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				Prologue

				Baltimore, Maryland,
Wednesday 22 July, 2.45 P.M.

				Jazzie Jarvis slowed her steps as she struggled up the third of the four flights of stairs to their apartment. Sweat streaked her face and the weight of her backpack nearly bowed her in half. Mama had forgotten to pick her up. Again.

				Most days it didn’t matter if she forgot. It was hot walking home from day camp, but Jazzie could manage that. The problem was the heat combined with her full backpack. She’d sweated all the way home.

				At least the sweat hid the tears she hadn’t been able to hold back. Because Mama hadn’t just forgotten to pick her up. She’d forgotten about the art fair. And I reminded her over and over. She’d promised that she’d come. She promised.

				But she hadn’t. Jazzie had stood at her table for more than an hour, eyes fastened to the door, all her projects from day camp arranged perfectly. The clay pot she’d painted and glazed and fired all by herself, the sketches she’d worked so hard to get just right. The pretty piece of rock that she’d sanded until it shone like a diamond. All of it had been there, waiting for Mama to see.

				But Mama had forgotten to come and Jazzie had barely managed not to cry as all the other moms and dads walked by, smiling at her, complimenting her. Pitying her because she was the only one whose mama hadn’t come. All the other moms and dads had helped their kids pack up their stuff and carry it to waiting cars.

				Fancy cars because it was a fancy day camp. Exclusive. Expensive.

				Aunt Lilah, Mama’s sister, had paid for it because Jazzie’s mama didn’t have the money anymore. Not since her dad had left them. Jazzie didn’t miss him. He wouldn’t have come to see my art anyway, she thought bitterly. He’d worked all the time when he’d lived with them. They’d never really seen him. Not even on Sunday, because that had been his golf day, when he entertained clients.

				It had always been Mama who’d come to school, who’d attended concert recitals and award ceremonies. But Mama hadn’t been . . . herself, not for a long time.

				Not since her dad had left. Maybe even before. Her little sister Janie was too young to remember when they’d been happy. Jazzie could barely remember it herself.

				So while all the moms and dads were packing up their kids’ art projects and leftover supplies, Jazzie had packed her own, keeping her chin stubbornly up. Her eyes burned, but she was not going to let anyone see her cry. Especially not the rich kids who sneered because her mama drove an old car with a crappy paint job.

				Jazzie had been one of the rich kids once. Before her father left. They’d had a nice house, a nice car. Lots of clothes. Plenty of food. They still had food because Uncle Denny, her father’s brother, wouldn’t let them go hungry. That hurt Mama’s pride, but she’d allowed it, because she wouldn’t let them go hungry either. Jazzie and Janie would have school clothes, too, because of Aunt Lilah. They wouldn’t be fancy or have designer tags because Aunt Lilah was . . . What was the word again? Oh, right. Frugal.

				Not cheap. Not selfish. Just careful. Which was what Mama was learning to be, because now she had to work and she didn’t make much money. Now they lived in a crappy little two-bedroom apartment on the fourth floor of a building with a broken elevator. An apartment they had to share with her grandma.

				Jazzie’s lips curled in a sneer of her own because she did not like her father’s mama. Grandma could be hateful sometimes. She was the one who called Aunt Lilah selfish and cheap. All because Grandma was stupid. She’d borrowed too much money and lost her house. All for Jazzie’s father, who broke all his promises.

				‘Asshole,’ Jazzie muttered under her breath, more than a little proud she hadn’t stuttered, even a little. ‘Ass. Hole,’ she repeated firmly, enunciating the way her speech therapist had taught her to do, because asshole had a lot of sounds that she had trouble with. She figured her therapist wouldn’t have approved of the word, but Jazzie didn’t much care. It was a damn good word, well worth practicing because it came in handy. Often. Especially when she thought about her father, which she’d done a lot in the last few months. Ever since they’d had to leave the house that had always been her home.

				Mama had tried so hard to keep the house, but she couldn’t make enough money as a secretary. It wasn’t her fault. That was all on her dad, who according to Grandma could do no wrong and would be back soon to take care of them again. ‘Soon’ had stretched into almost three years.

				That was a long time when you were only eleven.

				Jazzie grabbed onto the banister and pulled herself up the last stair. All she wanted was to curl up on the sofa, watch cartoons, and let the A/C cool her skin.

				She stopped on the landing. The front door to their tiny apartment was ajar, and Jazzie could feel it. The . . . wrongness of it. The heavy dread she could actually taste. And it tasted bad. It was . . . She wanted to cry. Toilet smells.

				Not again, Mama. Not today. Jazzie was so tired, so hot, but she knew she’d have to clean Mama up. She didn’t want Janie to see their mama this way. Ever.

				Her shoulders slumped, her eyes filling with new tears. Dammit, Mama. Sometimes her mother was so sad. She and Janie tried to cheer her up, but nothing they did was ever good enough. Some days Mama didn’t get out of bed at all. And some days she came home from work early and drank until she fell asleep on the sofa. Those were the days the drapes were pulled so no light could get in. Dark days, in more ways than one.

				Those were the days that Jazzie gathered the empty bottles and threw them away, then cleaned her mama up, covered her with a blanket, and tried to make it look like she really was just napping and not passed out drunk. Jazzie didn’t want Janie to know about any of that. Her little sister was only five. She didn’t understand the dark days.

				This was going to be one of those days.

				Jazzie would see to her mama, then call Aunt Lilah to pick up Janie from day care, because Mama wouldn’t drive when she was drunk. Because Jazzie would never let her. Which meant finding her car keys and hiding them. Again.

				I’m running out of places to hide things. Something needed to change. But Jazzie didn’t know what that thing could be.

				She carefully pushed the door open enough to slip through. It was dark in the apartment, but she’d known it would be. Still hauling her backpack, she tiptoed into the living room, not wanting to wake her mother – because drunk Mama was not very patient. She picked her way around the furniture, some of the only things they’d kept from the house. It was fancy furniture that didn’t look right in this shabby little room, but it was familiar. Mama liked to sleep on the sofa most nights, probably because she had to share a bedroom with Grandma. Jazzie figured she had it good with only having to share with Janie.

				The wingback chair in the corner was Jazzie’s and always had been, even before they moved here. The chair had come with them from the old house. Cuddling deep into it made her feel protected. And behind it had always been a good hiding place when her parents had fought. She’d hidden behind the chair a lot in the old days. So maybe we weren’t so happy after all.

				She stumbled as her foot hit something unfamiliar. Grabbing the arm of the sofa, she managed to stay upright, just as she heard a sound. A loud sound. Rustling and banging and thudding. And then a man’s voice, swearing.

				Someone’s here. In the coat closet. Jazzie’s breath froze in her chest. What do I do? Oh God. What do I do? She opened her mouth to shout for her mama, but snapped it closed again. No. Just hide. Back away and hide.

				Her eyes had grown used to the darkness, and she took a step toward her bedroom. I can hide under the bed. But more crashing sounds came from the coat closet and the door started to open. Her heart pounding, Jazzie dropped to her knees and crawled behind the chair, grateful for the darkness. She’d hidden so many times. No one could find her if the room stayed dark.

				Don’t let him turn on the lights. Please.

				The man in the closet began to curse again, his voice muffled. But she could hear the words. Foul, mean words. And . . .

				Oh no. Oh God. She knew that voice. What was he doing here? Where’s Mama?

				She concentrated on breathing silently . . . until her eyes focused on the floor in front of the sofa. A shoe. She’d tripped on a shoe.

				Her breath came faster. Harder. So hard it hurt her chest. Mama’s high-heeled shoe.

				And it was still on Mama’s foot.

				Horrified, she kept looking, because she couldn’t stop. Mama’s skirt. The good suit she wore to weddings and award ceremonies at the school. She’d dressed up.

				She was going to come today, Jazzie realized. Mama hadn’t forgotten. But she was lying on the floor. So still. She’s hurt. She’s hurt and I have to help her.

				He hurt her. Again. Rage exploded inside her and she wanted to hurt him back. Wanted to hit him and kick him until he left them alone. But he was bigger and stronger. And meaner. So she stayed where she was. Just wait. Wait till he leaves. Then you can help her. You can call 911. Then Aunt Lilah. Aunt Lilah always knew what to do. Just wait. Wait till he’s gone.

				She chanted the words silently, in her own mind. Her mother was so still. Let her be okay. Please let her be okay. She’d fallen between the sofa and the coffee table, and Jazzie couldn’t see her face from where she was hiding. Couldn’t see her mama’s chest to see if she was breathing. Say something, Mama. Anything. Please. Hoping to see a twitch or hear a moan, Jazzie kept staring at the skirt of her mother’s good suit.

				Which . . . was dark. It wasn’t supposed to be dark. Mama’s good suit was white. It was supposed to be white. But it wasn’t. It was almost black. Big spots of black.

				Stains. Oh God. Oh God. Oh God. No. No. Bloodstains. Mama was covered in blood. Jazzie covered her mouth with her hand because she could feel the scream clawing up her throat. And he’ll find me. He’ll hurt me too.

				Don’t look. Don’t look. She closed her eyes tight, not wanting to see any more of her mother there on the floor. But she heard another loud crash and the smashing of glass.

				Mama’s things. Her keepsakes. Their Christmas ornaments. He was breaking them. Coats were flung from the closet, landing on the floor in a heap. He was looking for something. What? Why?

