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SAVICH HOUSE

GEORGETOWN

WASHINGTON, D.C.

WEDNESDAY NIGHT

Wake up, wake up. Something’s not right. Sherlock’s eyes snapped open, adrenaline surging. But why? She didn’t move, listened. There—three beeps coming from the security monitor beside the bed. She’d never heard them before, but she knew what it meant: the security system was off. The beeps would get louder and louder. Possibilities scurried through her brain, none of them good. Dillon was on his back beside her, stirring now from the noise. She leaned down, whispered, “Dillon, the alarm’s off.”

He was instantly awake. He heard the beeps and turned off the alarm. “You check on Sean. I’ll see what’s going on.” They’d had this protocol in place since Sean had been born, but this was the first time they’d had to use it.

Savich unlocked the closet safe, handed Sherlock her small ankle Glock and a suppressor. The last thing either of them wanted was for Sean to wake up to a gunshot, terrified. He fitted a suppressor on his own Glock and racked the slide. He prayed for a simple malfunction as he pulled his pants on, but he knew it was unlikely. “Be careful,” he whispered against her cheek. He ran down the stairs, and Sherlock, her bare feet whisper-light on the hall carpet, headed to Sean’s room. His door was partially open, as it always was at night. She stopped, leaned in to listen, heard him make a little snort in his sleep. He was all right, no need to alarm him.

She heard a soft footfall and her heart seized. Someone had disabled the system and that someone was now in Sean’s room. Sherlock slowly pushed the door inward, her heart pounding, her adrenaline spiking even higher. Moonlight poured through the window, silhouetting the man bent over Sean. His head looked distorted—no, he’d pulled a stocking over his face. She ignored the toxic punch of fear, raised her small Glock, and said very quietly, “Get away from him, or I’ll blow your head off.”

She saw the gun clutched in his gloved hand, a Ka-Bar knife in the other. He jerked up but didn’t turn. “I’ll shoot him before you can kill me.” A young voice, low and hard. And something else. It was fear she heard, she knew it.

“Move away from him, and I won’t shoot you. Drop the gun and the Ka-Bar and back away.”

He slowly turned, but the gun still pointed at Sean. “How did you know I was here?”

“I’ve got bat ears. Who are you? What do you want?”

He looked undecided, then said, “You try to shoot me and he’s dead, you got that?”

She wanted to vomit, she was so scared. Hold it together, hold it together. Again, she saw indecision. “You fire and you’ll see, I’ll still shoot him!” But he didn’t. He ran six feet to the open window and jumped through a gash in the screen and onto the roof.

Sean jerked up, rubbed his eyes. “Mama? Mama? What’s wrong?”

She had to move, had to go after him, but she had to soothe Sean. “Everything’s all right, sweetie. Don’t move.” She ran to the window and jumped onto a thick oak branch that nearly touched the house. She saw him below, nearly to the ground now. She didn’t have a good shot through the thick leaves and he was juking and jiving from branch to branch, but she fired anyway, missed, the bullet gouging tree bark a foot from his head. He didn’t fire back.

He swung from the lowest tree branch six feet to the ground, landed on his side, rolled, and ran, not all-out because he was limping. She fired until her magazine was empty, but he was zigging and zagging, the limp even more pronounced now.

He disappeared around the corner of Mr. McPherson’s house. She heard McPherson’s puppy, Gladys, barking her head off.

Dillon’s quiet voice came from behind her. “Sherlock, stay with Sean. I’m going after him.”

They heard a car engine fire up. Sherlock grabbed his arm. “We can’t get him now.”

He helped her back through the slit in the screen. He studied her face, ran his hands over her arms. “I called 911. The police will be here soon.”

Sherlock cupped his face between her hands. “Dillon, I’m not hurt, I’m fine.” But of course she wasn’t. Her heart was pounding, fear for Sean pouring off her.

“Mama! Papa!”

Savich quickly slid his Glock into his waistband and grabbed up Sean into his arms, hugged him tight against him. He whispered against his small ear, “Everything’s all right, Sean. Don’t worry, okay?” He closed his eyes as he rocked his small son.

Sean reared back in his arms and looked over at his mother. Sherlock pressed her own Glock against her leg so he wouldn’t see it. “I heard you yell, Mama. Did you have a nightmare? What were those loud popping sounds?”

Her heart still pounded, her adrenaline still pumped wildly, but she could deal with that. She could deal with anything because Sean was all right, the danger was past. She looked at his small beloved face and said a thank-you prayer. She smiled, lightly patted his face. “Like your papa said, sweetie, everything’s all right. The popping sounds, it was probably somebody’s car backfiring. Some messed-up car, right? Too loud for our neighborhood. That’s what woke up your papa and me.” Did her smart son buy that whopper? Or would he realize the popping hadn’t happened until after she was in his room? Well, she’d lied as clean as she could. Savich brought Sean close again, rocking him, breathing in his sweet child smell until Sean pulled back. He put his hand on his father’s cheek, cocked his head.

“There’s something wrong, isn’t there, Papa? I dreamed I heard a man talking. And Mama, you said something, too, and you sounded angry. And then someone was running to the window. His head was all weird-looking, like a spaceman, and you were running after him, Mama. I saw you going out the window. It wasn’t a dream, was it?”

Savich knew he had no choice. “There was someone here, Sean, but your mama took care of him. He won’t be back. Now, it’s time for you to go to sleep.” While Dillon was speaking to Sean, Sherlock scooped the Ka-Bar off the Winnie the Pooh rug by Sean’s bed. She hadn’t even seen the man drop it.

“But—” Sean gave a jaw-cracking yawn.

Savich kissed him and tucked him under a single light sheet. He saw Sherlock quietly closing the window over the slit screen. He hoped Sean wouldn’t notice it in the morning, but chances were good he would. Savich would have to figure out what to tell him without scaring him. He waited quietly until he heard his son’s breathing even into sleep.

He went to Sherlock, saw her give a little shudder of reaction. The words burst out, low and controlled, but Savich heard the thick fear coating every word. “He was standing over Sean, Dillon, a gun in one hand, a Ka-Bar in the other.” She swallowed. “He wouldn’t tell me who he was. I couldn’t shoot him—he said he would kill Sean. Then he ran to the window. Was he a pedophile who wanted to steal him? Or someone who wanted to kidnap him for ransom? Or some random crazed lowlife?”

His brain immediately latched onto pedophile, a word that scared every parent to his toes. He didn’t want to say it aloud, or it would bow him to his knees. He felt violence stir in his gut, rancid and black. He pulled her close, whispered against her curly hair. “No,” he said, more to himself than to her, “whoever he is, he had to believe we’re rich because of my grandmother’s paintings.”

