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            Chapter One

         

         Tuesday, October 6

10:42 a.m.

         Wake up, sleeping beauty.” Carter Vandemere kissed the smooth, warm curve of the woman’s shoulder. “The clock is ticking.”

         Tick tock, like a clock, ready, set, go!

         Maria moaned but didn’t open her eyes. He didn’t know her name, but he called her Maria. Mary. The Madonna. Beautiful. His lips brushed the two-inch square of raw, rippled flesh on the back of her shoulder. So, so beautiful. His lips trailed along her throat. Soft. The tip of his tongue slid along her jaw. Sweet. His cheek brushed hers. Warm. Like heated cream. He nibbled her ear, then bit. Hard.

         Her eyes flew open, and she tried to scream. The duct tape held, a scream-catcher of sorts.

         He gave her shoulder a reassuring squeeze. “Don’t worry, Maria. Soon the entire world will hear you.” With a grin, he settled onto the edge of the futon that reeked of body fluid stew. His fingers sifted through the thick fall of honey-colored hair, and his nails dug into the raw flesh on the back of her shoulder. Her eyes bulged and cheeks flushed. So much color and texture. She was his finest work yet.

         “So here’s the deal, Maria.” An electrified heat pulsed through his fingers as he picked up an eighteen-gauge wire. “Tiny little thing, isn’t it? But with it you have the power to live or die.” He attached the wire to the mercury switch secured to the fanny pack he’d belted around her exquisite hips. The pack disrupted composition and led the eye astray. Definitely not beautiful, but necessary, the final brushstroke. Hot sparks shot down his arms and across his chest.

         His fingers lingered over the corner of the duct tape at her mouth. Pain was part of art, part of the artist.

         Riiiiiiip!

         “You son of a bitch. You sadistic, fu—”

         Smack! How dare she ruin his work with such crudeness? He pulled in a breath, cooling the electric firestorm. In his art, timing was everything.

         “Such ugly words from such a beautiful mouth,” he said with a soft cluck as he taped the wire to her bottom lip. “Now let’s talk about that beautiful mouth. From this moment on, if you open your mouth, the wire will trip the anti-movement switch. After a thirty-second delay, enough time for me to get away, an electric loop will close, setting off the initiator and starting the firing train. The train will activate the primary explosive, which will detonate the main charge. And boom!” His fisted fingers fanned out, but he didn’t see the paint-smudged digits. He saw the spark, the gritty puff of air, the exquisite shattering and scattering of metal and Maria. Breathtaking.

         “Bottom line, Maria. You open your mouth, you die. Understand?”

         She sat before him, a still life. There was beauty in everyday, inanimate objects, but masterful art lived and breathed. And in his case, died.

         “Blink once for yes. Twice for no.”

         Maria gave him one blink, one terrified, beautiful blink.

         
            *  *  *

         

         11:27 a.m.

         Freddy Ortiz loved the ponies, fast ones that could win a race with the wind. Unfortunately, he hadn’t found many winners lately.

         Bang, bang, bang! Which was why Skip Folsum was banging the shit out of the front door of his West Hollywood studio apartment.

         Freddy tore off the covers and groped under his bed for jeans until he found a pair that wasn’t too crusty. He knew the drill. Kind of hard not to when you spent the past ten years swimming with sharks.

         “Dammit, Freddy, I know you’re in there. I want my money.”

         He thrust his legs into the jeans and threw on an L.A. Kings T-shirt. Essentials only. He grabbed his camera. On second thought, he scooped up his boots.

         “Open this damn door!” The door handle rattled, and the wooden frame shook as if terrified. Smart door. Skip carried a .38 Special. Freddy’d seen it last week.

         With sweat-slickened palms, Freddy threw open the window and squeezed out onto the landing. He half-climbed, half-free-fell down three flights of fire escapes until he landed with a thud in an alley that smelled of cat piss. Above him, Skip poked his head—and .38—out the window.

         Crack! A chunk of alley exploded.

         Freddy ducked a hailstorm of asphalt and hauled ass to the car lot at the end of the alley and his late-model Ford Mustang. He fumbled with his key fob.

         Crack! The right taillight shattered.

         He dove into the car, gunned the pony, and squealed out of Cat Piss Alley. His hand shaking, he dug into his shirt pocket. Shit. Nothing but lint and the hammering of his heart. He took three quick turns and checked the mirror. No Skip. One hand on the wheel, he dug through the glove box. Shit, shit. No cigarettes. He groped under the driver’s seat and found one bent stick of gum. He was a gambling man, but today was not his lucky day.

         With another check of his rearview, he popped the gum in his mouth. Skip needed money, which meant Freddy needed money. He could head to LAX or the Brentwood Country Mart, good places to shoot Hollywood stars coming and going, but with Skip’s .38 now aimed at his not-so-small ass, he needed more than Hollywood ho-hum. A few deadly sins would be nice. He’d always been a big fan of lust and greed. Again he checked the rearview. He was also a big fan of staying alive.

         Lately, downtown L.A. had been his honey hole. Last month he snagged some photos of a soap opera actor shelling out money to a prostitute for a bit of dirty, and prior to that he shot a pro ball player getting hauled into the downtown station for disorderly conduct following a game at the Staples Center.

         Ca-ching.

         As usual, downtown traffic was a bear. He crawled through the snarl of cars toward the police station. Near the library, a scream split the sunshine cutting at sharp angles through the high-rises. The library was hardly a paparazzo’s playground, but he grabbed a parking spot because in his business, screams usually meant money.

         Looping his camera around his neck, he bulldozed through a cluster of gawkers near a grassy area and found a woman in a shiny white robe reclining at the base of a thick tree. He let out a soft whistle. A real beauty. Creamy skin, waves of golden hair, big, brown eyes. Not an actress, at least not one he recognized. Too bad. The rags paid big for Hollywood hotties doing dumb shit. He snapped off a series of wide-angle shots and elbowed his way to the front.

         Up close he could see her body shook and lips trembled. Was she drunk? Cranking? Or was this some kind of reality TV show or B movie publicity stunt? The woman shifted, the front of her robe opening and framing a pair of tetas. Niiiiice.

         He fired off another round. Damn, she was a beauty. Especially those lips. He zoomed in and spotted a wire snaking from her mouth. A mic? His viewfinder followed the wire to her waist circled by a piece of nylon webbing attached to a bulging pack. He zoomed tighter, focusing in on a metal prong at the end of the wire. His fingers froze. His blood, too.

         “Holy shit,” Freddy said on a strangled cry. “This is one of them Angel Bombings.”