				‘Fucking bitch!’ he snarled. ‘Where is it? Where did you put the fucking money?’ A big box was thrown out of the closet, landing in another clatter of glass, and Jazzie scooted further behind the chair, her mind racing, thinking about all the things in her backpack. The pot. The clay pot she’d made for Mama. She could hit him with it.

				But that was stupid. He was tall. She couldn’t hurt him. She couldn’t get away.

				It got suddenly quiet. Maybe he was gone. She risked a peek around the chair as a new round of cursing came from the closet. No. He was still here. Just a little while longer. Hold on, Mama. I’ll call for help soon. From here she could see past the coffee table. She squinted into the darkness to see if her mother’s eyes were open, and—

				No. Nononononono.

				That . . . thing on the floor. It couldn’t be her mama. It couldn’t be . . . a person. But it was. She knew it was. Mama. A sob filled her chest and she pressed her hand harder to her mouth. Oh God, Mama. My mama.

				The closet door flew open all the way, slamming against the wall, and he burst into the room.

				Jazzie froze. He was tall, just like she remembered. But skinnier. He looked wilder. Even meaner. He kicked the pile of things he’d thrown on the floor, then bent down and stared at the . . . the thing on the floor. Her mama.

				‘What did you do with the goddamned money?’ he thundered, then kicked at the . . . the thing. At Mama. ‘Tell me!’

				Do not make a sound. Jazzie held her breath, trying so hard not to whimper.

				‘Holy shit,’ he muttered. He stood up and backed away, his eyes wide and suddenly scared. ‘She’s dead.’ He swore again, this time sounding more confused than angry. He was coming back to himself. Jazzie remembered him doing that whenever he’d yell at her mama. Whenever he’d slap Mama hard and make her cry.

				He backed up a few more steps, stumbling over the pile of coats on the floor. ‘Oh my God. I killed her,’ he whispered, and looked at his hands. ‘Oh shit. Shit, shit, shit.’

				He drew a deep breath, then let it out. ‘Stay calm. Just stay calm. You can fix this. You got this.’ He took another few breaths, then swore again, more quietly this time. ‘Wash your hands. Clean the drain. Get your jacket. And get the fuck out of here.’

				Jazzie rocked herself behind the chair. Her face was wet. Her teeth sank into her palm and her body shook like she was sick. But she didn’t make a sound. Not a single sound.

				She knew what would happen if he found her.

				She heard water running and then smelled something harsh. It made her nose tickle and she scrunched up her face so that she wouldn’t sneeze. Bleach. That was the smell. Grandma kept it under the sink. She was always cleaning with it.

				He reappeared, his hands now clean. He grabbed a hoodie, while she watched, utterly numb. Using a towel from the sink, he wiped down the tables and the lock and the door handle and the door itself before shoving the towel down the front of his hoodie. Then he was gone, the door shut tightly behind him.

				Jazzie didn’t move. Couldn’t move. Couldn’t breathe. She just sat and rocked and stared and told herself that it was just a dream. A bad, bad dream.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				One

				Hunt Valley, Maryland,
Saturday 22 August, 12.50 P.M.

				‘Heels down, Janie.’ Taylor Dawson stood in the middle of the training ring, focused on the five-year-old girl sitting astride what was the most gentle, patient horse Taylor had ever known. Janie’s back, already too stiff and rigid, tightened further, her little hands clenching the reins as a frown thinned her lips.

				Taylor knew the child’s frown was not directed at her, but almost wished it were. A perfectionist in little zebra cowboy boots, Janie was angry with herself. Angry that she’d had to be corrected by anyone. That she wasn’t already perfect.

				Taylor swallowed a sigh. Been there, done that. Looking quickly to her right, she met the worried eyes of Janie’s big sister, who stood on the other side of the fence, watching Janie with an eagle eye. Taylor gave the girl an encouraging smile. Jazzie did not smile back, her expression a mix of poorly hidden desperation and stoic determination. At eleven years old, she’d become her little sister’s keeper. Her protector. Her staunchly silent protector.

				Because Jazzie Jarvis had not spoken a single word, not in the two weeks Taylor had been interning for Healing Hearts with Horses. According to Maggie VanDorn, Taylor’s boss, Jazzie hadn’t spoken in the two weeks before that either – not since finding her mother’s broken body in a pool of her own blood, her face nearly unrecognizable.

				It’ll be okay, Taylor wanted to promise. For both of you. But she couldn’t promise that. Nobody could. Janie and Jazzie had been through a hell no child should ever endure.

				Taylor suppressed a shudder. How did anyone come back from that? Adults didn’t come back from that kind of trauma. How could two little motherless girls begin to cope? To heal?

				But if it could happen anywhere, it was here. Healing Hearts with Horses had been providing therapy to traumatized children for over a year now, and already had a slew of success stories. Taylor knew this because she’d very thoroughly researched the program, including its founder/president Daphne Montgomery-Carter and her staff, before submitting her application.

				In addition to her philanthropy, Daphne was a full-time prosecutor for the city of Baltimore. Somehow she managed to raise money for the program in her ‘spare time’, lending a hand to the therapy sessions whenever she could. All the day-to-day details were left to Maggie VanDorn, an accomplished horsewoman and licensed therapist, who had years of experience working with child victims of violent crime.

				Janie and Jazzie had a good chance for recovery here – if they’d let themselves relax and have a little fun. Getting Janie to actually breathe while on her horse would be a good start, but telling a new rider to remember to breathe often made them even more stressed.

				Getting Janie to sing would get her to breathe without her knowing she was doing it.

				‘Hey, Janie!’ Taylor called. ‘Did you know that Ginger likes music?’

				Janie turned her head to stare at Taylor suspiciously. ‘Horses don’t like music.’

				‘Ginger does. She loves it when I sing to her. Especially when I’m riding her. She just chills out like you’re giving her a massage.’ It wasn’t exactly true, but it wasn’t necessarily a lie either.

				Taylor was good at telling not-exactly-truths that also weren’t lies. She’d perfected the skill at the feet of the master of lies and deceit. Thanks for that, Mom.

				Pushing her own bitterness aside, she smiled at Janie. ‘Do you know any songs?’

				A wary nod, but no reply, which was no surprise. Unlike Jazzie, who’d remained mute, Janie did speak sometimes. Their files said that Jazzie had been shy before their mother’s murder because she had a painful stutter, but Janie had been a champion talker, never meeting a silence she couldn’t fill. Now Janie was withdrawn, her communication reduced to sentences of four or five words. Well, duh. Who wouldn’t be withdrawn?

				‘Do you know “The Wheels on the Bus”?’ Taylor asked, and grinned when Janie rolled her eyes. It was a beautifully normal gesture from a kid who’d forgotten how to behave like a child.

				‘That’s for babies,’ Janie said sullenly.

				And you’re oh-so-old, Taylor thought sadly, but forced her lips to remain curved. ‘Fair enough. How about “Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star”, then? Do you know that one?’

				‘Yeah,’ Janie muttered. ‘Everybody does.’

				‘Good. Help me out, then. Let’s make Ginger happy.’

				Taylor began singing the song loudly and off-key, because the universe had not gifted her with any musical ability. She made it through the song once solo while Ginger patiently plodded around the training ring, Janie still rigid as a board. The second time, though, Janie began to sing as well.

				Taylor didn’t ask any more questions, immediately launching into ‘You Are My Sunshine’, hoping Janie knew that one too, gratified when the little girl followed her lead. After the second time through that song, Taylor began to see the desired effect. Janie’s shoulders softened, her posture relaxing a fraction. She was singing with a studied focus, like she did everything else, so she wasn’t enjoying it, but she was breathing and that was a good start.

				Taylor searched her mind for the songs she’d sung with the kids at the campus day care where she’d volunteered as an undergrad, quickly eliminating all those that were either violent – like the old woman who swallowed a fly and eventually died – or those that mentioned a mommy, and came up with . . . nada. Shit.

				But Janie solved the problem herself, filling the silence with a gritty, muttered, angry version of ‘Let It Go’. Thank you, Disney, Taylor thought.

				She heard the gate open and close, the footsteps behind her too heavy to belong to Jazzie, who was too afraid of the horses to approach them anyway. It was Maggie VanDorn, then. The manager of the program was an efficient older woman with a big heart and years of experience in social work. Maggie pressed a cold bottle of water into Taylor’s hand.

				‘Good thinking, getting her to sing,’ Maggie murmured.

				Taylor’s lips curved at the praise. She’d learned that Maggie never said anything she didn’t mean. ‘She’s still not enjoying herself, but she’s breathing.’ 

				‘Joy takes time.’ Maggie sighed. ‘Lots of time. And speaking of time, Janie’s session is over and you need to take a break. You’ve done four sessions back-to-back and it’s time to get out of the sun for a while.’

				‘I’m fine,’ Taylor said dryly. ‘I’m from California, remember? I grew up in the sun.’

				‘Be that as it may, take a break,’ Maggie insisted. ‘I don’t want to have to replace you because you got heat stroke. Your face is redder than my heirloom tomatoes.’

				Taylor put up her hands in surrender. ‘Okay, okay.’ She drank most of the bottle of water, then splashed the rest in her face. It was hot here, she had to admit, a lot hotter than back home in Northern California, where the temps rarely climbed above eighty year-round and the humidity was non-existent. This suburb of Baltimore had been eighty degrees by breakfast and the high was supposed to be ninety-nine. The air was so muggy, she was beginning to wish she had gills.