“Well, your Sarah Elliott paintings do make you rich, and a lot of people know it. They also know you’d sell one or all of them in a flash to save Sean.”

“No matter who or what he is, we’ll get him, I promise you. You saved our boy. Sean’s safe. You’re my hero.”

That brought a hiccupping laugh. “I tried to shoot him, but he got down that tree in a flash.” Her breathing hitched. “I wondered why he had both a gun and a Ka-Bar, but he needed the knife to slit the screen. Was he going to kill Sean?”

They held each other, saying nothing now, their eyes on their sleeping son, but only for a moment. The Metro cops would be here very soon.

While they stood in the open front door, waiting, Savich said, “I asked the dispatcher—it was Jordan Kates—to send them in silent.” He kissed her forehead. “They’ll be here any minute now. Did anything about him seem familiar to you or strike you as different?”

“It happened so fast—I don’t think so. Wait, his voice was young, Dillon, and he moved young, too. Something else—when he told me he could kill Sean even if I shot him, I think I heard fear in his voice. But then again, he hadn’t expected any trouble.”

“Maybe he’d talked himself into coming after Sean, but he didn’t have another plan if he was challenged.”

She nodded. “Well, at least we have the knife, for all the good it will do us. He was wearing gloves. Dillon, I went after him, emptied my magazine, but I missed him. I actually missed him—me!—can you believe that?”

He loved hearing the outrage in her voice. It meant she was getting back on an even keel. “Even you have to miss sometimes. You were terrified for Sean, pumping out adrenaline, and so hyped you could have rocketed yourself to the moon. I hear a car coming. You can fill in the blanks when we tell the police what happened.”

“Okay, I’ve got it together—well, I’m close. Thank heavens we had a plan in place if those three beeps ever sounded, otherwise—” She paused, then, her voice shaking. “Without the suppressor, I think Sean would have freaked. Even so, it was loud. So fast, Dillon, it all happened so fast. I wonder why he never fired back at me.”

“He knew if he hesitated, turned back to you, you’d nail him.”

A Metro squad car pulled into their driveway, cut its lights, and two officers climbed out. “Agent Savich?”

After introductions, Sherlock gave them a quick rundown, then Officers Pattee and Paulette headed out to search the neighborhood. They were back ten minutes later. No sign of their intruder, not that Savich or Sherlock expected them to spot him.

Paulette said, “No lights on in any houses, so the sound of the car engine didn’t wake anybody up.”

“And no neighbors standing on their porches to tell us anything,” said Pattee.

Savich was studying his security system beside the front door. He called, “Come look at this.” Both Paulette and Pattee looked over his shoulder to where he pointed.

“That’s more wires than the back of my TV,” Paulette said.

“Looks untouched to me,” Pattee said, leaning in. “But how can that be possible? The guy got into your son’s window. It’s alarmed, right?”

“Oh yes,” Sherlock said.

Dillon said, “I’m thinking we’ve got a guy with major computer skills.”

“You think he disabled the alarm system remotely, using his computer?”

Savich nodded. “To do it, he’d have to be very good, because I upgraded the system myself. But he succeeded, and now I’ll have to figure out how he did that and fix it.”

The three men studied the complex mess of wires for another couple of seconds, then Paulette turned to Sherlock. “Could we go inside? You can tell us exactly what happened.”

They went into the living room and Officer Paulette switched on a recorder. Sherlock went through it all again, answered their questions, and finished with “I can’t tell you what he looked like. He wore a stocking mask, but I do believe he was young, twenty-five at most. When he ran across the yard, I saw he was limping a bit. From the jump? Maybe. I didn’t notice a limp when he was in Sean’s bedroom.” She closed her eyes, pictured him. “It was his left leg.”

They asked questions, Sherlock gave more details, and finally Officer Paulette switched off his phone recorder and smiled at her. “You really told him you’d shoot his head off?”

Paulette, no more than twenty-five himself, had a great smile, and Sherlock found herself smiling back as she nodded. “That’s what came out of my mouth, yes. Come on, guys, if someone was leaning over your sleeping child with a gun and knife, what would you say?”

“I don’t know if I’d say anything,” Pattee said. “I’d probably just shoot him.”

“Yeah, sure, Joel,” Paulette said, and smacked him on the arm. “That’s what you’d want three-year-old Janet to wake up and see—blood and gore all over her bed.”

Pattee pointed. “Yeah, okay, you have a point. I see a dog toy over there. But no wild barking?”

Savich said, “Astro would have brought the house down if he’d been here. But he’s in love with a neighbor’s new puppy, so our son let him do a sleepover.”

Paulette said, “From now on out, I’ll bet it’ll be the new puppy sleeping over here.”

“You’re right about that,” Sherlock said, “and yes, we’re going to cut those branches off first thing tomorrow.”

Officer Pattee said, “You guys had this plan in place in case something like this happened?”

“Yes,” Sherlock said. “It sure paid off tonight.”

“Now that’s something I’m going to talk about with my wife,” Pattee said. “You know, it would have been easier and cheaper for him to snatch your son off the sidewalk or out of a neighbor’s yard or from the playground at school.”

Sherlock said, “Yes, it would. I hadn’t thought of that.”

Pattee said, “You said, Agent Sherlock, you heard fear in his voice?”

She nodded.

Paulette said, “Well, he wasn’t expecting her to walk in on him with a gun.”

Pattee said, “That isn’t the point. This doesn’t sound like a pro someone hired to kidnap your son for ransom. Those guys have metronomes for hearts, nothing shakes them.” No one had to say it, but everybody was thinking it—maybe the guy was a pedophile.

Savich said, “Officers, we’d like to speak to Detective Ben Raven in the morning. Will that be a problem?”

It wasn’t a problem. Savich wanted Raven to check for any recent break-ins remotely like this one.

Pattee paused at the front door. “I’ve got to say something you already know. The guy who tried to take your son? I’ll wager he’ll keep trying. All his preparations show a big commitment. I’d say he’s in for the long haul.”

Both Savich and Sherlock hated it but knew he was right. Sherlock said, “At least we have the Ka-Bar. I’ll get it to our FBI lab people in the morning.”

Paulette said, “You’ll let us know when you catch the guy?”