         En masse, the crowd lunged back. Some ran. Others pushed. The guy at his right was punching 911 into the face of his cell phone. Freddy backed away. No one could save her. And even if there was a way, he wasn’t a hero, not by a long shot. But that didn’t mean he was without a weapon. His fingers shaking, he aimed his camera back on the woman.

         Click. Click. Click.

         His work was all about the story, and in this moment, Freddy knew that was all he could do for this woman. Tell the story. A siren wailed. Tears streamed down the woman’s face. Her body jerked in silent sobs. Then one escaped, high-pitched and fast, like an animal caged too long. Her cry clawed at his chest.

         Pop.

         The world as seen through his lens exploded. The ground rocked. A roar tore through his head. Bits of twisted metal and earth rained from the cloudless blue sky. He ducked a flaming tree branch and stumbled toward the street, his chest curved around his camera.

         A little girl with pigtails swatted at the ashy air, screaming, “Daaaaaddy, where are youuuuuu?”

         Somewhere glass shattered. Freddy looped his arm around the screaming kid and dove behind a car. His head low, he hauled in deep breaths but froze when he spotted a gelatinous, veiny glob on the toe of his right boot. The world spun a second time, something hard and heavy churning in his gut. The kid whimpered. He cradled her pigtails and turned her face away from his boot. Then he forced down chunks of horror clawing up his throat.

         Freddy had some killer shots, literally, which might help track down a serial bomber. But he also had a little change in luck. One hand resting on the pigtails, he steadied his other hand on his camera. Then he aimed the lens at his foot, zooming in on the chunk of the beauty’s brain.

         Click.

         Sick bastard.

         Ca-ching.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         Wednesday, October 28

7:55 a.m.

         Evie Jimenez hauled her emergency response duffel from the back of her truck and hoisted sixty pounds of Kevlar and ceramic plates onto her back. Despite the load, she felt she could fly.

         Her helmet cradled under her right arm, she pushed her way through the bodies gathered in the high school parking lot, her zigzag gaze canvassing the crowd. So far no one triggered her internal radar. No loner high school boy with mischief or a mission on his mind. No disgruntled or disenfranchised type showing too much glee. Although there was the ginger in the nice suit leaning against a white sedan. Too relaxed to be a parent or teacher. Too well dressed to be a media parasite. Her arm tightened around her helmet as she jogged past the section roped off for camera crews and news reporters.

         “Look! Isn’t that Agent Jimenez?” a man with a handheld mic called out.

         Evie blinked off a salvo of blinding flashes and kept her pace steady.

         A woman from a news station in Bangor thrust a microphone in her direction. “Agent Jimenez, has your suspension following the debacle in Houston been lifted?”

         Keep walking. 

         “Agent Jimenez, is it true that the president of the United States asked for your resignation?”

         No talking.

         “How do you feel about putting a dark mark on the arguably miraculous record of Parker Lord’s Apostles?”

         No punching anyone in the face.

         “One more question, Agent Jimenez. Since you’re back in the field, do you plan to go to L.A. and work the Angel Bomber case?”

         Her boots slowed for a fraction of a second. That was the plan.

         But right now a clock was ticking. She ducked under the crime scene tape.

         As she rounded the hazardous devices truck, a uniformed officer grabbed her arm. “Hold up, young lady. You can’t go back there. We have a bomb on the premises.”

         Evie reached for her creds, but the officer snapped back her arm. Having long ago resigned herself to life at five-foot-two, she craned her neck so he could see every inch of her face. “I’m not young, and right now I’m not feeling very ladylike, so get your fucking hands off me so I can defuse that bomb.” The officer dropped her arm as if she were on fire.

         At the inner perimeter she found the lieutenant in charge of the scene, a grandfatherly type who scrubbed a thumb across his chin after she introduced herself. “You’re Parker Lord’s guy?” the lieutenant asked.

         They could talk about the difference between male and female later. “Yes sir. Has the bomb robot been unloaded?”

         “Five minutes ago.”

         “Excellent.” Evie slipped off her pack. “Has the area been evacuated and perimeter set?” Preservation of life was key. It was the first tenet in her manual, and in her world, it was the beginning, end, and everything in between.

         The lieutenant gave her a grave nod. “Teachers are currently getting a head count to make sure all students are accounted for, and the homes on the street behind the gym have been evacuated.”

         Because at this point she was working with unknowns. Unknown charge. Unknown material. Unknown ticking clock. Pulling her hair into a knot on top of her head, she secured it with a rubber band. In the hazardous devices truck, she took a seat behind the monitors and reached for the control panel that guided a one-armed robot with an orange body. “What’s his name?”

         “The bomb squad boys call him Lobster Claw,” the lieutenant said.

         She powered up the camera and set the robot in motion. “Okay, Mr. Claw, it’s time.”

         Evie and the robot went to work with a surgeon’s precision. X-rays. Infrared readings. Sensors checking for biological, chemical, and nuclear agents. All transmitted to her workstation. When the last of the vitals flashed on her screen, she pulled in a deep breath. They were down with an IED. It would be a simple blow and go, the type of stuff she could do in her sleep.

         Approach with caution.

         Clear debris.

         Set charge.

         Detonate.

         She flexed her fingers, the knuckles popping as if charged with little bursts of electricity. Then she reached down and unzipped the duffel holding her bomb suit.

         
            *  *  *

         

         12:38 p.m.

         “That was some mighty fine work, Agent Jimenez.” The lieutenant slapped her back.

         Evie set her helmet on her duffel and gave her head a series of hard shakes, droplets of sweat flying across the high school’s practice field. Damn, that felt good. And it was good. Textbook perfect. “Thank you, sir.”

         “We’re thrilled Agent Lord agreed to send you.”

         The skin on the back of her neck cooled. Technically her boss hadn’t. She was still on suspension following the botched IED disrupt in Houston, but when the assist call had come in from Bar Harbor PD, Parker had been on a flight to San Francisco and the Maine State Police Hazardous Devices Unit had been tied up with a threat at the airport. Her butt had been conveniently nearby, glued to her desk chair at The Box, home base for Parker Lord’s Special Criminal Investigative Unit. “Glad to be of service, sir.”

         “How about lunch at Max’s to celebrate?” the lieutenant asked. “First beer’s on me.”

         “Make it a shot of Knob Creek Rye, and you’re on.”

         Lines crinkled the older man’s eyes. “Need a ride?”

         “I’ll walk.” She plucked at her sweat-soaked tank. “I need a cooldown.” She always did after a disrupt. The three layers of protective materials ratcheted up her body heat, and of course there was the fire inside. Plus she needed to tell Parker about the high school job. The president would probably blow a fuse, but Parker would stand behind her, just like he had two months ago in Houston when the president had tried to make her the scapegoat.

         Save the baby!

         Her finger traced the new scar dissecting her right eyebrow. She’d done just that.