				‘Let me get Janie down and cleaned up,’ Taylor said. ‘Then I’ll take her and Jazzie back to their aunt.’ The aunt whose eyes were a constant mix of grief and fear and fury.

				Lilah Cornell had lost her sister and gained responsibility for her two nieces all in the same day. A former prosecutor who’d worked with Daphne, she was now on the fast track in the attorney general’s office, which meant she worked long hours, nearly seven days a week.

				All that had abruptly changed when her sister was murdered, but no one on the farm had heard her complain. Lilah did have help at least. The girls’ father was no longer in the picture, but his mother, their grandmother, had been living with Janie and Jazzie at the time of the murder. Grandma Eunice had watched the girls while her daughter-in-law was at work. After the murder, she’d moved with them to Aunt Lilah’s posh but very small apartment, which had been a major adjustment for all of them. Maggie had mentioned that Lilah was looking for a bigger place, which only added to the little family’s general stress.

				But both Lilah and Eunice seemed to be good women who loved the girls. Lilah accompanied them for their Saturday therapy sessions, while Grandma Eunice brought them during the week.

				Taylor pointed at the farmhouse, to the large window that provided a view of the training ring – complete with audio courtesy of discreetly placed microphones. ‘Lilah’s waiting in the lounge.’

				Daphne and Maggie had converted the dining room of the farmhouse to a sitting area where parents and guardians could monitor their kids. Healing Hearts was all about transparency. The program prided itself on making the children and the adults feel safe.

				Maggie’s nod was briskly approving. ‘I’ll take care of Ginger. She’s done for the day. We’ll use Gracie for lessons this afternoon.’

				‘Yes, ma’am.’ Taylor approached Ginger and Janie, smiling when she heard the little girl still singing softly. Janie had released her iron hold on the reins and was stroking Ginger’s neck.

				No smile bent Janie’s lips, but the little stress lines around her mouth had disappeared. No child should have stress lines. But kids like Janie did. So did I. I still do.

				Taylor cleared her throat. ‘Ginger likes you.’

				A solemn nod. No words of reply, just a look of bruised exhaustion in Janie’s eyes, like she was so tired of being scared but had resigned herself to it. Taylor recognized that look too. She’d seen it in the mirror often enough.

				‘Time to dismount and get a cold drink, okay?’ Taylor held her hands out, ready to catch the child if she fell, but Janie executed a flawless dismount, then stood motionless for a few hard heartbeats, staring up at Ginger. Then she stunned Taylor by throwing her arms around the horse’s neck and leaning up to Ginger’s ear.

				‘I like you too,’ Janie whispered.

				Taylor quickly looked over her shoulder to Maggie, whose eyes held a satisfaction that was tender and fierce all at once, underscoring that Janie had made a breakthrough. And I got to be here for it, Taylor thought, her eyes stinging.

				Taylor didn’t delude herself into thinking that she’d made the breakthrough with Janie. Maggie VanDorn had done all the work, really. But it didn’t stop her from feeling a little of Maggie’s satisfaction. This could get addictive. Except that I’m not going to stay.

				She hadn’t come to Maryland intending to actually work the full internship or even to stay more than a few days, but the Healing Hearts clientele had sucked her in more quickly and completely than she’d anticipated. It was going to be hard to walk away once she’d gotten what she’d come for.

				Baltimore, Maryland,
Saturday 22 August, 1.05 P.M.

				Gage Jarvis snugged the tie against the collar of his crisp new shirt, nearly sighing at the feel of quality linen against his skin, of the silk tie between his fingers, all slippery smooth.

				How long had it been since he’d worn a tie? Hell, since he’d worn a dress shirt?

				His hands faltered on the Windsor knot. He knew exactly how long. Two years, nine months and fourteen days. The day he was fired from his job at Stegner, Hall, and Kramer. Of course they’d told everyone he’d resigned to ‘pursue other interests’, but he’d been fired, for doing the same damn thing every other lawyer in the firm did. Pretentious, sanctimonious, holier-than-thou assholes. Judging me. Me. He’d been the top junior partner, had brought in more business than all the others. Almost put together. Which the partners had lauded, until Valerie made her little phone call to the cops. Domestic violence. The fucking bitch.

				Hell, he hadn’t even hurt her that bad that time, either. And he wasn’t sorry. She’d had it coming, like she always did. He could have hurt her a lot worse.

				He could have done what he had done a month ago. Beaten her until she didn’t get up. Ever again. Shoulda killed her two years, nine months, and fourteen days ago. Would have saved everyone a whole lot of trouble.

				She’d recanted back then. Withdrawn her complaint. But it was too little, too late. The partners had ordered his office searched, had found his stash in his desk drawer. Hidden, of course, but they’d found it easily enough because they hid their stashes in exactly the same place in their desk drawers.

				So he’d done a little coke. So what? So had everyone else. They needed it just to wake up, because the hours were grueling, the competition fierce. Too many partner wannabes and too few positions. Fucking asshole senior partners had to retire or die before any of the slave-labor junior partners were given the proverbial key to the executive washroom. Because Stegner, Hall, and Kramer still had those keys, and Gage had wanted one.

				And he would have gotten it, if it hadn’t been for Valerie’s malicious lies. And her sister’s, too. Can’t forget about Lilah. No, he never would. Valerie would never have made that call to the police on her own. Lilah had made it for her.

				Ruined my stupid fucking life. One of these days he’d see his sister-in-law humiliated and cast out, just like she’d had him ruined. But at least Valerie had been taken care of. That would have to be good enough. For now.

				Because I’m back. Back in his city, ready to reclaim the life he’d had. No, not the life I had. A much better one.

				Because he had a new job. A better one than he’d had at the old firm. Soon he’d have an expense account again and could wine and dine and . . .

				He realized he was scowling into the dressing room’s full-length mirror and abruptly smiled at himself. That’s better, he thought, massively grateful that he’d never done meth like the Romano kid had. Gage might have a few track marks and a bit of a sniffle, but his teeth were still nice.

				He regarded his reflection with a satisfied nod. The suit, while not quite up to his old standards, was a giant leap above what he’d been wearing for the last few years. It was a decent fit – not great, but not as bad as it would have been a month ago – and the white shirt made his tanned skin look even darker. The tan he’d come by honestly, courtesy of the two and a half years he’d spent combing the beaches of Florida. It had helped him look . . . not so dead. He’d been gaunt there at the end. He was still too thin, but at least he didn’t look like a walking corpse anymore.

				Laying low for the last month had been a pain in the ass, but he’d used the time to start getting his body back into shape, and it had paid off. He looked stronger, and almost healthy. Younger. Dyeing his hair and growing a beard had been a practical necessity at first. After Valerie . . . well, he hadn’t wanted anyone to know he was in town.

				Now, he really liked the beard. He gave his jaw a stroke with his thumb. Just enough stubble to make him look like a pirate. Sexy as shit and just a little bit wicked.

				His hands stilled once again, then fell to his sides briefly before buttoning one of the buttons on the suit because he was twitchy.

				And wicked. Yes, he was. He wasn’t proud of some of the things he’d had to do since his life skidded off the tracks. But he was back now. He gave the suit coat a little tug and brushed a speck of lint from his lapel. This morning had been the end of it. The very last thing he’d had to do.

				This morning he’d snipped off the loose ends, putting Valerie and her damned – still open – murder case to rest. He hadn’t wanted to do it that way, but Baltimore PD had left him no choice. It had been a month since Valerie got what was coming to her, and he’d all but hand-delivered a suspect into BPD’s hands within days of the murder, but the lazy bastards hadn’t moved yet. Hadn’t arrested the guy.

				What the hell had they been waiting for? A fucking engraved invitation?

				Clearly they’d had doubts. But BPD’s doubts were no longer his problem. He’d waited as long as he could – he’d given them a month, for Christ’s sake – but he had to report to his new job on Monday, and he was not restarting his career with a murder charge hanging over his head. So he’d helped the process along. Wrapped it all in a tidy bow and left it for them to find.

				He stared at the mirror, his jaw hard and unyielding. All right. It hadn’t been all that tidy, he admitted to himself. There had been unintended collateral damage. But there’d been no witnesses and he’d had his face covered, just in case. He’d listened to the police radio and there were no BOLOs. So no one had seen what he’d done today.

				He had no regrets. It had been necessary. As soon as he’d turned up in the city, he’d have been swarmed by fucking cops. Now the slate was clean. He could ‘arrive’, stop by to see his mother, and when she asked where he’d been for the last month, he had the perfect story all ready.

				Rehab. Naturally. Thanks to his brother, he even had a location and people to vouch for him. He’d been in rehab in Texas.

				She’d believe it, of course. She was always ready to believe the best of him.

				She was a fool. But then, most people were.

				Luckily, I am not.

				Which meant that he had to see Valerie’s daughters and make the appropriate noises of grief now that he was back in town. He huffed, irritated. It would be expected. It would be weird if he did not. So he’d bite the bullet and see the bitch’s spawn.

				He’d even take care of them. Financially. Once he was flush again, which would be a good long while. Until then, Aunt Lilah could foot the bill. She had custody, after all.

				A sharp rapping on the changing room door had him sucking in a startled breath.

				‘Sir?’ It was the sales clerk, a dapper man with silver in his hair. Gage had picked him because he’d never seen the man before. He didn’t want anyone to know he’d been here. He didn’t want to have to tie up any more loose ends.