What faith. Sherlock smiled. “Yes, of course we will.”
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WILLICOTT, MARYLAND

FRIDAY MORNING

LATE JULY

Four years in Vice at the Seattle PD and Police Chief Ty Christie had never seen a murder, until this moment right after dawn on what promised to be a hot, sunny Friday. She was standing on her weathered back deck, sipping her daily dose of sin—thick-as-sludge Turkish coffee—and looking out at the patchy curtains of fog hanging over Lake Massey, man-made, like every other lake in Maryland, 1,800 acres. Lake Massey wasn’t the largest of Maryland’s lakes, or the deepest, only fifty-six feet, but it was still a popular vacation destination with thirty-three miles of shoreline and water warm enough to swim in during the summer. Fishermen loved Lake Massey with its walleye and large- and smallmouth bass eager to leap on their lines. As for Ty, she loved the impossibly thick maple and oak trees, a solid blanket of green covering the hills on the east side of the lake.

The only sign of life was a small rowboat floating in and out of the gray fog nearly a hundred yards away. She could barely make out two figures, seated facing each other, both wearing jackets and one a ball cap. She was too far away to tell if they were male or female, talking or not talking, or how old they were. Could they be out fishing for largemouth bass this early in the morning? She was starting to turn away when one of the figures abruptly stood, waved a fist in the other’s face, and brought an oar down hard on his head.

She froze, simply couldn’t believe what she’d seen. She watched the man slump forward as the fist-shaker leaned over him, jerked him up, and shoved him out of the boat. She yelled, but the killer never looked toward her. Rather, he looked down into the water, then at his oar. Checking for blood? He straightened, threw his head back, and pumped his fist.

Pumped his fist? He was happy he’d killed someone? That made it unlikely to be in the heat of the moment. So she’d seen a cold-blooded murder? Had the fist-shaker brought the other man out in the lake with the intent to kill him? The shock had Ty’s heart kettledrumming in her chest. She watched the killer row smooth and steady back toward shore, quickly disappearing behind a curtain of fog. She hated that her hand was shaking when she pulled her cell out of her shirt pocket and dialed 911. Operator Marla Able always picked up on the first ring. Ty took a deep breath, cleared her throat. “Marla, it’s Ty. I saw what I think was a premeditated murder on a rowboat in the lake a minute ago. One man struck another with an oar and threw him overboard. You heard me right. I think it was a man, but I can’t be sure. Listen now, we’ve got to move fast. Call Ted Mizera, have him order out the Lake Rescue Team. Tell him the boat was about one hundred yards out into the other side of the lake directly across from my house. Tell him to hurry, Marla. I’m going out in my boat now.”

She grabbed a flashlight, a jacket, and binoculars, pulled on gloves as she ran down her twenty wooden stairs, out onto her long, narrow dock, unlooped her mooring lines, and jumped on board her fifteen-foot runabout. She fired up the outboard engine, carefully steered away from the dock, aimed the boat at the spot where the killer had thrown the other person overboard, and floored it. Within four minutes she was at the edge of a sheet of fog, watching three mallards swim toward her, followed by four more, flapping their wings over the still water, then settling in with their brethren.

She slowly motored in, idled the boat, and searched the area with her binoculars, chanting, “Clear off, clear off.” Miraculously, within minutes, only wisps of fog dotted the water around her. As for the fist-shaker in the rowboat, he was long gone, the offshore fog blanketing his escape.

She began searching for the body, praying the person was only dazed and still alive. The water was smooth, the surface unruffled except for the kick-up waves made by her runabout. She cut the engine, pulled out her cell again, and took pictures, but she knew there wasn’t anything to see. She lined up one shot with the ancient oak tree standing sentinel in front of the abandoned Gatewood mansion on Point Gulliver to document her own location. Only its top branches were visible through the fog. She listened carefully but heard only mallards squawking and the soft lapping of the water against the sides of her boat. She scanned the eastern shore with her binoculars, but the fog was too thick offshore to make out any sign of the rowboat. Through a small pocket, she now saw Point Gulliver clearly, the pebbled beach, and Gatewood, three stories of stark gray stone, forbidding in the early morning light, its wooden dock stretching out into the lake. She saw nothing and no one. She knew the fist-shaker could dock the rowboat at any of the dozens of cottages lining the beach, tie up, and run, or pull the rowboat up onto the sand, hide it in bushes, and then disappear. He couldn’t know she’d seen him. Had both people in the boat been staying in one of the rental cottages?

She called her chief deputy, Charlie Corsica, jerked him out of a deep sleep, and told him what had happened. He and the other four deputies would head to the eastern shore, scour the area for the rowboat, and interview all the cottage tenants. Most cottages along the eastern shore were rentals. Some of the vacationers had to be up, someone had to have seen something, even though it was barely 6 a.m. Maybe when her deputies went door to door, they’d find him. Had anything ever been that easy when she’d been in Vice in Seattle? Not that she could remember.

Even though she knew it was hopeless, Ty turned on the engine and began a slow grid search. She saw nothing until minutes later, when the three boats of the Lake Rescue Team circled her and cut their engines. All four members of the team were lifelong residents of Willicott. Ted Mizera, a local contractor, was big, beefy, and strong as a horse, rumored not to spare the rod on his kids. He’d formed the rescue team long before Ty had accepted the city council’s offer to become the first woman police chief in the town’s long, fairly peaceful history.

Mizera shouted, “Chief, Marla said you saw someone get whacked with an oar from your house? You see anything, like a body, since you got out here?”

“If my visual memory serves, I’m near the spot,” she called back, “but so far no sign of a body. After the killer hit the victim on the head with an oar, he dumped the body overboard and rowed back to the eastern shore, toward Point Gulliver. I couldn’t see anything because of all of the fog. I haven’t seen any sign of a body. Did the killer have a brick tied around his victim’s waist? I don’t know, I was too far away.”

Harlette Hensen, a retired nurse, grandmother to six hell-raisers, and owner of Slumber House B&B, shook her bobbed gray head. “You think the killer changed his mind, pulled the man out of the water?”

That was Harlette, always the optimist, wanting to think the best of her fellow man. Ty said, “Sorry, Harlette, I’d have seen it if that had happened. I saw him fist-pump after the victim went overboard, which says to me he rowed his victim out onto the lake to murder him and dump his body. It was premeditated.” She shook her head. “That fist pump. I couldn’t believe it.”

Ted snorted. “Harlette, you wouldn’t recognize the devil even if he perched on your rocker. Ty, I think you’re right. The victim’s probably weighted down. Or maybe held by the water reeds.”

“The reeds aren’t that thick this far out, Ted, too deep,” Congo Bliss said. “I’m betting on a brick tied around the victim’s waist to keep him under.” Congo was the owner of Bliss’s Diner, going on twenty-five years now, known far and wide for his meatloaf and garlic mashed potatoes. He was tall, fit, good-looking, going on fifty, and as proud of his physique as of his meatloaf. Congo was on his fourth wife and his fourth rat terrier, all former terriers choosing to depart with the wives. More important, he was the group’s designated diver, and he was already dressed in a partial wetsuit. He spat over the side. “Water’s about twenty-five feet deep here. I’ll do some free dives, see if I can find him before you call Hanger to drag the lake.”