         She took out her cell phone and texted Parker Lord two words: Call me.

         Slipping on her shoulder rig and denim jacket, she ducked under the crime scene tape and darted between cars, keeping a wide berth between herself and the media slugs. Parker could deal with them. He was less likely to use swear words or hit something.

         Her blood still amped with heat and adrenaline, she raised her face to the flurry-filled sky and caught a snowflake on her tongue. Damn, she loved being back in the field. Her stomach growled. She also loved lobster rolls.

         One block into her walk, she spotted the tail. The ginger with the fancy suit. Evie took a quick right and headed down Main but slowed as she passed a shop selling frou-frou scarves. Within seconds, the ginger turned onto the street. He was five and a half feet and a buck thirty, tops. That suit screamed designer. She ambled to the other side of the window, pretending to be captivated by a display of bedazzled handbags, and got a full view. His face didn’t match any of the FBI’s most wanted posters or anyone in her personal gallery of bad boys who played with bombs, but he had slick shoes, too slick for coastal Maine.

         Every cell in her body on heightened awareness, Evie ducked down an alley and slipped behind a Dumpster. Seconds later, along came the ginger. Like a tightly wound spring, she pounced. He shifted right and spun. She adjusted in midair and slammed into his midsection.

         “Oomph!” Ginger down.

         One hand around his neck, she jammed her knee into his groin. Ice crystals formed on the air between them as she lowered her face to his. “Would you like to lose one testicle today or two?” She expected a wince, groan, or a few well-chosen expletives.

         His shoulders jiggled with a laugh. “They warned me about you, but I didn’t believe them. Oh, God, this is going to be fun.”

         Fun? Who the hell was this bozo? More important, did he have anything to do with the IED planted at the high school? She hauled her service revolver from her shoulder holster. “You want fun?”

         He stopped laughing.

         “Who are you?” Evie asked. He reached for his pants pocket, and her knee dug deeper. This time he winced. “I said, who are you?”

         “Brady Malloy of Elliott Enterprises. Card’s in my pocket.”

         She dug into his wallet and withdrew a California-issued driver’s license. Home address in Los Angeles. Organ donor. Excellent. If he had anything to do with that backpack of C-4 in the high school gym, she could help him part with a few organs. She pulled out a fancy embossed business card. “Okay, Mr. Brady Malloy of Elliott Enterprises. Says here you’re a public relations guy.”

         “I’m good with people.”

         Unlike her. She climbed off his midsection but did not holster her firearm. “So what the hell is a public relations specialist for a”—she checked the card—“an equity investment firm from Los Angeles doing at a bomb disruption at a high school in Bar Harbor, Maine?”

         “Following you,” he said with wide-eyed sincerity.

         Her fingers tightened around the card. The honesty surprised her. So did the fact that he got the jump on her. “And now that you’ve found me?”

         He stood and dusted the snow tufts and dead leaves from his jacket. “I’m here on behalf of my employer, Mr. Jack Elliott. He’d like to hire you to deal with…an incendiary situation.”

         This time Evie laughed. Clearly this guy had no idea who she was. “I’m no dick for hire.”

         “Mr. Elliott doesn’t want a private detective. He wants you. He wants an Apostle.”

         She wasn’t surprised he knew who she was. Thanks to the Houston job, anyone who watched the nightly news knew she was the bomb and weapons specialist for Parker’s team, but like all of the Apostles, she was too busy catching this country’s most vile criminals to take side jobs. Malloy’s boss was probably one of those guys who threw money around and expected others to hop and skip. Too bad for Mr. Jack Elliott that as a kid, she never got the hang of girly games like hopscotch.

         She holstered her sidearm. The rumble and tumble with the ginger had left her thirsty. “Wish I could say it’s been a pleasure, Mr. Malloy, but frankly, this chitchat is keeping me from a much-needed shot of whiskey.” She headed for the mouth of the alley. “Adiós.”

         Malloy cleared his throat. “Mr. Elliott has information on the next Angel Bombing.”

         An invisible hand yanked Evie to a stop, and she spun toward Malloy. For three months investigators from LAPD, ATF, FBI, and an alphabet soup of other agencies had been hunting for the bomber responsible for a series of explosions that had killed seven, maimed or injured 105, and scared the hell out of 3.85 million residents of the City of Angels.

         Thanks to her suspension, she wasn’t officially on the case, but she’d been all over it, poring through case notes, collecting images, and keeping everything in a folder she took out every night and read like a bedtime storybook.

         “What kind of information?” Despite her shackles, she couldn’t back off from a lead.

         Malloy once again settled that earnest gaze on her. “Mr. Elliott would prefer to tell you in person.”

         She bowed, sweeping her hand through the alley. “Tell him to come into my office.”

         “He’s in Los Angeles.”

         “Then get him on the phone.”

         “He’d prefer to tell you in person.”

         Evie pushed a wayward curl off her forehead. “And I prefer a little less bullshit.” The Angel Bomber had been consistent in creating chaos. His bombs went off the first week of every month for the past three months, and they were just days away from November first. “Exactly what does your boss know about the bombings?”

         Malloy shuffled his feet, kicking at airy snowdrifts, before finally looking her squarely in the eye. “Mr. Elliott believes the next victims will be a brown-haired woman in a red dress and a baby with blond curls.”

         The image slammed her like an M120 mortar.

         “That’s all I know,” Malloy continued. “He insists on telling you the rest in person. He has his private jet ready to fly you to L.A.”

         And she had a presidentially mandated suspension hanging over her head like a two-ton anvil. She shifted from one boot to the other. In bomb investigations forensic evidence didn’t solve cases, people did. This guy’s boss could have a tip that could lead them to the deadliest bomber in the country, or hell, this guy’s boss could be the bomber.

         Again Malloy motioned to the alley. “Are you ready, Agent Jimenez?”

         Mr. Elliott believes the next victims will be a brown-haired woman in a red dress and a baby with blond curls.

         Save the baby!

         “Hell, yes.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         Wednesday, October 28

7:24 p.m.

         Ding.

         Ding.

         Two voice mails had come in while Evie had been flying from Maine to Los Angeles. She brought up the call log. One from her teammate Hatch Hatcher, the other from—

         “Shit,” she said under her breath.

         “Everything okay?” Brady asked as he guided the car out of LAX.

         “Yes.” Although her answer might be different after she listened to the second voice mail, the one from the president of the United States, but she wasn’t going to do that until she talked to Parker. She checked her texts. Still no word from her boss, but that wasn’t surprising as he’d been in San Francisco all day working a case.