				He let the breath out carefully. ‘Yes?’ he asked, his voice level.

				‘I was just checking to see if you needed anything else.’

				‘No.’ Gage shrugged out of the coat and slipped the tie from his neck. ‘I’ll take it all,’ he said, trying to decide if he’d wear the suit out of the store, or if he should change back into the clothes he’d been wearing – a polo shirt and chinos, perfectly clean and almost new, bought at a local thrift store. It had irked him at the time, buying used clothing, but it was better than what he’d packed in his duffel when he left Miami. He hadn’t owned anything that wasn’t either threadbare or covered in not-safe-for-work graphics, castoffs from the T-shirt shop on the boardwalk where he’d done odd jobs for under-the-table cash.

				‘Excellent,’ the clerk said happily. ‘And how will you be paying today?’

				Gage eyed the chinos and his mouth curled into a smile. His pants pocket was full of twenties, converted from the wad of smaller bills he’d appropriated that morning while presenting BPD with a suspect they could no longer ignore.

				There had been unfortunate collateral damage, true, but there’d also been a very fortunate monetary reward.

				‘Cash,’ he said.

				I’m back. I’ll have it all. And I’ll never let anyone take it away from me, not ever again.

				Hunt Valley, Maryland,
Saturday 22 August, 1.10 P.M.

				Taylor accompanied a silent Janie into the barn so that she could put away her riding helmet and wash her hands and face. Jazzie was waiting outside and took Janie’s hand firmly, leading her to the main house. Neither girl said a word.

				Until they walked inside. Taylor took a moment to let the A/C wash over her, trying not to groan about how good it felt to get out of the heat.

				‘Miss T-Taylor?’ The words had come from Jazzie’s mouth, tentatively uttered. It was the first time Taylor had heard Jazzie’s voice.

				Trying to hide her shock and maintain her cool, Taylor hunched down a little so that she could look Jazzie in the eye. At five-nine she tended to tower over the children. ‘Yes, Jazzie?’

				Jazzie’s eyes were stark, her swallow audible. She glanced at her sister, then back at Taylor. ‘Th-th-thank you,’ she whispered.

				Moved, Taylor had to remind herself to exhale. Her lungs had momentarily frozen.

				‘You’re welcome,’ she whispered back. Then she followed her gut and put her arms around Jazzie’s thin shoulders. ‘I lost my mom too, not so long ago, and it hurt. It hurt so much.’

				Which was the gospel truth, because even though Donna Dawson had lied to her for her entire life, Taylor had loved her. ‘I miss her every day. I miss her voice and her smell and the way she’d smile, and especially the way she told me she loved me. Sometimes I miss her so much that it feels like a giant’s sitting on my chest, squashing all the breath out of me. Like I’ll never breathe right again.’ She considered her next words and again went with her gut, saying what she wished someone had said to her. ‘And sometimes I kind of wish the giant would squash harder because then I could see my mom again.’

				A sudden stiffening of Jazzie’s shoulders told Taylor that she’d hit a nerve. A heartbeat passed, then two, then Jazzie’s arms were around Taylor’s back, squeezing tight. She buried her face in Taylor’s shoulder, her little body shaking with sobs that cracked Taylor’s heart in two.

				Taylor went down on one knee for balance and rocked the child, stroking her hair. ‘Go ahead. Cry all you want to. It’s totally okay.’

				After a few minutes Jazzie’s sobs quieted but she didn’t pull away. Taylor kept on stroking her hair, remembering how much she herself had needed a gentle touch after her mother died. How grateful she’d been when her dad had put his own grief to the side to comfort her.

				‘I know you hurt,’ she murmured in Jazzie’s ear. ‘I know Janie hurts. It’s okay to hurt. Do you hear me?’ She waited until Jazzie nodded. ‘Good, because that’s important. It’s okay to hurt. But I’m still really glad that Janie finally had some fun today. It means the giant sitting on her chest got off for a minute and let her breathe. Maybe you got to breathe a little too, watching her. But later, if the giant comes back, don’t you worry. It doesn’t mean either of you did anything wrong. It doesn’t mean that today didn’t count, that it wasn’t important. The giant will come and go, but eventually he’ll stay away a little longer before coming back. And then you’ll be able to breathe again. And then it won’t hurt so bad.’

				Jazzie nodded again before pulling away. She took a step back, her eyes down, clearly embarrassed by her outburst. Taylor gently nudged her little chin up so that Jazzie met her eyes.

				‘I cried a lot when my mom died.’ Taylor swiped her thumbs gently over Jazzie’s cheeks. ‘And I was twenty-two.’ And my mother wasn’t brutally beaten to death. I had a chance to say goodbye. Jazzie and Janie hadn’t gotten that chance. ‘So don’t you be embarrassed about crying, okay?’

				Jazzie nodded, sniffling, her dark eyes rimmed with red. Taylor pulled one of her business cards from her pocket. ‘It’s a little bent up, but it’s got my number and my email on it. You can text me if you or Janie need anything, okay?’

				Jazzie put the card in her pocket, then turned and walked to where Janie and their aunt waited. Lilah pressed her palm to her heart, her face as wet as Jazzie’s had been. ‘Thank you,’ she said, giving Taylor a shaky smile before taking her nieces by the hand and leading them out.

				Alone in the quiet, Taylor slowly straightened, her heart in her throat. I helped. A little. It felt way too good. So even if my whole convoluted plan goes to hell in a handbasket, I’ll have this moment.

				A footstep behind her shattered the moment. She had a split second to detect the sensation of body heat at her back before twelve years of personal defense training kicked in, her father’s voice taking over her conscious thought.

				One to the solar plexus. She drove back with her elbow, coming into contact with something solid. Hearing a grunt, she whirled, fists clenched, her eyes registering the tall man as her right fist took an upward swing. Two to the jaw.

				Ignoring the pain exploding in her knuckles when they encountered the granite of the man’s jaw, she followed through as she’d been taught. Three to the chest. She pushed forward, palms flat, striking a hard set of pecs.

				A vicious curse uttered in a deep, unfamiliar voice filled her ears as pain burned up her arm to her shoulder. Four, run like hell.

				A scream frozen in her throat, she started to turn, to flee, but was stopped short by the solid thump that vibrated the floor under her feet. The man had landed squarely on his ass, his palms held out in a gesture of surrender even as he blinked up at her in stunned disbelief.

				The fear retreated slowly as she stood there, not taking her eyes off him, the adrenaline steadily leaking out of her like air from a tire puncture. Her conscious brain began to kick back in, coolly logical. You’re safe. You’re here. At the farm. You’re at the farm.

				A new, different kind of panic swept over her. Oh my God. What did I just . . . ? Who did I just . . . ? A whimper rose in her throat, fortunately blocked by the scream that was still stuck there, so all that came out was the sound of her own heavy breathing.

				The man lumbered to his feet, rubbing his jaw and watching her like one would watch an injured animal. Taylor supposed that was fair enough.

				He was tall, taller than her by a good six inches. His shoulders were broad, his blond hair cut short. He appeared to be about her age, but his eyes looked far older. He had the face of a model, all chiseled and handsome and . . .

				And she’d hit him. Oh my God. She realized that her mouth was hanging open, and she snapped it shut. This time the scream let the whimper slide past and she covered her mouth to stifle the sound.

				‘Whoa, there,’ he said quietly. ‘I didn’t mean to startle you. I’m very sorry.’

				Wait. Taylor frowned. Had he really told her to ‘whoa’? Horror morphed into irritation. Really? It wasn’t just the word that was so irritating. It was the deep voice he’d used to deliver it. It was the voice she herself used to quiet skittish horses.

				I’m not a horse, buddy, she wanted to snap. But he had apologized and she had come to this farm for a reason and meeting the locals was part of the plan. So don’t screw this up. She lowered her hands to her sides, shaking out her still-throbbing fingers.

				She looked up with an attempt at a smile and found herself staring into eyes that were the prettiest shade of blue she’d ever seen. Just like—

				Holy shit. She was back to horrified as she realized exactly who she was staring at. His pretty blue eyes were the same color as those of her employer. This was Daphne Montgomery-Carter’s son, Ford Elkhart.

				I hit the boss’s son. I am so fired. But cutting into the horror was the knowledge that Ford had just returned from the week-long camping trip that had served as a bachelor party for Dillon, one of the farm’s stable hands. It was what she’d been waiting for.

				The travelers had returned. All of them. Her gut did a queasy flip. It’s showtime.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Two

				Hunt Valley, Maryland,
Saturday 22 August, 1.15 P.M.

				Are you all right? The flash of anger in the dark eyes that stared up at Ford had the words freezing in his throat. Then the eyes flickered in recognition, after which they and the pretty face that went with them went carefully blank, devoid of any expression at all.

				Stop standing here looking like an idiot, he snapped to himself. Say something. He gave himself a little shake, and glanced down at her hands to make sure she hadn’t resurrected the clenched fists. She had a mean right hook. ‘You must be Taylor Dawson. The new therapist.’

				Her nod was as wary as he felt. ‘Until Maggie fires me.’ Her sigh was nearly soundless. ‘I am so sorry. Did . . . did I hurt you?’

				He could feel his cheeks turning five shades of red. ‘Only my pride that you actually just asked me that.’ He smiled, relieved when her lips twitched. ‘Nobody’s firing anyone. That was my fault. I know better than to walk up behind someone. Especially here, where we have so many people who have been on the receiving end of violence.’

