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CHAPTER

1

Courtney Glass whipped into the gravel lot and cursed the man toad who’d invited her here. This was August. Texas. It was ninety-nine degrees outside, and any halfway sane person was holed up in an air-conditioned building right now, not parked at a deserted hike-and-bike trail, hoping to score after lunch.

Did he think this was romantic? Spontaneous, maybe? Despite the Ivy League diploma, John David Alvin could be a real idiot.

Courtney huffed out a breath and flipped down the vanity mirror. Idiot or not, she wanted to look good. Looking good was the best revenge, especially when it came to ex-boyfriends.

But the Beauty Gods weren’t smiling on her today. The humidity had turned her hair limp, and her makeup was practically melting off. She dug through her purse, seeking inspiration but finding little. She blotted her forehead with a tissue and fluffed her hair. She started to put on lipstick, then decided to hell with it. Who cared if she impressed David? He was the last person she wanted to see right now. She shouldn’t even be here, really, but his insistent messages were driving her crazy. They needed to hash this thing out, once and for all.

A flash of movement in the rearview mirror caught her eye. He was here. She watched the black Porsche Cayenne glide up alongside her. He’d traded in the red Carrera, apparently, which shouldn’t have come as a surprise. Suddenly nervous, she cast a glance around her Buick Skylark, a hulking testament to the emptiness of her bank account. Courtney could work wonders with drugstore cosmetics, and she was a bloodhound for treasures in a thrift shop, but this car was beyond help. Until she climbed out of credit card debt, she was stuck in a ’98 clunker with a temperamental AC. She turned up the power now and adjusted the vents.

David sat in his SUV, but didn’t get out. Courtney could feel his gaze on her while she cleared clutter off the front seat. She refused to make eye contact. This was his meeting, and he was going to have to come to her. She didn’t relish the thought of talking to him in her heap, but she wasn’t stupid enough to give up her home field advantage by getting into his Porsche.

From the corner of her eye, she saw him exit the car and fist his hands on his hips. She set her chin. She could match wills with him any day of the week. Sweat beaded between her breasts as she waited, silently, gazing through the windshield at the dragonflies playing in the sunshine.

Finally the Buick’s door squeaked open, and he slid into the passenger seat. He wore a crisp white shirt with monogrammed cuffs, a red power tie, and his usual dark pants. In an instant, the Skylark smelled like Drakkar Noir.

Courtney looked at him with disgust as she rolled down her window.

“Well?”

“Well, what?” she shot back. “You called me.”

“I most certainly did not.”

“Text message. Whatever.” God, he was such a prick. Just smelling him again made her want to retch.

He gave her an annoyed look. “I don’t have time for this shit. This is bordering on harassment.”

“Harassment?”

Suddenly the back door jerked open. Courtney turned around and found herself face-to-face with a black ski mask.

The man pulled a gun out of his pants and pointed it at David’s nose. “Gimme your phone.”

All the breath whooshed out of Courtney’s lungs. She gaped at the gray eyes glaring out from holes in the mask.

He jabbed the gun at David’s neck. “Now, asshole!”

She glanced at her ex-boyfriend. His arrogance had morphed into fear, and he wasn’t moving. Do it! She tried to tell him mentally, but he was frozen. At last, he braced a hand on the dashboard and jammed the other into his front pocket.

She cast a panicked look outside. No one. This was unreal. It was the middle of the day. Granted, it was hotter than hell outside, but there had to be someone—

The barrel swung toward her, and her stomach dropped out.

“Yours, too.”

She stared at the twisting pink mouth and tried to process the words. Hers, too. Her phone. He wanted her phone. Did he want her money, also? Her phone was in her purse, along with her Mace.

“Come on!”

David tossed his phone at the guy, and it landed with a clatter on the back floorboard. The man scooped it up and shoved it in the pocket of his tracksuit.

Then the masked head turned toward her. “Now, or I’ll blow his fucking brains out.”

David went pale. He sent her a desperate look. “Hurry, Courtney!”

Her purse was near her feet. On the floor. And her Mace was in there. She dragged the bag into her lap and thrust her hand inside. She groped for the tube of pepper spray but couldn’t find it amid all the junk she lugged around. I can’t die yet. There’s so much I haven’t done.

“Now!” The eyes watching her through the cutouts squinted.

Her clammy fingers closed around the phone, and she pulled it free. She held it out to him.

Time stretched out as the phone hovered there in her trembling hand. He reached for it. He wore tight black gloves, and she knew—with sudden certainty—this was going to end badly.

He squeezed her wrist, and the phone dropped to the floor. He didn’t let go her hand.

“Take my wallet,” David said, yanking it loose from his back pocket. “Take whatever you want.”

Courtney watched, transfixed, as the black-gloved hand pried open her fingers. Did he want her ring? The cheap silver trinket from Santa Fe?

“I’ve got cash.” David’s voice hitched. “I’ve got a Rolex.”

The pistol slapped into her palm. The thick black fingers squeezed her hand around the grip. Suddenly she realized what was happening. She tried to yank her arm away, but couldn’t.

“No!” she shrieked, pulling her arm until her shoulder burned.

David’s gaze met hers.

Pop!

