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For Cheryl





CHAPTER 1
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Everything about this felt wrong, and Tessa couldn’t believe she was here as they bumped along the gravel road, their headlights cutting through the tunnel of trees. When they reached the clearing, James rolled to a stop and shoved the car into park.


Tessa gazed straight ahead at the moonlight shimmering off the inky lake.


“This okay?” he asked.


“Fine.”


He turned off the music, and she listened to the drone of the cicadas and the guttural croak of bullfrogs outside. An electronic chirp sounded from her purse. Crickets, her sister’s ringtone. Tessa silenced the phone and dropped it into the cup holder.


“Who is it?” he asked.


“No one.”


The car got quiet again and James reached for her, pulling her across the seat and sliding his warm hand under her shirt.


“Wait. Maybe we should talk first.”


“We don’t have much time.” He squeezed her breast.


“James, I mean it.”


He leaned back and sighed. “Talk about what?”


“Us. This.”


His face was shadowed, but still she could see the heat in his eyes as his hand glided up her thigh.


“So talk.” He kissed her neck, and she inhaled the musky scent of his skin—the scent that drew her to him in the most primal way, in a way she’d never been able to resist no matter what the consequences. She responded to this man on a molecular level, with every cell in her body.


He kissed her mouth, softly at first, then harder. He pulled her close, shifting her until she was almost in his lap.


“I can’t stop thinking about you.” His breath was warm against her throat, and whatever she’d wanted to talk about was gone now. He slid his hand over her shirt, deftly popping open the buttons one by one. Then the fabric was off her shoulders, and air wafted over her skin. She reached for his belt buckle.


A sudden flash of light made her jump. She squinted over her shoulder at the blinding white as a car pulled up behind them.


James went rigid. “Damn it, a cop.”


The car’s door opened. She hurriedly pulled her shirt on and darted a look at James.


“Don’t talk,” he said.


A light beamed into the driver’s side, and she shrank back against the door as James buzzed down the window.


“Evening, Officer.”


“This your vehicle, sir?”


“Yes, it is.”


The flashlight beam moved to Tessa’s face, then dipped lower. She tugged the sides of her shirt together and looked away.


“Step out of the car, sir.”


James gave her a warning look and pushed open his door.


She sank down in the seat. Perfect. This was just what they needed. Could they be charged with something? Trespassing? Or public lewdness, maybe? Her cheeks burned and she glanced back at the cop.


Pervert. He probably staked out this lakeside park every weekend and waited for couples to pull in. He probably got a sick thrill from embarrassing people.


Pop! Pop!


The noise rocked the car and she lurched against the window, shrieking. Terror seized her as she gaped at the open door.


He’s shooting. He’s shooting. He’s—


The flashlight shifted. Tessa scrambled for the door handle. She shoved open the door and lunged from the car, landing hard on her hands and knees.


Pop!


The sound reverberated through her brain, her universe. She clawed at the grass and stumbled to her feet. Adrenaline spurted through her veins as she raced for the woods.


He was behind her, right behind her. She sprinted for the cover of the trees, screaming so loud her throat burned.


No one can hear you. You’re all alone.


An icy wave of panic crashed over her, and her cries became a shrill wail. Her heart pounded as she ran and ran, waiting for the bite of a bullet.


Hide, hide, hide!


She plunged into the woods, choking back her screams as she swiped madly at the branches. Thorns tore at her skin, her clothes, but she surged forward. It was dark. So dark. Maybe he wouldn’t see her in the thicket.


He killed James. He killed him killed him killed him. The words flashed through her mind as she swatted at the branches.


She had to get out of here. She had to get help. But she was miles away from anyone, stumbling blindly through the darkness. Branches lashed her cheeks and they were wet with blood or tears or both as she plunged through razor-sharp brush and her breath came in shallow gasps.


She tripped and crashed to her knees. Pain zinged up her legs, but she pushed to her feet and kept going, deeper and deeper into the woods. No one was out here to help her. Her only chance was to hide.


She smacked hard into a tree. She swayed backward, then caught herself and ducked behind the trunk, forcing her feet to still, even though her pulse was racing.


No noise. Nothing.


Only the whisper of wind through the branches and the wild thudding of her heart. She dug her nails into the bark as she strained to listen. She couldn’t breathe. It felt like someone was squeezing her lungs in a big fist. She shut her eyes and tried to be utterly still as she fused herself against the tree and waited.


In the distance, a soft rustle. She turned toward the sound and felt a swell of relief. Had she lost him?


Please, God. Please, please, please . . .


A faint snick behind her, and Tessa’s heart convulsed. She hadn’t lost him at all.


•  •  •


Dani Harper steered her pickup down the narrow road toward the whir of lights. She reached the clearing and pulled up beside a white van, surveying the scene through the mist. A pair of uniforms stood off to the side. Beyond a line of haphazardly parked vehicles, swags of yellow tape cordoned off a silver sedan.