				‘You did startle me,’ she admitted quietly. ‘Still . . . I need to ’fess up to Maggie.’

				‘Not if we do a do-over.’ Ford stuck out his hand. ‘Hi, Taylor. I’m Ford Elkhart. You must be the new therapist.’ He released the breath he was holding when she shook his hand firmly before dropping hers to her side again. ‘It’s nice to meet you.’

				Her grip had been strong, but her skin was soft. And Ford was stunned that he’d noticed. It had been a very long time since a female had left him this nervous. That the last time had ended so epically badly wasn’t something he was going to think about right now.

				Taylor smiled, little more than a curve of her lips, but it was genuine. ‘I’m not a therapist yet. Just an intern. I’m not licensed yet.’

				Which he’d known, of course. Getting knocked on his ass had flustered him. That, and the way her eyes lit up when she smiled. ‘I know. My mother told me that you’re between undergrad and graduate school. Daphne is my mom.’

				Her smile grew into a grin, a teasing sparkle lighting her dark eyes. ‘I know. Your mother talks about you. A lot.’

				Ford felt his cheeks heat again. ‘Hell.’

				A chuckle soothed his irritation. ‘She’s proud of you and she doesn’t care who knows it.’ The smile dimmed, the sparkle giving way to a flash of sadness. ‘Be glad she’s here.’

				Ford frowned. Found himself hesitating over his next words before freeing them from his mouth. ‘Your mom isn’t. I heard you talking to Jazzie.’

				‘We lost her a year and a half ago.’ She grimaced. ‘Cancer.’

				‘I’m sorry,’ he murmured. ‘My mom had cancer too. It was scary, but we were lucky.’

				‘We weren’t,’ Taylor said flatly before drawing a breath. ‘I need to be going. I’m on my break. Maggie will be annoyed if I’m late getting back.’

				‘I don’t think she’ll mind too much,’ Ford said quietly, stepping aside to let Taylor pass. ‘She looked thrilled with Janie’s progress today. Janie’s been coming here for a month and today was the most relaxed any of us have seen her. So I think Maggie will think you’ve earned your break.’

				Taylor’s dark eyes narrowed. ‘You were watching me?’

				He felt his cheeks grow even warmer. ‘Yes, for the last part anyway. My mother said you were out there with Janie, and I have to admit to being . . . curious.’

				He’d come to the lounge to observe Janie’s session but had found himself staring at the tall young woman with the dark braid spilling down from the back of an Oakland Raiders cap. She was graceful and energetic all at once. He hadn’t been able to take his eyes off her. And when Janie had hugged Ginger . . .

				Well, Janie’s aunt Lilah hadn’t been the only one wiping away tears. Normally he would have left the room before Janie and Jazzie returned, because he hated the thought of distressing them, but he’d stayed – and he was so glad he had. Janie wasn’t the only sister who’d taken a leap that day. Jazzie’s leap was . . . giant. Standing in the shadows, he’d seen the raw trust in her eyes and the emotion on Taylor’s face.

				Taylor studied him. ‘Curious about what?’

				‘About the intern who has Maggie and my mom so pleased.’ He shoved his hand in his pocket to keep from rubbing the back of his sweating neck. ‘Anyway, good job. I’ve volunteered here from the beginning. The Jarvis sisters have been two of the tougher nuts to crack.’

				‘They miss their mother,’ Taylor murmured, the corners of her mouth drooping sadly. ‘I can’t even imagine what those little girls went through, finding her body.’

				‘And knowing her killer’s still out there,’ he said grimly. There had been an investigation, but no arrests so far.

				‘Yes, I read that in the file.’

				‘Janie doesn’t seem to worry about it, but Jazzie’s old enough to know.’

				Taylor closed her eyes, her sigh weary. ‘To know. To be afraid. To always wonder if he’s lurking, waiting to jump out from behind a tree to drag them away.’

				There was something in her tone, something that hinted at a first-hand knowledge of that fear, and her reaction to his presence suddenly made a lot of sense. He was about to ask her, but she opened her eyes abruptly and the look he saw there had him veering away from the question.

				Hunted, he thought. She looked hunted.

				‘I can’t even imagine that kind of fear,’ she said quietly before he could say another word, and he knew she was lying. She didn’t have to imagine. She knew that fear. But for now he didn’t challenge her, because she seemed to need the lie.

				‘But you do know how it feels to miss your mom,’ he said.

				‘Yes, so I’ve been channeling that. So far, so good.’ She tilted her head, the sunlight picking up the red highlights in her hair. ‘Why did you hide in the shadows?’

				‘I wasn’t hiding. I was keeping myself out of Jazzie’s way.’ Ford sighed. ‘She gets scared around men.’

				Taylor sucked in a sharp breath. ‘Was she assaulted?’

				Ford shrugged. ‘She won’t say one way or the other and it’s not in her official file. But the men around here have learned to give her space. She’s a lot stronger than she looks. And she’s got a great right hook,’ he added ruefully. ‘Just like yours.’

				Taylor blinked in stunned surprise. ‘She hit you too?’

				‘Not me. My brother, Cole. He startled her in the barn when she was watching over Janie. Jazzie’s only eleven, but she’s a mother hen. She never leaves Janie’s side.’

				‘I noticed. What happened with your brother?’

				‘It was the girls’ first time coming here and both of them were a bundle of nerves. Janie was crying and Jazzie was trying to comfort her. Cole was just trying to help, but he crowded her – unintentionally – and she swung at him. Knocked him back a step or two. I’m not sure who was more shocked – Cole, Janie, or Jazzie herself. I don’t think she meant to hit him, let alone wallop him like that. I don’t think she believed she could.’

				‘Well, that part I get.’ Taylor rolled her eyes. ‘I didn’t expect to hit you either. I only met Cole once, before you all went on your camping trip, but I remember him being about your size. How did Jazzie even reach his jaw?’

				‘He’d leaned down to talk to her, thinking he was doing the right thing. He didn’t think about why she’d gotten so scared so fast. Cole’s big, but he’s still a kid. He’s only fifteen.’

				Again her eyes widened. ‘Fifteen? He looks twenty.’

				‘I know. Poor kid. It used to get him into trouble at school. Teachers expected more from him and kids poked fun at him because he looked like he’d failed a few grades. Now he’s in a better school and nobody bothers him. I think he’d forgotten that he can be so intimidating.’

				‘I don’t expect he’ll be forgetting it again any time soon,’ Taylor said dryly.

				Ford found himself grinning. ‘I don’t expect that he will. And neither will his brother.’

				She rolled her eyes, embarrassed. ‘God. I still can’t believe I did that.’ Then a frown wrinkled her brow. ‘Why didn’t Maggie tell me about Jazzie’s fear of men?’

				Ford fought back a frown of his own. If Maggie hadn’t said anything, it meant that she didn’t fully trust her intern. Which made him want to kick himself for spilling it. He’d have to tell Maggie that he’d let the cat out of the bag. He didn’t relish that conversation.

				Then again, if Maggie didn’t trust her intern, she hadn’t told his mother about it. If Maggie had, Daphne wouldn’t have been so effusive in her praise.

				‘Maggie’s a lioness about protecting the kids’ privacy,’ he said. ‘If it wasn’t in the official file from Children’s Services and if Jazzie hasn’t actually said anything, then Maggie would keep that to herself until she found the right time.’

				‘That sounds like Maggie,’ Taylor agreed. ‘Thank you for telling me. I’ve been focused on getting Janie comfortable in the saddle, mainly because Jazzie hasn’t wanted to participate and I haven’t wanted to push her, but I’ll nudge her a little harder on Monday. She needs this as much as Janie.’

				‘Um . . .’ He hesitated, not wanting to shove his other foot into his mouth. Hoping he wasn’t about to surprise her yet again. ‘Not on Monday. The program’s closed.’

				She looked at him blankly for a second before she remembered. ‘Oh, right. For Dillon’s wedding. Dillon asked me to come,’ she added uncertainly.

				Ford ground his teeth, abruptly annoyed with her. She looked like she didn’t want to go, or was at least uncomfortable that Dillon had asked. ‘But?’ The word came out of his mouth too fast, too hard, and too short, but he couldn’t help it, dammit. ‘He makes you uncomfortable?’ If anyone’s mean to Dillon, they’ll answer to me. That went double for Dillon’s fiancée, Holly. Nobody messed with Holly.

				Both approaching thirty, Holly and Dillon had Down syndrome. They’d fought hard for their independence and Ford would be damned before he allowed anyone to hurt them, especially on their wedding day. That included the farm’s newest intern, regardless of her dark eyes and pretty face.

				Taylor’s eyes registered startled understanding before narrowing. ‘You think it’s because he has Down syndrome, don’t you?’ Her jaw went hard and tight. ‘Don’t even bother denying it.’ She turned on her heel, leaving him with his mouth open as she made her exit.

				It took Ford a second to process her words. Another second to process that she was walking away. And a third to realize that he didn’t want her to go. Not like this.

				‘Taylor. Wait.’ He caught up to her before she got to the lounge door. He slapped his palm to the door, keeping her from opening it. ‘I did think that, and I’m sorry.’

				She froze, her hand gripping the doorknob so tightly that her knuckles turned white.

				Ford swallowed. He’d scared her again, the last thing he’d wanted to do. Clearly remembering that right hook of hers, he pulled his palm away from the door, making himself as small and non-threatening as he could.