Congo pulled on his mask and fins and made four dives. No sign of the murdered man, but he brought up a present for Harlette and tossed it to her. Harlette caught it, let out a yell, then cursed. “Not funny, Congo.” She held up the skull he’d thrown to her. “This sure isn’t your guy, Chief. I wonder how old this skull is. Could be fifty years, who knows? I haven’t heard of any local disappearing, ever. Some long-ago tourist, you think?”

Ty pulled her boat closer and took the skull from Harlette, turned it over in her hands. “No bullet hole, no crushed bones, and three teeth left. I’ll take the skull to Dr. Staunton later. Right now we need to find the man I saw murdered an hour ago.”

She handed the skull to Albert Sharp, owner of Sharp’s Sporting Goods, with Harlette in her boat. He was the designated provider of any necessary water equipment and once a champion swimmer. Albert looked like he wanted to hurl, but he knew he couldn’t because he’d never live it down. He swallowed half a dozen times. Nobody said anything. He carefully wrapped the skull in his daughter’s blue polka-dot beach towel and laid it on the seat, wiped his hands on his pants, and attempted a manly smile.

“You said it was a rowboat,” Harlette said, shading her eyes with her hand as she searched the water. “Did you recognize it, Chief? Was it one of Bick’s rentals?”

“I was a good ways away, but it could have been. Yes, of course it was—it was painted an odd green, sort of an acid green.”

Congo nodded. “That’s it. I remember Bick got that green paint on sale a decade ago, long before your time, Chief. Everyone in town had a good laugh.” He looked down at his watch. “Sorry, Chief, I can’t do any more dives. I gotta get back to the diner. Willie’s the only cook there. He can’t fry an egg worth spit and he’s always burning the toast.”

Ty thanked them all, sent them home, and set everything in motion. She called Hanger Lewis over in Haggersville, set him up to drag this part of the lake in his ancient pontoon boat with its big dragging net. She called Charlie to check in. Nothing yet, no one had seen anything, no sign of one of Bick’s acid-green rowboats and no sign of anyone who didn’t belong there. She said, “No surprise, though I really did hope someone might have seen something. Okay, Charlie, keep the others scouting the east shore. Hanger will be here in about an hour. You go out with Harlette and Hanger, she’ll show you guys the exact spot. And Charlie, be on the lookout for loose bones. Congo found a skull when he dived to look for the man I saw shoved overboard.”
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Ty got back to her cottage ten minutes later, grabbed a slice of toast, smeared on some strawberry jam, and ate it while she drove to downtown Willicott. She played over and over what she’d seen. What burned her was that she’d been nothing but a bystander, unable to do anything, only watch the murder unfold like a movie on the screen. Ty wondered what the odds were of a chief of police actually witnessing a murder. She prayed Charlie and Hanger would find the body when they dragged the lake.

As if a missing body and a skull weren’t enough to keep her running, tomorrow was the first day of the yearly Willicott Book Festival. Despite everything, she had to make sure it went off without incident. She admired the banners already flying over High Ginger Street, snapping in the morning breeze, announcing the festival on Saturday and Sunday. Signs were everywhere hyping books, authors, attractions, signing venues, workshops, and panels. A gigantic banner in the middle of it all advertised Osborn’s BBQ, the best barbecue in the area, honey from Osborn’s own bees jazzing up the sauce.

The stores lining High Ginger Street were buffed and shined, showcasing their best goods behind sparkling glass windows. Kismet’s Lingerie had enjoyed its yearly paint job, white with killer red trim to match a daring red satin teddy on display surrounded by six artfully arranged colorful thongs.

Most of the publishers, agents, and the sixty or so visiting authors had already arrived with mountains of luggage, their entourages, and signing pens. Marv Spaleny, president of the Willicott Festival Committee—the WFC—and owner of Spaleny’s Best Books, had informed the city council and the Willicott Weekly Informer they were projecting at least seven thousand visitors this year, coming from as far away as Seattle. Visitors to the festival had begun arriving in Willicott earlier in the week in a nice steady flow, with few complaints and no gridlock, all smooth sailing so far. Since this area was a tourist destination, there was sufficient housing for the visitors—motels, B&Bs, three high-end resorts—many booked months in advance. In addition, some of the area locals rented out rooms, which meant the surrounding towns would enjoy the annual economic windfall along with Willicott. The festival committee even hired on more water taxis to ferry visitors staying on the east side of the lake.

Ty had brought on twelve volunteer deputies to smooth any troubled waters and to help the other volunteers answer visitor questions. She’d had only six extra deputies on hand last year, and that hadn’t worked out—too many unexpected kerfuffles. She still shuddered at the mayhem that had erupted when Ponsy Glade, owner of Glade’s Gas, had gotten into it with a reader who’d cut in a long book-signing line. Ponsy actually belted him in the chops, the line of readers cheering him on.

Everything was set, all the schedules were nailed down, everyone knew where he was to be when, and if a visitor had a question, there were dozens of volunteers to help. She decided she and Willicott were ready. She could focus on finding the body in the lake.

Ty stopped at Dr. Staunton’s office, carrying the skull still wrapped in the polka-dot beach towel under her arm. Dr. Morgan Staunton was a transplant from New York City, the borough of Manhattan, she’d announced upon arrival. She’d been a general practitioner here in Willicott for ten years now, had learned to water-ski and fish, and served as the local volunteer medical examiner, a service she didn’t provide often. Everyone called her Dr. Scooter, after her Vespa, a common sight in Willicott.

Dr. Staunton wasn’t in her office yet, so Ty left the skull with her nurse, Pammie Clappe, eighty years old and still going strong. Pammie opened the towel, looked down at the skull with complete indifference, wrapped it up again, tagged it, and set it in the inbox tray. She said in her scratchy smoker’s voice, “Kismet would sure like that skull to be her mother-in-law. Have you seen those thong things she displayed in her window? I’m thinking I might get the purple one. You all ready for the festival, Ty?”

“All’s good. I saw Kismet’s mother-in-law yesterday,” Ty said, “tossing a Frisbee, so Kismet is out of luck.”

“A pity. I don’t much like her, either. This is exciting, Ty, one of my favorite horror authors is coming.”

Ty said over her shoulder as she left, “Purple’d be a cool color on you, Pammie, go for it.” She headed to Bick’s Bait and Rental on South Pier, wondering if Pammie read horror novels in bed at night. Talk about gruesome nightmares.