Their bodies jerked in unison. Surprise flickered in his eyes as red bloomed on his white shirt. He sagged sideways, thunking his head against the windshield.

Courtney’s ears rang. A high-pitched noise rasped in and out of her throat as she stared at the gun in her hand. The gloved fingers closed around hers again, and she thrashed sideways, trying to wrench her arm away.

“No!” She used her free hand to punch at the ski mask as hard as she could. Her whole arm reverberated from the blow.

Pop!

The windshield exploded. Screaming, she hunched down in her seat. Her gaze landed on her purse, wedged between her leg and the door. The Mace was there, peeking out from inside the bag. Her right hand was being crushed as the man forced her unwilling fingers around the grip. With her left, she grabbed the Mace. Her wrist twisted painfully. The gun barrel turned toward her.

Her thumb found the top of the vial. A stream shot out, straight at the ugly pink mouth in the hole of the mask.

“Fuck!”

She crashed backward into the steering wheel as her arm was released. Curses and moans filled the car as she clawed frantically at the door latch. The door popped open, and she pitched sideways onto the gravel. She tasted dust and jerked her legs free from the car. She glanced back over her shoulder and saw David slumped against the dashboard.

The back door squeaked open.

She scrambled to her feet and ran.

•  •  •

Nathan Devereaux fed a few quarters into the hospital vending machine and ordered up some lunch. His tour had started at 2:00 this morning, and he’d been running for fourteen hours straight on nothing but coffee.

“Want anything?” He glanced over his shoulder at his partner, who stood on the other side of the waiting room. The guy was peering through the miniblinds at the traffic on North Lamar. Either he didn’t hear the question, or he was being an asshole. Nathan had known Will Hodges less than forty-eight hours, but his money was on the latter.

“Hodges!”

The guy’s gaze shot up. “Yeah?”

“You want anything?”

“No.”

Asshole it was. Nathan fished his Mars Bar from the vending machine and wandered toward the hallway, hoping to see the forensic artist they were waiting on. No sign of her. It had been nearly an hour, and the door to Room 632 was still shut, meaning that she was still in there interviewing his witness for the suspect sketch.

Nathan ripped open his lunch. On days like this, he really felt his age. He hadn’t even hit forty yet, but ten years as a homicide detective and a steady diet of junk food hadn’t exactly kept him in peak condition. He still looked good enough to get his share of come-ons at bars, but his energy wasn’t what it used to be.

He watched his new partner from across the room. The kid looked like he could bench-press a VW. He probably ate protein shakes for breakfast and made it to the gym six times a week.

Give him a year.

Nathan chomped into his candy bar and glanced at his watch.

“We’re finished.”

He turned around at the familiar voice. Fiona Glass stood in the doorway holding her battered leather art case and a sheet of paper. She wore a conservative beige pantsuit and had her reddish-blond hair pulled neatly back in a headband.

Nathan crossed the room to take the sketch she held out to him. One look at it had his gut twisting.

“A profile? That’s all she saw?”

“She says he grabbed her from behind and the only real glimpse she got was when he fled the scene.”

Nathan heard the edge in her voice and glanced up. “What’s the deal?”

She darted her gaze around the waiting room, as if to make sure no one else could overhear. She paused briefly on Hodges, and Nathan knew she didn’t trust him yet. Fiona was slow to warm up to people, and Hodges had been with Austin PD less than a week.

“What’s the problem?” Nathan prompted.

“Everything.” She nodded at the drawing. “What does that look like to you?”

“I don’t know. Black male. Twenty-five. Average features.”

“And his expression?”

He stared down at the picture. She had drawn it in charcoal on a sheet of thick gray art paper. He could smell the fixative on it, which meant the witness had declared it finished.

Nathan studied the face of the man who had attacked a prominent judge and her husband in their carport shortly after midnight. “He looks bored,” Nathan stated.

“Precisely.”

He met Fiona’s gaze and remembered why he loved working with her. She had the eye of an artist, but she thought like a detective.

“He robbed two people at gunpoint and shot one of them in the face,” she said. “I’d expect to see aggression, nerves, panic. Anything but boredom.”

“You think we got a false alligator?”

“The angle bothers me, too,” she continued, avoiding the question. Nathan knew why. The witness was a municipal judge. If Nathan suggested she might be lying about who shot her husband, the result would be a virtual shit storm.

“The angle. You mean because it’s a profile?”

“It’s very rare to get only a side view, particularly the right side.”

Nathan frowned at the drawing. “You’re saying it should have been a left-side profile?”

She shrugged. “No, it’s just more common.”

“Why?”

“Bank robberies.”

Nathan glanced over at Hodges. He still stood beside the window, but apparently he’d been paying attention. “What’s that?”

“If a witness only sees a profile, it’s usually the getaway driver,” Hodges said.

Wow, an entire sentence. Nathan glanced at Fiona. She was staring at his new partner again, looking impressed now, but still distrustful.

She turned back to Nathan. “So based on the interview, and the information provided, and the information not provided, I’d say your witness has a credibility problem.”

Just what he needed. A well-respected judge with a credibility problem. He couldn’t wait to run this up the flagpole.