				‘I’m sorry,’ he repeated quietly. ‘I’ve seen too many people hurt Holly and Dillon, and I just reacted. Holly’s older brother, Joseph, is my mom’s husband, so technically Holly’s my step-aunt, but she’s more like a sister to me. I’m more than a little protective. We all are.’

				Taylor’s shoulders sagged, but she didn’t give up her hold on the doorknob. She didn’t yank the door open and bolt either, though, and that was encouraging.

				‘My youngest sister, Julie, has cerebral palsy,’ she said, keeping her gaze squarely on the door in front of her. ‘She’s twenty, but she has the learning capacity of a fourth grader. We love her. Just the way she is.’

				Ford felt even worse now. ‘We love Dillon and Holly the same way. I shouldn’t have judged you. I hope you accept Dillon’s invitation and come to the wedding.’ He forced his lips to curve. ‘Holly works for her sister’s bakery. The cake is going to be amazing.’

				Taylor slowly released the doorknob, wiped her palm on her jeans, then gripped the knob again, much less forcefully. When she finally looked up, her expression was politely distant. ‘Just so we’re clear, I hesitated because I didn’t want to be a wedding crasher. I met Dillon a few days before you all left for your camping trip. I haven’t met Holly yet. I didn’t want to be in the way. But if my staying away will hurt Dillon, I will be there with bells on. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have to get back to work.’

				The door closed behind her and Ford let out the breath he’d been holding. ‘Shit,’ he muttered. ‘Way to go, Elkhart.’ If Taylor quit, his mother would be upset, and Ford would walk over hot coals to avoid that. But even more importantly . . .

				If Taylor quits, I would be upset, he admitted in the quiet of his mind. But there was no way he’d let anyone else know the new intern had grabbed his attention so completely.

				Because she’d be going home at the end of her internship. California, his mother had said. Clear across the damn country. Nothing could come of any relationship, even if she was interested. Which, thanks to his own bumbling mouth, she wouldn’t be. There was no use in even considering it. Or her.

				But he was interested, though he was going to keep his interest to himself, because everyone would make a big deal of it due to the fact that he hadn’t had a date in almost two years. Not since . . .

				His brain stumbled. Say it, you coward. Say it out loud. Since . . .

				‘Kimberly.’ He spat the name into the silence, cursing his ex once again. For hurting him. Betraying him. Setting him up to be kidnapped, for God’s sake. But mostly for making him afraid to get close to anyone new.

				Ford closed his eyes. He was afraid. Not of the physical pain. He’d handled that. It was the humiliation that had followed his rescue. The pity. He hated the pity. It was better now, but there were still whispers.

				Poor Ford. Such a nice young man. Shame he had to go through all that. Wish he’d find himself a nice girl. Poor Ford.

				If he dated an intern only to have her walk away at the end of her term, the whispers would become actual words once more. Poor Ford. He got his heart broken again. He has such bad luck with the ladies.

				And that was so not happening again. So as pretty as the new intern was, she was off limits. That was all there was to it.

				Baltimore, Maryland,
Saturday 22 August, 3.05 P.M.

				Detective JD Fitzpatrick pushed through the doors to the autopsy suite, swallowing back the snarl that had twisted his face the moment he’d received the call to come to the morgue. One job. He’d asked Hector to cover one fucking job while he was gone. All he’d had to do was to tail Toby Romano.

				And keep him alive, he added acidly in his own mind. Hector hadn’t covered that one job very well. Which was why JD had detoured to the morgue instead of going straight home to his wife and kids. Lucy, Jeremiah and Bronwynne would have to wait. Once again.

				Because Toby Romano was laid out on a stainless-steel autopsy table, his skin cold and gray. He wasn’t even twenty years old.

				JD avoided looking at the three men standing around the table, using the moments it took to suit up to silently grieve a young man who should not be dead. Who’d never really had a chance to live. The kid had been on a bad path from the moment he’d drawn his first breath, still connected to his drug-addicted mother. Could have been me. So damn easily. But JD had had an aunt who’d taken him in. Toby hadn’t been so lucky. Now he never would be.

				JD donned the paper cover-up and mask, wishing he hadn’t left town in the middle of this case, then forced himself to remember that he was more than the job. That he had a family and friends – which had meant keeping his promise to attend at least part of the camping trip that had served as Dillon’s bachelor party. Friends kept their promises.

				JD closed his eyes as he pulled on a pair of gloves. He’d promised Toby Romano safety. Not to the man’s face, because Toby hadn’t even known he was in danger. But he had promised himself the young man would stay safe.

				Goddammit, Hector. I asked you to do one fucking thing. One motherfucking thing.

				Once again JD swallowed back the snarl, reminding himself that Hector was a fine cop – an experienced detective – and had never shirked his duties in the year they’d worked together. The man cared, and he’d supported JD a hundred percent since the case started. Whatever had happened, JD had to believe Hector would have a good explanation.

				He turned to the three men standing silently next to Romano’s body. Neil Quartermaine, the medical examiner, appeared weary. JD’s boss, Special Agent Joseph Carter, normally unreadable, flicked a strained warning glance toward Hector. Because Detective Hector Rivera looked absolutely devastated.

				JD approached the group warily. There was no reason for Hector to look so wrecked. Yes, this sent them back to the drawing board in their search for Valerie Jarvis’s killer, and yes, Romano was dead, but Toby had been JD’s confidential informant. Hector hadn’t even met him before this case began.

				Something else had gone down. Something big.

				‘What happened?’ JD asked, his gut wrenching when Hector’s eyes slid closed. It couldn’t be the little girls. Joseph would have told him that up front. Still, his eyes darted from gurney to gurney, looking for a sheet-covered body that was . . . child-sized. But there were none. ‘The Jarvis girls?’

				‘No,’ Joseph assured him. ‘Jazzie and Janie are fine. They’re at the farm today, in fact.’

				JD held himself rigid, even though he was sagging with relief on the inside. ‘Then why the hell is Hector looking like he lost his best friend?’ Hector flinched. ‘I’m sorry, man,’ JD added more gently. ‘Tell me what happened.’

				‘Romano lost his tail last night,’ Hector said quietly. ‘Went into a bodega and out the back door. The officer called it in as soon as he realized. We searched for Romano, but the guy was in the wind. We put out a BOLO, but got nothin’. I finally told Officer Mancuso to go to the alley where Romano’d been sleeping and just wait for him. We figured he’d come back when he got tired. It was his habit.’

				‘Yeah, it was his habit,’ JD said evenly, making an effort to keep the bitterness out of his voice because Hector looked so damned tortured, but . . . Goddammit. Toby Romano had been an important link – JD’s only link – to the murderer of a mother of two. The mother whose beaten body had been found by her daughter. Now Toby was dead and JD was out of leads. And running out of time. ‘Did Toby come back to his alley?’

				Hector shrugged. ‘Not under his own power and not until dawn.’ He pointed to another body on a gurney, a male about twenty years older than Toby. ‘It looks like that guy dumped him in the alley. Romano had OD’d. The second guy may have been going through Romano’s pockets – they were all turned out. As best we can tell, Officer Mancuso confronted the second guy, but was not prepared for him to have a knife.’

				It was JD’s turn to flinch. ‘Oh no,’ he murmured.

				‘Yes,’ Hector said, his voice now harsh. ‘Officer Mancuso got off two shots. Both hit John Doe over there, but Mancuso was bleeding already. John Doe took Mancuso’s service weapon, shot him in the head with it, and ran. Doe collapsed a block away, bled out.’

				‘And Officer Mancuso?’ JD asked carefully.

				Joseph Carter shook his head. ‘He didn’t make it,’ he said gruffly. ‘He had no brain activity when the EMTs brought him in, but they tried to bring him back. Hector was sitting with the officer’s wife in the surgery waiting room all morning. They got the news about fifteen minutes ago.’

				‘You knew him well?’ JD asked Hector as gently as he could.

				Hector’s nod was curt. ‘Yeah. I was his trainer. He was a damned good cop.’

				JD’s shoulders sagged. Fuck it all. ‘I’m sorry, Hector.’

				Another curt nod. ‘So am I. I’m sorry Darren Mancuso is dead and I’m sorry your guy OD’d on my watch.’

				‘Toby was a junkie,’ JD said sadly. ‘Started using when he was still a kid. I knew him when I was in Vice. He was a meth-head. It was a matter of time. But he was my link to Valerie Jarvis’s killer. I’m back to square one.’

				‘Maybe he really was Valerie Jarvis’s killer,’ Joseph said in that damned unreadable tone of his. The one that made it unclear if he really believed what he was saying, or if he was playing devil’s advocate.

				JD frowned. They’d had this conversation too many times already. ‘He couldn’t have been, Joseph. He was on the other side of town the day Valerie Jarvis was murdered.’ Beaten to death in her own living room, her face unrecognizable.

				‘His alibi didn’t cover all of the time-of-death window Quartermaine gave us.’ Joseph’s voice was so mild that it grated.

				JD glared at him. ‘You know part of that window is accounted for.’

				‘Not if you can’t get her to talk,’ Joseph snapped.

				Neil Quartermaine spoke up. ‘What are you talking about? How is part of the Jarvis woman’s time-of-death window accounted for?’

				JD drew a breath, let it out. ‘We’re keeping that quiet. Need-to-know only.’

