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Prologue


 


Near San Francisco, California


July Fourth


Dead.


Her son was dead!


Cold to the bone despite the summer’s heat, she couldn’t breathe, had to gasp for air.


Her throat clogged with grief, pain, and a deep, intense fury.


Standing alone in this cemetery where gravestones stood in sentry-like rows, she clenched her fists and wanted to rail to the heavens where, across the night sky, fireworks burst in thunderous booms and great sprays of light.


The demons that had tormented her mind hadn’t lied.


As bitter as the harshest Montana winter, desperation cut through her heart. Blinking against tears, she dragged her gaze from the inscription on the small marble stone at her feet.


A low-lying fog was rolling in, swallowing the lights of the city situated on the far shore of the bay. The iconic Golden Gate was partially obscured, only the bridge’s tall towers knifing through the fog to a black sky glittering with stars, a backdrop to the fireworks. She watched another shooting star rise high, streaks of fiery glitter bursting, then fizzling before her eyes. For a few awe-inspiring seconds, the pyrotechnics bedazzled, then faded, their short life spans over in quick, brilliant bursts. Over almost before they’d begun.


Like her son’s brief life.


Her heart tugged so painfully she fell to her knees. She’d known this was possible, perhaps even probable, that he’d died, but throughout these past lonely years, she’d held out a glimmer of hope that he’d survived, that they would be reunited, that she would feel the warmth of his arms around her neck as she held him close. “Oh, baby,” she whispered.


Once again she turned her attention to the small gravestone, a tiny marker in a sea of larger, more elaborate tombstones. In various shapes and sizes, some tall, some ornately carved, others more plain, the headstones stood unmoving, hulking along the slope that curved downward to the city and the dark, black waters of the bay.


Why?


Oh, God, why?


Closing her eyes, she drew in several deep breaths.


Don’t question. It is what it is.


More importantly: What are you going to do about it?


Jaw clenched, she thought of those who had wronged her.


Those who had used her.


Those who had abused her.


Those who had taken out their animosity against her on the innocence of her child.


Still on her knees, she reached forward and traced the dates inscribed on the frigid stone with the tips of her fingers. Barely four years from date of birth to date of death.


Her heart cracked with the pain. “Oh, honey,” she murmured, her throat catching as thoughts of that unlikely birth swirled in her brain. The agony of labor, the fear of the unknown, the rush in her blood at hearing the newborn’s cry, and then the emptiness as her son was stolen from her, taken from that isolated delivery room. She’d heard the whispers in the hospital.


“. . . deeply disturbed.”


“. . . mentally unstable.”


“. . . severe psychosis.”


All spoken in hushed tones. As if she couldn’t hear.


And now this.


She squeezed her eyes shut and brought to mind the manipulators who had made the decisions, those who had determined that she was “unable,” or “unwilling,” or “incapable.” More words she wasn’t supposed to hear. And then there was the harshest of all: “unfit.” Her teeth gnashed as she remembered the callousness with which that word was tossed about. How would they know? Yes, she’d been unstable—she knew that—though the word “insanity,” which she’d heard throughout her life, surely was extreme. She wasn’t “insane,” and never had been.


Especially not tonight.


No, as the rockets screamed into the sky, blooming in wild explosions of color and light, she’d never felt more sane. She’d spent so much time searching for her son only to find him buried here—that bit of hope she’d felt at the thought of reconnecting with him, of seeing him, of explaining to him and holding him . . . that tiny flame of expectation was now dead. Extinguished. And in its place rose a new emotion, raw and acrid.


Vengeance.


Swallowing the lump in her throat, she gazed at the small grave marker again and now, dry-eyed, thought of what lay ahead. “They’ll pay,” she promised her child, hoping that he would somehow know. Her fingers twisted in the drying grass of the hillside, the long blades and dandelions that were tucked close to the marker and had escaped the gardener’s mower clutched in her fingers. “Every last one of them. I will hunt them down and, I promise you, they will pay.” In her mind’s eye she saw them all. As she pushed herself upright, a series of smaller fireworks exploded over the bay, flashes of kaleidoscope colors disappearing in fading fingers until the darkness was unbroken again.


She knew who they were, those who had betrayed her.


She knew where they lived.


She also knew she had the element of surprise on her side.


And she would destroy them all.


Tossing the dried weeds from her fingers, she dusted her hands.


She had a mission.


As she headed down the hill, stepping carefully between the marble and granite sentinels of the dead, she plotted just how to wreak her vengeance against them.


A sense of cold satisfaction displaced her desperation.


She turned at the locked gate, then climbed atop the wrought-iron fence and looked back over her shoulder. Spying the tiny gravestone, she whispered, “I love you,” and waited for an answer that didn’t come.


Armed with her new purpose, she hopped lithely to the ground, shoved her hands into the pockets of her jacket, and felt the cold reassurance of the Beretta Pico, a small .380. Jaw set, she strode through the darkness, avoiding streetlights as the explosions burst overhead.


No one would stop her now.


No one would dare.










Chapter 1


 


San Francisco, California


Six Months Later


Brindel wanted a divorce.


Correction: She needed a divorce.


From Paul Latham . . . make that Doctor Paul Latham. He always did.


Self-important bastard.


Glancing out the bathroom window to the night beyond, the lights of the city pinpoints, the view even from this room stunning, she was ready to give it all up. But of course, Paul wouldn’t go down without a fight. Not that it was about her or love. She actually laughed at that ridiculous thought, then took a sip from her second—or was it her third?—glass of wine. Didn’t matter. She finished the last drop, considered pouring another, then decided against it, leaving the glass on the marble counter. Whatever love she and Paul had shared nearly two decades before had shriveled and died long ago, like a worm on a hot sidewalk. All that was left was a hard, heartless shell of their marriage. No, the reason he would fight her was that he wasn’t a man who could lose. Not in his life, not in his marriage, not in his job, and especially not to her.


She shook her head. She’d been such a fool. She’d suspected early on, and discovered a few years into the marriage, that he’d expected her to raise his two sons, Macon and Seth. Which she had. Both disgustingly like their father.


Angrily she swiped off her makeup, scrubbing carefully, though she noticed a few irritating and stubborn lines on her face that needed a good shot of Botox. Afterward, she massaged cream into her skin, then brushed her hair until it gleamed. It now was blonder than her natural shade and streaked to hide any hint of gray, then cut in the most fashionable style money could buy, perfect layers framing her face to fall softly to her shoulders.