He decided to play devil’s advocate. “What about her injuries? She claims she was knocked to the ground, and she’s got a concussion to back that up.”

“I don’t know who knocked her to the ground,” Fiona said. “It could have been someone she knew.”

Nathan’s head started to pound. He had to unravel this murder case, deal with the politics, and train a rookie detective all at the same time. This case was going to suck.

Fiona took out a manila envelope, slid the drawing inside, and handed it to him. The sketch was eight inches by fourteen, just the right size to fit in his case file. She paid attention to details like that.

“Call me if you need anything else.” She turned to Hodges. “Welcome to Austin. It was nice meeting you.”

She disappeared into an elevator, and Nathan looked at Hodges, who was still standing on the other side of the room.

“You get all that?”

He gave a slight nod.

“You agree with her?”

Another nod. Not much of a talker, this guy. It was going to be a party teaching him to elicit a confession.

A buzz sounded, and Nathan reached for the phone clipped to his hip, just beneath his side holster. “Devereaux.”

“We’ve got a Code 37 at Zilker Park.”

“I’m at Seton Hospital on the Goodwin interview. Give it to Webb.”

“He’s still in court. You and Hodges are it.”

Could this day get any worse? Nathan pulled out his notepad and jotted down a few details before hanging up. Then he made a call and arranged for a uniform to hightail it over, just in case the Honorable Judge Goodwin decided to check herself out of the hospital. Finally, he turned to his partner.

“We got a shooting at Zilker.” He lobbed the rest of his stale candy bar into a trash can. “I’m driving.”

Ten minutes later, they were in an unmarked unit en route to Austin’s largest park. Hodges had said nothing since leaving the hospital. Nathan slid a glance at him. His short haircut reminded Nathan he’d been in the military not so long ago. He decided to make more of an effort.

“You ever work homicide before now?”

“Narcotics.”

“Well, there’s three rules once we get to the scene: Don’t touch anything. Don’t touch anything. And don’t fucking touch anything.”

Hodges kept his eyes trained on the road.

“And you can pretty much bet that the least competent jackass we got wearing a badge is going to be the first responder. It never fails. And it’s been that kind of day.”

Nathan swung onto Barton Springs Road, the four-lane street that cut straight through the park. He could already see the congestion up ahead, where a uniform had diverted traffic away from the parking lot serving the hike-and-bike trail that paralleled Town Lake. Nathan off-roaded it for a few hundred feet and then flashed his ID at the guy manning the blockade. He started to move the wooden barrier, but Nathan swerved around it and saved him the trouble. The narrow road wound down closer to the water and ended at a gravel parking lot surrounded by dense foliage.

Nathan jogged here sometimes and knew the area well. Typically, this lot would be filling up right now, despite the oppressive heat. But the only cars parked here today were police units, a crime-scene van, and a silent yellow ambulance. No news crews yet, but it wouldn’t take long. Nathan pulled up beside the ambulance and waved at a paramedic he knew vaguely.

They parked and made their way over to the crime scene, which had already been taped off. Inside the cordoned-off area, on a tree-shaded patch of gravel, sat a blue Buick Skylark and a black Porsche Cayenne. Both vehicles faced a thicket of mesquite and mulberry bushes. The Cayenne’s doors were closed. The two doors on the Buick’s left side stood open, and a photographer knelt between them now, taking a picture.

Nathan approached the dour policewoman standing beside the sawhorse that marked the crime scene’s southeast corner. He’d been right about the jackass thing.

He nodded. “Brenda.”

She nodded back, then squinted at Hodges.

“This is Will Hodges,” Nathan said. “He just came on board.”

“Victim’s name is John David Alvin,” she announced proudly. “Age forty-two. Six-eighty-nine Sunset Cove.”

“You rifled his wallet?”

Her face fell. “Uh, no. I just—”

“Never move the victim.”

“I didn’t. His wallet’s sitting open right there on the floor. I saw his ID through the window.”

Nathan took the clipboard she held out to him and scrawled his name and badge number on the crime-scene log—which consisted of a torn slip of paper. Hodges followed suit, and they both ducked under the tape.

John Alvin. The name rang a bell, but Nathan didn’t know why. Alvin. Alvin. Where had he heard that name before?

He walked up behind the photographer and peered inside the Buick. The smell of fresh death wafted out from the roasting car, and a swarm of flies was already busy. Sometimes Nathan longed for a job in Minnesota. Or Vancouver. Anyplace where it took insects longer than twelve seconds to go to work on a corpse.

“Hey, Bart.” Nathan crouched down beside him. The photographer’s olfactory nerves had gone numb already, and he was snapping away with his camera, oblivious to the smell. Nathan needed a minute.

“Close range,” Bart said. “I’d say about one meter.”

Nathan ducked his head lower to get a better angle. He could just barely make out the face. . . .

John David Alvin. Attorney-at-law. Nathan had met the man back in January.

“Shit,” he muttered, standing up. He was getting a very bad feeling about this. He walked around to the back of the vehicle and looked at the tag.

“We have a witness, Detective. Says she was in the car with the victim when he was shot.”

His feeling went from bad to very bad. He turned around to face the patrol officer, who stood flushed and dripping in the late-afternoon sun. He was fair-skinned and overweight, and the pits of his uniform were soaked through.