         Evie had spent most of her day on Jack Elliott’s private jet. Plush leather recliner seats. Fully stocked minibar. Hi-def movie theater with a state-of-the-art sound system. She’d been most interested in the jet’s in-flight Internet service, which she used to run a background check on Jack Elliott. Evie was impressed with what she found. Elliott was the proud owner of a Harvard MBA, ran a legit equity investment business in So Cal, and had money coming out his ass. No record. No ties to extremist groups. Not a hair out of place. So why the hell did he allegedly know so much about the bomb investigation of the decade?

         As Brady exited the freeway and aimed the car at L.A.’s downtown financial district, the bomber’s fallout was everywhere. Three billboards so far: Angel Bomber Hotline 1-555-NO-BOMBS. Handbills with a similar message were taped to light poles and plastered on bus stop benches. On a marquee outside a church off Olympic Boulevard was the message: Pray for our fallen angels.

         Brady pulled the car into the Elliott Tower parking garage, and the parking attendant slid open the glass window of his booth.

         “Evening, Mr. Malloy,” the attendant said. “I’ll need your—”

         Evie reached across the car and flashed her badge. The parking attendant took down the number.

         Inside the Elliott Tower, a thirty-six-story high-rise, she jerked to a stop before a display window in a fussy boutique on the bottom floor. A mannequin in a slinky gold gown rubbed noses with a fake Chihuahua wearing a gold-and-diamond collar. Another mannequin in a red sweater-y thing cradled a fake poodle dressed in an elf outfit.

         “Really?” Evie asked.

         Brady Malloy grinned. “Welcome to L.A.”

         “More like welcome to another planet.” Despite the late hour and heavy cloud cover, the city wasn’t completely dark. A warm, soft light hung over downtown L.A. like a golden halo.

         They made their way through the marbled entryway to a guard station where Brady signed her in. Once again a security guard took her badge number, adding in the margin “red boots.” He also snapped a photo for a visitor’s pass.

         “Would you like a pint of blood with that?” Evie asked the guard, who took a plastic card rolling out from a printer and attached a clip to the top.

         “We’re very serious about security,” the guard explained as he handed her the ID badge, her mug shot emblazoned on one side along with a bar code.

         “Even more so since the bombings started,” Brady added. “All businesses downtown have stepped up security, and police have increased patrols.” Because the bomber would most likely strike in a matter of days.

         Near the elevator, Brady motioned to a ladies’ room door. “Do you need to use the restroom or anything?”

         “I’m good.”

         Frosted doors of an elevator etched with the giant letters EE slid open. A face with one eye where an ear should be stared at her. The face had no nose. She read the brass plaque on the bottom of the painting. Picasso. She knew little about art, but even she recognized that name. What kind of man put Picassos in his elevator? She flipped over her visitor’s pass. The same kind of guy who put flowery reprints of Vincent van Gogh on ID badges.

         Brady escorted her to the thirty-sixth floor, where she strolled through a lobby lined with artwork from Bellini and Vermeer, and she’d bet the college funds she’d started for each of her seven nephews that these were the real deals.

         “Your boss likes fancy paintings?” Evie asked.

         “My boss likes,” Brady quirked his mouth, “collecting.”

         She pictured the artwork on her refrigerator door back in her rarely used condo in Albuquerque, all originals by her nephews, but unlike the art in her home—finger-painted landscapes and portraits made with crayons—these paintings did nothing to warm the offices. The top floor of the Elliott Tower was cool, almost cold.

         A woman in a beige suit, beige lipstick, and beige hair greeted her with a short nod. “Good evening, Agent Jimenez. Mr. Elliott is wrapping up an overseas call. Can I get you a cup of coffee, tea, or mineral water?”

         “I’m good.”

         “Or perhaps some heated towels to, uh, freshen up?”

         “I’m good.”

         “Are you sure?” Her nose wrinkled.

         “Yes.” Evie wasn’t one to check in with mirrors throughout the day, but her newly minted ID card showed a serious case of helmet head, sweat stains on her tank, and alley grit on her denim jacket.

         “Please have a seat. Mr. Elliott will be with you shortly.”

         Evie had been sitting way too much today. With the door to Elliott’s office closed, she paced the length of the room. She checked her phone again. Another message from the president’s office and a media alert on the Angel Bomber investigation. Ignoring the president, she clicked on the link to a breaking news report from a Los Angeles television station.

         “In the latest move to track down the Angel Bomber terrorizing downtown Los Angeles,” a news reporter was saying, “authorities announced today that a twenty-five-thousand-dollar reward is being offered to anyone providing information leading to the capture of the bomber. According to Captain Vince Ricci of the LAPD, the bomber will most likely strike within the next week and may again target heavily populated areas.”

         Evie stopped in front of the secretary’s chrome-and-glass desk. “Can you please tell Mr. Elliott I’m here?”

         “As soon as he wraps up his call,” the woman said. “He’s finishing a very important business deal with associates in Germany.”

         The nameplate on the woman’s desk read Claire Turner, Executive Assistant. Her title should have read, Guard Dog. “More important than stopping a serial killer?” Evie asked.

         Claire’s polite smile didn’t crack. “Mr. Elliott will be with you as soon as he finishes the German deal.”

         Or not. Evie headed to the door beyond Claire’s desk.

         “You can’t go in there!”

         Says who? Evie side-stepped a beige arm and threw open the door. Elliott’s inner sanctum was the size of the ice rink where her oldest nephew played hockey. Centered in front of a wall of glass overlooking the dark skies and bright lights of the downtown L.A. skyline sat a shiny glass desk the size of a small country. Behind it was a man who reminded her of a European prince. Dark-haired and angular, he wore a snow-white dress shirt with a dark, pin-striped vest, monogrammed cuff links, and an air of privilege. She’d personally drop to her knees and kiss his royal ring if he could help her nail a killer. And if he was the bomber, she’d do her damnedest to make sure he got himself fancy new duds, the kind with black and white stripes.

         “Good evening, sir.” She squared up in front of him, her back and resolve ramrod stiff. “I’m Special Agent Evie Jimenez. I’m here about the Angel Bombings.”

         Keeping his gaze on a computer screen, he showed her his palm.

         She clasped her hands behind her back and shifted from one boot to the other. She made it fifty-seven seconds before she cleared her throat. “Mr. Elliott, I’m sorry to interrupt your business, but if you have information on a killer, I need to know as soon as possible. There’s just three more days until the first of November, which means he could right now be scouting out or abducting his next victim.”

         Without looking up from his computer screen, Elliott extended a single index finger and jabbed it at her and then the door.

         Claire’s lips thinned. “If you’ll come this way, please.”

         “No, I don’t please. Mr. Elliott and I have business to discuss.” She dropped her bag on the floor, hiked her jeans, and climbed across Elliott’s desk. Raising her index finger, she pushed, End Call.