A glimpse of her closet showed off racks of shoes—heels, pumps, sandals, running shoes, a pair for every occasion displayed on lighted shelves that were slightly elevated. Neat rows. Each pair worth a small fortune.


How had she thought footwear costing thousands was worth the price of this hollow marriage? Along with the shoes, deeper into the wide walk-in were racks and racks of dresses, slacks, suits, sweaters, you name it, all designer, all expensive, all hung neatly, the gowns encased in plastic to protect them, purses, too. From the corner of her eye she caught a glimpse of the white gown she’d worn at her wedding—well, her second wedding if anyone was counting—and she saw the sparkle of beads, the cut of French lace, and cringed inwardly as she remembered wearing that gown and feeling as if her life, finally, had turned a favorable corner as she’d swept down the aisle to meet her handsome, successful groom. Despite his flashes of anger while engaged, his need to dominate, the warning knell from her sisters, she’d been determined to give herself and her toddler daughter a new, “perfect” life.


She’d had no idea how wrong she would be.


And now . . . now she needed to do something about it. Before it was too late. As it was, she was already over forty, for God’s sake, her kid nearly grown. She stepped out of her robe and let it puddle on the floor. Turning sideways to the full-length mirror, she noted that her belly was flat and hard, her breasts high with the help of surgery and enhancements, her nipples pert and dark, her legs long and lean, even showing a bit of muscle, her posture erect. She was still very attractive, could compete with women ten, maybe even twelve years younger than she . . . well, maybe. If she had to. Not that she was looking for a new man. No way. At least not until she was single. She didn’t want the hint of impropriety on her part. She’d already spoken to one of the best lawyers in town; she just hadn’t pulled the trigger and filed for divorce yet.


“Tomorrow,” Brindel said, mouthing the words as if her husband, who was in the next suite, could hear her.


More than slightly buzzy, she finally took out her contacts and finished getting ready for bed, which was basically undressing to slip between the soft sheets completely naked, a practice her husband had once found exciting, then disgusting, then had totally ignored. That had been before the remodel of the second floor into two master suites. His and hers. It had seemed perfect at the time, but now was claustrophobic. Silk wallpaper, coved ceilings, crystal chandelier, huge four-poster bed and private bathroom with its grand walk-in closet, all part and parcel of her jail cell.


And Brindel needed freedom.


More than anything else.


She’d only stayed as long as she had because of her daughter . . . and now . . . well . . .


She slid beneath the thick duvet, felt the polished cotton smooth against her skin, and turned off the bedside lamp. Her appointment was at nine, when she was certain her husband would be in the midst of his rounds at the hospital attached to the medical school, a short walk through the park from this house. She’d tell her attorney to file the papers and then let the chips fall where they may.


Smiling at the thought that she was finally doing something, well, actually the one thing he would abhor, she burrowed under the covers and drifted away, her dreams lulling her only to be interrupted by . . . what? The sound of footsteps? Oh, God, surely Paul wouldn’t try to come into her room and slide into her bed. . . . Physically shuddering at the prospect, she opened an eye to darkness, the room lit only by the glow of the bedside clock.


Was that breathing she heard? Soft and low over the pounding of her racing heart?


She swallowed back her fear and stared, eyes narrowing, fingers curling at the edge of the duvet.


For a second she thought she saw movement—a shadow crossing in front of the armoire—but realized it was the mirror mounted over the antique, reflecting the sway of branches from the window on the opposite wall.


Don’t be neurotic. You have one more night and then you start the fight for your freedom . . . and half of Paul’s estate. He owes it to you for giving him almost twenty of your best years. In her mind she calculated what she might receive, less attorney’s fees. Three million? Maybe four? She’d earned every penny of it being married to the jerk-wad.


And it would be enough to last her the rest of her life.


Slightly calmer, she still listened for any sound that he might be stealthily walking down the hallway to her bedroom door, but she heard nothing . . . all her imagination. Her nerves were strung tight, that was it. Because of her meeting in the morning. She was alone. Safe. In her own damned bedroom. Closing her eyes again, she started to breathe easier.


And there it was.


The whisper-soft scrape of a footstep. Then another.


And a new smell. Musky and male and . . .


Brindel’s eyes flew open and she gasped, saw the muzzle of a gun just before it was pressed to her forehead.


What??? NO!


She opened her mouth to scream.


Her attacker pulled the trigger.


An ear-splitting blast.


Then nothing.


 


“No, no, noooo!” Ivy threw a hand over her mouth to keep from screaming.


The carnage was horrible. Mind numbing.


Backing up quickly, the image of death seared forever in her brain, she wondered how everything could have gone so terribly wrong.


She knocked over a small table near the door, a vase with a single rose sliding to the floor, while on the bed . . . oh, sweet Jesus, on her mother’s feminine bed . . .


Death.


A small dark hole in the smooth forehead, blood coagulated around the entrance wound, spatters of red on the creamy skin. And the eyes, God, her mother’s eyes, sightless and open, seemingly accusing.


Blood on the ruched duvet and the lamp shades, flecks on the thick, white rug covering the ancient hardwood. “Oh, God, oh, God, oh . . .” Her stomach threatened to heave as she turned and fled, down the narrow hall with its long runner, pictures of the family placed perfectly on the hallway . . . and to the next room and the second body, lying facedown, the back of his head a mangle of blood, bone, and brains visible through a huge gaping wound that had destroyed the graying hair that had once been thick, his pride and joy. She backed up, ran into the wall, banging her shoulder as she raced through the familiar rooms, the acrid scent of blood chasing after her, the horrid images burned in her brain.


As she ran, Ivy retched, threw a hand over her mouth and tasted blood. Salty . . . or was that her tears?


Get out. Get out, now! Don’t step in any of it, don’t get it on your shoes. Run like you’ve never run before!


Images blurred in her vision, the old globe in the library, the books, never read but stacked in neat rows to the high ceiling, the mullioned windows overlooking the city, lights winking through the beveled glass. The banister—don’t touch it!—smoothed by over a century of hands sliding along it.


She was gasping as she hurried down the runner of the steps, her feet flying, her hair streaming behind her as she reached the marbled foyer—NO! Not out the front! What are you thinking? There could be people on the street. Old man Cranston walking his aging dachshund, or the Miller girl who was always running the streets at night, or a stranger . . . no, no, no! The back. You need to go out the back door, through the backyard, to the alley. Then, if no one’s around, cut through the park. Fast. Run, damn it!


She skidded around the bottom of the staircase and through a short hallway toward the rear of the old home.


A creak in the floorboards overhead made her stop short.


Was someone up there?


Someone still alive?


