Jack handed it over with a shrug. ‘You’re the celebrity, Counselor.’

She shot him a sharp look. ‘That’s not funny, Jack.’

‘I didn’t mean it to be,’ Jack replied. ‘What does he mean, blue stripes?’

Her heart pounding against her rib cage, she scanned the page, hoping Jack had left something out. He hadn’t. She turned the page over and stared at the back, hoping there would be something to alert her to the writer ’s identity. There was nothing. Just a plain piece of paper from a generic printer, just like thousands of printers in the city. No name, no mark, no nothing. Just three paragraphs of the most elegant, chilling words she’d ever read.

‘I take it you’ve never received a similar letter?’ Mia asked, gently pushing at Kristen’s wrist until the letter lay flat on the table where she could see it, too.

Kristen shook her head. ‘No, not like this.’ She drummed her fingertips on the table. ‘Never like this.’ She lifted her eyes and found Abe Reagan’s blue eyes fixed on her with an intensity she found more disconcerting now than when he’d gripped her wrist in front of the elevator. ‘What?’ she asked, and he frowned.

‘Read it again,’ he said.

‘Fine.’ Kristen made herself utter the first line. ‘ “My dearest Kristen.” ’

‘He knows you,’ Spinnelli murmured, sending a new set of chills down her spine.

‘Or thinks he does,’ Abe mused, then gestured with his hand. ‘Go on.’

She splayed her gloved hands flat on the tabletop on either side of the simply printed page to keep her fingers from drumming. ‘“My dearest Kristen, There comes a time in a man’s life when he must take a stand for his beliefs and acknowledge a law higher than the law of man. This is that time. For too long have I watched the innocent suffer and the guilty go free. I can watch no longer. I know you of all people can appreciate this. For years you have worked to avenge the innocent, to make the guilty pay for their crimes. But even you cannot win them all. Anthony Ramey preyed on innocent women, battered their bodies, stole their confidence and their trust, and though they bravely confronted their attacker in your courtroom, they found no justice. Today they have their justice, as do you. Tonight you can sleep well, knowing Anthony Ramey has met his final judge.” ’ She drew a deep breath. ‘It’s signed “Your Humble Servant.”’ Her fingers drummed, just once and she splayed her hands flat again. ‘Then there’s the P.S.’ She opened her mouth, but no more words came out.

Perplexed, Mia read the last line for her. ‘ “And if for some reason you can’t sleep well, I recommend the blue stripes.” ’

There was silence in the room until Reagan tapped the table. She looked up to find the same  frown on his face. ‘What does that mean, Kristen, “the blue stripes”?’

Kristen fought back a bubble of what would most certainly be hysterical laughter. ‘What do you do when you can’t sleep, Detective Reagan?’

Reagan studied her thoughtfully. ‘I usually get up and watch TV or read.’

‘Mia?’

Mia looked at her strangely. ‘Sometimes TV. Sometimes the treadmill. Why?’

Kristen pushed back from the table and peeled off the gloves that were sticky with her sweat. She grabbed a paper towel and dried her hands. ‘I do home improvements.’

Mia’s blond brows jumped to the top of her forehead. ‘Excuse me?’

Kristen’s lips curved in a self-deprecating smile. ‘I work on my house. I’ve painted walls, refinished hardwood floors and put in a new bathroom. Last month I wallpapered my living room. I hung samples on the walls for a week, trying to decide which pattern to go with. Pink roses, green ivy, or . . .’ Exhaling, she threw the paper towel away. ‘Or blue stripes.’ She turned to look at the group who looked collectively troubled. ‘I see you understand.’

‘He’s a vigilante murdering peeping Tom,’ Mia said, disbelief in her voice and this time Kristen  couldn’t control her laugh, which thankfully didn’t sound too hysterical.

‘Jack, I need another pair of gloves. Let’s see what else he left in the crate.’