She glanced at the logo on the van and her nerves fluttered. The Delphi Center. Her boss must have called them. The lieutenant didn’t like using outside help, but San Marcos PD didn’t have the resources to handle a scene like this.


Dani reached for the poncho she kept in back, then thought better of it. It would be hot as a trash bag, and she was already sweaty from her yoga class. She pushed aside the grocery sack containing the frozen dinner she wouldn’t be eating anytime soon and grabbed a baseball cap, settling it on her head and pulling her ponytail through the back as she got out. Her cross-trainers sank into the muck.


One of the uniforms trudged over, and Dani recognized him as he passed under the light of a portable scene lamp. Jasper Miller. Six-three, 250. He was a rookie out of Houston, barely six months on the job.


“Hey, Dani.” He smiled, catching her off guard again with those boyish dimples that seemed at odds with his huge build.


“Tell me you didn’t touch anything.” She pulled a pair of gloves from the box she kept in the back of her truck.


“I didn’t touch anything.”


She tugged the latex over her hands and took out a mini-flashlight. She picked her way across the damp grass, careful not to step on any sort of evidence.


“When did you get here?” She ducked under the scene tape.


“Oh, about”—he checked his watch—“twenty minutes ago? Not long after the first responder. Old lady that lives off the highway thought she heard someone shooting off fireworks here in the park.”


“And them?” She nodded at the two crime-scene technicians crouched behind the sedan, examining something. A tire impression, maybe? Whatever it was, they’d erected a little tent over it in case it started to rain again.


“They showed up five minutes ago,” Jasper said.


The car was a late-model Honda Accord, squeaky-clean right down to the hubcaps. It must have arrived before the rain. The driver’s-side door stood open, and Dani’s stomach tightened with dread as she walked around the front, sidestepping a numbered evidence marker. She halted and stared.


The victim lay sprawled in the grass. Khaki pants, button-down shirt, short haircut. He had a bullet hole just below his neck, and flies were already buzzing around it, making themselves right at home. They hovered below his belt, too, where the front of his pants was dark with blood.


Dani felt a wave of dizziness. Then it was gone.


She stepped closer, glancing up at the blue tarp someone had thoughtfully erected over the body. She switched on her flashlight and crouched down for a closer look. On the victim’s left hand was a wedding ring, and Dani’s heart squeezed.


Some woman’s whole world would be shattered tonight. It was shattered already—she just didn’t know it yet.


She glanced up at Jasper. He looked nervous and eager for something to do.


“I’ve got a portable scene lamp in the back of my truck,” she said. “You mind?”


He trekked off, and she focused on the victim again. Given the location at this park, she’d expected a teenager, but he looked more like an accountant. She studied his face carefully. His eyes were half-shut and wire-rimmed glasses sat crooked on his nose. A determined line of ants had already formed a trail into his mouth.


Dani aimed her flashlight inside the vehicle.


No wallet, no cell phone, no computer case. The wallet was likely in his pocket, but no one could touch him until the ME’s van arrived. She skimmed her flashlight over the car’s interior, paying close attention to the floorboards and cup holders.


Jasper returned with the lamp and started setting up.


“Was this other door closed when you got here?” she asked.


“I told you, I didn’t touch anything.”


She looked back at the CSIs pouring quick-dry plaster into an impression on the ground. Roland Delgado glanced up at her.


“Hey, there, Dani Girl.”


“Hey. Who else is here?”


“Another one of your uniforms.” Roland nodded at the trees near the lake where flashlights continued to flicker. “He’s combing the woods with Travis Cullen.”


Travis Cullen. So no Scott tonight. Dani felt a twinge of relief as she stood up.


She leaned into the car and popped open the glove compartment. The insurance card was sitting right on top inside a protective plastic sleeve.


She stepped away from the Accord and turned her back on the victim as she dialed Ric Santos. He answered on the first ring.


“Where are you?” she asked.


“On my way. What do we got?”


“White male, thirty to forty, gunshot wound to the chest and groin, point-blank range.”


“Groin?”


“That’s right.”


“Damn. What else?”


A low grumble had her turning toward the road. Her nerves skittered as a gunmetal-gray Dodge pickup pulled into the clearing and glided to a stop beside the crime-scene van.


“No ID yet,” she told Ric. “But there’s an insurance card inside the vehicle. James Matthew Ayers, 422 Clear Brook Drive.”


“That’s near the university.”


“There’s a hangtag on the mirror. A university parking permit.”


Scott Black slid from his pickup and slammed the door. He reached into the truck bed to unlatch the shiny chrome toolbox. He pulled out his evidence kit and glanced up.


Their gazes locked.


“Dani?” Ric asked.


She turned away. “What’s that?”


“The permit. Is it A or B?”


“B. Faculty parking.”


“Shit.”


“What’s your ETA?”


“Five minutes,” Ric said.


“You’ll probably beat the ME.”


She ended the call and closed her eyes briefly. Raindrops dampened her face and water trickled between her breasts. She was in yoga pants and a tank top, and she wished she’d had time to change into something better suited for detective work because it was going to be a long night.