“In the car?” Nathan asked.

“Yep. Sounds like a robbery.”

“Where is she?”

The officer nodded toward a unit parked on the far-eastern edge of the lot. The back door of the car was open, and a woman sat there, barefoot, her elbows propped on her knees, her head buried in her hands.

“Shit.”

“What?” Hodges walked up and his gaze followed Nathan’s to the car. The witness waiting to be interviewed had long black hair streaked with vibrant red. She was hunched over her knees and looked to be massaging her temples. Nathan couldn’t see her face.

But he didn’t need to. He took one look at those mile-long legs and knew exactly who she was.

“Shit,” he repeated, too thrown off even to curse creatively.

“Who is she?”

He glanced at Hodges. “You know the artist you just met?”

“The suit at the hospital?”

“Yep.”

“What about her?”

“Brace yourself,” Nathan told him. “You’re about to meet her sister.”



CHAPTER

2

Flies streamed in and out of the Skylark.

Courtney tried like hell to ignore them, but she couldn’t stop looking. They were in there with David. He was dead. And if she’d been just a little bit stronger, a little quicker to understand, he’d be alive right now, and she wouldn’t be hearing this weird buzzing noise and looking at all those flies.

She dragged her gaze away from the car. The skin between her shoulder blades tickled, and she had the disconcerting feeling she was being watched. She cast a glance over her shoulder and wondered, for the hundredth time, what had become of the man in the ski mask. Who was he? And where was he now? Had he scuttled off to nurse his wounds, or was he somewhere close, watching her?

“Miss Glass?”

She jerked her head around. It was that cop again, the fat one with the flattop. McCoy? Mahoney? She’d given him her story, and he’d told her to wait here, that more people would want to talk to her.

He flipped open a notebook. “I need to get down some additional information.”

She watched his mouth as he talked. He had pink lips and light skin. He was short and bulky. The ski-mask guy had been bulky—

“Full name?”

She checked his eyes. Blue-gray. They weren’t gray enough. And she was losing her mind even to consider that this potbellied cop might have held her at gunpoint.

“Ma’am?”

“Courtney Jane Glass.”

“Address?”

“Nine-twenty-five Oak Trail, Apartment B.”

The questions droned on, and she recited answers. Her gaze drifted back to the car, her car, where a man in white coveralls had climbed inside with a black case. What was he doing in there? A shudder moved through her.

She scanned the surrounding area. There were so many trees. So many places to hide. He could be anywhere. He could be watching. Her stomach knotted at the thought, and she wondered whether police cars had bulletproof windows. She glanced around the lot, where a group of uniformed men were huddled off to the side. A guy in street clothes stood near them, his back to her, having a heated conversation on his cell phone. Yet another man leaned back against the trunk of one of the police cars. He wore street clothes, too, and had a gun plastered to his hip.

He was watching her.

“Miss Glass?”

Her attention snapped back to the cop. Those gray eyes peered down at her. She shuddered again. “Sorry. What?”

“Could you tell me what time you arrived at the park?”

What time had she arrived at the park?

“I don’t know. Three-thirty? He’d asked me to meet him at three-thirty.”

Her gaze wandered back to her car. There was a stretcher there now, just beside the passenger door.

“Miss Glass?”

“What?” God, what was wrong with this jerk? Did they have to do this now? She could barely think straight.

The officer’s brow furrowed. “I have a few more questions—”

“Time for a break.” The street-clothes guy, the one with the gun, came up and slapped the cop on the back.

“Who are you?” he demanded.

“Detective Hodges.” He held a blue windbreaker out to Courtney. “Cold?”

She realized she was freezing. She had on a flimsy lime green sundress, and her whole body was shivering.

“It’s a hundred degrees out,” the cop protested.

The detective turned to him. “Why don’t you go grab a couple of waters? EMS should have some.”

It was an order, not a request. The uniform snapped his notebook shut, then trudged off toward the ambulance.

Courtney took the windbreaker. It was lined with gray flannel and had APD printed on the back in yellow block letters. She slid her arms inside the sleeves and felt better immediately, a little more protected from the chill and all the male gazes surrounding her.

The detective crouched down beside her. They were at eye level now, but he looked out at the lake, not at her. His silence continued, and she could hear the cicadas buzzing.

Or maybe it was that same relentless buzzing she’d been hearing since the gun went off.

“Tic Tac?”

She glanced over. Tic Tac? “No, thanks.”

He rattled a few mints into his spacious palm and popped them in his mouth.

“You like to bike here?”

The question put her on guard again. “No.”

“Not much of a biker myself.”

This guy wasn’t from Austin. The town was full of Lance Armstrong wannabes who liked to “ride” and were “into cycling.” Bikers around here rode Harleys.

She didn’t say anything. The interview would start up again. Or maybe this was the interview. Maybe he was fishing for information. Do you like to bike? Jog? Did you shoot your ex-boyfriend in the chest?

Courtney shuddered.

“You’re in shock.”

“Huh?” She looked up at him and felt a twinge of relief. His eyes were brown, like amber, and even if they hadn’t been, his build was nothing like her assailant’s.

“Shock. Throws your system off. Heart rate, temperature, everything.”