Jack obliged and she pulled on the dry gloves while he gingerly removed folded clothing from the crate and placed each item in a specially prepared plastic tub. A rank odor filled the air and Kristen was suddenly glad she’d had no dinner. ‘We’ll unfold them in the lab, look for fibers, that kind of thing,’ he said. ‘We’ve got a shirt, very bloody.’ He flipped the collar to check the tag. ‘No famous brand. One pair of jeans, slightly bloody. Levi’s. One belt.’ He grimaced. ‘One pair of jockey shorts. Fruit of the Loom.’

‘Would his mother be proud?’ Spinnelli asked dryly and Jack chuckled.

‘You mean are they clean? May have been when he put ’em on. Sure aren’t now. One pair of socks, one pair of Nikes. And finally . . .’ He frowned at the bottom of the crate. ‘I don’t know. Some sort of tile. Considerate of your humble servant to put a bottom in the crate, Counselor. That way nothing of importance slipped out.’ He lifted out a thin slice of stone, turning it over and sideways. ‘Well, this is one for the books. I think it’s marble.’

‘This whole case will be one for the books,’ Kristen said. ‘How about the next crate, Jack. The  one with the Blades? I want to see if there’s another letter.’

Jack sliced open the next envelope and more Polaroids and papers slid free. ‘He’s methodical,’ he said as they gathered closer. ‘Close-ups of the tattoos, bullet entry wounds.’

Kristen clenched her fists to keep her fingers still. ‘Is there a letter, Jack?’

‘Patience, patience,’ he admonished.

‘You wouldn’t say that if he was peeping in your living-room window,’ Mia said and Jack had the good grace to look chastised.

‘One map, “x” marks the spot . . . And one letter.’ He handed it to Kristen, soberly.

‘Wonderful.’ Kristen scanned the page, swallowed back the lump that rose in her throat at the P.S., this one more personal. ‘“My dearest Kristen. It would appear you haven’t yet found the first token of my esteem.” ’ She looked up, found Reagan studying her with the same concern as before. ‘He sounds pissed.’

Reagan’s black brows furrowed. ‘Go on.’

‘ “No matter, it’s only a matter of time, after all. I suppose we’re fortunate it is winter. They should keep.”’ Her own brows crinkled at that, then glancing at the map she understood and her stomach quickened at the thought. ‘He means their bodies should keep.’

‘Aren’t we the lucky ones?’ Mia asked, tongue-in-cheek.

‘ “These three hoodlums and their kind savage the peace every day. They’ve stolen the lives of two precious innocents and for that alone they should die. The fear and misery they caused the good people who would have done the right thing and testified makes their sin all the worse. You fought a good battle in the courtroom, Kristen, but this one was lost before you began. Again, sleep well knowing these heartless murderers have been rendered final justice . . . Your Humble Servant.” ’

‘And the P.S.?’ Abe asked.

Kristen drew a careful breath, trying to keep the words from sticking in her throat. ‘“The blue stripes were a good choice and your workmanship admirable. You may, however, choose different attire when you begin work on your next project. I would hate for anyone to believe you anything but a lady.” ’

Mia hesitated. ‘What did you wear to the wallpapering extravaganza, Kristen?’

Kristen’s cheeks heated as her hands grew clammy once again. ‘A sports bra and biker shorts. It was three A.M. I didn’t think anyone in my neighborhood was awake to care.’

Reagan pushed back from the table and paced the length of the room, his big body tense. ‘That  isn’t the point,’ he said tightly. ‘Jack, I want to see that last letter.’

Again Jack obliged, slitting open the envelope, sliding the contents to the table. He bypassed the Polaroids and the map and handed Reagan the letter without a word. Reagan scanned it, creases of color appearing on his cheekbones, a scowl bending his features. ‘ “My dearest Kristen, I grow impatient for you to share the satisfaction of my labor. Ross King was the lowest of criminals, preying on young children, stealing their youth, their innocence, then conspiring with his debased lawyer to further pervert the system. What he has received at my hand is a thousandfold less than he deserves. Sleep well tonight, knowing the children he ruined are vindicated and countless others are now safe from harm . . . Your Humble Servant.” ’

‘And the P.S.?’ Kristen asked, hearing her voice tremble.