She took a deep breath and made a mental list. She had to interview the first responder. And she had to get a K-9 team out here. She sent her lieutenant a text coded 911 for urgent.


Roland and the female CSI were still crouched behind the car, and the woman was snapping pictures. She had to be the Delphi Center crime-scene photographer, but Dani had never met her.


Scott stood beside the Accord now, his back to the victim as he skimmed his flashlight over the ground. The firearms expert was tall and broad shouldered, with the super-ripped body of a former Navy SEAL. Instead of his usual tactical pants and combat boots, he wore jeans and a leather jacket tonight, so maybe he’d been out when he’d gotten the call. Dani knew from experience that his jacket had nothing to do with the weather and everything to do with the Sig Sauer he carried concealed at his hip.


Something glinted in the grass, and Scott crouched down to tag it with a numbered marker. Two minutes on the scene and already he’d discovered a piece of evidence. He stood and squared his shoulders, and Dani felt a pang deep inside her as he approached.


He stopped and towered over her, and for a moment they just stared at each other.


“Was the passenger door closed when you got here?” he asked.


“That’s right.”


“Where’s the girl?”


“No sign of her.” Dani nodded at the woods. “One of our officers is searching near the lake with Travis.”


Jasper joined them by the car. “How do you know there’s a girl?”


Scott knelt beside the body. “He didn’t come all the way out here to jerk off.” Scott looked at Dani. “You have an ID yet?”


“Nothing confirmed.”


He watched her for a moment with those cool blue eyes. His gaze shifted to the woods. “You need a K-9 team.”


She bristled. “I know.”


He strode over to his truck and opened the toolbox again. He took out a metal detector, which would help him locate shell casings or bullets, and maybe even the second victim if she was wearing jewelry or a belt.


Then again, the killer might have taken her somewhere else. Dani glanced back at the road and got a queasy feeling in her stomach. Where was she?


She turned her attention to the lake, visible just beyond the trees. It was a scenic spot, usually—a tranquil little oasis for couples. But not tonight.


She glanced at Scott again, and he was watching her closely—so closely it made her wonder what he was thinking.


“You coming?” he asked.


She nodded at the body. “I’ll stay with him until the ME shows.”


Scott walked off, and Dani let her gaze follow him until he disappeared into the woods.


The medical examiner’s van rolled up, followed closely by Ric, and Dani’s stomach tightened as she thought of everything she didn’t like about this case. And it wasn’t even an hour old yet.


Ric walked over, his expression grim as he took in the scene. “The media has it.”


“That didn’t take long.”


“It was all over the scanner,” he told her. “I give us ten minutes, tops, before they roll in here with their cameras. We need to barricade the road.”


“Daniele.”


She turned toward the sound of Scott’s deep voice calling her from the woods. He was a tall silhouette at the edge of the trees, and from his tone Dani knew it was bad.


“What is it?” she yelled back.


“I found her.”





CHAPTER 2


[image: Images]


Dani was up before dawn, guzzling coffee. By eleven thirty she’d made it through two autopsies without incident, but her nerves were frayed as she whipped into the parking lot behind the police station.


Ric was leaving the station and crossed the lot toward her as she got out.


“Glad I caught you,” he said.


“Where were you? I thought you wanted to observe.” She slammed the door and looked him over.


Both of them had worked late, but Ric looked like he’d caught even less sleep than she had. As in, none at all.


He raked his hand through his disheveled hair. “I was at the hospital.”


“What happened? Is Mia okay?”


“False alarm again.”


“Is she all right?”


“She’s fine. The baby’s fine. Far as they can tell, anyway.” He didn’t sound convinced.


Dani was friends with Mia and had known about the pregnancy even before Ric. Mia had had a rough time of it, with severe nausea that continued into the third trimester. She’d had trouble gaining weight, and the doctors had been worried, but supposedly everything was okay now.


“Sorry you were solo this morning.” Ric rested his hands on his hips. “How were the autopsies?”


Horrible. Sickening. Dani wished she could scrub down her brain and get rid of the images. “Fine.”


“Listen, I just talked to Reynolds and asked him to make you the lead on this. He thinks you’re ready.”


She stared at him. “You’re joking.”


“No.”


“Ric.” Her stomach knotted. “I’ve worked a grand total of four homicides. You were in charge, and those were open-and-shut cases. This thing’s a nightmare.”


He watched her with those brown-black eyes that were usually so alert and observant. But right now Ric looked tired. Not just tired—anxious—and she wasn’t used to seeing him this way.


“I know what you’re thinking,” he said, “but you are ready, Dani.”


Yeah, right. She wasn’t ready at all, but that had nothing to do with it. Ric wasn’t ready. His wife was due to give birth any day now, and there was no way he could focus on that plus a case of this magnitude.


But making her the lead? She didn’t have the experience, not by a long shot. What if she screwed it up? And inexperience was only one of her problems. This case was complicated. And political, given the university connection. And then there was the problem of Scott.