				Quartermaine gave him a sour look. ‘You have got to be shitting me. You guys have never shut me out before. Why now?’

				Because the life of an eleven-year-old girl depends on it. But JD kept that to himself, just as he’d done for the last month.

				‘Your case just changed, JD,’ Hector murmured. ‘We have a dead cop. There’ll be an investigation. IA will get involved. I don’t think you can keep the kid’s secrets any longer.’

				JD wanted to tell Hector he was wrong, but he knew better. Hector had been one of the few he’d trusted with all the details of this case. Only Hector, Joseph and Brodie, their crime-scene investigator, knew everything. Everyone else got only what information they agreed to release. That included cops. And MEs.

				Joseph glanced at the wall of drawers that held victims’ remains. ‘Officer Mancuso will be put in one of those drawers once his wife says goodbye. We need to make a change here, JD. Our plan isn’t working.’

				No, it wasn’t. Dammit. JD looked around. ‘Who’s here, Neil?’

				‘At the moment, right here? Just us,’ Quartermaine said, his irritation clear. ‘Three other pathologists are working today, but they’ve gone out to lunch. What’s this about?’

				‘Valerie Jarvis was beaten to death four weeks ago,’ JD began.

				‘I know,’ Quartermaine snapped impatiently. ‘I did her autopsy.’ He looked away, his jaw clenching. ‘I’m sorry. It was a difficult one. Her face . . . was just gone.’

				‘I know,’ JD said quietly. ‘It was my crime scene. Some things you just can’t unsee. And when I think about her kids seeing her that way . . .’

				‘That’s all I could think about after finishing her exam,’ Quartermaine said with a sigh. ‘I’m sorry. Continue, please.’

				JD was actually reassured by Quartermaine’s outburst. The man was a damned good ME, meticulous and sharp-eyed. Almost as good as Lucy had been when she’d had Quartermaine’s job, before Jeremiah was born. That a brutal homicide had affected him demonstrated that he retained his connection, his commitment to the dead. His humanity.

				‘Nothing to be sorry for. It appeared to be a robbery gone wrong. The house had been thoroughly searched. Torn up. Valerie’s sister, Lilah Cornell, went searching for her after Valerie didn’t pick up her younger daughter from day care. Janie, who is five, was with her aunt when she discovered Valerie’s body. According to her aunt, so was Jazzie, the older daughter, who is eleven. All that’s in the police report. What isn’t in the official report – yet – is that we found drying bloody footprints at the scene, leading from the body to behind a chair in the corner. They matched the size and shape of Jazzie’s shoes.’

				‘Oh hell,’ Quartermaine whispered. ‘She got home first? She found her mother?’

				‘We think so,’ JD said. ‘Her aunt found her hiding behind the chair when she got there a few hours later.’

				Quartermaine’s throat worked as he swallowed hard. ‘I didn’t think I could imagine worse than those two girls finding their mother, beaten like that. But imagining the older one alone with that body for hours? Yeah, that’s worse. Still, why the secrecy?’

				JD grimaced. ‘Because we think we have a leak somewhere in the system. If that little girl saw something . . . I can’t let it get out. The killer left believing no one had seen him. If he finds out?’

				‘He’ll come back for the child,’ Hector said heavily. ‘We all saw the mother’s body. We know what he’s capable of doing.’

				Quartermaine gave a short nod. ‘Yeah, we know. But why do you believe there’s a leak?’

				‘We put in the preliminary report that there was an estranged husband and we were looking for him,’ JD said, ‘because a man caught on the Jarvis apartment security video was about the right height. The husband’s name is Gage Jarvis and he has a history of domestic abuse. We put a BOLO out on him. Within twenty-four hours, we had an alibi. A sheriff’s deputy out in Texas called to say that he’d seen Gage on the day of the murder, but no one had seen him the day after or any time since. We kept the BOLO active, and two days later, one of the items stolen from the Jarvis apartment shows up in a pawnshop. A brooch. Worth about fifty bucks. On the shop’s security camera, selling the brooch, is Toby Romano, looking carefree. He told me he’d found it on the ground where he slept. He got ten bucks for it and used it to buy meth.’

				‘You believed him?’ Quartermaine asked carefully, and JD shrugged.

				‘I believed he didn’t kill her. I didn’t believe he’d found the brooch on the ground. There was some connection to the killer. I just never found out what it was.’

				‘If Romano had killed the woman,’ Hector said, ‘he probably wouldn’t have sold the brooch in a pawnshop with a camera. He was smart enough to ditch us, so it’s clear he was too smart to incriminate himself like that.’ He looked down at the body on the table with a sigh. ‘He’d have traded it or taken it to a seedier shop, done a back-alley sale.’

				‘Exactly,’ JD said with a nod. ‘We think someone set him up to take the fall. He’s about the same height as the man we saw on the camera in the Jarvises’ apartment lobby. But Romano was playing basketball with some friends during the last half of the time-of-death window. His pals vouch for him. Of course, they’re junkies too. So . . . alibi by junkies versus a Texas sheriff’s deputy. It’s clear which one you’re going to want to believe.’

				Hector grunted. ‘The alibi from the deputy is damned convenient.’

				JD shrugged again. He’d been around and over it so many times. ‘The deputy’s got a good rep out there. We’d need evidence to accuse him of lying.’

				‘Like the little girl telling what she’d seen,’ Quartermaine murmured. ‘I take it she isn’t talking?’

				‘Would you?’ JD asked soberly.

				Quartermaine flinched. ‘No. I’m amazed the child isn’t catatonic.’

				‘She nearly was,’ Joseph said with a sigh of his own. ‘We got her into Daphne’s equine therapy program, hoping we’d shake something loose. So far, nothing. The child hasn’t spoken since finding her mother.’

				‘And we don’t have much else besides flimsy alibis and a hocked brooch,’ JD admitted. ‘No physical evidence in the apartment itself. Valerie’s killer was smart. He poured bleach all over the kitchen, where he washed up and wiped down the surfaces he’d touched. Mostly I’ve got my gut, which is saying that it doesn’t make sense that Toby would beat the woman to death. I’ve known him for years and he’s never been violent.’ He sighed. ‘Was never violent,’ he corrected himself. ‘He had no connection to Valerie Jarvis that I could find. And the beating . . . it was personal. Her killer broke every bone in her face. He broke her fingers, one of her arms, and several ribs. This was a crime of passion. Of rage.’

				‘And the husband?’ Quartermaine asked. ‘You said he had a history of domestic abuse. I found evidence of old breaks in Valerie’s arms. All that was in my autopsy report.’

				‘I know. Valerie filed a complaint against him almost three years ago, but withdrew it. He disappeared shortly thereafter, leaving his job. His boss insisted that Gage left for personal reasons. That he’d been given a stellar recommendation and would be welcomed back.’

				‘But you didn’t believe him?’ Quartermaine asked, his brows quirking up.

				‘No. The boss was way too smooth, which didn’t surprise me, since he was the senior partner of Stegner, Hall and Kramer. Ritzy criminal defense firm,’ JD added when the ME looked confused.

				Hector’s jaw tightened. ‘They’re notorious for representing anyone with enough money to pay, including known drug kingpins. The prosecutors’ office suspects they’ve bought off jurors in the past, but they’ve never been able to prove it. Gage Jarvis was one of their up-and-comers before he “quit”. He had a rep for getting his clients off when it looked like the prosecutors had a slam dunk, and he was one of the firm’s most productive junior partners.’

				Quartermaine made a sour face. ‘And if it got out that he’d been fired, they’d have a shitload of appeals or civil suits because all the other firms would smell blood in the water.’

				‘Exactly,’ JD said grimly. ‘Plus Gage Jarvis specialized in defending murder suspects, so he’d know how to frame an innocent man.’ He looked down at Toby Romano. ‘I don’t think Toby killed Valerie Jarvis. I’ve been watching him for weeks to see if he met with anyone who might have been involved. Or to see if he tried to pawn or trade any other items stolen from the apartment. Or if someone tried to deepen the frame, since I hadn’t arrested him yet. I thought Valerie’s killer might try to corner him, but I didn’t expect him to OD on meth.’

				‘He didn’t,’ Quartermaine said, surprising him. ‘He OD’d on coke. There was meth in his system, but it was only a fraction of what he’d have needed to OD.’

				JD frowned. ‘Toby Romano didn’t use coke. To my knowledge he never had. It was too pricey for him.’

				‘Unless he sold some more stolen items,’ Joseph said. ‘That he just happened to find on the ground beside him.’

				Quartermaine checked his notes. ‘He had some items on him when he was brought in. A watch and a pair of earrings were sewn into a hidden pocket inside the waistband of his pants. We took an inventory by X-ray and sent it all to Agent Brodie in CSU. She opened the pouch and confirmed the items were on the list of things stolen from Valerie Jarvis.’

				‘Does that account for everything that was stolen?’ Joseph asked.

				JD shook his head. ‘It’s hard to say. Valerie’s jewelry box had been emptied, but her sister said she’d been selling stuff off to pay the bills. The victim had once owned many valuable pieces, but Miss Cornell was pretty sure they’d all been sold long ago.’

				Quartermaine pointed to the still-covered body of the second man. ‘Well, John Doe had one of the items, too – a wedding band that had belonged to the victim’s mother. It was gold plate. Not worth a lot.’

				‘He must have found it in Romano’s pocket before Officer Mancuso stopped him from searching,’ Hector said.

