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CHAPTER 1
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Mia Voss needed a fix. Badly.

On a normal day, she would have stood strong against the temptation. But nothing about today had been normal, starting with the fact that it was January seventh and ending with the fact that for the first time in her life she’d actually been demoted.

Her stomach clenched as she turned into the Minute-Mart parking lot and eased her white Jeep Wrangler into a space near the door. Her cheeks warmed at the still-fresh memory of standing stiffly in her boss’s office, gazing down at his weasel face as he sat behind his desk, meting out criticism. At the time, she’d been stunned speechless, too shocked to defend herself. Only now— six hours too late—did all of the perfect rejoinders come tumbling into her head.

Mia jerked open the door to the convenience store and made a beeline for the freezer section. If ever a night called for Ben & Jerry’s, it was tonight. For the first Thursday night in months, she wasn’t stuck at the lab. For the first Thursday night in years, the only items demanding her attention were a sappy chick flick, a cozy blanket, and a pint of butterfat. Tonight was for wallowing. Mia slid open the freezer door and plucked out a tub of Super Fudge Chunk. She tucked it under her arm, then grabbed a pint of Chunky Monkey as well. As long as she was sinning, why not sin big? That motto had gotten her into trouble on more than one occasion, but she continued to follow it.

“Doc Voss.”

She jumped and whirled around.

A bulky, balding man in a brown overcoat stood behind her. He crouched down to pick up the carton that had rolled across the aisle, then stood and held it out to her. “Good stuff, isn’t it?”

“Uh, yeah. Thanks.” She stared at him and tried to place him. He was a cop, she knew that much. But he wasn’t someone she’d seen recently, and she couldn’t pull a name from her memory banks.

“Not as good as mint chip, though.” His droll smile made him look grandfatherly. “My wife’s favorite.”

She noticed his shopping basket—two pints of mint chocolate chip and a six-pack of beer.

His gaze drifted down to her fur-lined moccasins and a bushy gray eyebrow lifted. “Slumber party?”

For her quick trip to the store, Mia had tucked her satin nightshirt into jeans, pulled on a ratty cardigan, and slipped her feet into house shoes. She looked like an escapee from a mental ward, which, of course, meant that she’d bump into a cop she knew. Nothing like rein-forcing that professional image. Yes, it was shaping up to be a banner career day.

Mia forced a smile. “More like movie night.” She glanced at her watch and stepped toward the register. “It’s about to start, actually. I’d better—”

“Don’t let me keep you.” He nodded. “See ya around, Doc.”

Mia watched his reflection in the convex mirror as she paid for her groceries. He added a couple of frozen dinners to his basket and headed for the chips aisle.

The name hit her as she pulled out of the parking lot. Frank Hannigan. San Marcos PD. Why couldn’t she have remembered it sooner?

Something hard jabbed into her neck.

“Take a left at this light.”

Mia’s head whipped around. Her chest convulsed. In the backseat was a man. He held a gun pointed right at her nose.

“Watch the road!”

She jerked her head around just in time to see the telephone pole looming in front of her. She yanked the wheel left and managed to stay on the street.

Oh my God, oh my God, oh my God. Her hands clutched the steering wheel in a death grip. Her gaze flashed to the mirror and homed in on his gun. It was big and serious-looking, and he held it rock-steady in his gloved hand.

“Turn left.”

The command snapped her attention away from the weapon and back to him. Her brain numbly registered a description. Black hooded sweatshirt pulled tight around his face. Navy bandanna covering his nose and mouth. Dark sunglasses. All she could see of the man behind the disguise was a thin strip of skin between the glasses and the bandanna.

He jammed the muzzle of the pistol into her neck again. “Eyes ahead.”

She forced herself to comply. Her heart pounded wildly against her sternum. Her stomach tightened. She realized she’d stopped breathing. She focused on drawing air into her lungs and unclenched her hand from the wheel so that she could shift gears and turn left.

Where are we going? What does he want?

Her mind flooded with terrifying possibilities as she hung a left and darted her gaze around, looking for a police car, a fire truck, anything. But this was a college town, and whatever action might be going on tonight was happening much closer to campus.

How was she going to get out of this? Cold sweat beaded along her hairline. Bile rose in the back of her throat.

The engine reached a high-pitched whine. She’d forgotten to change gears. Her clammy hand slipped on the gearshift as she switched into third.

Think. She glanced around desperately, but the streets were quiet. The nearest open business was the Dairy Queen two blocks behind them.