Ric watched her steadily, and Dani felt the heavy weight of his expectations. Shit.


“Fine, I’ll do it,” she said.


As if she had a choice.


He clamped a hand on her shoulder. “Relax, okay? We wouldn’t ask you if you couldn’t handle it.”


Sure they would.


“Don’t worry, you’re a natural,” he added. “It’s in your blood.”


Dani gave him a long look, trying not to get offended. It was no secret that some people thought she’d made detective through favoritism and not merit. Dani’s dad had been a cop, her oldest brother was a cop, and her other brother was a prosecutor with the DA’s office.


But Ric knew better than anyone else that she’d worked her ass off to make detective, so his comment probably wasn’t a jab. She was just being cranky.


“Where are we on the female victim?” he asked now. “We get an ID?”


She took a deep breath and tried to clear her mind. Holy hell, she was the lead investigator. She had to know everything, down to the last detail. Ayers had been positively identified, but the woman was still a mystery.


“At this point, no clue.” Dani pictured her on the autopsy table and stifled a shudder. “No ID with the car or the personal effects. No phone. No identifying scars or tattoos. According to the ME’s office, her prints aren’t in the system, and still no missing person’s report. Dr. Froehlich believes she’s late twenties, but that’s about all he’d venture to say at this point. He might have more in the formal report.” Dani paused. “You sure the wife doesn’t know who she is?”


Ric and Jasper had gone over there in the middle of the night to notify her.


“She said she doesn’t.” Ric rubbed the stubble on his chin. “I’ve got some other ideas, though. Let me keep working on that angle. Meantime, Reynolds wants you at the Delphi Center.”


She glanced at the building. “Doesn’t he want an update first? That’s why I came in.”


“I’ll update him. He needs you at the lab, lighting a fire under those people. All the evidence from the scene, we need it turned around ASAP.”


•  •  •


The Delphi Center occupied land that had once been a working ranch before it was donated as the building site for the nation’s largest private forensics laboratory. The lab was staffed by scientists called Tracers, who specialized in practically every forensic discipline under the sun.


After showing her ID at the security gate, Dani curved her way up the drive. The Greek-style building was surrounded on all sides by junipers and cedars and giant oak trees. Oh, and corpses, too. She couldn’t forget that. In addition to a world-class crime lab, the Delphi Center was home to a decomposition research center—also known as a body farm.


Dani spied a group of people in white coveralls clustered beside a pit. They knelt in the dirt, toiling under the relentless July sun. Despite the hot and stinky working conditions, they were lucky to be here, and they knew it. Students from the nearby university sat on waiting lists for years to learn bone excavation from one of the country’s top forensic anthropologists.


Dr. Kelsey Quinn glanced up from her work, and Dani waved but didn’t slow down. No time to stop and chat, and she’d had more than enough gore for one day.


At the front desk, Dani picked up a visitor’s badge and went straight to the back of the building, which housed the garage. The cavernous room could have fit a small plane, but right now it was all cars. Dani was glad to see the silver Accord in the center of everything and Roland standing beside it.


As she walked over, he glanced up. “I was beginning to think you forgot about us.”


“I was at the ME’s.”


Roland made a face and reached for a Slurpee on a nearby table. He took a big sip and offered her some.


“I’m good, thanks.”


With his gray coveralls, muscular build, and tattooed forearms, he looked more like a mechanic than a science geek, but Dani happened to know he had a master’s degree in criminalistics.


“We’ve been working since seven,” he said.


She glanced across the room at Brooke Porter, another one of Delphi’s trace-evidence experts. Brooke was hunched over a worktable with earbuds stuffed in her ears and didn’t look up.


“Any good news?” Dani asked Roland.


“Yes and no.” He wiped his brow with the back of his arm. “Come have a look.”


He crossed the concrete floor, which looked clean enough for heart surgery. All of the Tracers Dani had met were neat freaks. Probably a prerequisite for the job.


Roland led her around the Honda, and she saw that the rear door on the driver’s side had been removed. It was sitting nearby on a large plywood table. The window was missing.


“Spent all morning trying to get the embedded slug out without scratching it,” he said.


“How’d you do that?”


“Very carefully.” He grabbed a clear plastic tray. Using a pair of bamboo tongs, he picked up a small chunk of metal. “Through-and-through bullet. Passed straight through his sternum and lodged in the top of the door.”


Dani frowned down at it, noting the dark smudges of blood. It looked more like a glob of chewing gum than a spent bullet. “Will they be able to do anything with that?”


Roland shook his head. “Don’t know. Scott’s got the Midas touch and all, but this looks like shit to me, so I wouldn’t count on it.” He glanced up at her. “What about the ME? He get anything at autopsy?”


“Two slugs, one from each victim. Both looked useless, but I’m no expert.”


Roland smiled. “That’s what we’re for. He send them over?”


“This morning.”


“Well, lemme show you what else I’ve got going. Although it isn’t finished yet.” Roland turned to a counter behind him and opened a cardboard box.