Or the killers?


Who? Who?


Holding her breath, she strained to listen over the frantic trip-hammering of her heart.


Was that a footstep?


A noise on the stairs?


Oh. Dear. God.


She didn’t wait to find out, but flew through the darkened kitchen, her knee banging against a bar stool near the center island. “Ow!” Cutting off the scream, she saw the knife block resting on the marble top. Without a second thought, she yanked the butcher knife from its slot and raced to the back door.


Another creak on the stairs.


Shit!


Fear raced through her bloodstream as she found the doorknob and yanked on the door, the reflection of her own silhouette visible in the glass panels, the cold of winter rushing inside. She thought she saw movement behind her—the killer!


Oh, Jesus. No!


Ivy raced down the back porch, slipping on the last step.


She caught herself, but dropped the knife. It clattered against the brick path and she left it, flew through the back gate and didn’t bother to stop as the gate slammed closed behind her. Running down the narrow, crumbling alley for all she was worth, she splashed through a puddle and scared a cat hiding near the garbage cans. It hissed and backed away, white needle-sharp teeth visible in the dim light of a security lamp on the neighbor’s back porch.


Another screech.


The gate opening on its rusting hinges?


The damned cat scared again?


The killer chasing her down?


She didn’t bother to look over her shoulder. Panicked, she sped headlong into the street.


A passing car honked and swerved, barely missing her, street water spraying beneath screeching tires.


She stumbled. Caught herself. Ran.


“Idiot!” a male with a deep voice proclaimed, rolling down the window of his white Volvo to make certain she heard.


She didn’t care. Reeling back from the street, she kept going, scrambling away.


Adrenaline propelling her, she raced between two parked cars and along the sidewalk. She didn’t quit running at the gates of the park, but sped inside. Heart in her throat, she flew along the path. At a bend in the sidewalk, she veered into the undergrowth, away from the pools of light cast by the lampposts that lit the groomed path. Crouching, breathing hard, she scrabbled into rain-drenched thickets, where trees, shrubbery were her salvation. Her skin prickled. Rain slid down her bare head and under the collar of her jacket. She barely noticed, her fear was so intense, the images of the dead bright behind her eyes.


Don’t panic.


But it was too late. Rational thought had disappeared, chased by pure terror. Was it her fault? When she’d agreed . . . ? How the hell had this happened?


She swallowed back a dose of guilt and took stock of her situation.


Ivy had played in this park as a child, knew all the hiding spots, and thought she might be safe, if just for a few minutes, long enough to catch her breath and gather her wits.


What now?


Where could she go?


Where could she hide?


Teeth chattering, body trembling, she tried and failed to dislodge the bloody images of the dead bodies from her mind. Her parents. Slaughtered in their beds. Unsuspecting. The brutality and unfairness of it all was too much and she started to cry, tears burning down her wet, cold cheeks. This wasn’t supposed to happen, she thought wildly. No, not this. Not now. Not ever.


Calm down. Just calm the hell down!


She couldn’t. Bile filled her throat. Her insides revolted. She threw up violently, the contents of her stomach emptying onto the bark dust by a thick-leaved rhododendron bush. Then again. This time bile came up and after wiping her nose and mouth with her sleeve, it was all she could do to prevent herself from dry-heaving. She scuttled backward, deeper into the bushes, distancing herself from the sour pool of vomit, creeping over rocks.


Hiding here was no good.


She’d be found soon.


Those who had killed might still be looking for her.


There was a good chance, she knew, that she was the ultimate target.


With that sizzling thought, she rimmed the park, keeping near the brick fence until she reached the far side. From her hiding spot, she had a clear view of the central fountain, lights directed at the rushing water tumbling over jagged rocks. No one stood gazing at the wet stone, no one appeared on the fringes of light.


And yet she felt the weight of someone’s gaze, someone who was hiding just like she was, someone who would think nothing of taking her life.


Get a grip. No one’s there.


Think.


Come up with a damned plan!


Her insides quivered and she nearly jumped out of her skin as the leaves rattled nearby. Biting back a scream, she scooted closer to the fence as a fat raccoon waddled from the cover of the bushes and padded around the base of a lamp near the path. She let out her breath and tried to pull her thoughts together. So far, it seemed, she hadn’t been followed. The sounds of the city surrounded her, the even rumble of engines and whine of tires as traffic passed on the other side of the brick wall enclosing this block of greenery. Cigarette smoke drifted to her nostrils and she heard muted voices as people passed on the sidewalk on the other side of the brick barrier separating the park from the rest of San Francisco. A quiet cough. A far-off bark. In the distance a foghorn moaned. Yet no hurrying footsteps running toward the park.


Please, God . . .


Attempting to calm herself, to slow her racing heart, to force the fear back into the farthest reaches of her mind, Ivy frantically reviewed her options. She knew she had to escape. Now!


Going back to the house was out of the question.


Calling the police would be a major mistake.


Notifying anyone she knew would only put her in more jeopardy.


She could trust no one. Not a soul.


It wasn’t supposed to happen this way! When she agreed to . . . oh, God. Her mother was dead. Killed.


Hands shaking, she slipped her fingers into the pocket of her jacket, felt her phone and the wad of cash that she’d hidden there. Four thousand dollars. Enough to escape and disappear.


Footsteps sounded. Someone moving fast.


Hurrying through these blocks of greenery.


Her heart lurched.


She bit her lip, trained her gaze toward the sound.


Her ears and eyes straining, her senses on alert, she heard the rapid footfalls, then spied a runner cutting through the park, slim and sleek, a man in reflective running gear striding easily, his breath fogging, earbuds visible as he flew past.


She couldn’t stay here any longer.


It wasn’t safe.


She was a sitting duck.


Ivy slipped through the dense, wet foliage, easing her way to the entrance on the far side of the park and out. Flipping the rain-soaked hood of her jacket over her wet hair, she walked rapidly through the city blocks where skyscrapers knifed upward into the dark sky, patches of warm lights visible in a few apartment windows, security lights in businesses.


By instinct, she headed downhill, toward the waterfront where, she hoped, she’d find a way to leave this city and her painful past forever. A bus out of the city. That’s what she’d do. Find a bus and buy a one-way ticket.


She didn’t care where.


Just as long as it was far, far away.










Chapter 2


 


An impatient little cry echoed through the house.


No. Please, just go back to sleep. From her side of the bed, Regan Pescoli glanced at the clock. 2:43 am. Middle of the night.


What do you expect with an infant?