         Claire gasped. Brady, who’d followed them into the office, groaned.

         Evie shimmied back across the desk, her boots thudding to the marble floor. “Now we can talk.”

         Jack Elliott’s gaze finally snapped to her. She’d expected slate gray or obsidian or even sharp green. Instead he had faded blue eyes, the color of worn denim.

         “Who are you?” His words, on the other hand, came out hard and sharp.

         Amazing. He’d been so intently focused on his phone call that he hadn’t heard a word she’d said. He would make a great bomb tech. She took out her business card. “Special Agent Evangelina Jimenez. I’m here about the Angel Bombings.”

         He took the card, his fingers curving around the paper as he brought a fist to his chest for a heartbeat before slipping it into a pocket on the inside of his vest. “Thank you for coming, Agent Jimenez.” His voice was strangely calm.

         If she were him, she would have yelled, that is, after body-slamming anyone who crawled across her desk. Disconnecting his phone call had been bold and borderline rude, but it had snagged his attention. Score one for Team Stop-the-Serial-Killer.

         He slipped off his Bluetooth and shut down his computer. “Claire, get Germany back on the line and ask Heinrich to send our contracts division the new addendum. Then forward all docs to legal and accounting. Brady, call Roy at the Lakers office and get a pair of courtside tickets for a game this weekend and send them to Heinrich’s liaison in New York.”

         “The waterfront deal went through?” Brady asked with a catch in his voice.

         “We’re scheduled to close tomorrow.” The cool denim of Elliott’s eyes warmed. “Heinrich sweetened the deal with a hundred-thousand-dollar donation to the Abby Foundation.”

         Brady whistled. “Congrats, boss, on the biggest deal of your career.” Brady saluted the man behind the desk.

         Elliott clicked a button on his phone. “Darryl, please bring my car around.” He pushed a button under his desk, and a wooden panel in the wall slid open and revealed another shiny glass-and-chrome elevator. “My apologies for the delay, Agent Jimenez. This way, please.”

         She kept her boots firmly rooted on the front side of the desk. This was a man who gave orders and expected full compliance. Too bad. “Exactly where do you want to take me?”

         “To an art exhibit. It’s just a few blocks from here in the warehouse district.” Facing the mirrored elevator door, he adjusted his shiny platinum tie tack so the oval was vertical, then pushed the elevator’s Down button. The silvery doors parted with a muted ding.

         “What does an art exhibit have to do with the Angel Bomber?”

         “Everything.” He delivered the single word as if it were an undisputable fact. “It will make sense when you see the exhibit.”

         She had infinite patience with bombs but not with people. “It will make sense if you tell me exactly what you know about these bombings.”

         Jack Elliott blinked, as if genuinely surprised she wasn’t jumping to attention. He slipped a hand in his pocket, a soft jangle sounding. “The bomber’s first three bombings have been re-creations of the first three paintings in the exhibit.”

         Evie’s fingers twitched. Investigators had nothing on the bomber. If Elliott was onto something…She wiped her palms along the thighs of her jeans.

         Approach with caution.

         “I’ve been studying this case for months and never heard any mention of paintings or art exhibits.”

         “The connection wasn’t obvious in the first two bombings because the post-explosion damage had been so extensive, but the tabloid photographer’s shots in the third bombing clearly show a connection.”

         A money-grubbing tabloid photographer had been on-scene at the third bombing and snapped photos of the terrified victim before, during, and after the IED detonated. Then the slug held a bidding war and sold the gruesome images to a gossipy online news rag in the U.K. Evie didn’t admire his motive, but she knew the value of those images.

         Clear debris.

         “Those photos were released three weeks ago, hours after the explosion,” she said. “Are you telling me you just now made the connection?”

         “I was single-mindedly focused on the German deal.”

         She could believe that. She’d had to disconnect his phone to get his attention. Jack Elliott was a guy buried in and married to his work. No ring on his left hand. No family pics on his credenza. No office supplies made from recycled juice cans on his desk.

         Set charge.

         “And no one else has seen these disturbing similarities?”

         “It’s a private collection.” The jangling stopped, and she pictured that hidden hand tightening into a rock-hard fist. Something flashed in his eyes, but it was so fast and fleeting that she couldn’t make it out. “And I’m the owner.”

         Detonate.

         “Show me the artwork.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Four

         

         Wednesday, October 28

8:22 p.m.

         Her Glock still at her side, Evie slipped out of Jack Elliott’s sleek black Audi and followed him down a buckled sidewalk to a narrow, red-bricked, three-story building in the heart of L.A.’s old warehouse district. A sign on the oversized green door with shiny brass handles read, Abby Foundation.

         The old warehouse had been converted into a hip gallery with a few stylized benches, edgy paintings, and funky sculptures. Madison Avenue Jack looked sorely out of place.

         His face a polite mask, Elliott opened a door leading to a staircase. “This way, please.”

         “After you, please.” She and her Glock were so much more comfortable bringing up the rear. Again she wondered if he could be the bomber.

         She frowned. At heart, serial bombers, like long-range assassins, were cowards, and there was nothing cowardly about Jack Elliott. When he spoke, people jumped. Nor did he have poor impulse control. To the contrary, Elliott was a man in charge and in control.

         When they reached the third floor, her nose twitched. A tinny, oily odor hung on the air along with something base and loamy. Chemicals. Her fingers tightened around her Glock.

         Elliott flicked a switch, and soft light poured from half globes hanging from poles extending from exposed rafters of the high ceiling. The loft had been divided into work areas, the nearest one filled not with wiring, timers, or propane cylinders, but blocks of marble.

         “Artist’s studios?” Evie asked.

         “The Abby Foundation hosts artists-in-residence programs.” At the far end of the hall, he swiped his ID badge along a magnetic strip reader and punched a series of numbers and letters into a keypad.

         She held her breath as he opened the door. Was the key to stopping the most wanted bomber in America within her reach? He switched on a light. She made a small o with her lips, the air rushing from her lungs. She knew squat about art, but she knew the paintings on the walls before her were very fine and very old, and were most likely very, very expensive. More than that, they tugged at her, calling her closer. “They’re beautiful.”

         The corners of Elliott’s lips shifted. If she were generous, she’d call it a smile. “I call it Beauty Through the Ages. It’s a collection dating from the fourteenth century to today.”

         She drew up in front of a portrait of a smiling dark-haired woman with generous curves bathing in a lake set aglow with silvery moonlight. “You think these are tied to the Angel Bombings?”

         He pointed to the third painting. “In the Titian, the woman is stretched out on a white blanket beneath a tree, similar to the third victim, who’d been lying on a white robe at the park outside the library.”

         A wave of gooseflesh inched across her arms. The similarities were chilling.