He looked up, his eyes narrowed and questioning. ‘ “Cherry, dear.” ’

Kristen closed her eyes, her empty stomach churning. ‘I’ve been stripping the paint off my antique fireplace mantel and I’m about to start the staining. Choices are oak, maple, or cherry.’ She opened her eyes. ‘The fireplace is in my basement. You can’t see in from the street. You have to be standing at the window, looking down.’

‘Then he’s venturing up to your house.’ Spinnelli was grim. ‘When was the last time you worked on the mantel?’

‘This past Saturday.’ She flattened her hands on her thighs. ‘I’ve been too busy with the Conti case to do any work on the house the last few days.’

‘Then we have a time frame. He must have been frustrated that you didn’t check your trunk.’ Spinnelli looked from Abe to Jack to Mia. ‘You check the tire for vandalism?’

‘Puncture in the sidewall,’ Abe responded, his fists jammed in his pants pockets.

‘Was the tire punctured while the car was parked in the garage?’ Spinnelli asked.

‘Almost certainly,’ Jack said, then turned to Kristen. ‘Do you mean you really haven’t opened your trunk for a month, Kristen? Not even once?’

Kristen shrugged. ‘I never carry anything large. Any home improvement materials get delivered by the store. I just put little stuff in the backseat.’

Mia frowned. ‘Don’t you buy groceries or anything?’

‘Not a lot. I don’t cook very often, so no.’

‘If you don’t cook, what do you eat?’ Spinnelli asked.

Kristen shrugged again. ‘I eat most of my meals at a diner near the courthouse.’ She found herself  addressing the next question to Abe Reagan. ‘What next?’

Reagan was looking at the maps. ‘Let’s put some uniforms at each of these locations until we can get your guys out there, Jack. I want to start at dawn. First light.’

Spinnelli was looking at the Polaroids. ‘We have five dead men. Suspects?’

Mia sucked in one cheek. ‘First stop would have to be the victims of the . . . victims.’

‘How many victims are we talking about, Kristen?’ Spinnelli asked.

Kristen sat back. ‘Ramey had three that we know of. The Blades had their two. Ross King had six boys come forward, ranging in age from seven to fifteen. So all totaled we have eleven victims, plus families and friends.’ She lifted her eyes once again to Reagan’s intense gaze. ‘I can get you a list of names and last-known addresses.’

‘But that one victim would kill all five,’ Jack wondered. ‘Does that make sense?’

‘Perfect way to muddy the waters.’ Abe noted the coordinates of each map on his notepad. ‘Get your revenge, pop off a few for the road, give the defense attorneys room to introduce reasonable doubt if you’re caught. There’s a certain poetic justice in it.’

‘I’m surprised our humble servant didn’t pick  off a defense lawyer or two while he was at it,’ Mia muttered.

Kristen took in the photos, the clothing, the maps. The letters. ‘Don’t discount it,’ she said quietly. ‘I don’t think he’s anywhere close to being done yet.’




Chapter Four




Wednesday, February 18, 11:00 P.M. 


Abe stopped short at the base of the stairs. There she was, once again. Standing at the glass doors that led to the street, nearly swallowed up in her bulky coat, her rich red hair still in the tight twist that made his head ache just looking at it. Her profile could have been hewn from stone, she was so still. He was surprised to see her. He thought she would have left half an hour before, when the meeting had disbanded and they’d all gone their separate ways. Spinnelli had gone back to his office to order uniformed watch over the three sites indicated by the maps. Mia disappeared with a large box filled with Ray Rawlston’s personal effects.