She looked away. This detective wasn’t here to chat. He wanted something, probably answers to a long list of questions.

He shifted slightly and pulled something from his pocket. A neatly folded white handkerchief. He nodded at her scraped knees.

She took it from him. The only man she knew who carried handkerchiefs was her grandfather, and he was eighty-one years old.

She dabbed at her cuts, wiping away the dust and gravel. She had cuts on her arms, too, and probably her face from when she’d plunged into the woods to get away from the hideous ski mask. She’d run until it felt like her heart would burst, tripping over vines and roots, not hazarding a single glance backward until she’d reached the trailhead and found a blue emergency phone.

Her cuts needed cleaning. She had some hand sanitizer in her purse, but that was back in the Skylark. With David.

She stood up and stuffed the handkerchief in her pocket. She couldn’t do this. She couldn’t stay here even a minute longer.

“I need to get home.”

The detective stood, too, and she got the full effect of his height and heft. She considered herself fairly tall at five-ten, but she had to tilt her head back to look at him. She squared her shoulders and tried not to seem intimidated.

“Can I go?”

He didn’t say anything. His gaze moved over her slowly, and she could feel him taking in her bare feet, her dirty knees, the rapid rise and fall of her chest.

“Are we done here?” she asked, straining to keep her voice even.

No response.

Why wouldn’t he answer? She had rights. Goddamn it, she had all kinds of rights! They couldn’t just keep her here indefinitely. Frustration burned in her throat, and she swallowed it down. She wouldn’t lose it. She would not lose it. Not in front of these cops, anyway.

The freckle-faced one plodded up to them wearing a sour expression. He offered her a bottle of water.

“I’m fine.” Actually, she was parched, but her thirst wasn’t nearly as pressing as her need to leave.

The cop shot the detective a glare and then turned to Courtney. “Ma’am. We need to take you to the station now to get a formal statement.”

A formal statement.

“Do I have a choice?”

His eyebrows snapped together. “You’re saying you won’t go?”

“I didn’t say I wouldn’t, I just asked if I had a choice.”

“We could probably do it here,” the detective said blandly, “if you really want.”

She looked around. The thought of being stuck at a police station for the next few hours made her head throb. But she couldn’t stay here. She felt rattled and vulnerable, and she needed a chance to pull herself together.

“Fine.” She crossed her arms. “But someone better give me a ride, because my car’s occupied.”

Her car was a crime scene. She glanced over at it, just as those men in coveralls lowered David’s body onto a black bag that had been spread out atop the stretcher. They tucked his arms close to his sides. One of them reached for the zipper—

“Whoa.”

A hand clamped around her elbow as she swayed backward. Her vision blurred at the edges.

“Easy, now.” The detective frowned down at her. His fingers gripped her arm, holding her up.

She pushed away from him and used the car door for support. “Sorry.” What the hell? She’d never fainted in her life.

“You’d better sit down,” he said.

“No.”

“I think you need some water.”

“I’m fine.” As long as she didn’t look at her car again.

“You sure?”

“Let’s just go,” she said. “I want to get this over with.”

•  •  •

Will left the witness in Interview 2 and went off to find a vending machine. He took the long route, stopping by his desk first to check phone messages and e-mail. He wanted her to stew for a while. And he needed some information before he and Devereaux began their interrogation.

After combing the first floor for a few minutes, he found a break room with a machine that took dollars. He bought two Cokes, one for himself and one for Courtney Glass. He’d bet she drank Diet Coke, but her system needed sugar. And he knew better than to bring a woman a diet drink when she hadn’t asked for it.

Cans in hand, he rode up the elevator and wove his way through the maze of cubes and corridors back to his department. He recognized the detective slouched against the doorway to the lieutenant’s office. Will made his footsteps silent as he walked up on him.

“Yeah, that’s because he’s twelve.”

He identified Devereaux’s voice inside the room.

“Twenty-nine.” This from the lieutenant. “And he’s a war veteran.”

“I don’t give a shit what he is; he’s never worked a homicide.”

Will stopped in the doorway, startling Webb, whom he’d met for the first time yesterday. He scanned the expressions. They ranged from pissed off (his partner) to stressed out (the lieutenant) to mildly entertained (Webb).

“Witness is in Two,” Will reported. “McElroy’s on the door.”

Lieutenant Cernak cleared his throat. “Someone’s got to take this girl’s statement. You’re it.”

“All right. Why me?”

“She seems to like you. And Devereaux’s been reassigned.”

Will glanced at his partner. Devereaux’s jaw tightened, and he looked away.

“She waived her right to an attorney,” Cernak continued. “Looks like she’s in a hurry to get home. You need to get her talking, then pin down every goddamn detail.”

“Yes, sir.”

Devereaux crossed his arms. “Don’t fuck this up.”

Will gritted his teeth.

“Flirt with her, if you have to,” the lieutenant said. “Do whatever you need to to make her trust you.”

“You want to brief me on what’s going on?” Will asked.

Cernak exchanged a look with Devereaux.

“Her story’s hinky,” the lieutenant said. “The GSR test, the 911 call. And so far we got no physical evidence that puts some ski-mask guy in the car.”

“You think she’s lying.”