She eyed the somewhat blurry baby monitor, but as she focused she saw that Little Tucker was indeed awake, moving his arms and definitely making baby noises. Great. Then the screen went blank for a second, only to catch the image again. The monitor was wonky at best, useless at worst. She might have to break down and buy a new one.


Someday.


But not today.


With her husband snoring softly, she slid from the bed, found her robe tossed on a nearby chair, and stuffed her arms through its sleeves as she padded barefoot to the nursery where her baby was starting to raise a serious racket.


“I’m coming, I’m coming,” she said in a whisper, then, in the dim illumination of the night-light, picked Tucker up and, after a quick diaper change, carried him to the nearby rocker, where she tried to nurse him. Of course that wasn’t working. Hadn’t for the past couple of months. He attempted to suckle and failed, sending up a wail loud enough to raise the dead in five counties.


“Okay, okay.” Carefully she hauled him downstairs, heated a bottle quickly, and sat in Santana’s recliner while Little Tucker ate hungrily. “There ya go,” she said with a smile in her voice, though she was unhappy that she was no longer able to breast-feed him. With both her older children, she’d nursed until they were nearly a year old, but, of course, that had been a long while back, over twenty years for her oldest. “Sorry, little one,” she whispered, placing a kiss on his downy head. “But that’s what you get for having an old . . . er, let’s make that older mother.” Once he’d fallen asleep, she took him back to his crib, then walked into the master bedroom where Santana hadn’t so much as moved.


Perfect.


Before sliding between the covers, she stepped into her slippers, then stepped onto the deck. Snow had piled across its bare planks, though now the night was clear and a million stars were flung across the wide Montana sky. Her gaze moved to the nearby lake, now iced over and serene, a calm vista where tall firs and pines, snow dusted and regal, guarded the far shore.


She loved this view of the lake and the mountains beyond. Loved her new home with her new husband and her children. The air was still, no creatures stirring, and she should have felt at peace.


And yet . . .


As she squinted into the darkness, her eyes thinning on the distant shore of the lake, she felt a strange uneasiness. The hairs at the base of her scalp lifted in warning, as if something evil, unseen but malicious, was staring back at her.


You’ve spent too many years as a detective, seen too many horrific acts, witnessed too much carnage, and face it, though Tucker’s six months old, your hormones are probably still out of whack, and on top of all of that you’re sleep deprived—seriously sleep deprived. There is nothing malevolent lurking in the shadows, no one or nothing evil hiding in the forest. Go to bed. Get some damned sleep.


Turning, she reached for the handle of the door as a gust of wind swept across the frozen water, rushing past her and seeming to whisper:


I see you.


But that was crazy.


And then another gust.


I see everything.


“Who are you?” she whispered, her blood running cold, but as she heard her own words, she shook her head. For God’s sake, no one had said anything. Just her own fears suggesting the words on the wintry air, just her exhaustion causing her to hallucinate. Hell, she was still half asleep . . . it was nothing. She didn’t believe in ghosts or tarot cards or Ouija boards or Sasquatches—especially not Sasquatches—or anything the least bit supernatural. Pescoli would leave all that paranormal crap to Grace Perchant, the local “ghost lady” who lived alone except for a couple of wolf-dog hybrids. Grace claimed she could talk to the dead and see into the future.


Pescoli definitely didn’t.


She walked into the house again, heard her husband’s even breathing, and silently chided herself for being so susceptible. Everything was fine.


But as she locked the door she reminded herself that her service weapon was still locked in a safe in the closet. She then slid into the bed and nestled close to Santana. He murmured something in his sleep and flung an arm around her waist, the warmth of his body invading her own. She closed her eyes, willing herself to relax, but knew that it would be hours rather than minutes before she’d fall asleep again.


 


Pescoli was certain she’d barely shut her eyes when her cell phone chirped, then vibrated against her nightstand, buzzing loudly.


“No,” she whispered, and pulled the covers over her head. She didn’t care who it was—she couldn’t answer the damned phone, not when she was more tired than she’d ever been in her life. Squeezing her eyes shut, she heard her cell fall onto the floor where it buzzed again.


Flinging off the duvet cover, she glared for a second at the bedroom ceiling before giving herself up to the fact that she never would get enough sleep. Not with two teenagers and one infant living under her roof. Glancing over, she noted that Santana wasn’t in bed with her.


No surprise there; he was always up and at ’em early with the livestock, feeding the horses, cleaning stalls, getting ready to exercise and train the mares, geldings, and stallions in his care.


“Fine,” she muttered, and leaned over the edge of the bed to scoop up the phone.


Alvarez’s name showed on the small screen.


Great.


Why the hell was her ex-partner calling so early? Seven thirty in the damned morning. Then again, Alvarez had probably been up for hours, riding a stationary bike at the gym, or taking a yoga class, or sipping herbal tea, or already hard at work.


“Yeah?” Pescoli growled. She pushed herself up in the bed, propping her back with the pillows, shoving her mass of curls from her forehead. “Do you know what time it is?”


“I wanted to make sure you were awake,” was the all-too-chipper reply.


“Hardy-har-har.”


Alvarez, with her damned routines, by-the-book attitude, and even-tempered, logical brain, was a self-professed “morning person.” Sometimes she bugged the hell out of Pescoli and right now was one of those times. “I thought you’d be up with the baby.”


“Not yet.”


“I assumed he was on a schedule.”


“He didn’t get the memo,” Pescoli said, but grudgingly admitted, “but I gotta get up anyway. I don’t hear anyone else stirring and Bianca’s got school.” Yawning, she flung open the covers just as she heard water running in the hall bath. Her daughter was stepping into the shower. Good.


“Blackwater’s been on the warpath.”


“What else is new?” The sheriff, a younger gung-ho type who had stepped into the job after the death of Dan Grayson, was always trying to improve the department, which, she supposed, was his right. But his take-charge and while you’re at it take-no-prisoners attitude annoyed her. Then again, a lot of things annoyed her. Sleep deprivation had not improved her temperament.


“He’s asked about you coming back.”


“I know.” He’d called several times.


“And?”


“I haven’t decided. I’ve got another couple of months.”


Actually she didn’t. The department was allowing her to use years of accumulated sick leave after returning to the force briefly a few months earlier right after her maternity leave. Now she needed to make a final decision.


Alvarez lowered her voice. “Well, figure it out, okay? And let me know. He’s got me paired with Ramsby and it’s killing me.”


Carson Ramsby, twenty-seven, a bachelor, and a know-it-all who never shut up, considered himself a walking/talking Wikipedia. “I thought you were going to get a new transfer from Helena. Amy Something-or-other.”