It was eight thirty in the morning, the sun was bright, and the temperature would hit the high eighties today. Lots of business for Bick and his rental rowboats, but not for a couple of hours, until he opened at nine thirty. His store always smelled like Lysol, to kill the fishy odors, Harlette had told her, but fish and Lysol weren’t a happy combination, not that Bick seemed to care. He bought the Lysol wholesale by the case. Bick was an energetic seventy-five, with tufts of white hair sticking out of his ears, nose, and eyebrows and a love of Jim Beam. He was standing behind his counter, eating a corn dog loaded with mustard and coated with sweet relish, a Diet Coke at his elbow, his daily breakfast, since his seriously vegan wife didn’t work in the shop in the mornings and so wasn’t around to throw the hot dog to the walleye in the lake. “Hey, Chief, what’s up?”

Ty told him what had happened, described the rowboat she’d seen.

“What? You actually think it was one of my boats?” He sounded outraged, like she’d accused one of his children of dealing meth to the local teenagers.

“Can’t be one hundred percent sure, Bick, since the fog was so thick, but I think the rowboat was acid green like the paint you use. Did anyone turn in a boat in the past couple of hours?”

“Don’t know, but I tell everyone where the boats go and they can bring ’em back at three a.m. for all I care.”

“Let’s check names against boats,” Ty said.

It didn’t take long. Rental boat number six, the Green Gaiter, scheduled to be returned at 6 a.m. this morning, wasn’t parked in its slot beside rowboat number five, the Green Lantern.

The name of the renter of the Green Gaiter was Sala Porto of Washington, D.C.

“Yeah, I remember him,” Bick said. He ate the last bite of his corn dog after dipping it into the small bowl of mustard Ty knew he would wash and put away before Mrs. Looney came in. “He rented the Gaiter for a week, fishing, lolling around with his girlfriend, drinking beer and swimming, that sort of thing, not here for the book festival. He said he had to be back in Washington today, so he’d return the Green Gaiter no later than six o’clock this morning.

“I told him his name was real interesting, I mean, how often do you hear the name Sala Porto? He smiled, said he heard that a lot, but he wasn’t a gangsta, didn’t hail from Sicily. He was an FBI agent, and the name was good because the bad guys thought he might be Mafia and that scared them lots more than a federal cop with a vanilla name and all those rules and regulations to worry about. You think he might be the guy you saw get hit over the head and thrown into the lake?”

“I don’t know, Bick. He actually told you he was an FBI agent?”

“Yep, he showed me his ID. ‘Creds,’ he called it.”

“Was anyone with him? This girlfriend?”

“I never saw the girlfriend, only this FBI agent, Sala Porto.” Bick showed her his signature.

“Credit card?”

“Yep, let me find it for you.” Bick scrounged in a small steel box, flipped through piles of credit card receipts, and pulled one up, waved it at her.

Ty studied the receipt. American Express for $240. His signature was bold—that was the first word that popped into her mind. More than bold, dominant.

“He used his own pen,” Bick said.

Black ink, of course, to go with that strong signature. Ty left Bick cleaning up a spill of mustard and walked to her white Silverado in the pier parking lot, shining bright under the morning sun. She leaned against her truck door, pulled her hat down to cut the glare, and pulled out her cell. She didn’t have any contacts at the Hoover Building, so she called the main number and asked for Special Agent Sala Porto. After being passed around for ten minutes, Ty ended up with a summer intern named Mindy who said she’d heard Agent Porto was with his girlfriend, Octavia—didn’t know her last name—on vacation, and who wanted to know? Ty put on her best cop voice, low and hard, and finally ended up transferred to the Criminal Division, where Agent Porto was assigned, according to Mindy. Agent Sala Porto’s unit chief was on vacation, and no one else wanted to talk to her. She was eventually passed to Executive Assistant Director James Maitland’s office. She grinned into the phone at that coup. She’d managed to get to a top dog. Ty used her most intimidating voice when she identified herself and asked to speak to Executive Assistant Director Maitland, stating it was a matter of great urgency. The woman said without pause, “All I’ve got to say, Chief Christie, is that this had better be good or I might be visiting you in your own jail cell.”

A man’s deep, impatient voice came on the line. “Maitland here. Goldy said this was urgent. Who are you, and what do you want?”

Maitland sounded like her kind of cop: no nonsense, straightforward, hard as nails. Ty identified herself as the police chief of Willicott, Maryland, then described what she’d seen three hours before and what she was doing about it. “The murdered man could be an FBI agent, Sala Porto. Or Porto could be the murderer. Or neither. I need your help.”

Maitland snapped out questions until she was wrung dry. She wouldn’t have been surprised if he’d wanted to know about her birthmark (a lovely strawberry on her left hip), her marital status (still thankfully single after two broken engagements), and if he did ask her age, she’d have no problem telling this man she was turning twenty-nine on the fourth of November.

Jimmy Maitland was silent a moment. “All right, Chief Christie, here’s what we’re going to do.”
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WILLICOTT BOOK FESTIVAL

WILLICOTT, MARYLAND

SATURDAY, LATE MORNING

It was warm and sunny, an altogether perfect day for a book festival. Savich gave the smiling, fresh-faced parking attendant Jimbo a ten-dollar bill and parked Sherlock’s Volvo in Lot B beside an SUV filled with a half dozen enthusiastic young women, all talking, laughing, and gathering book bags, purses, water bottles.

Nearly-five-year-old Sean and his longtime girlfriend, Marty Perry, who was still on schedule to be one of his future wives, were so wired they bulleted out of the car, their goal to hunt down their favorite author, Remus McGurk, the creator of Captain Carr Corbin, intergalactic space marauder, and his sidekick, Orkett, a terrier with sharp teeth who filched animal crackers.

Sherlock met Dillon’s eyes over the roof of the car. She knew he was as worried as she was. It had been only three days since the man had broken into their house and threatened Sean. The FBI lab hadn’t found fingerprints on the Ka-Bar, not that they expected to, and had determined the knife could have been purchased from dozens of stores in the D.C. area. Every agent in the CAU (Criminal Apprehension Unit) was working in his spare time on trying to identify the intruder. Most of Dillon’s agents believed it was either a pedophile who’d seen Sean, or a kidnapping for ransom, knowing Savich could sell one of his grandmother’s paintings. Or, he thought now, an old enemy here for payback. Oddly, that felt like it could be right. Detective Ben Raven of Metro was working different sources, and as of today, still nothing had popped. Even though Savich had moved the security system box to behind one of his grandmother’s paintings in the dining room and put a dead bolt on the front door, it didn’t alleviate the nerve-racking low-level fear. Savich had hoped the kidnapper or pedophile, or whatever he was, might be moved to make contact, but as of this morning, there’d been no communication of any kind and no further attempts on Sean.