         “Now look at these images from the second bombing.” With his phone, he showed her a photo of a dark-haired woman, a gold-and-pearl choker embedded in the mangled column of flesh that had once been her throat, the choker similar to the second painting. “And here’s a photo from the first bombing.” The next photo showed a twisted piece of metal, which in its pre-explosion state would be a dead ringer for the cross the woman in the fourteenth-century painting held. “What do you think?” For the first time since she’d met him, Elliott did not ooze calm and confidence.

         The blood racing through her limbs heated. “How long have you had the collection?”

         “I purchased the first piece a year ago. Three months ago I secured the final portrait.”

         “Did you personally buy every piece?”

         “Yes. I paid fair market value and then some for these specific pieces.”

         Jack Elliott was starched shirts and pin-striped suits. He did his wheeling and dealing from a throne of icy glass in a corporate castle that sliced the sky like a blade. His life seemed cold and calculated. Except for his paintings. “Why these pieces?”

         “They’re beautiful.”

         She tore her gaze from the art. “They’re beautiful?”

         The lines around his mouth softened. “Since the beginning of time, there’s been a good deal of ugliness in this world: war, famine, natural disasters, hatred. But through it all, pockets of beauty survived. The collection celebrates the enduring power of beauty.”

         This guy was all about power. A jolt of electricity rocked her chest. And he was right. “You’ll need to step out of the gallery, Mr. Elliott. I’m officially declaring this a crime scene.” Because some sick SOB was using these portraits to create powerful messages.

         Elliott let out a long breath but in no way appeared deflated. If anything, the intense look, the one he’d been wearing when he was on the phone with Germany, was back. “I’ll call Captain Ricci and have him meet us at the downtown station.”

         “No.”

         “Excuse me?” Affront stiffened Jack Elliott’s already starched suit.

         “Chasing after serial bombers is best left to those who do not have Harvard MBAs. I will contact Ricci and brief the task force.”

         Elliott jabbed a hand at the wall of beauties. “I’m clearly involved. You need me.”

         “Agreed, and I’m sure we’re destined to have some nice, heart-to-heart chats.” Right now Elliott was key, but he was also an unknown.

         “We need to get moving on this.” Urgency edged his words.

         “That’s the plan.” Elliott opened his mouth, but she held up a hand. This guy may be king of his universe, but not hers. “Mr. Elliott, exactly why did you send Brady and your jet across the country to pick me up?”

         “You’re the best.” Another cold, hard fact neither of them could dispute.

         “Exactly, Mr. Elliott. Now please let me do what I do best.” She flexed her fingers, placed her fingertips on the broad plain of his chest, and nudged. The element of surprise—because she got the feeling no one shoved Jack Elliott around—must have worked for he backpedaled out of the gallery.

         Then she reached for her phone. She had to contact Vince Ricci at LAPD, dig up background information on Elliott and these portraits, and get details on who had access to this collection, but first she needed to take care of a not-so-minor detail.

         She punched in Parker Lord’s number to tell him she had just defied presidential orders and inserted herself into the Angel Bomber investigation.

         
            *  *  *

         

         9:42 p.m.

         Jack stood on the balcony of his penthouse just down the street from the Elliott Tower and held a glass of bourbon up to the moon, hidden tonight by streaks of clouds. The liquid was too dark. He waited until the clouds shifted, leaving the moon to set the night aglow. The whiskey warmed and brightened. There, that was the color of her eyes. He turned the glass, the ice clinking. The color was right, but the ice was all wrong. There was nothing cold about Special Agent Evie Jimenez.

         This morning when he’d seen the tabloid photographer’s gruesome images and made the connection to his Beauty Through the Ages collection, he’d immediately called an associate who worked for the FBI and asked for the best bomb investigator on the planet.

         He took a sip and set the glass on the ledge, the ice bobbing and sending fractured bits of caramel light across the balcony. He dipped a hand into his pocket and took out his phone.

         “Jack,” the voice on the other end of the line said. “Good to hear from you. How did things go this evening?”

         Jack checked a laugh. Like Parker Lord didn’t know. “Your Agent Jimenez is quite impressive.”

         In his office, she’d stood before him, her flushed cheeks as red as the cowboy boots on her feet. A pile of wild, dark brown curls hung askew from her head, and fire shot from her eyes. For a moment Jack wished he were a painter of great art instead of a mere collector, but even with the skill of one of the masters, he would not be able to capture on canvas the fire inside Agent Jimenez.

         Jack had seen the all-consuming passion, felt it rolling across his office. “I showed her the paintings and the crime scene photos your man got for me. She agreed that there’s a connection. I’m surprised she hasn’t called you.”

         “Oh, she has.” Parker did not check a laugh. “Four messages within the past hour, each louder than its predecessor.”

         “And you haven’t returned her calls?”

         “I’m waiting on word from the president.”

         “Not sure if that’s healthy for the state of California. If she blows, she’ll go hard.”

         “That’s my Evie.” Parker’s fatherly tone was not lost on Jack, but it surprised him.

         Except for her size, there was nothing diminutive or childlike about Agent Jimenez. With those red boots, tight jeans, and wild hair, she could pass for a teenaged street walker, but she had plenty of impressive miles on those boots. The background check he’d run on her showed a woman with an exceptional and decorated service in the U.S. military and a storied career with Parker’s FBI team. Nothing about her past gave him pause until the bombing two months ago in Houston. She’d been the lead officer overseeing the disposal of a bomb at a Houston medical clinic when the bomb exploded, injuring a toddler, Agent Jimenez, and another officer. “The fallout from Houston didn’t in any way compromise her ability to do her job, physically or psychologically?”

         “Absolutely not,” Parker said. “She took a hit from some shattered glass, but she’s been released by medical. Like I told you, Jack, she’s the best. She lives for her work and, despite what the president says, doesn’t make mistakes. If it were me or anyone I cared about strapped to one of those bombs, I’d want Evie working the scene.”

         Which is why he personally brought Evie on board. Jack always worked with the best. He took another long sip of bourbon, the ice clinking at the barely there tremble in his hand. On this one he needed the best.

         After he finished the call with Parker, he dialed up the investigator he’d hired this morning, a former Navy SEAL who’d been running a private investigation firm in Los Angeles for more than thirty years.

         “Any news?” Jack asked.

         “We found a possible match at the third bomb scene, but nothing definitive at this point.”

         “Keep me posted.” But Jack wasn’t about to sit back and let others do the work, even good ones like Agent Jimenez and his PI. He took his computer from the patio table, set it on his lap, and called up the photos of the third crime scene. With the moon shining overhead, Jack began to search for the sun.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Five

         

         Thursday, October 29

7:16 a.m.