“Amy Glass. Didn’t work out. She took a job in Butte.” A pause. “Blackwater has let it be known that he doesn’t expect you back and he thinks I can be a good influence on Ramsby, if that’s even possible.” She hesitated, then added, “Look, I know that you and Dylan have been talking.”


That much was true. Pescoli had spoken a couple of times to Dylan O’Keefe, Alvarez’s fiancé. They’d discussed her becoming a PI as well as his partner.


Alvarez continued, “I can’t tell you what to do—”


“But?” Finding the robe she’d tossed off earlier at the end of her bed, Pescoli slipped one arm through a sleeve, then the next.


“Give me a heads-up, okay?”


“I will. Really.”


They hung up and Pescoli headed into the adjoining bath where she saw her image in the mirror and frowned. Not only were a few irritating gray hairs revealing themselves in her wild, red-blond hair, but also dark circles appeared under her eyes from lack of sleep, and those irritating ten pounds of baby weight. “You’re too old for this,” she told her reflection, then stripped and walked through the shower, feeling the warm jets douse her hair and body while chasing the remaining cobwebs from her brain.


Drying off, she threw on jeans and a sweatshirt, pulled her hair back into a quick ponytail, and didn’t bother with any makeup. She peeked into the nursery and saw that Tucker was sleeping soundly, his little lips moving in a sucking motion, his eyes closed, his cap of dark hair mussed. Silently she backed out of the room and hurried downstairs to find that Santana had already made coffee, thank God, and Bianca was shoving books and her iPad into her backpack. Bianca’s wet hair was pulled into a messy bun and she was wearing worn, holey jeans and a black sweater with a wide neck. For years Bianca had spent hours doing her makeup, hair, and nails before stepping one foot out the door. Not so much anymore.


A new worry.


To go along with a slew of others.


“You get breakfast?” Pescoli poured herself a cup of coffee and saw from the package left near the pot that it was decaf. Not her first choice, but necessary for as long as she breast-fed her baby.


“A yogurt.”


“That all?”


“For now.” Wide eyes looked up at her mother, silently daring her to argue.


Pescoli held up a hand.


“Tuck’s not awake?”


“Not yet. And we want him to stay that way . . . for a while. So have you seen your brother this morning? Your other brother?”


“Nah.” Bianca glanced out the window to the snow-crusted morning and the driveway where several vehicles were parked, including Jeremy’s pickup. “But his truck’s still here.” He lived in a room, well, more like a studio apartment, over the garage. He was always talking about moving out, but so far hadn’t done so and was still working part time while going to school. That was all good. The fact that he was still talking about becoming a cop wasn’t.


Jeremy’s father, Joe, had been on the force, killed in the line of duty, a fate she fervently prayed would not be her son’s. The fact that she, too, was a detective was Jeremy’s favorite fallback position whenever she tried to steer him away from law enforcement.


“I’ll check.”


“You don’t have to check, Mom. He’s an adult and . . . and, you know, he could have company,” Bianca reminded her as her phone gave a quick ring tone and she glanced at the screen. “Oh, fu-frick!” Her lips twisted downward as she read the message.


“Trouble?”


“No. Just Dad. He keeps texting me.” She slid the phone into her back pocket, then grabbed her jacket and backpack from a hook near the rear door.


“He probably won’t stop until you reply.”


“Can’t you do anything about that?”


“We’ve been over this.” But she didn’t blame her daughter. Truth to tell, she would like to string Lucky up by his balls and read him the riot act over and over again or see him drop off the face of the earth. Yeah, that would be better. But she held her tongue. She’d said what she’d had to about her ex and what he’d done months ago, then had fought all her motherly instincts and let her nearly grown daughter deal with the dirtbag that was her father. It about killed her.


“I’m not talking to him. Ever.” Again the challenge as Bianca glared at her mother, but Pescoli was staying out of that dog fight. Bianca’s father, Luke aka Lucky Pescoli, had crossed a line with both Regan and Bianca just this past summer when he’d been instrumental in her kidnapping. Bianca had nearly lost her life and in the process had killed her captor, though no charges had been filed against her. Hence, Bianca was dealing with all kinds of thorny issues that included guilt, anger, fear, and, of course, there was no way she’d forgiven Lucky.


Regan got it.


Lucky Pescoli was handsome as hell, or had been, but was a prick of the highest—make that lowest—order, but she didn’t say it, just sipped her jolt-less coffee because like it or not, she’d picked him for husband number two and he was Bianca’s father.


A big mistake, but there it was.


“And I’m changing my name—my last name.”


“If you want to—”


“To Santana,” she said, lifting her chin. “You should too!”


She swept out the back door.


On that count, her daughter was right. Pescoli was considering it.


Through the window she watched Bianca trudge through the snow to her ten-year-old Jeep. Once behind the wheel, she fired up the engine and took off, snow spraying from beneath the Wrangler’s big tires.


Pescoli watched the SUV disappear into the trees just as the back door opened again. Along with a blast of cold air, Santana, three dogs trailing behind him, strode into the kitchen. Cisco, the oldest of the lot, a small, wiry terrier, took one look at Pescoli and did his little dance, rotating in tight circles and barking, while Sturgis, the black lab they’d inherited upon Dan Grayson’s death, wagged his tail slowly. Nikita, Santana’s husky, nosed around the baseboards hoping for a scrap of forgotten food.


“Hey, beautiful,” her husband said, and she shook her head.


“Not feeling all that beautiful today,” she admitted, setting her cup on the counter.


“Always are to me.”


She eyed him warily. “What’s with all the flattery?”


“Just the facts, ma’am,” he drawled.


“Sure,” she replied, fighting a smile as he settled onto a stool at the kitchen island and skimmed his iPad. Where once there had been newsprint in their home, there were now only computer screens. “Alvarez called.”


“Yeah?”


“She wants me to come back to work. Sooner rather than later.”


He looked up and she saw the reservation in his dark eyes. “You tried before,” he said, reminding her of her brief stint on duty once her maternity leave had ended.


“I know.” She’d been excited to return to work but had missed her son to the point of being miserable. And then there was the fact that her emotions had been stretched to the breaking point.


“So?” he prompted.


“I don’t know.”


“For what it’s worth—”


“I know where you stand.” She cut him off. “But my decision, right?”


A muscle worked in his jaw. “Right.”


“Glad to see you’re so progressive,” she said sharply, then regretted her tone. “Never mind. You want me here, I know. But you know I’m really not the type to sit at home and volunteer at the preschool or arrange playdates with moms who are probably, oh, I dunno, maybe half or at least only two-thirds my age?”