Sherlock hadn’t wanted to take Sean to a public place where thousands of people would be milling about, but he’d been so excited about today, a promised treat for more than a month now, she and Dillon couldn’t say no. What was worse, Dillon wouldn’t be with her for extra eyes and protection. He had a job to do here in Willicott with a Chief Ty Christie, assigned yesterday by his boss, Jimmy Maitland.

Sherlock said, “I figure three hours should do it. Then we’ll head to Osborn’s BBQ, to be followed by the Dali Lama ice cream shop, then, if you’re done here, we’ll take Sean to his grandmother’s for the rest of the weekend.”

Savich nodded, knowing he’d spend more hours tonight hunkered over MAX searching for the intruder. He looked toward the rocket-fueled kids. “Sean, Marty! Hold up. Do. Not. Move.”

Sean knew the serious voice, grabbed Marty’s hand to hold her in place, and began confiding to one of the six young women from the SUV he was going to take a zillion photos with his iPad of Remus McGurk. Didn’t they admire Orkett, Captain Carr’s terrier sidekick? Had they read his latest adventure on the planet Mumbo? Were they going to see him? Get his autograph? The women were charming and happy to pose when Sean told them he would like to practice taking their pictures before he shot his masterpiece of Mr. McGurk.

Marty was jealous and poked Sean in the side. One perceptive young woman invited Marty to stand in front of them, made her one of their group. Sherlock saw Sean send admiring looks to the young woman and she’d bet most of his photos would be centered on her.

After oohs and aahs over Sean’s photos, Sherlock took each child’s hand while Savich locked the Volvo and wished the girls a fun day.

Savich told Sherlock, “If you see anything that alarms you, anyone suspicious, call me immediately.” He kissed her. “I owe you big-time.” He peeled off to meet up with Flynn Royal in front of the police chief’s office on High Ginger Street. Flynn was a sharp agent Maitland trusted and Sherlock’s major competition at the shooting range. Mr. Maitland had sent Flynn to Willicott right after the call from Chief Christie the previous day to assess the situation, gather facts, and make himself generally useful, trying not to step on the chief’s toes. In short, Flynn was here to be Maitland’s eyes and ears. As for Savich, he was here to consult, if needed, and if they found the body in the lake, to identify Sala Porto, an agent he knew personally, if he’d been the murder victim. Maitland was concerned. No one had been able to locate Sala. A photo likeness wasn’t good enough for Maitland.

Savich wove through the crowds and finally spotted Flynn. He was called the intellectual pirate because of his black-rimmed glasses set over smart, dark eyes and his too-long black hair and lithe build. Savich could easily see him on the deck of a ship wielding a sword and laughing maniacally. Flynn was speaking with a tall, fit woman holding a Mariners baseball cap in her hands. She wasn’t wearing a uniform but black pants, low-heeled black boots, and a white shirt, her badge over her left breast pocket. He recognized Chief Christie from the candid photo Detective Harry Anson of the Seattle PD had emailed him yesterday afternoon. He’d texted Savich: Christie’s smart, a dirty fighter with serious skills, hated being a big-city cop. No gray areas for her, always either black or white, but admittedly, in Vice, there are few gray areas. She knows only one direction—forward. Her daddy’s a captain in the Washington State Patrol, so nope, the acorn didn’t fall far from the tree. Oh yeah, she’s popular and a looker. Good luck, Ty’s also a frigging bulldog.

Savich heard Christie say to Flynn as she slipped her cell back into her pocket, “That was Charlie Corsica, my chief deputy. They found the body, not where I thought it would be, but there was a lot of wind chop yesterday afternoon, stirred up the water. He’s taking the body to Dr. Staunton, our local medical examiner. Charlie said no ID, but I was in for a big surprise. He wouldn’t tell me, for which I am going to bust his chops.”

Flynn said in his honey-soft Alabama drawl, “I don’t know Porto, but Agent Savich does. As soon as he gets here, we can go to Dr. Staunton’s office.” He paused a moment, added, “If the body is Porto’s, we’ll have him taken to Quantico for autopsy. Of course, then it’ll be a federal case.” He turned, saw Savich, and grinned. “Good to see you. Let me introduce Chief Ty Christie.”

Savich and Ty shook hands and took each other’s measure. Ty saw a big, tough, good-looking man, maybe five years her senior, with intelligent eyes she imagined saw most everything, eyes so dark as to be nearly black. He had thick black hair, a bit on the long side. She’d bet her new LED TV he took no crap and would joyfully dive into a fight.

Savich looked at a woman far more vibrant than the photo Harry Anson had emailed him. Tall, sharp green eyes, dark brown hair nearly to her shoulders, pulled back from her face with two clips. He really liked the stubborn chin, and a line of freckles across her nose. Harry hadn’t mentioned the freckles or how she radiated energy and focus. He was right that she was a looker. She was a frigging bulldog? Savich found himself smiling at her—impossible not to—and stuck out his hand. “Call me Dillon.”

“I’m Ty, and no, I won’t tell you what Ty is short for. It’s too embarrassing. A pleasure, Agent Savich—Dillon.”

She had a lovely smile that made an immediate connection to the person she was talking to. Ty said, “Glad you’re here. I understand you know Agent Sala Porto?”

Savich nodded. “Yes, four, five years now. We’re the same age. He was on the Washington SWAT team, then transferred to the Criminal Division at the Hoover.” He drew a deep breath. “I’m hoping it isn’t Sala. He’s tough, an excellent agent, a good man.”

“If it isn’t Sala Porto,” Ty said matter-of-factly, “then it’s no longer federal.” She eyed them both. “And you two can go about your business and enjoy the book festival.”





4

[image: ]

Flynn said, “Certainly, Chief, although Mr. Maitland told me to offer my assistance if you asked for it. Excuse me. Hey, Sherlock, hold up!”

“You can shake my wife’s hand,” Savich called after him, “and that’s it, Flynn.”

“Yeah, yeah,” Flynn said over his shoulder, not looking back, his eyes on Sherlock standing next to a book stall, holding both children’s hands, no mean feat since each kid wanted to go in a different direction.

Ty was staring at Sherlock, her curly red hair a beacon. “Sherlock? Oh my, I recognize her now, she’s the agent who brought down the terrorist at JFK, then shot that Brit terrorist at the Lincoln Monument. She’s your wife?”