Devereaux’s shoulders tensed at Will’s statement. Clearly, he had a conflict of interest here, and Will guessed it had to do with the forensic artist.

“I’m saying it doesn’t hang together. And this is a sensitive case.” Cernak stroked a meaty hand over his head, as if to comb his nonexistent hair. “Vic’s a high-powered trial lawyer. Wife’s from big money. And the witness’s sister works freelance for us.”

Will filed all that away. Was this a love triangle? An affair gone bad? That presented some complications for the random-robbery scenario. Not that he’d given that much credence anyway.

Cernak stood up, a clear dismissal. “Any questions?”

Yeah, plenty. “No, sir.”

“Go get her talking.” He glanced at his watch. “And do it quick, before the news comes on and my phone starts ringing off the hook.”

•  •  •

McElroy stood outside the door with his arms folded over his chest. He didn’t look happy. He’d had a tedious afternoon and probably faced an evening filled with paperwork. And preseason football was on tonight.

Will handed him a Coke.

“She’s all yours,” McElroy said, and stalked off.

Will entered the room and immediately noticed the change. The wobbly, distracted woman from the crime scene had disappeared. The new-and-improved Courtney sat in a plastic chair at the end of the conference table, her legs crossed and tilted at an eye-catching angle. She was filing her fingernails with one of those sandpaper things and took a few seconds to glance up from the task.

“Ma’am. Thanks for waiting.”

She raised a brow at the “ma’am,” but stayed silent. Her dark hair was smooth and shiny now, and her lips, which had looked bloodless back at the park, were a deep, dewy red. She wasn’t beautiful, but she did a good imitation.

He popped open the remaining Coke and slid it in front of her. The can was the same color as the streaks in her hair.

“Mind?” He pulled out a chair and sat down next to her. She looked surprised, as if she’d expected him to stand over her, scowling and reeling off questions.

She watched him warily as she took a sip of the soft drink. The smudges were gone from under her eyes now. He noted the backpack at her feet, the one he’d retrieved for her out of the Buick’s trunk. He knew—because he’d searched the bag himself—that it contained a crapload of makeup, a striped blue bikini, and an iPod. The jeweled flip-flops that had been in it were on her feet now.

“Thank you for your time, ma’am.” He produced a small tape recorder and placed it on the table. “You don’t mind if I record this, do you? My handwriting’s terrible.” Without waiting for an answer, he activated the device.

She put the Coke down and glanced at the recorder. He could tell it made her uneasy, but she shrugged. “Do whatever you want.”

He recited the date, the time, and both their names while she returned her attention to her glossy red nails.

“So let’s start at the beginning.” He scooted his chair closer, and she leaned back fractionally. “What time did you arrive at the park this afternoon?”

“Three-thirty.”

“And you were there why?”

“David had sent me a text message—several, actually—asking me to meet him.”

“John David Alvin.”

“Yes.” She huffed out a breath. “Look, I already went through all this with Officer Macaroni. Don’t you guys talk to each other?”

He ignored the question. “So you showed up at three-thirty. Then what?”

She put down the nail file. She took a deep breath and focused on something over his shoulder, probably the video camera mounted up near the ceiling.

“I waited,” she said. “It was just a minute or two, and then he pulled up.”

“In the Porsche Cayenne.”

“Yes.”

“You two meet there a lot?”

Her gaze snapped to his. “No.”

“You ever met there before today? Maybe at night?”

She bristled. “I haven’t met him anywhere since we broke up six months ago.”

“And why did you break up?”

She glanced at the recorder. “I found out he was married.”

“You didn’t know that when you started going out with him?”

She crossed her arms beneath her breasts. “No.”

Will stared at her for a moment, waiting to see whether she’d squirm. She looked annoyed, but calm.

“So Mr. Alvin lied to you? About his marital status?”

She scoffed. “He lied about everything. He told me his name was David, that he was down from Dallas working on a case. I didn’t even know his first name, or that he lived in Austin, until I googled him and found his law firm.”

Will gave her a long, hard look. He had a knack for knowing when people were lying. It was something he’d picked up in Afghanistan, back when the ability to detect a lie was a survival skill, every bit as important as the ability to fire an M4.

And this woman appeared to be telling the truth, at least for now. He decided to switch topics.

“You remember him leaving the car running?”

“The SUV?” She frowned. “I don’t know. Why?”

“His keys were in the ignition. Anyway, so you were saying? He pulled up?”

“He got in my car. And almost the same moment, this guy jumped in the back. He had a ski mask on. I—” she cleared her throat. “It scared me to death.”

The fear in her eyes looked genuine. She had olive green eyes. Her skin was fair, but tanned slightly and freckled, like she’d been in the sun all summer. He figured her natural hair color for a rusty brown.

“Are you sure about the timing?” he asked.

“What do you mean?”

“I mean when this man got in the car with the two of you. Are you sure it hadn’t been a few minutes?”

“It was right after David got in. We exchanged, like, two words, and then suddenly this guy jumps in and pulls a gun on us.”

This was one of the places where her story didn’t line up with the witness account. A woman walking her dog on the trail had seen a couple arguing in the Buick a few minutes before hearing the gunshots. The dog walker claimed she was thirty or forty yards down the path at the time of the noise.