“CenTex Bank, on your right. Pull up to the drive-through.”

Mia’s breath whooshed out. He wanted money. Tears of relief filled her eyes. But they quickly morphed into tears of panic when she realized that his wanting money didn’t really mean anything. He could still shoot her in the head and leave her on the side of the road. She, of all people, knew the amazingly cheap price of a human life. A wad of cash. A bag of crack. A pair of sneakers.

She could be dead before the ATM even spat out the bills.

The cold, hard muzzle of the gun rubbed against her cheek. Her breath hitched, and her gaze went to the mirror. She remembered the police sketch of the Unabomber, a man in a hooded sweatshirt and sunglasses who spent years on the FBI’s Ten Most Wanted list. Mia once met the artist who had drawn that sketch. As a forensic scientist at one of the world’s top crime labs, Mia had connections in every conceivable area of law enforcement—but at this moment, they were useless to her. At this moment, it was just her and this man, alone in her car, a gun pointed at her head.

Stay calm. Make a plan.

She maneuvered the Jeep up to the teller machine, nearly scraping the yellow concrete pillar on the left side of her car. Too late, she realized she’d just ruined a potential escape route.

She closed her eyes and swallowed. She thought of her mom. Whatever happened, Mia had to live through this. Her mother couldn’t take another blow.

Not on January seventh.

She turned to face him with a renewed sense of determination—or maybe it was adrenaline—surging through her veins. “How much do you want?” She rolled the window down with one hand while scrounging through her purse for her wallet.

“Five thousand.”

“Five thousand?” She turned to stare at him. She had that much, yeah. In an IRA account somewhere. Her checking account was more in the neighborhood of five hundred. But she wanted more than anything not to tick this guy off.

She gulped. “I think my limit is three hundred.” She tried to keep her voice steady, but it was wobbling all over the place. She turned to look at him, positioning her shoulders so the camera on the ATM could get a view into her car. It probably couldn’t capture him from this angle, but it might capture the gun. “I can do several transactions,” she said.

The barrel rapped against her cheekbone. She would have a bruise tomorrow. If she lived that long.

She turned to the machine and, with shaking fingers, punched in her code and keyed in the amount. Three hundred was the most she could get. Could she get it twice? Had her cable bill cleared? Mia handed him the first batch of twenties and chewed her lip as she waited for the second transaction to go through.

Transaction declined.

Her blood turned to ice. Seconds ticked by as she waited for the man’s response. Despite the sweat trickling down her spine, her breath formed a frosty cloud as she stared at the words flashing on the screen.

That’s it, she thought. I’m dead.

She reached a trembling hand out and pulled the receipt from the slot.

She could make a break for it right here. Except that her doors were pinned shut by the concrete pillars on either side of her.

She could speed to the nearest well-populated area, which was a Walmart three blocks away. Could she get there before he shot her or wrestled the wheel away?

“Back on the highway.” The command was laced with annoyance but not quite as much disappointment as she’d expected.

She put the Jeep in gear and returned to the highway. As she shifted, she glanced at the familiar Mardi Gras beads hanging from her rearview mirror. Somehow they steadied her. This was her car, and she was in the driver’s seat. She could control this.

“How about Sun Bank?” Her voice sounded like a croak. That bank was past Walmart. Maybe she could swerve into the lot and make a run for it.

“Hang a left.”

Mia’s hands gripped the steering wheel. Her gaze met his in the mirror. She couldn’t see his eyes, but she could read his intent—it was in his tone of voice, his body language, the perfectly steady way he held that gun.

Left on the highway meant out of town. He was going to kill her.


CHAPTER 2
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With every stop sign and mailbox she passed, Mia’s panic swelled. Farther and farther out of town. Fewer and fewer chances to escape. But how? What could she do? Her slimy palms gripped the steering wheel as her brain groped for a plan. Her friend Alex would have had a gun in her purse. Elaina would disable the guy with a few martial arts moves. But Mia didn’t own a gun—much less carry one—and she couldn’t fight her way out of a paper bag.

“Right at the juncture.”

Panic tightened her throat as she neared the sign. Old Mill Road. Nothing was out there but an abandoned cotton mill.

Headlights winked into the rearview mirror. She felt her breath coming in shallow gasps now. Her pulse roared in her ears. She was running out of time. She eased her foot off the gas, and the road sloped down as she neared a low-water bridge. Her gaze flicked to the mirror.

Come on, come on.