Dani leaned over to look inside. “The tire tread from Woodlake Park.”


“A plaster cast of it, yeah. We managed to get it before the rain really started coming down. It’s pretty good. I haven’t ID’d it yet, but I can tell from the size and wheelbase it’s from a sedan.”


“Could it be from the Accord?”


“Not this Accord.” He nodded at the car. “Different type of tire. I’ve got to run it through the database to see precisely what it is, and then I can tell you what kind of vehicle you’re looking for.”


“How do you run this through a database?”


He grinned. “That’s the fun part. First, I have to put it in a box that films it from all angles and converts it to a digital image. Then I can submit it to the system, see what pops. I haven’t gotten to that yet. We’ve been busy on the inside of the car.”


“We?”


They turned around, and Brooke was watching from her stool. No more earbuds.


“You taking credit for my work again?”


“Hey, that hurts, Brooke. Didn’t I just buy you a Slurpee?”


Dani walked over to Brooke’s table, where she was clipping a slide onto the stage of a microscope. The CSI had dark hair and mesmerizing blue-green eyes. The spark of excitement in them now told Dani she’d found something.


“Three hairs,” Brooke said. “All from the same source, all with the root and follicular tissue.”


“Which means DNA?”


“Exactly. Have a look.”


Dani peered into the microscope and saw what looked like a big rope.


“This hair is fourteen inches long. It’s naturally light brown, and you can see that it’s bleached blond from the tip to about half an inch from the proximal end.”


“So, it’s probably her hair, not the killer’s,” Dani said.


“Assuming her killer is a man,” Brooke said.


Dani glanced up. “Good point.” She looked back at the car. “What about fingerprints? Particularly on the front passenger door?”


Brooke slid from her stool and walked over to the car. “I went over it twice with an alternative light source. The rain doesn’t help us. Fingerprints are typically composed of dust and oils, so I was only able to lift two from the door’s exterior, both on the underside of the door handle, most likely whoever opened that door last. Could be the killer’s, could be the victim’s. Depends how everything went down.”


“The pathologist printed her at the autopsy,” Dani said. “You have the file yet for comparison?”


“Not yet. I just checked my email, too, so maybe he’s running behind. You told him we were handling all the evidence, not just ballistics, right?”


“That’s right. What about fibers or anything else inside the car?”


“I vacuumed up plenty of stuff from the floor mats and upholstery, but so far nothing jumps out as unusual.”


Dani glanced around the lab, feeling deflated. Bullets, tire impressions, fingerprints, and fibers—all amounting to nothing at this point. The car alone should have been a treasure trove of evidence, but she had no new leads. So much for lighting a fire under everyone.


“How long on that tire tread?” she asked Roland.


“Tomorrow afternoon, maybe?”


She scowled.


“What? I spent all morning on your slug and just got slammed with a shit ton of evidence from El Paso. You can’t always be front of the line, babe.”


“Help me out, Roland.”


He sighed. “Lunch tomorrow. That’s best I can do. You want something sooner, go hit up Scott.”


Dani found her way through a labyrinth of hallways and followed the sound of gunfire to the ballistics wing, Scott’s domain. He’d been working there as Delphi’s chief firearms examiner ever since a knee injury had forced him out of the SEAL teams. Scott was good at his job and had a knack for explaining ballistics to laypeople, so prosecutors liked to put him on the witness stand. He’d built quite a reputation for himself in his new field, but he was an adrenaline junkie and Dani knew he missed jumping out of airplanes and fighting terrorists.


Dani got a flutter in her stomach as she neared the firearms lab. Seeing Scott last night had been weird. Fifteen years she’d known him, and he’d always treated her like Drew Harper’s kid sister. And then for the past six months he hadn’t treated her like anything at all. He hadn’t said so much as a word to her since New Year’s Eve, when they’d shared a drunken kiss in the parking lot of a sports bar. Afterward had been one of those surreal Did that just happen? moments. They’d both been wasted, and Dani wouldn’t even have thought Scott remembered it except that he’d pointedly ignored her ever since.


Until last night.


Not that he’d said anything. But they’d been in close proximity for hours, and the memory had hovered between them like an electric charge.


Dani reached the firearms lab and peered through the window to see a man in tactical pants and a black golf shirt loading a magazine. She rapped loudly on the window, but he didn’t hear her because of his ear protectors. She waved her arms and he glanced up.


Young. Stocky. High and tight haircut. She didn’t recognize the guy, and he looked fresh out of the military. He walked over and opened the door.


“Is Scott around?”


“No, ma’am.” His gaze darted to the badge clipped beside her gun. “He went home for the day.”


“Home? It’s barely one.”


“He was here all night. Him and Travis. Some big murder case came in.”


“Is Travis here?”


“No, ma’am. He left, too.”


She gritted her teeth.


“You might try Smoky J’s. The barbecue place? They were talking about grabbing something to eat. They left ’bout twenty minutes ago, so if you hurry, you might catch them.”


•  •  •


Scott knew the instant she walked in. He’d had his eye on the door, half expecting her to track him down.