But Will didn’t want to focus on that just yet. “Could you describe him for me?”

She took a deep breath. “Black ski mask. Dark blue tracksuit. Black leather gloves.”

She tapped the nail file on the table. Witnesses typically got agitated recalling their attacker.

Or when fabricating a story.

“You notice his build? Big? Small?”

“He was bulky,” she said firmly.

“Bulky.”

“You know, bulky.” She gave him a once-over. “Not like you or anything. Like, soft. He had a beer gut.”

“And his height?” he asked, fully aware he was being manipulated.

“Shorter than I am. Maybe five-eight? I couldn’t tell for sure.”

“Race?”

“Caucasian. And his eyes were gray. I could see them through the mask.”

“Okay, then what?”

She took another deep breath. “He said, ‘Gimme your phone,’ and David froze up. Then he said it again, and David did it. That’s when he turned the gun on me and said, ‘Yours, too.’ ”

Will nodded.

“I remembered my Mace that I keep in my purse. So while I was digging through there for the phone, I grabbed hold of it.” She swallowed and looked down. Will waited.

“Then suddenly he just shot David. Out of nowhere. I don’t know why he did it, either. He’d just given him the phone and he was getting out his wallet.”

“Maybe he thought David was reaching for a gun,” Will suggested.

“I don’t know. Maybe.” The nail file was in motion again, a rapid staccato against the faux wood.

“And then?”

She gulped. Looked down. Seemed to notice the tapping and stilled her hand. “And the rest is a blur, really. Next thing I knew, we were struggling with the gun.”

“You tried to get the weapon away from him?” Will leaned forward, resting his elbow on the table. This part struck him as odd. When faced with a fight or flight situation, most women chose flight unless there was a child involved. And based on her description, this attacker probably outweighed her by fifty pounds, minimum.

“I . . . I don’t know how it happened, really. I just panicked, I guess, after he shot David. I thought, ‘I’m next.’ ”

“Show me.”

“What?” Her eyes widened.

“Show me how you struggled with him.” Will needed to understand why the gunshot residue test she’d submitted to in the field had come back positive.

She inched back, as if she was afraid of him. “I can’t really remember, exactly. I just—”

“Try your best.” He scooted his chair around, positioning himself behind her. “Pretend I’m in the backseat. Was he right- or left-handed?”

She turned to look at him, and he knew she was way out of her comfort zone. She bit her lip and stared at his chest for a moment.

“Right, I guess. He held the gun in his right hand.”

“Do you remember the weapon?”

“Not really. Something black.”

“Let me know if you recall any more details. We could use a description of it.” Will pretended to be holding a gun and pointed it at the hypothetical front passenger. “Okay, now show me what you did.”

After a brief hesitation, she reached over and cupped her hand around his. Her fingers were soft and cool.

“I don’t remember, exactly. I guess I did this.” She squeezed his hand and tried to push it down. He resisted. She winced. He glanced at her wrist and saw the angry purple welt there.

“Then the gun went off again. And I pulled the Mace up and pointed it at his face.” She demonstrated with her left.

“Where was his other hand?”

Her eyebrows arched. “Huh?”

“His left hand? While you were struggling with the weapon.”

“I don’t remember. The windshield shattered, and then I sprayed the Mace, and he let go. All I could think about was getting out.”

She dropped her hands now and scraped her chair back a few inches. She blew out a breath and folded her arms over her chest.

Will moved his chair around to face her. His knees almost touched hers, and he nodded at the abrasions there.

“And you got those . . . ?”

“From the gravel. I got the door open and fell out onto the parking lot. He was cursing and moaning. Then I heard the back door open and I ran.”

“To the emergency phone.”

“That’s right. I ran into the bushes. I tripped on all the vines and everything and lost my shoes, but it was easier to run without them, and I just kept going until I found the phone.”

“You went straight there? Or did you stop, maybe to look for your shoes?”

She pursed her lips. “I had an armed maniac after me. I didn’t care about my shoes.”

He nodded and leaned back in his chair. She seemed relieved to get him out of her personal space.

“And then what?”

“I called 911. I told the operator everything. And then I waited there until I heard sirens.”

“You ever think to go back to the car? See if David needed CPR?” It was a cheap shot, but he needed her reaction.

“He was dead.” Her voice quivered, but she looked him directly in the eye. “I could tell. And I didn’t know where the ski-mask guy was, so I waited for the sirens. Actually, I hid. In a clump of trees.”

“You hid.”

“Yes, damn it! I hid. I was scared, okay? You try running for your life from some armed psycho! I wanted to get out of sight.”

Will watched her. If her story was true, she’d done the logical thing. But that was a pretty big if.

“Then what happened?”

“When the sirens sounded really loud, like there were lots of police, that’s when I went back to my car.”

She reached for her Coke and took a long gulp. He watched her slender throat as she drank, noting all the scratches on it. She had scratches on her arms, too. They corroborated at least part of her story, but there were still lots of holes.

She plunked the can on the table.

He stood up and switched off the recorder. “All right, ma’am. That should do it.”

Her eyebrows shot up. “That’s it?”

“That’s it for now.”