Savich felt the familiar burst of pride, then impatience because he wanted to get to the medical examiner’s office, wanted to be able to say the murdered man wasn’t Sala. He nodded. “And the little boy is our son, Sean. The little girl is one of Sean’s future wives. No, don’t ask, like your name, it’s complicated.” Savich called out, “Come on, Flynn, get away from my wife, and let’s get moving.”

But Ty was already striding after Flynn. When Savich reached the group, he heard Flynn say, “So Savich assigned you the kids while he’s off playing with me and the chief?”

She grinned up at him. “Bless his heart, Dillon’s going to miss all the fun.” She turned to Ty with interest, and Flynn introduced them. The kids got in on the act, and it was a good two minutes before Marty saw a photo of a favorite children’s book author and tugged on Sherlock’s hand.

Savich said quietly to Sherlock, “They dragged the lake, found the body. We’re off to see if it’s Sala.”

She laid her hand on his arm. “If it is, I’m sorry, Dillon.”

The crowd noise didn’t matter, Sean had Vulcan ears. “What body? Who’s Sala? What happened, Papa?”

“Somebody’s dead? Drowned?” Marty closed in, her eyes steady on Savich’s face.

Savich came down on his haunches, took the kids’ hands. “Agent Flynn and I need to make sure someone who died isn’t an FBI agent. You guys go have fun. I’ll catch up with you later.”

Sean said, “I’m going to ask Mr. McGurk if he wants to eat lunch with us. I want him to tell us about Orkett’s next adventure. Don’t worry, Papa, tacos and chips don’t cost very much. Marty and I will pay for his lunch. We’ve got sixteen dollars.”

Sherlock said, “I thought we were going to Osborn’s BBQ, Sean.”

Marty said, “I wanted to try sus-shi, but my mama said it cost a lot and the raw fish could make you die.”

Sean’s opinion of raw fish was clear on his face. “No raw fish, Marty. All right, Mama, maybe we can afford to buy Mr. McGurk a small basket of barbecue ribs.”

As for Sherlock, she couldn’t wait to see how McGurk handled the kids’ invite to lunch. She’d bet he had learned long ago how to let a kid down easy. She said low to Dillon, “Everything’s okay, haven’t seen anyone remotely interested in Sean. Or in me, for that matter. Well, except for Flynn,” and she gave him a fat smile.

“He’s a horndog, keep your distance, Sherlock.” Still, Savich worried. He watched her lead both kids away and thought again about payback, that the man who’d broken in on Wednesday could be someone he’d sent to prison who was now out.

Savich, Chief Christie, and Agent Flynn Royal headed to Dr. Staunton’s office on Wintergreen Avenue, Ty telling them that so far it appeared no one in the rental beach cottages had seen any stranger or any rowboat, either too early in the morning or too much fog to see anything.

Ty said, “Charlie Corsica said he’s got a big surprise for me. Like I said, if I don’t like it, I’m going to belt him.”

Ten minutes later, Savich stared down at the draped body lying on top of an examination table. Dr. Staunton pulled back the sheet. Crushed skull, facial features obliterated. There was no blood, it had all been washed away. Dark hair was flat around the ruined skull, but there was something off—the face was narrow, fine-boned, and despite the destroyed features Savich said, “This isn’t Sala Porto. In fact—”

Dr. Staunton said, “That’s right, not only isn’t this Agent Sala Porto, it isn’t a man.” She pulled back the sheet, and they looked at a woman’s body.

So this was Charlie’s big surprise. Ty glanced back at him, standing by the exam door, looking like he’d aced the hand and won the pot. Well, he was only twenty-five. His hair was so blond it was nearly white in the sun, and his light blue eyes made him look like an angel, which he wasn’t. “Your big surprise?”

He started to grin, but at Ty’s expression, he dropped his eyes, studied his boots. “Yeah, one of them.”

Dr. Staunton said, “There was ID in an inner pouch on the inside of her jeans’ waistband.” She handed Ty the driver’s license. “She had two bricks tied around her waist to keep her down.”

Ty read aloud, “Octavia Millsom Ryan. Age thirty-six, address in Washington, D.C.” She looked at the photo. “Her face, it’s hard to tell. When I called the Hoover Building, a summer intern told me Sala Porto was with his girlfriend, Octavia—no last name—and they were on vacation. You don’t forget a name that unusual.” She passed the driver’s license to Flynn.

Flynn said, his voice emotionless, “Yes, it’s Octavia. I was a witness in one of her cases, maybe three years ago. Did you know her, Savich?”

Savich shook his head, pulled up her info on his cell. “Octavia Ryan is a criminal defense lawyer in Washington, known as the Patroness of Lost Causes, according to this article in the Post.”

“Looks like it’s my case after all,” Ty said. “Now I’ve got to find Special Agent Sala Porto. He’s my prime suspect.”

Savich read further, raised his head again. “Sorry, Chief, Octavia Ryan left her private practice last year. You didn’t know, Flynn? She became a federal prosecutor six months ago.”
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Dr. Staunton said, “Ty, maybe you not running this case is for the best, given what I’ve got to show you now. Everyone, come with me to see Charlie’s second surprise for you.”

They followed Dr. Staunton to another room, watched her unfold a tarp on an exam table. They stared down at dozens of human bones jumbled together.

Dr. Staunton said, “Charlie and Hanger found these bones when they dragged the lake. You can see there are at least enough bones to form close to a dozen people, maybe even more. The FBI forensic anthropologists should be able to make a count.”

Ty felt like she’d been slammed in the face. It was incredible, unbelievable. All these bones at the bottom of Lake Massey? She said blankly, “There’s a shoe and a foot inside it.”

Dr. Staunton nodded. “Unfortunately there’s no soft tissue left. The shoe’s still got some shape, so I’d say it hasn’t been in the lake longer than, say, ten years. As for the rest of the bones, I have no idea how long they’ve been in Lake Massey, maybe fifty years. Fish clean the bones quickly, particularly largemouth bass and walleye. They’re both efficient scavengers. As you can see, there aren’t enough skulls for this number of bones. So there are more down there.”

Ty couldn’t look away. The most heartbreaking to her were the three skeletal hands, fingers outstretched, the bones white as snow. “All these bones—they belonged to living, breathing people—” She swallowed. “Hanger needs to do a wider drag of the lake.”

Savich said, “Chief, shall I see what the FBI can do, or can you handle another lake drag locally?”

She only shook her head and turned to Charlie, standing by the exam room door. “Charlie, get ahold of Hanger, go out with him on another drag. This time do a wider grid. Be very thorough.”

Charlie had his cell phone out before she’d finished talking, then he was gone.

Flynn said, “Dr. Staunton, I know you’ve only begun, but have you noticed any obvious possible causes of death?”