				JD shook his head. ‘Why wouldn’t Toby hide the ring with the other items?’

				‘Maybe he was planning to sell it for more coke,’ Joseph said. ‘Maybe he showed it to John Doe there, and John Doe decided to take it from him.’

				‘But it was worth less than the brooch,’ JD pushed back. ‘It doesn’t make sense.’

				Quartermaine’s brows had crunched, like he was thinking hard. ‘But other things might. Things you need to know about John Doe,’ he said, lifting the sheet from the man’s face.

				JD sucked in a startled breath. ‘Wait. I know him. His name’s . . . Clyde? No. No, Cleon. He’s a dealer. But not Toby Romano’s.’

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Three

				Baltimore, Maryland,
Saturday 22 August, 3.25 P.M.

				Gage flinched at the knock on the door of his room, his back going ramrod straight as his fingers fumbled the slide of the Glock he’d been cleaning. Recovering quickly, he began to methodically – and quickly – reassemble the gun while tilting his head toward the door to better hear the rattle of the doorknob in case his visitor got a little impatient.

				He was on alert, his senses acute. Hyperaware. He glanced at the cupboard where he’d hidden the stash he’d found.

				He wasn’t expecting anyone. He’d already paid his rent for the week. In cash, of course, because it was that kind of place. No lease, no credit check, no signature, no trail.

				His neighbors kept their heads down, just like he did. Nobody wanted anybody else to know they were there. Because it was that kind of place.

				His landlord never came inside this building, probably because of the rats. Gage couldn’t say he blamed him. He’d lived in places like this off and on for the past few years, once his money had run out. At least the rats in Baltimore were smaller than the ones in Florida, where they truly were the size of chihuahuas.

				The landlord collected the cash at the back door on Mondays, between seven and eight a.m. ‘Be there with the green or be evicted by eight fifteen’ was his motto. Gage didn’t even know the guy’s real name and he didn’t care.

				Gage racked the Glock’s slide as he sidled up to the door. There was no peephole, because the tenants rarely, if ever, had visitors. Other than the landlord, only one other person knew he was there.

				‘Yeah?’ he grunted, lowering his voice.

				‘It’s Denny,’ came the quiet reply. ‘Open up.’

				His brother, Denny, was that one other person and had only come to see him once before – the day Valerie got what was coming to her. That had been the only time Gage had physically seen Denny in the month that he’d been home.

				Well, if you didn’t count all the times Gage had planted himself down the street from Denny’s house so that he could observe his brother’s routine and, importantly, his family’s. One never knew when such things might come in handy.

				Especially since Denny was the only one who knew what Gage had done that day. Denny probably wouldn’t tell, but Gage knew he could turn that ‘probably’ into ‘definitely’ with the right threat. A man’s family was an easy target.

				And if Denny got brave all of a sudden? Then he’d die. It was as simple as that.

				Holding the Glock at his side, Gage opened the door enough to be sure that Denny was alone. He was, so Gage let him in, sliding the pistol into the back of his waistband.

				‘Arms out,’ Gage snapped before Denny could say a word.

				‘What? Why?’ Denny demanded.

				‘Just do it.’ Gage stared down at him until Denny complied, sticking his arms straight out with a roll of his eyes. Gage ignored him, focusing on patting him down, making sure he carried no weapons. He even checked Denny’s ears. ‘Damn wires are getting so small.’

				‘Really, Gage?’ Denny said, exasperated and angry. ‘I’m not wearing a fucking wire. I got you your alibi, for God’s sake. I’m not going to turn you in.’

				Gage couldn’t care less if his brother was annoyed. Hell, Gage couldn’t care less if his brother was breathing. But Denny had gotten him the alibi, so that counted for something.

				At least his brother wasn’t a complete waste of skin.

				Gage wished for the ten millionth time that he hadn’t called Denny in a near panic after leaving Valerie’s place that day. He’d instantly regretted it. In hindsight, he could have handled it himself. Denny had loaned him some money, enough that Gage could rent this place and feed himself for a few weeks. He’d then tried to help Gage look innocent, but had fucked the situation up even more, which was typical of Denny. Having a deputy sheriff in Texas voluntarily call to say he’d seen Gage on the day of the murder had made BPD suspicious.

				Still, Gage had an alibi and he’d built the rehab story around it to account for where he’d been in the interim. He’d say that it hadn’t been a fancy rehab facility this time, because he’d been penniless and homeless. This time rehab was in the home of a friend, a junkie who’d gotten sober. He’d gone online and researched the towns in the vicinity of the deputy who’d given him the alibi. He’d found one such do-gooder – a junkie turned mega-church pastor who’d been very helpful once Gage had paid him a personal visit. He’d had to steal a few old clunkers for transportation, but it had been worth it.

				It had taken a week of his time and most of the money he’d taken from Valerie’s jewelry box, but it was worth it. One cleverly picked hooker to seduce the former junkie and get him into her hotel room plus about a hundred photos Gage had snapped on his phone of the two going at it like weasels on the hotel bed made for one very desperate mega-pastor.

				He’d thought Gage wanted his cash, and Gage had taken some of it. But what he had really wanted was for the preacher to vouch for him, to spin a tale of Gage’s detox and recovery. A reformed junkie would have all the lingo right, so his description would be spot on.

				There would be no medical records and no money trail for prosecutors to follow. The combination would stand up in court were he ever to face a grand jury. There was plenty of reasonable doubt. He’d defended and won cases that were far flimsier than his.

				He stepped back, satisfied that the only thing Denny carried was a few extra pounds. ‘Why are you here?’ he snarled, and his brother shook his head.

				‘I always forget how much of an asshole you really are,’ Denny said, actually marveling at what everyone else in the universe already knew to be fact. Everyone except their mother. She’d never believe Gage to be anything but an angel.

				‘Why are you here?’ Gage repeated, even more annoyed.

				‘Why are you here?’ Denny hurled back.

				Gage looked around the shabby little room. It barely fit a twin bed, and the bathroom was so small he had to practically straddle the toilet to pee into the bowl. He deliberately misunderstood the question. ‘Because it’s all I can afford right now.’ Until he got his first paycheck. Which would hopefully be in two weeks.

				Denny’s eyes narrowed. ‘Don’t get smart with me, Gage. Why are you still in this city? I gave you an alibi.’

				‘And I’m grateful,’ Gage said mildly.

				‘So be grateful in another city. Another state. Better yet, another fucking country!’

				Gage raised a brow. ‘There are fucking countries? Hell, that’s where I want to go. God knows I haven’t had any in a while.’

				Denny’s nostrils flared, his breathing sharp and hard, like a bull ready to charge. ‘For God’s sake, be serious.’

				Gage leveled him a look – the one he’d given as a defense attorney to clients who were guilty as hell but not properly grateful that he’d taken their case. The one he’d given as a customer to the dealers who’d tried to rip him off. And, at the very end, the one he’d given to any other addict foolish enough to try to take his cot in the Miami shelter where he’d finally hit rock bottom.

				That look had had the same effect then as it was having on Denny right now. His brother visibly paled and took a step back. But to Denny’s credit, he wasn’t pissing his pants. Not yet. His little brother was meeting his stare with one of his own, level and . . . honest. Above all else, Denny had been honest.

				Wrangling that alibi from the Texas lawman must have cost his brother a part of his soul. Because Denny was also a loser. Which was why his brother worked at a Legal Aid office when Gage had been a junior partner of the most prestigious firm in the city.

				Still, Denny had grown a backbone in the two years, nine months, and fourteen days that Gage had been gone. Which was a shame.

				Good thing I shadowed his family. Not-so-idle threats might be required.

				‘I will ask you once again,’ Gage said with quiet menace. ‘Why are you here?’

				Denny drew a trembling breath, but he didn’t look away. ‘The man you framed for Valerie’s murder died today.’

				Gage raised a brow. ‘Really? How?’

				Denny continued to hold his gaze steady. ‘OD’d.’

				Gage shrugged. ‘He was a junkie. ODs happen.’

				Denny’s jaw tightened. ‘A second man was found dead a few blocks away. Gunshot wounds. I heard that they think he was a dealer.’

				‘The junkie shot his dealer?’ Gage asked innocently.

				Denny’s nostrils flared again. ‘No. A cop shot the dealer. The dealer knifed the cop, stole his gun, and blew his brains out. They’re all dead.’

				Gage shook his head. ‘A sad ending for all, but law enforcement officers live with risk. It’s part of the job.’

				Denny’s eyes flashed such fury that Gage was tempted to back up a step, but of course he did not. ‘You motherfucking bastard,’ Denny whispered. ‘You killed them all, didn’t you?’

				‘Of course not,’ Gage lied baldly. Then smirked. ‘What did you want me to say?’

				Denny was shaking his head in disbelief. ‘You killed a fucking cop, Gage. What the hell is wrong with you?’ He was still whispering, so Gage wouldn’t have to kill him.

				Not just yet, anyway.

				Gage didn’t blink. ‘I have no idea what you’re talking about. And neither do you.’

				Denny’s shoulders sagged. ‘I hoped. I really, truly hoped that I could look in your eyes and see truth. But I only see lies. All lies. Just like it’s always been.’ He looked around the room, saw the new suit hanging on a peg next to the door. ‘And what’s that? You told me you were broke, that you needed cash for food. Yet you buy a new suit. From Brooks Brothers? I can’t afford Brooks Brothers. What idiot would extend you credit?’
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