         Evie had been in her share of war rooms, but none with so many naked women on the walls. This morning someone on the Angel Bomber task force had made enlarged prints of each of the paintings in the Beauty Through the Ages exhibit and hung them on the walls of one of LAPD’s case conference rooms. Images that inspired a three-month killing spree were now inspiring a team set on capturing that killer.

         And she was a member of that team.

         After a near-sleepless night at a cheap motel north of the Arts District, she finally got a call from Parker.

         “The president wasn’t happy about you taking the high school disrupt in Maine,” Parker had said, his tone crisp and factual.

         “Bullshit,” Evie had argued. “He wasn’t happy that I was on TV. I’m the face of a botched bomb disrupt that has the American public doubting his administration’s ability to control both foreign and domestic terrorist activities. This is all about him covering his ass.”

         “And he will continue to do so until next year’s election.”

         Something akin to a growl clawed up Evie’s throat. “Officer Gilley took full responsibility for his actions in Houston, and Internal Affairs cleared me of any wrongdoing or negligence.”

         “The president finally read the IA report, and he agreed to lift your suspension.”

         Yes! She’d fisted her free hand and punched the air. It was about time.

         “But you need to keep your nose squeaky clean on this one.” A laugh had rumbled on the other end of the line. “Well, at least as clean as you can keep it.” Parker’s voice had softened. “Remember, Evie, your job is to preserve life, all life, including yours.”

         And with that Parker had assigned her to the multi-jurisdiction task force investigating the Angel Bombings. Less than fifteen seconds after hearing those beautiful words, she was on the horn with Vince Ricci and told him about the Beauty Through the Ages collection. Within minutes, Vince had mobilized his team and called a task force meeting.

         She stood in front of a copy of the fourth painting, the portrait of the woman in the red dress and child with a halo of golden curls. She’d held enough of her nephews to know that cheek. Soft and warm, powdery and sweet. “You are not going to die.” She ran her finger along the cheek. “Do you hear me? You will not die.”

         “Took you long enough,” a deep voice said from behind her. Vince Ricci gripped her shoulder and gave her a one-armed squeeze. She’d met the LAPD bomb squad captain two years ago at a special FBI training session on weapons of mass destruction for large, urban police forces, and she’d been impressed not so much with the big man’s brawn but his brains. He’d proven to be one of the session’s more contemplative students with a knack for creative problem solving and well-thought-out tactical ops.

         “I called Parker after the second bomb requesting your services,” Ricci said. “Where the hell have you been?”

         “In time-out.”

         Vince chuckled.

         “It wasn’t funny.”

         Vince’s lips thinned. “I’m sorry about Houston, but I’m glad you’re here. Everyone’s anxious to hear about your pretty pictures.”

         “According to Jack Elliott, beautiful pictures.” She turned from the beauties and rested her butt on the conference table. The portraits were key, and so was the holder of those keys. “Have you talked with Elliott yet?”

         “No, but I have a unit securing the gallery.”

         “Good. I want to get a tap put on his phones and get someone digging into his past.”

         “You’re not thinking Elliott’s the bomber, are you?” Ricci ran a hand through the snowy-white waves of his hair. “He’s a pretty big deal in this town, a real mover and shaker.”

         Honestly, she didn’t know what to think about Jack Elliott. He was intense and focused, and he had the first solid tip in an investigation that had been stymied for three months, but he was also a control freak, doling out critical information on his own terms and oddly determined to insert himself into the investigation. “I don’t think he’s flipping the switch, but his interest in these bombings is far from casual.”

         When all of the task force members had gathered, Ricci clapped his hands, then rubbed his palms together. “Okay, Evie, show us what you have.”

         Bill Knox, the LAPD homicide detective who’d been working the third bombing that killed Lisa Franco, smirked. “Can’t wait to see what she has under wraps,” he said loud enough for even her to hear.

         Evie had put up with this crap all of her life. Guys like Knox didn’t see the soldier who exploited unexploded ordnance in Somalia or served on a team of international peacekeepers hunting down weapons of mass destruction in Syria. When they met her, guys like Knox couldn’t get past the X chromosome. But eventually they came around. Every one.

         Evie pulled a stack of reports from her bag and plopped them on the table in front of Knox. “Take one and pass them down.” She went over each bombing, showing with painstaking detail the similarities with the first three paintings.

         Quiet hung over the war room until Steve Cho, one of her colleagues from the FBI, let out a soft whistle. “This changes everything.”

         “Especially given that for the first time we have an idea what the next victims will look like and a hint as to where the bombing may occur,” Evie added. In the fourth painting, the mother, who was holding a rosary and the child, sat on some kind of wooden bench, possibly in a church.

         Ricci closed the report. “Where do you plan to go from here?”

         “I’m finding out who has access to the Abby Foundation gallery and tracking down the names of anyone and everyone who knows about the collection. Right now it’s all about people.”

         “Oh, goody,” Knox said with a lift of his unibrow. “A touchy-feely type.”

         Captain Ricci opened his mouth, but Evie stopped him with a quick shake of her head. She’d been in the trenches before; she knew the battle tactics that worked best for the entire team. “Cho, can you remind everyone in the room what type of forensic evidence we have collected on the three bombings.”

         “No DNA,” her FBI colleague said. “No errant fingerprints, not even a partial, and no witnesses to any of the bomb and victim drops.”

         “What about the IEDs?” Like the old saying, to know the artist, study the art. Likewise, to know the bomber, study the bomb.

         Cho reached into his briefcase and dug out a series of diagrams. “Pipe bombs, and not of the Average Joe persuasion. Both ends welded with metal caps. A metal rod inserted into a pipe and bolted into place. Makes for a structurally strong housing that delays the explosion.”

         “He took significant pains to optimize explosive force,” Evie said with a shake of her head. “He wanted pain, and he knows enough about the science of explosions to know how to cause it.”

         “We’re thinking someone with a tech background, possibly ex-military,” Ricci said. “The bombs are carefully and consistently constructed, indicating a meticulous, methodical maker.”

         Evie took out her notebook. “What about the initiation device?”

         “Remote controlled. Thirty-second delay.”

         Evie shuddered. “Nice. He’s a watcher. Got an official profile worked up yet?”

         Ricci tapped the tips of his fingers. “With so little to go on, we’re looking at a standard bomber profile.”

         She opened her notebook. “A white male with above average intelligence in his prime. Age thirty to fifty. College educated but underemployed. He’s a loner with overwhelming feelings of inadequacy. He came from a broken home and has a strong desire for revenge, either against real or imagined perpetrators of wrongs against him.”

         “You’re right on target,” Ricci said.

         “No one’s come forward to take credit?” Evie asked. From a criminal perspective, these bombs had been wickedly successful. Each caused death and considerable destruction and garnered the bomber media attention. This guy had one of the largest cities in the United States trembling in its glittery shoes. Makes for a happy, happy bomber. Someone, somewhere, was gloating.