“You talked about becoming a PI,” he reminded. “With O’Keefe.”


She walked to the counter, found a loaf of bread, and popped two slices of whole grain into the toaster. “It wouldn’t be the same.”


“But it would be safer.”


She threw him a glance. “Would it?” But she couldn’t argue the point. At one time or another everyone in her family had been in jeopardy, largely in part because of her job with the sheriff’s department. And hadn’t she crossed a line or two while on duty?


She hated to admit it but she missed working with uptight Alvarez, of being a part of the department, of the adrenaline rush of chasing down a killer, of being part of a team even if the new sheriff had no chance of ever filling Dan Grayson’s size-thirteen boots. There were a few irritants in the department—Pete Watershed came quickly to mind—but still . . . The toast popped, she pulled out the hot slices gingerly, tossing them onto a plate just as she heard the distinct wail coming from the floor above. “Uh-oh. Sounds like the prince is awake.”


“Come on,” Santana protested. “Don’t call him that. ‘Sport’ or ‘cowboy’ or ‘buddy,’ that’s okay, but just not ‘prince,’ okay?”


She picked up her tepid coffee, took a big gulp from her cup, then tossed the remains into the sink where she left her cup. “Okay—maybe he’ll be ‘honey-bunny’ or ‘snookums’ then.”


“Right.”


Hurrying up the steps, she heard Santana laugh.


In the nursery she found her son lying on his back in his crib, his dark eyes open wide. At the sight of her his little arms flailed wildly and he grinned.


That baby smile melted her heart. “You are a prince, aren’t you?” she whispered, picking him up and smelling the clean baby scent of him. For the first time since the phone had woken her up, she grinned. “Huh, Tucker-Boy? Need a new dipe-dipe?” He cooed at her and she smiled back, then thought of what her colleagues at the department might say if they heard her making baby talk with her newborn. “Screw ’em, right?” she said before changing his diaper and onesie, then settling into the rocker to nurse. He latched on, suckled for a few minutes, then screwed up his face. “Sorry,” she whispered. “I guess it’s not in the cards for you and me anymore. Come on, let’s go see Daddy.”


Deftly she stood and, barefoot, carried Tucker down the stairs and into the kitchen.


“You’re up, Dad,” she said, finding Santana at the counter separating the cooking area from the family room. Tucker brightened at the sight of his father. She handed the baby into her husband’s waiting hands. “I’ll heat the bottle, you can feed him.”


“Hey, buddy,” Santana said, grinning at his son and letting the baby muss his hair. Tucker giggled, finding his father hysterical, his little legs moving jerkily in excitement. A fire was burning in the grate, blankets lopping over the edge of the couch, the dogs settled in their beds. Cozy. Warm. Home. Yeah, she loved it here, she thought as she finished making the bottle and handing it to her husband.


Her phone buzzed again.


“What is it this morning?” She read the screen but the number was unfamiliar. Punching the button to answer, she said brusquely, “Pescoli.”


“Regan!” a female voice cried. “Oh, God, I’m so glad this number still works.” Anxiety swept through the caller’s voice. “You have to come to San Francisco. Now.”


“Who is—?” she started to ask when she recognized her sister Sarina’s shrill voice. A sinking sensation settled over her. None of her sisters ever called unless something was wrong—seriously wrong.


“Oh, God. It’s awful,” Sarina cried. It sounded as if she was sobbing. “Just so awful.”


“What is?”


“Brindel! She’s dead.”


“What?” Pescoli’s heart nearly stopped. “Dead?” Brindel, second-born of the four Connors siblings, was tall and blond with a snarky sense of humor and a willingness to do whatever it took to get ahead.


“Yes! Dead! Murdered! Can you believe it? In her bed. I mean who would—?”


“Wait. Slow down.” Regan leaned against the counter for support and noticed that Santana, who was holding the baby, was at attention, his gaze drilling into hers. Sarina was still crying. “Okay, okay, get ahold of yourself,” she said to her sister. “Start over. At the beginning.” Shaken, Regan was still trying to get her head around the news. But it was impossible. Maybe Sarina was mistaken—it certainly wouldn’t be the first time.


“Not just Brindel, but Paul, too.”


Paul was Brindel’s husband. A doctor. Some kind of specialist. Heart, maybe. And a supercilious jerk, at least in Regan’s estimation, but dead? She couldn’t wrap her brain around it.


“It’s just horrible. Horrible.” Sarina was out-and-out bawling now, her words nearly indistinguishable. “You—you—oh, God, you have to do something!”


“Me?”


“You’re a cop, aren’t you? A detective?”


“In Montana. On leave.”


“Perfect. Then you can fly out.”


“I can’t—”


“Sure you can! Regan, you have to. You just have to. You can stay with me. Or Collette.”


“No.” The thought of spending days with either of her siblings was out of the question.


“Our sister is dead. Dead! Someone came into her bedroom and shot her in the head. While she was sleeping. Do you hear me?” Sarina demanded, nearly screaming. “Brindel was murdered. Murdered! Oh, my God, Regan, I can’t believe you won’t help.”


“Sarina!” Regan snapped. “I didn’t say I wouldn’t help. Now, calm down. Okay? Just calm down. I didn’t say I wouldn’t help, but I’m not staying with either of you. . . . If I come I’ll get a hotel . . . or something.”


“If? Just get here. This is so horrible! I can’t believe it!” She began to wail again.


“Pull yourself together,” Regan said, her own shock dissipating a little as she began to think like a cop. “Take a couple of deep breaths and then, slowly, tell me what happened.”


“I don’t know. That’s just it, and the cops—the police—they’re not saying much. I haven’t even talked to the detective in charge yet. His name is Anthony Paterno, but I’ve only talked to a uniformed guy and he was pretty tight-lipped and pissed me off!”


Paterno? Why did that name ring a bell?


“So far Paterno won’t talk to us. And I get the feeling, you know, that they, the police, don’t trust us. Like we all might be suspects or something.”


“We all?”


“Me and Collette. She’s here too. Devastated.”


Regan pictured Collette, the oldest of the Connors sisters. Tall and pale blond with sharp features that matched her wicked tongue, Collette bulldozed her way through life, always got what she wanted, just like Brindel. An image of her sister came to mind and she had to deliberately set it aside to keep her emotions at bay. “The police will rule you out right away,” Pescoli said, hoping it was true.


“Oh, God. I don’t even know what happened. All I know is that Paul and Brindel were killed at home in their bedrooms.”