His new partner was efficient, eradicating all traces of the man who’d owned that desk for twenty years. He didn’t envy her the task of taking personal effects to the widow of a fallen  officer. He’d done it himself, once, before making detective. It was his partner’s baseball cap, and he’d held the woman left behind, awkwardly patting her back as she sobbed, clutching the baseball cap to her breast. His partner’s wife hadn’t cried at the hospital or the funeral, but it was somehow holding that damn cap that lowered her floodgates. He’d gone home and pounded the punching bag in the garage until Debra had come to find him, worried. She’d kissed his sore knuckles, then held him, murmured in his ear the comforting things that only a wife can. Could. Past tense. Debra was gone, truly gone.

God, he missed her. He let himself yearn for just a moment, to wish for what might have been, to wonder what if. Then realized he still stood in the same spot. Still stared at Kristen Mayhew’s profile as she stared out onto the darkened street. And he wondered what went through her mind. He assumed she was scared. She had every right to be. Even though Spinnelli had ordered a unit drive by her house every hour and even though she had every one of their personal cell phone numbers, she had every right to be afraid.

He approached slowly and cleared his throat. ‘Am I out of pepper-spray range?’ In the window’s reflection he saw her lips quirk in rueful amusement.

‘You’re safe, Detective,’ she said quietly. ‘I thought you’d be gone by now.’

He stopped a few inches from her right shoulder, closer than he’d intended. But he caught the scent of her fragrance and his feet refused to move. When she’d clutched his arm in the garage she’d been this close, but his head had been filled with the odor of stale oil and exhaust. She smelled good, he thought. Pretty. And he wished he hadn’t noticed. ‘I’m on my way home. I thought you’d have been out of here a half hour ago.’

‘I’m waiting for a cab.’

‘A cab? Why?’

‘Because you have my car at Impound and the rental car place is closed.’

Abe shook his head. Of course. He couldn’t believe one of them hadn’t thought about that before going their separate ways. ‘Don’t you have a friend you can call?’

‘No.’ It wasn’t a bitter retort, just no. No, you don’t have a friend you can call, or no you don’t have a friend? The thought hit him out of nowhere, accompanied by a profound need to protect. From a vigilante murdering peeping Tom? From having no friends? From me?


‘I’ll take you home. It’s on my way.’ It was a lie, of course, but she didn’t have to know.

She smiled. ‘How do you know? You don’t even know where I live.’

He recited her address, then shrugged a little sheepishly. ‘I was listening when you told Spinnelli your address for the patrol drive-bys. Let me drive you home, Kristen. I’ll check out your house and make sure no vigilante peeping Toms are hiding in the closets.’

‘I was worried about that,’ she admitted. ‘Are you sure it’s no trouble?’

‘I’m sure. But I do have two favors to ask.’

Instantly her green eyes went wary and he wondered why. Or who. A woman that looked like Kristen Mayhew would find it impossible to escape opportunists who wanted special favors. ‘What?’ she asked sharply.

‘First, stop calling me Detective Reagan,’ Abe said simply. ‘Please call me Abe.’

He could see her shoulders relax through the heavy winter coat. ‘And the second?’

‘I’m starving. I’d planned to stop someplace for a quick bite. Join me?’

She hesitated, then nodded. ‘I never ate dinner, either.’

‘Good. My SUV is parked across the street.’




Wednesday, February 18, 11:00 P.M. 

He was ready. He ran a soft cloth down the matte barrel of his rifle. It was like new. It should be. A wise man cared well for his tools. It had served him well these past few weeks.

He pulled the photo in its cheap silver frame just a little closer. ‘Six down, Leah. Who will be next?’ Carefully he laid the rifle on the table and stuck his hand in the fishbowl. Once the bowl held Leah’s goldfish. Ever since he’d known her, Leah had a goldfish. Cleo had always been its name. When one died, a new one would miraculously show up in the bowl the next day and it would be named Cleo. Leah never acknowledged one fish was dead, never made a fuss. She just went out and bought a new fish. He’d found a dead Cleo in Leah’s fishbowl the day he’d identified her body. He hadn’t the heart to buy a new one.