“I did examine the one skull Ty brought me. No injuries I could see. As for the rest, I haven’t had time to examine them. And besides, you know I’m no forensic anthropologist—I could easily miss something important. As I said, the FBI forensic anthropologists are the ones to examine these bones.”

Savich looked at Ty. “Chief?”

“Yes, Dr. Staunton’s right. Thank you.”

Flynn nodded. “I’ll arrange to have the bones picked up to take to Dr. Richard Thomas at Quantico. He’s one of the top forensic anthropologists in the country.”

Ty waved her hand toward the pile of bones. “It doesn’t make sense. I haven’t gotten any reports of missing persons in the three years I’ve been here. Well, there was one, a teenager, but we found him.” She picked up a skeletal arm. “Who are you? Who are they? Why are they on the bottom of Lake Massey?”

Savich lightly laid his hand on her arm. “They’ll do DNA tests. It will take time, but we will find out who these people were and give closure to their families.”

Ty swallowed. “The man I saw murder Octavia Ryan, maybe he’s a serial killer, maybe she was his latest victim.”

Flynn said, “It’s possible. If we are talking a Serial, Chief, he’s killed a lot of people over what could turn out to be a long period of time. If no one’s gone missing locally in your tenure as police chief, then he could be drawing on towns all around Willicott and simply using Lake Massey as his dump site.”

Dump site. It sounded obscene. Ty said, “It means going back over missing persons files plus contacting all law enforcement in, what, a fifty-mile radius of Willicott, telling them the situation, asking them to go through their missing persons files as well.”

Savich said, “What makes things hard is if we’re talking about a Serial, he could be from Pittsburgh or Boston, for all we know, but it’s a good start.”

Ty said, “True, but I have to treat this like it’s local or semi-local until we know if these people were murdered and who exactly they were.” She drew a deep breath. “You think the forensic anthropologist will find perimortem trauma, don’t you?”

Savich hated to say it, but had no choice. “Yes.”

Ty agreed. A serial killer, or a Serial, as the agents referred to the kind of monster who’d murdered people and thrown their bodies into Lake Massey, dusted off his hands and walked away smiling.

She looked again at the bones. “I wonder how many people he dumped in the lake we’ll never find? They’re simply gone, forever.” She looked at Agents Savich and Royal. “I’ve read there are hundreds of serial killers running loose around the United States, killing and getting away with it, sliding seamlessly back into their everyday lives, and no one ever seeing what they really are. Cops in Seattle, where I’m from, still talk about Gary Ridgway, the Green River Killer.”

They stepped out of Dr. Staunton’s office and nearly ran into a panting Charlie. “Chief! Congo called me. They found Bick’s missing rowboat, the Green Gaiter!”

Ty said, “Where?”

“Sunk right off the Gatewood dock. Actually, it was Buzzard.” He added to Savich and Flynn, “Buzzard is Davie Coursey’s nickname. He’s a snot-nosed little teenager, always causing trouble. He was busting around with a couple of friends up at Gatewood, probably daring each other to go inside and settle in and talk to the ghosts. Buzzard said he saw something in the water, and sure enough, it was the Green Gaiter, sunk in sixteen feet right off the dock.”

“Good,” Ty said. “We’ll go winch it out of the water. Charlie, did you tell Hanger I’d authorize the additional hours and his costs for another lake drag?”

Charlie said, “Yeah, and he said if he’s to do a bigger search, he’ll need his sons, and they’ll want time and a half.”

Ty thought of her straining budget. The city council was covering all the expenses for the additional deputies for the book festival, but only an idiot would think that as important as finding the bones of murdered people in Lake Massey. “We’ll have to do it, Charlie. If he’s got his sons, he won’t need you. You can stay with me.”

Flynn pulled out his cell, turned away. A couple of minutes later, he turned back and said, “I’ve called it in. An FBI forensic team will be here in a couple of hours. They don’t want anything touched, including the boat. They want to be the ones to bring it up.”

Ty said, “Not a problem. Octavia Ryan’s killer must have known only kids go near Gatewood, to scare themselves silly, so he wouldn’t expect anyone to find the rowboat, at least for a while.”

Savich said, “What do you mean the boys would dare each other to go inside the house and talk with ghosts?”

Ty rolled her eyes. “Gatewood is supposedly haunted, and of course a big-time draw for both kids and teenagers. They prowl around the house and yes, make their dares—spending the night inside. From what I hear, none of them have.”

Savich remembered clear as day that long-ago winter night in the Poconos when he’d searched the Bannister house, empty for nearly thirty years—only it hadn’t been. “Why is it haunted? What happened there?”

Ty nodded. “It’s quite a story. Since we’ve got lots of time until the forensics team gets to Gatewood, everyone, come to the station with me. Charlie can tell you what happened at Gatewood, then we can go out there and look around. You were a kid when it happened, right?”

Charlie gave a little shudder. “I’ll never forget.”
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The station house door opened into a long, narrow room, a high desk sitting squarely in the middle, benches lined up against the wall. Behind the desk sat a large gray-haired woman wearing a bright red flowered muumuu, rhinestone glasses sitting on her nose. She was well north of sixty, and she had a great smile. Ty said, “Agent Royal, Agent Savich, this is Marla Able, my dispatcher, my 911 operator, and my enforcer. Any citizen of this fine town runs afoul of the law, they have to deal with her first. Marla, our murdered man wasn’t a man. He was a woman, and her name was Octavia Ryan, a federal prosecutor. It’s no longer our case, but we’ll be assisting the FBI.” She shot Savich a look that told him she wasn’t backing away from this. He understood: a murder in her town, a murder she’d witnessed. It had to burn her to her toes not to lead the investigation.

Marla shoved up her glasses and gave Savich and Flynn a thorough study. “I hate to hear it was a woman, Chief. But these two sure look tough enough to lasso the bad guys.”

“Thank you,” Flynn said and cracked his knuckles.

“And you,” she said, looking at Savich. She cocked her head at him. “You’ve got something else going on, too, don’t you? Pretty smart, aren’t you?”

Something else going on? He wasn’t about to ask. Savich said only, “Some would agree, some wouldn’t.”

She laughed, a hacking smoker’s laugh. “Ty, now I’ve got to state the obvious. Both of these boys are young and good-looking, and that could be a problem if the Cougar Club gets a whiff of them.”

Flynn stared down at this amazing woman, her plump hands loaded down with rings his mom would really like. “Cougar Club, ma’am?”

“Our town’s finest,” Marla said. “I’m a longtime member myself. Ty here is what we call a cub cougar, far too young to break loose and run wild with us, but she’ll be a fine addition someday. Our motto is ‘Cougars Forever.’ ”
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