“Hey,” she said, dropping into the chair beside him.


“Hey.”


“We were just talking about you, Dani,” Travis said around a mouthful of food. “How’s the case coming?”


“It’s coming.” She looked at Scott. She wore her usual jeans, along with a lightweight blazer that covered her Glock 23. Her shiny dark hair was loose around her shoulders, and she’d obviously had a chance to clean up since last night. Unlike him.


“Want some lunch?” Travis nodded at his plate. “I’ve got more than I can eat here.”


She glanced at the barbecued ribs and winced, confirming Scott’s suspicion that she’d attended the autopsies earlier. “No, thanks. I’m checking in on that evidence.” She pinned her gaze on Scott. “You finished with those shell casings yet?”


“Yep.”


“And?”


“No hits.” He chomped into his brisket sandwich.


“How many casings?”


“Five,” Travis answered for him. “Perp didn’t pick up after himself.”


“What about prints? Or DNA? He could have left something when he loaded the magazine.”


“We ran all of it through trace,” Scott told her. “They didn’t get anything.”


Her green eyes dimmed and she looked away. “Well, crap.”


Scott reached for his drink and watched her.


“What about the two bullets the ME sent?” she asked. “One from each victim.”


“Nothing,” Travis said.


“Nothing at all?”


“The slugs are useless,” Scott told her. “They’re smashed to hell, no rifling marks.”


“Roland sent you guys a bullet, too. It was embedded in the car.”


“Yeah, I heard,” Travis said. “And I haven’t seen it yet, but I’m guessing it’s in worse shape than the others.”


“So, that’s it?” Dani asked, a little worry line between her brows. “Five shell casings and three bullets and you can’t tell me anything about the murder weapon?”


“You’re looking for a Glock nine-mil,” Scott said. “That’s as much as we know right now. We might know more when we finish the tests.”


“And when will that be?”


“Depends.”


“Ballpark it.”


Scott lifted an eyebrow at her. That bossy tone of hers turned him on, but damned if he’d ever tell her that. “One to three days.” He had some more tricks up his sleeve, but he didn’t want to get her hopes up until he had a chance to revisit the crime scene.


She looked at Travis, as if he might have better news.


“Sorry, Dani, we’re working as fast as we can.” Travis checked his watch and pushed his plate away. “I gotta run. I’ve got a deposition at three.” He stood and nodded at Scott. “See you tomorrow, bro.”


Dani watched him leave, then her gaze settled back on Scott.


“You look tired,” he said.


“Thanks.” She grabbed a potato chip off his plate. “You don’t look tired at all.”


He leaned back in his chair and rubbed his hand over his chin. He needed a shave and a shower and at least five hours of uninterrupted sleep.


“What else?”


She grabbed another chip. “What else what?”


“What else is wrong?”


She watched him a moment, and he waited for her to say something evasive. Dani wasn’t normally one to dump her problems out on the table. But something in her expression today told him she wanted to talk.


“Reynolds wants me to be the lead.”


“What about Ric?”


“His wife’s about to have a baby. This case is going to get complicated.”


“It’s complicated already. What about Sean?”


Her gaze narrowed. “Thanks for the vote of confidence.”


He didn’t say anything, just watched her. Scott knew she could handle it, even if she didn’t. But he wouldn’t have expected her boss to make her the lead on such a high-profile case less than a year after her promotion. They lived in a college town, so anything involving the university was front-page news. The story of a local professor getting offed while he was busy getting off was sure to keep the rumor mill buzzing for years.


Dani crossed her arms, and Scott tried not to get distracted by her breasts.


“So, what are you going to do?” he asked.


“My job. What choice do I have?”


“You could tell him to pick someone else, that you’re not up for it.”


She just looked at him. He knew damn well she’d never do that, and so did she. Dani was competitive, not to mention tenacious as hell when she wanted something. And right now she wanted to prove herself.


“Thought I’d find you here.”


Scott turned around, and Drew Harper clamped a hand on his shoulder. Dani greeted her brother with a lackluster smile as he dragged a chair back and sat down.


“I heard about your new case.” He looked from Scott to Dani. “You working it, too?”


“She’s the lead,” Scott said.


Drew’s brows arched. “You?”


“Yes, me.” She sounded insulted.


“Yeah? Well, congrats, Danno. It’s a big case. The DA’s all over it.”


“Already?”


“You bet your ass. It’s an election year.”


She shook her head and looked away.


“What?”


“You guys are vultures.”


By “you guys” she meant lawyers, and Scott didn’t disagree. But at least Drew worked for the prosecution. He’d been with the DA’s office since graduating top of his class at UT law.


Drew nudged Dani’s elbow. “What are you so touchy about? This is a headline grabber. It could make your career.”


“Jesus, Drew.”


“What?”


“Show some respect,” she said. “These people haven’t even been dead twenty-four hours.”


Drew shot Scott a What’s with her? look, no doubt pissing Dani off more.