Now the fishbowl held the names of every person who had escaped justice under Kristen Mayhew’s watch. Murderers, rapists, child molesters, all out walking the streets because some morally bankrupt defense attorney found a loop-hole. The defense attorneys were no better than the criminals themselves. They just wore better suits.

He riffled his hand through the little slips of paper, searching, pausing when his finger caught a  dog-eared edge. He’d worried over whom to target first. Over which crime was more serious than the rest, which victims deserved justice before the others. He’d only have so much time, especially now that the police were involved. He’d known that Kristen would involve the police before he’d tipped his hand, but it seemed a justifiable risk for the satisfaction he’d receive just by knowing she knew. So he’d put all the names in the fishbowl and let God guide his hand. He pulled out the folded piece. Looked at the corner he himself had turned down. He’d given God a little help, that’s all.

What was the punishment for that dog-ear? he wondered. There were crimes that were worse than others. Rape and child molestation had a premeditation, a wickedness that must be punished, eliminated. So he’d gone back and dog-eared all the sexual crimes.

He stared at the folded paper for another long minute. The last pick had yielded a prime target. Ross King deserved to die. There wasn’t a decent person that would disagree with that. He hadn’t died easily, or quickly. And in the end he’d begged so piteously. He’d often wondered, in the past, if he could beat a man who begged for mercy. He now knew he could.

He’d done well that night, ridding the world of  a parasite too dangerous to live with decent people. God would be pleased. The innocents were just a little safer today. So his decision was made. He’d choose all the dog-eared names first. There was still a random nature, the choice in the end was still God’s. When there were no more dog-eared names, he’d go on to the lesser crimes. And if he never made it that far, at least he’d go on to his reward knowing he’d gotten the biggest bang for his buck.

He unfolded the little piece of paper and his smile turned grim. Oh, yes. I’m ready.




Wednesday, February 18, 11:35 P.M. 

‘It’s good.’

Abe chuckled. ‘You sound surprised.’

‘I am.’ Kristen studied the gyro in the strobing light of the passing streetlamps. They were just a few miles from her house, but she’d torn into the sandwich less than a minute after leaving the drive-thru saying she was hungrier than she’d thought. ‘What’s in it?’

‘Lamb, veal, onions, feta cheese, and yogurt. You’ve never had one? Really?’

‘Ethnic foods weren’t exactly a staple where I grew up.’

‘Where did you grow up?’

She studied the sandwich for a long moment, so long he thought she wouldn’t answer. ‘Kansas,’ she said finally and he wondered what she’d left there that bothered her so much.

He forced his voice to be light. ‘No kidding. I took you for East Coast.’

‘No.’ She looked out the window. ‘Turn left at this light.’

He was quiet as she gave terse directions to her house. Bringing his SUV to a stop in her carport, he shifted in his seat so he could see her face. Her profile, really, as she sat resolutely looking forward, not looking at him. Not looking at her house. ‘I could take you to a hotel if you want,’ he said and she stiffened. ‘I’m serious, Kristen. No one would blame you if you didn’t want to sleep here tonight. I could do a walk-through while you pack a bag.’

‘No, I live here. I won’t be thrown out of my own house.’ She wrapped up the remains of her gyro and gathered her laptop from the floorboard. ‘I appreciate the gesture, but he doesn’t appear to want to do me harm. I have an alarm system and Spinnelli’s patrol will be driving by every hour. I’ll be fine. Besides, I have to feed my cats. But I would appreciate you giving the place the once-over.’ One side of her mouth quirked up and he admired her  pluck. ‘The cats aren’t much in the way of protection.’