         “We got rumblings from a quasi-militia group, but nothing came of it,” Cho said. “A few crackpots and crackheads piped in, but no go.”

         “Have you figured out what statement he’s trying to make?” Evie asked. Many serial bombers were terrorists, mercenaries, or organized crime operatives. Some were disillusioned idealists or psychopaths. All were on a mission. They had a statement to make, and they wanted the world to hear it.

         “Nothing,” Ricci said.

         “Until now,” Evie added as she spun her chair and faced the wall of beautiful, mostly naked, women. “We’re looking at a guy re-creating art.” She remembered the powerful pull of the images in Elliott’s gallery. “But art also makes a statement.”

         “Could be an attack on Elliott Enterprises or corporate America in general, whiffs of Occupy Wall Street movements,” Aaron Jarzab of the ATF said.

         “Or perhaps it’s an attack on Elliott himself,” Ricci said. “He has his fingers in a lot of pies, and my guess is not everyone at the kitchen table appreciates his brand of business.”

         “Could be someone with mother issues.”

         “Or a misogynist determined to publicly show his rage at women.”

         “Or it could be an ultra-conservative fanatic who considers nudes pornographic.”

         Ideas flew through the room like birds scattered by gunshot. Evie jotted down notes. There were so many ways this thing could go, and it could go at any time.

         A woman with brown hair shaped like a helmet popped her head through the doorway. “Excuse me, Agent Jimenez, but a Mr. Jack Elliott is here to see you.”

         Her pen stilled. She was not surprised he was here but surprised it had taken him two hours to insert himself into the investigation.

         Captain Ricci tucked the report under his arm and stood. “You all have your assignments. We’ll meet first thing tomorrow morning, sooner if anything pops.” To Evie he said, “Keep me posted on Elliott.”

         Captain Ricci had given her a temp office on the second floor of the downtown station, where she’d done her unique style of decorating. Along one wall she’d taped a photo of each of the seven victims. Jack Elliott stood before that wall, unblinking.

         “Good morning, Mr. Elliott.”

         He gave her a crisp nod. Everything about the man was crisp. The crease in his trousers, the knot in his tie, the sharp angles of his hair. She brushed at the grime on the right sleeve of her jacket, compliments of her alley run-in with Brady. Last night before moving into her motel, she’d picked up a few T-shirts, an extra pair of jeans, underthings, and a box of laundry soap, but she’d been too busy putting together her report to do any laundry. Still was.

         “What brings you here this morning, Mr. Elliott?”

         Reaching into the pocket on the inside of his jacket, he took out a small piece of paper. “It’s a reward for information leading to the arrest of the bomber.”

         She unfolded the paper, a business check with the EE logo. “Dios mío!” In investigations gone cold, a big chunk of change could heat up things. Promises of riches turned brother against brother, husband against wife, minions against mastermind. “A quarter of a million is a shitload of money.”

         “And here are some individuals you’ll need to talk with.” He handed her a thumb drive. “That includes security and access records to the Abby Foundation and every piece of paperwork I have on the Beauty Through the Ages collection.”

         Elliott was so generous, handing over gifts like Santa. She pressed her palms into the sides of her jeans. What the hell was up with this guy? She took a seat on the edge of her U-shaped desk. “Let me guess, you wanted to be a cop when you were a kid.”

         His brow wrinkled. “I wanted to be a horse jockey.”

         She sputtered out a laugh. “You’re kidding.” The guy was six-feet-plus with shoulders twice the width of hers. Shoulders used to carrying heavy loads, she couldn’t help but think.

         “I don’t kid,” he said with a straight face.

         She shifted her legs, her boots swinging. She could do serious, too. “Did you know many serial killers insert themselves into an investigation?”

         “I am not your bomber, Agent Jimenez.” No blink. All cool and control.

         “Then who are you?”

         He turned back to the victim’s photos, but not quick enough to hide the twitch in his jaw.

         “I said, who are you, Jack? And why are you here?” She hopped up and waved the check in his face. “And why do you care so damn much?” She stood still, the small piece of paper hovering between them.

         Seconds gave way to minutes, and he finally pointed to the photo of the first victim. “I may not be your bomber, but I am a killer. I’m her killer.” He stabbed a finger at the next two photos. “And her killer and her killer.” One by one he pointed to the other individuals who’d been killed because they’d been within the IEDs’ deadly reaches. “I may not have abducted those three women, I may not have planted and detonated those three bombs, but I am responsible for those seven deaths and for the terror gripping my city.”

         Guilt etched his face, carving pain, sculpting sorrow, chipping away at a block of marble. That stirring in her gut wasn’t wrong. In Jack Elliott’s mind, he was guilty. Her own gut jackknifed. She knew what it was like to hold another’s life in her hands and have it yanked away. Horror pummeled your gut, anger exploded in your chest, sadness swelled in your throat, choking off words. The kicker was, the guilt never went away. It became a part of you and everything you did.

         With a sharp nod, Jack clipped toward the door. She dashed after him, settling her hand on the arm of his suit coat. Silky smooth and rock hard but unexpectedly warm. Jack Elliott was human and hurting. “The secret to dealing with guilt is keeping the SOB in a corral until it can serve you and the mission.” She lifted the check and flash drive, holding them squarely in front of his face. “Thank you, Jack. These will make a difference.”

         He pulled in a deep breath, his chest pressing against his pin-striped vest, today a deep blue, almost black. “I hope so.” He exhaled and left her office.

         After the echo of his shiny dress shoes died away, she sat at her computer and popped in the thumb drive. Jack had given her a valuable hit list, names of every individual who had access to the Beauty Through the Ages collection. As she scrolled through the files she was thankful Jack Elliott was a control freak. The records listed every individual entering the secured gallery along with day, time, and duration of stay. Claire of the Kingdom of Beige clocked in monthly visits, probably to make sure things were “freshened up.” Foundation director Adam Wainwright stopped by about once a week as did Brandon Brice, who was the foundation’s current artist in residence.

         She reached the final page. That was it. Only three distinct visitors.

         She tapped her thumbs on the keyboard. Something wasn’t right. Again, she read through the list. No one raised any red flags. No dates or pattern of entry seemed significant. She closed the file and scrolled through the other documents created by the uber-efficient Jack Elliott. And then it hit her. She went back to the Beauty Through the Ages access records, and there it was, clear as the brilliant sun shining today. With the exception of last night, Jack Elliott had not stopped by to see his multimillion-dollar art collection. Odd, but on a deeper level, sad. Jack Elliott collected beautiful paintings but didn’t take the time to look at them.
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