She slid back from the table and stood. “I’ve got to get back to work.” She gave Scott a pointed look, and his pulse quickened. “I need those test results, ASAP. If you get anything at all, call me.”


“When I get something, you’ll be the first to know.”





CHAPTER 3
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Dani swung into the driveway and stared at her darkened house. Her front-porch light was out and her hedges needed trimming. Not exactly a shining example of home security, but she’d been going full speed at work and hadn’t had time for anything else.


She grabbed her grocery bag and got out, glancing up and down the block at the familiar cars. Pretty quiet, even for a Monday. Only a few dog walkers out and a guy on the steps of his porch drinking a beer and talking on his phone. He lifted his bottle at Dani, and she gave him a wave.


She let herself inside, stepping over the pile of mail under the mail slot—ads, mostly, and a bunch of bills she didn’t want to think about. She scooped everything up and dumped it atop the sealed cardboard box beside her door.


Another stack of unopened mail greeted her in the kitchen as she dropped her frozen pizza on the counter and switched on the oven. She stripped off her jacket and holster and checked her phone for anything from Scott on the ballistics tests.


No battery left. She plugged the phone into the charger and debated whether to call him for an update. He’d said he’d let her know as soon as he had anything, but maybe he’d gotten sidetracked.


And maybe she was just looking for an excuse to call him.


She thought back to New Year’s Eve. One kiss, and her skin still flushed at the memory—which was nothing short of embarrassing. She couldn’t stop wondering what it meant to him, if anything.


Scott had been back in Texas four years now, and she’d seen him with plenty of women, but never the same one twice. The only thing that seemed to hold his attention was his job. She’d spotted his truck in the Delphi Center parking lot on weekends and evenings when she’d stopped by to deliver evidence, which probably shouldn’t have surprised her. He’d always been a hard worker.


Scott and Drew had started hanging out the summer after Scott’s mom died from breast cancer. Scott had a special talent for showing up at mealtimes, and Dani’s mother never blinked an eye, just set an extra place at the table and kept the food coming. It was the same summer Scott and Drew got jobs on a house-painting crew, and for three months they’d walked around with sunburned noses and flecks of paint in their hair. Scott would turn up at the breakfast table when Dani hadn’t even known he’d spent the night, and he and her brother would wolf down pancakes before heading out to paint houses or blow their hard-earned cash at the movie theater.


Scott had been quiet that summer, but it was a different sort of quiet from now. She’d sensed a change in him since he’d come back from combat. A fundamental shift. He seemed apart from everyone, even when he was in a room filled with people. Something about him was darker and more somber now, and Dani missed the playful glint in his eyes and the way the corner of his mouth would tick up whenever he teased her.


She shook off the memory as she slid her pizza in the oven. Another gourmet meal in her new kitchen. One of these days she was going to have to unpack and get organized.


The doorbell rang, and she glanced at the clock. She went to check the peephole and was surprised to see Ric. The look on his face had her yanking open the door.


“What’s wrong?”


“Why aren’t you answering your phone?” he asked as he stepped inside.


“Battery’s dead. Is everything okay?”


“Yeah. At least, I think so.” He pulled out his phone and checked it. He texted something to someone—probably Mia—then slid the phone in his pocket and turned to look at her. “I came by to update you.”


“Come on in. You want a drink?”


“I can’t stay.”


She led him into the kitchen. “You sure?”


“Yeah, our dinner’s melting in my front seat.” He glanced around at the cardboard boxes lining the walls of her living room. “You ever think about unpacking anything?”


“I’ve got a system. One room at a time.”


He leaned back against the counter and heaved a sigh. He still looked tired, but his eyes showed a glimmer of excitement.


“You got an ID, didn’t you?”


He nodded.


Dani braced herself. She’d been longing for a name since the moment she’d seen the victim sprawled facedown in the dirt. She’d been shot twice in the back.


“Tessa Lovett, twenty-six. Her white Volkswagen was on University Boulevard collecting parking tickets when I called over there. DMV records matched up.”


“She local?”


“She is now. Moved here from New Mexico about three months ago.”


“Married? Children?” Dani held her breath.


“No. And no roommate. She’s got an apartment over on Cypress Cove.” He pulled out his phone and tapped open a DMV record, then showed her the screen.


Dani’s breath whooshed out. “That’s her.”


Tessa Lovett had straight blond hair, brown eyes, and a smattering of freckles across her nose. In her photo she looked pretty. And years younger than she’d looked on that autopsy table, all gray and inert.


Dani grabbed a notepad and jotted down the info. “Cypress Cove. That’s not far from James Ayers.”


“Yeah, I noticed that, too.”


“So, is she a student?”


“Research assistant in the biology department. I’ll go by campus tomorrow, find out more about her employment history. They gave me her contact info. She has an older sister in Santa Fe. We sent a uniform over there this evening to notify her. Officer’s supposed to get back to me soon.”


Dani wrote everything down. “I can check out the apartment tonight.”


“Wait until morning.”


“Why?” She glanced up.