He followed her to the side door and waited as she stepped inside and disabled the alarm. She turned on the light and he let his eyes wander around, taking in the goldenrod appliances, the garish foil wallpaper, the cabinets of chipped fiberboard. It appeared she hadn’t had insomnia enough times to have started renovations on this room. His gaze came back to where she stood, ramrod straight with her coat still on. Even in the dim light he could see her swallow hard. The need to protect again welled, but even after only a few hours he knew her well enough to know she wouldn’t welcome his touch, no matter how reassuring it was intended to be. So he made himself stay where he was, his hands in his pockets.

‘You want the lights on or off?’ she murmured.

‘I’ll turn them on as I go,’ he answered, wishing she’d agreed to go to a hotel. He didn’t know if she was in danger, but she was still clearly frightened and it unsettled him.

He made his way through her house, flipping on the living-room light, noting the blue-striped wallpaper. She had done a good job. His sister Annie was a professional decorator and she couldn’t have done any better. He found both spare bedrooms devoid of vigilante murdering  peeping Toms, as was the bathroom with its neat stacks of makeup and hairspray. She’d left it so neat, almost as if she expected company. He instantly wondered who, irritation pricking at the thought of shaving cream and a razor littering the neat vanity top. But there was none. No sign of a man. He laughed at himself. Harshly. If there existed such a person, she would have called him to pick her up instead of trying to take a cab.

And even if there existed such a person, it was none of his damn business.

Abe pushed open the door to her bedroom, his eyes scanning for any sign of movement. There was none. He hadn’t expected there to be. He flipped the light switch and saw Kristen’s skill lent itself to picking furniture as well. Art deco pieces filled the room, giving it a solid feel. There was no lace, no trace of ribbon, but still there was a feminine air. Perhaps it was the old-fashioned quilt on her bed. Or maybe the scent of her perfume, still hanging in the air. A sleek black cat sat on her pillow, watching him with eyes as green and cautious as Kristen’s.

Abe swept his flashlight under her bed and around the closet filled with black suits, dark navy suits, charcoal gray suits. Her knack for color didn’t extend to her wardrobe, or maybe there was an unwritten dress code for officers of the court.  Still he wondered at the absence of party dresses, evening gowns, shiny shoes. He paused long enough to scratch the cat behind the ears before making his way back to the kitchen where Kristen stood spooning loose tea into a china teapot with big pink roses. She still wore her winter coat and he wondered if she planned to stay after all.

‘This floor is clear,’ he said and she nodded mutely. ‘Basement door?’

She pointed to the wall behind him. ‘Be careful. It’s a bit of a mess down there.’

Kristen Mayhew’s mess was cleaner than any of his siblings’ houses, he thought. The fireplace mantel was scraped and sanded down to its natural wood. A set of stained wood samples rested on the top, propped against the wall. Abe sighed. Their humble servant was indeed correct. The cherry was the best choice.

Kristen jumped when his footsteps sent the stairs from the basement creaking. She wasn’t sure what made her more nervous, the knowledge that a killer routinely stalked her movements in her own home, or that there was a man in the house for the very first time ever. She drew a breath, the aroma of the brewing tea settling her nerves enough that she didn’t appear insane. Abe Reagan reappeared, sliding his pistol into his shoulder holster.

His pistol. He’d drawn his weapon. A shiver raced down her spine. ‘All clear?’

He nodded. ‘No one’s here except for you, me, and the black cat on your pillow.’

Kristen smiled, just a little. ‘Nostradamus. He lets me sleep in his bed.’

Reagan choked on a laugh and her heart did a little trip that had nothing to do with vigilante psychos. He was an incredible-looking man. And he seemed kind. But he was still a man. ‘You named your cat Nostradamus?’ he asked with a grin.

She nodded. ‘Mephistopheles hasn’t come home yet. He’s out chasing mice.’

His grin widened. ‘Nostradamus and Mephistopheles. The Prophet of Doom and the Devil Himself. Whatever happened to Fluffy or Snowflake?’

‘I never could bring myself to name them something cute,’ she said dryly. ‘It just wasn’t in their nature. The first week after I adopted them they destroyed the carpet in three rooms.’
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