“I’m free to go?”

“Just some paperwork to fill out, then you can head home.” He pulled her chair out for her. The APD windbreaker was draped over it, and he planned to check later to see if that bloody handkerchief was still in the pocket.

She turned toward him, her face a mix of relief and confusion. “Okay. Thanks.”

“Oh, just one more thing.” He reached around her to open the door.

“What’s that?”

“Don’t plan on leaving town.”

•  •  •

Courtney slid her hand behind the drainpipe leading down from the gutter and found the magnetic box that held her spare key. She unlocked the front door to her side of the duplex, stepped into the foyer, and took what seemed like her first breath of air in hours.

She could feel herself decompressing as she kicked off her flip-flops and tossed her backpack on the floor. She walked across the living room, grateful for the familiarity of home—the smell of lantana outside, the soft carpet beneath her feet, the hum of her neighbor’s television through the shared wall.

The entire bus ride home, Courtney had been fantasizing about a glass of ice water, but now all she could think of was the need to get clean. She made a beeline for the bathroom, unbuttoning her sundress on the way and shedding it in the hall. Before today, it had been her favorite summer outfit—light, breezy, with a flirty, fluttery skirt. Now she wanted to burn it. She twisted the shower knob to hot and stood in front of the mirror as the bathroom filled with steam.

She looked like hell. The quick repairs she’d made to her makeup while waiting in the interview room had done almost nothing to help. Tiny, hairline cuts covered her neck and arms, and her eyes were bloodshot. She turned away from her reflection and stepped into the shower. The scalding water sluiced over her, and she reached for her most textured loofah. She scrubbed every inch of her body in a manic—and futile—attempt to wash off the day. After double shampooing her hair and using a moisturizing conditioner, she stepped out of the shower and grabbed a fresh towel from the linen cabinet. She wrapped it around herself and went into the bedroom.

The room was dark. She sank down onto the corner of her queen-size bed and stared at her closet.

David was dead.

No matter how much she tried to distract herself, she couldn’t get his expression out of her mind. Surprise. Just before he’d slumped over.

Courtney shuddered. The tension that had drained away in the shower returned, and she felt a muscle spasm at the base of her neck. She reached over and switched on the bedside lamp. She opened the top drawer of her nightstand.

Empty.

For a moment, she just stared at the drawer. She slid her hand to the back, but turned up nothing more than an old book of matches and a packet of sandalwood incense. She went to her closet and hunted through a few purses until she found a vial of pepper spray. Her fingers curled around the cool, smooth tube.

Someone had tried to kill her. Why, she did not know. But she had a deep-rooted feeling it had very little to do with a robbery.

She placed the Mace on her nightstand and switched off the light. She eased back against the spongy bank of pillows and tried to clear her mind. Nervous energy hummed through her veins. She felt exhausted, but knew sleep would never come. And then there was Fiona. Her sister was sure to call, or more likely show up, the moment she got wind of what had happened. Courtney didn’t want to deal with it.

She got up and tugged open a dresser drawer. In the dark she felt around for clothes—panties, a T-shirt, yoga pants. She pulled on the most comfortable clothing she owned and went into the kitchen. Just the thought of food repelled her, but her body needed nourishment.

She jerked open the refrigerator and searched its contents. Diet Coke, cottage cheese, a tub of pasta salad from Whole Foods. Her gaze settled on a pack of shaved ham, and she decided to make a sandwich. She lined the ingredients up on the counter and started going through the motions.

David was dead. He’d been a lying, cheating son of a bitch, but now he was dead.

Courtney pitied his wife. She hadn’t at first. When she’d first discovered the woman’s existence, she’d felt nothing but anger toward David. In fact, anger was putting it mildly. She’d been practically blind with rage.

Hence the Porsche Carrera incident. Trashing David’s car hadn’t been one of her smarter impulses. Ever since then she’d been on a turn-over-a-new-leaf kick that included giving up smoking, partying, and men.

The smoking and partying had been surprisingly easy, but the men part was giving her trouble. Especially today. How else to explain a flare of attraction for a man who was completely and utterly not her type? She went for flashy guys. Guys with either looks or style or both. And with the exception of David—who had had looks and style, but no heart—they tended to be creative types, as in musicians or writers or aspiring artists.

Jacked-up military men were not her scene.

Courtney pulled out two slices of bread and noticed a spot of mold on one of the edges. She sighed. She’d been working extra hours this month, trying to put a dent in her credit card bill, and she’d hardly had time to get to the grocery store. She poked her head back in the fridge.

I’ll blow his fucking brains out.

Goose bumps sprang up all over her arms as she remembered the twisted mouth, the spittle flying at her as he barked orders.

Her gaze landed on an expired six-pack of yogurt. Behind it was a salad kit full of wilted greens. She opened her pantry and pulled out the trash can.

Thunk. The yogurts were history. Thunk. Thunk. Ditto the expired mayo and a case of food poisoning disguised as ranch dressing. Thud. Year-old Pillsbury biscuits. Thud. Thunk. A tub of margarine and the Chinese mustard that had accompanied the egg rolls at last year’s Christmas party.

She pitched and tossed her way through the entire refrigerator, and when she was done, she stepped back.
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