“Reynolds called Delphi to help us process the scene. They’re meeting us over there at seven A.M.”


“I bet Minh’s pissed.”


“Yeah.”


Their one and only full-time CSI didn’t like it when the department brass called in outside resources. But Minh specialized in fingerprint work, and most of his experience was in burglary and auto theft cases. This case was complicated and would likely undergo a ton of scrutiny when it ended up in court, so there was no room for error.


“Anything back on ballistics?” Ric asked.


“No prints on the shell casings, and so far all the slugs they recovered are worthless in terms of rifling marks. Also, I heard back from Roland. Tire impression behind the Accord traces back to a Goodyear tire. Based on that and some other info, Roland’s concluded the vehicle is a Ford Taurus.”


Ric scoffed. “That narrows it down.”


Tauruses were some of the most common cars around, making up a good chunk of taxi, police, and rental fleets around the country.


“At least we know it’s not an SUV or a pickup,” she said. “So, the victim’s wife. You spoke to her again today?”


“Went back to her house, yeah.”


“You happen to notice what she drives?”


“A Jeep Grand Cherokee. And I checked out her alibi. She said she was at Pilates, then came home and made dinner.”


Dani tipped her head to the side. “How does she strike you?”


“At the moment? Pissed off. And she’s humiliated, too.”


“Not so much grieving?”


“Not so much.”


Still, people grieved in different ways. And in phases. By tomorrow the woman might be a basket case.


“She seem like she’d be comfortable with a gun?” Dani asked.


“Not really, but you never know. And she could have hired it out.”


Dani glanced down at her notes. “Wow. You’ve accomplished a lot in twenty-four hours.”


“So have you.”


She forced herself not to argue. She needed to project confidence. Leadership. She might feel completely out of her league, but everyone else didn’t need to know that.


Ric’s phone buzzed with another text. Probably Mia.


“Well, your dinner’s melting,” Dani reminded him. “Cherry Garcia?”


“Super Fudge Chunk,” he said, already moving for the door. He tugged out his phone and checked the message.


“Everything okay?” she called after him.


He waved over his shoulder and walked out the door.


•  •  •


Scott passed Ric Santos as he turned onto Dani’s street. He swung into her driveway and parked behind her crappy old Chevy.


What the hell was he doing? He hadn’t been here in months, not since the day he and her brothers had helped her move. They’d spent an entire Saturday afternoon loading boxes in and out of a U-Haul in exchange for pizza and beer. Since that day, Scott had had no legitimate reason to come over here, so he’d forced himself to stay away.


He looked at her house now. The white 1930s bungalow was small and quaint. Nothing fancy, but still something about it made him uneasy. A light switched on in the bedroom, and he thought about her walking around inside, maybe getting ready for bed.


Dani was a nice girl. Woman. She was from a rock-solid family that had been good to him over the years. She wasn’t the kind of woman you fucked around with, and Scott didn’t have room in his life for anything else.


He thought about that damn kiss. It had been over before it even started, and still it had been dogging him for months.


It was his fault. He’d kissed her, but he’d been half-drunk and it had taken them both off guard. He wondered what she’d do if he showed up at her door right now and did it again. Would she give him the shove, or would she invite him inside to finish what they’d started?


Scott had a feeling he knew. And he couldn’t have a one-night stand with his best friend’s sister. He figured one night was about how long it would take for him to get this obsession out of his system. One should be plenty. Then he could forget about Daniele Harper and get on with his regularly scheduled life.


Scott walked up her sidewalk and banged on her door. The TV was on inside, and he could hear a newscaster droning on about the weather. He surveyed the weedy lawn and overgrown bushes surrounding her porch. She should know better than to let stuff like that go. He rapped on the door again, and finally it swung open.


“You ever hear of a doorbell?” she asked, stepping back to let him in. She wore black yoga pants with a loose-fitting T-shirt, and her feet were bare.


“Your TV’s too loud.”


She closed the door and led him into the kitchen without comment, as though his visiting were a regular thing. The place hadn’t changed much since his last trip. The walls were still bare and she still had cardboard boxes stashed everywhere.


“You planning to unpack ever?”


“I’m pacing myself.”


He spied a pizza box on the counter alongside a sixteen-ounce bottle of Coke. Dani was a junk food addict, although you wouldn’t know it from looking at her. She worked out plenty, but Scott liked to give her crap about it.


“You eaten yet?” She opened the oven and pulled out a giant pizza covered with processed cheese.


“I’m good, thanks.”


“Coke? Beer?”


“No.” He leaned back against her counter and folded his arms over his chest. “You know, peanut butter on whole wheat takes less time to make and has twice the protein.”


She shot him a glare as she slid her dinner onto a cutting board. She hunted up a paring knife and started butchering the pizza.


He smiled slightly. “Hey, you want a Ka-Bar knife for that? Think I’ve got one in my truck.”


Another glare. “To what do I owe the pleasure of your company this evening?”


“I finished testing the embedded slug. The one from the car door.”


“And?”
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