“Bedrooms. Separate?”


“Yes, yes. It’s . . . it’s how they lived. You know, separate lives. Dona, their housekeeper, found them this morning. Brindel in her bedroom; Paul in his. Both in bed, at least I think so. I—I’m not really sure about that. Oh, dear God, I don’t know. But poor Dona, to have walked into that—” She started to wail again.


“What about anyone else? Their kids? His boys? Brindel’s daughter?”


“Oh . . . I don’t know,” Sarina blubbered. “The boys—Macon and Seth—they’re away at school. Maybe? I’m not sure about anything. Brindel isn’t . . . wasn’t close to them.”


“And Ivy?” Regan prodded.


“Ivy . . . Oh, Jesus. I think Ivy is missing!”










Chapter 3


 


Anthony Paterno, senior investigator for the San Francisco Police Department, surveyed the bedroom again while the ME’s office was zipping up a body bag and loading the body of Brindel Latham onto a wheeled stretcher. Unfortunately, her sister had arrived and was having an emotional meltdown.


The crime scene guys were spread throughout the huge house, searching for trace evidence, photographing the rooms, vacuuming the carpets in hopes of finding hairs or tiny bits of evidence, dusting for prints, and going over all six-thousand square feet of the old house. The ME had finished with the bodies and now they were being hauled off to the morgue. No other victims had been found. No sign of the kids. In fact it seemed that the Lathams had been alone before being murdered.


The girl’s room looked like it had been recently occupied, the bed unmade, but her purse and phone were missing along with her. Had she been kidnapped? Had she left of her own accord? He’d stared at her room as the techs had gone through the bedding and unhooked her computer. What the hell had happened to her? Hopefully nothing bad, but he’d thought about child/sex trafficking or the fact that she could be dead somewhere else. God, he hoped not.


Paterno had walked through the house carefully, disturbing nothing but eyeing it all. The home itself was grand, built in an era of pitched roofs, thick columns, mullioned windows, and the like. Over a hundred years old and upgraded with modern features that looked as if they’d been crafted in a previous century. Smooth tile, glossy marble, ancient hardwoods, grand chandeliers. . . . Still, the people inside, a man and a woman, were dead, killed in their beds—in their separate bedrooms though they were married. Dr. Paul Latham had been killed wearing only boxer shorts, the back of his skull destroyed, and his wife, Brindel, lying face up, a round bullet hole in the space on her forehead above her nose, the old “right between the eyes” shot, had been totally nude. Was that how she normally slept? Maybe. Had something sexual gone on first? Again, a possibility. There was evidence of a robbery, a safe in the library open and empty, a second one in the doctor’s bedroom unlocked and cleaned out as well. On top of all that, Latham had a built-in armory, a gun closet with a sliding door, which seemed like it had housed a bevy of weaponry. It, too, was empty, the door left open, lights illuminating empty cases and racks.


So were these homicides the result of a burglary gone bad, he wondered, as he stepped outside and surveyed the gardens in the back of the house. Obviously that was what the police were supposed to think—the simple answer—but something was off. The victims were in their beds as if they’d been sleeping. Had they been killed before their valuables had been stolen, just to make sure nothing went wrong during the robbery, collateral damage as it were? Or was the robbery a mask for the murders?


He didn’t know yet, he thought, glancing up at the gray sky, clouds with dark bellies moving steadily inland, the chill of a brisk winter wind piercing his rain jacket. The grounds were neatly tended, a fenced, sloped yard, boxwoods and other greenery, a gate that opened to an alley that ran between the backyards of half a dozen houses as grand and ornate as this one.


But he’d figure it out. He always did. This, he’d decided, would be his last case and then he’d retire. Put all the murder and mayhem, the brutal carnage and ugly side of life, behind him. Buy his brother-in-law’s cabin cruiser, and leave the damp and cold of San Francisco for some warmer climate, sail south, past LA and San Diego, and find some little village on the coast of Mexico where he could drink tequila, fish for sierra or snapper, or sea bass, even a yellowtail, and spend his nights staring at the stars.


“Inspector?”


He was jolted out of his reverie by a sharp male voice and turned to find a uniformed policeman approaching. Short, fit, twenty-something, all business. Officer Nowak.


“I think maybe you should talk to Ms. Marsh. She’s—”


“The sister of Mrs. Latham,” he said, nodding. He’d known she would show up because of the woman who’d called in the crime, a nearly hyperventilating housekeeper with whom he’d been connected, Dona Andalusia. The housekeeper had told him, “The missus’s sister in Oakland. Oh, my God. I didn’t know what to do. I called her, su hermana, one of her sisters, the one who lives close . . . Sarina . . . Sarina. I’m sorry, I don’t remember her last name. But I called her. I didn’t know what to do.”


“You did fine,” he’d told her.


“I think she is coming to the house. To see—”


“That’s okay. I’ll talk to her, but she can’t go inside. No one can.”


“Sí, sí. I know. I know.”


“She can’t see her sister,” he’d warned. “Not yet.”


“Dios.” Something unintelligible in Spanish. He’d convinced her to stay at the crime scene so that she could speak with him. She had. A middle-aged, round-figured woman with apple cheeks and graying black hair tied back into a single long braid, she’d stood with a uniformed cop on the sidewalk in front of the house, inside the police barrier surrounding the Latham estate. She’d been wringing her hands, her brow furrowed, her big eyes dark with worry. He’d been introduced and Dona, nodding, gesturing wildly, had explained about finding the bodies.


Her story had never faltered: She’d come to the house as usual. When no one answered her knock, she’d let herself in with her own key and thought she was alone, even called out and received no answer. She’d started cleaning when she noticed the back door swinging open, and then, upon further inspection, the horrifying bedroom scenes. First she’d found “the missus” dead in her bed.


“It is horrible,” Dona had said. “Mal. Evil. The work of el diablo, the devil. She was dead. I know. I feel for a pulse but . . . nada . . . nothing.” Shaking her head, she’d swallowed hard before explaining that she’d peered into the second bedroom where she’d found “Mister Paul, oh . . . Dios mío, he was . . .” Dona had closed her eyes as if in so doing she could block out the mental image of Paul Latham’s body. “And then I run,” she said. “I run out of the house, to the neighbors and make the call to nine-one-one.” Tears welled in her eyes. “Who would do such a thing? Qué tipo de monstruo? I mean, what kind of monster?”


“I don’t know, but that’s what we intend to find out,” Paterno had assured her as she’d deftly sketched a sign of the cross over her chest. He’d given her his card, said he’d be calling, and had sent her off with a cop to take her to the station so she could give a complete statement.


So now he’d deal with the sister who lived nearby. He glanced at the cloud cover threatening rain, remembered that it was supposed to clear out by early afternoon, if the weatherman could be believed.


Following the deputy through the house to the front gate, Paterno saw a news van had double-parked on a side street, a reporter bustling out of the passenger side, a cameraman hefting a shoulder cam as he climbed from behind the wheel to eye the street.


Paterno ignored them for now as he followed Nowak to the front sidewalk, still cordoned off, where he found not one woman, but two, huddled together under a single umbrella though it wasn’t raining, and the resemblance between them suggested they were sisters. Both in their early forties, he guessed, and taller than average. The shorter one had brown hair pulled into a drooping ponytail; the taller, thinner woman, with a plaid scarf draped over her shoulders and hoop earrings, wore her blond hair cut straight at the shoulders. In heeled boots and a long trench coat, her large eyes suspicious, her glossy lips tight, she seemed to be more in control of her emotions, whereas the shorter, rounder woman in a jacket and jeans was an obvious wreck. Mascara ran, her lips trembled, her eyes were rimmed in red, and her ponytail seemed forgotten, threatening to fall out of its band. “Inspector Paterno?” she asked in a quavering voice. “I’m . . . I’m Sarina Marsh, Brindel’s sister, and this is—”


“Collette Foucher,” the second woman cut in. “Also Brindel Latham’s sister.” Collette’s words were clipped. “What happened here?”


“That’s what we’re trying to figure out.”


“Was my sister murdered?” Foucher demanded.


He didn’t like the way she glared at him and the fact that there were newspeople hovering nearby. “We’re investigating.”


“Murder-suicide, I bet. That prick!” she hissed, her face contorting in disgust.


“You don’t know that!” Sarina said.


Collette shot her sister a dark look. “She was going to divorce him. Remember?”


“Yeah. But to kill . . .” Sarina shook her head, the wet ponytail slapping her shoulders. “I don’t—I won’t—believe it.”


“Believe it,” Collette advised. “Well, the murder part anyway. Paul is probably too much of a coward to kill himself. He was bad news. I told that to Brindel before she married him and now”—her voice cracked and her cool facade slipped a bit—“now . . .” She let out a tremulous sigh and her sister wrapped an arm around her taller sibling’s waist.


Sarina’s chin wobbled. “What about Ivy?”


Before he could answer, Collette said, “Ivy, if you don’t know, is Brindel’s daughter. Teenager and a handful, let me tell you. Sarina’s been trying to locate her, calling and texting, but Ivy’s not picking up or responding.” She dabbed a finger beneath her eyes, drying them without messing with her mascara.


Sniffing, Sarina said, “It’s not like her. Not to answer a text or return a call. I’ve texted about twenty times and called four.” She shrugged and blinked. “Nothing.” Frowning, she said, “I hope she’s okay. . . . I wonder—oh, God, I hope not—but if she’s been kidnapped?”


Collette’s lips pursed. “Whoever kidnapped that one would have a fight on his hands.” Then, realizing the conversation had strayed, she added, “We just need to know what’s going on here. Find out what happened to Brindel.”


“Maybe it’s not her in there.” Sarina’s voice held little hope. “I mean, Paul . . . he . . . well, he wasn’t entirely faithful.”


Collette snorted. “What she means is that Paul Latham was a tom cat, what our mother used to refer to as a playboy, like it was—I don’t know—kind of naughty but acceptable, back in the day, even something a man could be proud of. Thank you, Hugh Hefner! Anyway, Paul was one of those men who couldn’t keep his hands to himself. Just ask some of the nurses he worked with. He even came on to me once at a Christmas party. All drunk and grabby. And he was in trouble with some of his patients, or had been.” Her eyebrows arched. “If you know what I mean.”


Paterno was starting to get a picture of the Lathams.


“He had weapons,” Paterno said.


Collette rolled her eyes and clung to the umbrella as another gust threatened to pull it from her hands. “Not just a few. He was a major gun nut, and I mean major. He had everything from pistols to antique rifles to assault weapons.”


“The boys too,” Sarina agreed. “Paul’s sons. Macon and Seth.”


“It bothers—oh, hell—it bothered Brindel. She didn’t like the guns, especially around the kids even though the boys had moved out. They’re older.” Collette shot a look toward the house. “And now this . . . It’s just so hard, impossible to have sink in.”


“I don’t think it ever will.” Sarina blinked.


“Let’s go down to the station and you can fill me in. Give me names, phone numbers, and addresses of family and close friends, business associates. The couple had children, right? You mentioned they had ‘sons.’”


Sarina was quick to say, “They’re Paul’s boys, not my sister’s. They’re around twenty now. . . .” She glanced at Collette, who lifted her shoulders in a beats-me gesture. “From his first marriage with . . . what’s her name? Katrina. Yes, that’s it. They lived with Paul and Brindel for the most part after the divorce. Paul wouldn’t have it any other way. But as I said, they’re grown, or should be. Sometimes I wonder . . .”


“And then there’s Ivy,” Collette said.


Sarina managed a fleeting smile. “Yes, my, er, our niece, Brindel’s daughter. Ivy. The one we were talking about. She’s . . . seventeen, I think. Her birthday’s in February, next month, so she’ll be eighteen then.” Again she glanced at her sister for confirmation, and again received a shrug as an answer. Obviously Sarina Marsh was closer to the dead woman than was Collette Foucher.


Collette’s eyes narrowed a fraction. “Don’t we need to identify the body, er bodies or something?”


Sarina let out a little squeak of protest.


“First, the station, then, if you want, the morgue,” Paterno said. “We’ll put out an Amber Alert for your niece and hunt down her stepbrothers as we’ve searched the house. No one other than the victims is inside.”


“Maybe we should wait for Regan,” Sarina suggested.


Collette rolled her expressive eyes, as gray as the San Francisco day.


“She’s a cop. A homicide detective.” Sarina was looking at Paterno now. “She lives in Montana. A town called Grizzly Falls.”


From the corner of his eye, Paterno saw a uniformed cop at the barricade at the end of the street, the policeman talking to a man behind the wheel of a sporty BMW. The driver had his window rolled down and was gesturing angrily to the Victorian house next door to the Lathams. A neighbor. Someone to talk to. Later. Paterno made a mental note, then turned his attention back to the sisters huddled beneath the umbrella’s plastic canopy. “Why would a cop from Montana be interested in this case?”
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