“Speed it up.” The muzzle jabbed her neck again.

One Mississippi, two Mississippi—

“Faster!”

Mia jerked the wheel right, then left, causing the Jeep to skid. She slammed on the brakes, and the vehicle rabbited to a halt. She hunched low in her seat and fumbled with the door latch.

The gunshot was a thunderclap inches from her head. The sound reverberated around her as she flung the door open and landed face-first on the pavement. Her gaze snapped up as a pair of headlights blinded her.

She struggled to her feet and dashed off the road. She glanced back and saw her assailant heave himself out of the car. His glasses had fallen off, and his face was an angry scowl.

Mia turned and fled. The ground disappeared beneath her, and suddenly she was on her knees, icy water surrounding her feet and calves. She was in a ditch. She scrambled for higher ground, out of the frigid water, hunching low and trying to stay out of sight. She cast a frantic look over her shoulder as the car following them squealed to a halt. Its headlights lit up the Jeep sitting diagonally in the road.

A black silhouette moved into her view. He was coming after her! Terror spurred her. She ducked and ran deeper into the bushes.

“You there!” a voice shouted. “Freeze!”

It was the man who’d stopped to help. She didn’t turn. He was yelling at her attacker.

“Drop your—”

Pop!

Then a deafening silence.

Nausea gripped her, but she kept running. Something stabbed her thigh. She tried to swat it away, then realized it was barbed wire. Near panic, she dropped to the ground and dragged herself under the fence. Her sweater snagged. The bushes rustled behind her. God, could he see her? Heart pounding furiously now, she jerked her arms free of the sweater and stumbled to her feet.

Pop!

Something stung her arm just above the elbow. I’m hit! She plowed forward through the brush, and a single thought took over: I will not die tonight. Not, not, not! She swiped the branches away and willed her rubbery legs to move faster. The ground grew steeper, harder to climb. She tripped and pressed forward until her thighs burned and her throat felt raw from the cold air.

And then in the distance, a siren. She stopped to listen. She held her breath. She crouched low and peered through the foliage at the two cars on the highway, both with headlights blazing and doors flung open. The siren grew louder.

Where was the shooter?

The Jeep’s headlights went black, and she had her answer. She heard the door slam, and the engine growled to life again. Mia rose to her feet and watched, mouth agape, as her Jeep lurched forward, made a U-turn, and then—still without headlights—shot down the highway and disappeared into the night.

•  •  •

Mia had blood on her hands. She laced her fingers together and squeezed, trying to stop the tremors.

“You should get this stitched up.”

She glanced at the paramedic beside her who was cleaning her wound. The woman had short brown hair and a no-nonsense attitude that reminded Mia of her sister.

“I have a feeling I’m going to be here a while,” Mia said as yet another plainclothes detective walked up to talk to her. Detective Macon. First name Jonah, like the whale story, which was easy to remember because he was a muscle-bound giant of a man. He’d already filled half a notebook with the information she’d given him, but it looked as if he needed more.

“Ma’am.” He nodded at her. “Just a few more things.”

Mia took a deep breath and braced herself.

“About the Minute-Mart.” He flipped through the pages of his book. “You say you arrived about nine fifty-five?”

“More or less.”

“And you were there buying groceries?”

“Ice cream,” she said. “I was on my way home to watch a movie.”

“And Frank Hannigan entered the store as you were leaving?”

Mia’s gaze darted to the knot of cops and crime-scene techs standing beside Frank’s body. Her throat constricted.

Don’t let me keep you. See ya around, Doc.

The guilt was like a noose around her neck. What if she’d stayed to chat for just a few minutes longer? Would it have changed anything? Would Frank Hannigan be home with his wife right now instead of sprawled across the asphalt with a hole in his chest?

“Ma’am?”

She looked at the detective. “He was there already. He must have left right after I did.” She clamped her lips together to keep her teeth from chattering. She wore only the nightshirt, jeans, and wet moccasins; her sweater was tangled in a barbed-wire fence somewhere.

“Okay, but you didn’t see Hannigan again until you were moving west on the highway, is that correct?”

Mia looked down at her hands. So much blood. She’d tried to stanch the flow as she’d knelt beside him in the road, desperately pressing her hands against his wound. But there had been so much of it—seeping through his shirt, his coat, oozing warm and sticky between her fingers. And that gurgling sound—

“Ma’am?”

“What?”

“You didn’t see him while you were at the bank?”

“No.” A fresh wave of fear washed over her as she remembered the ATM, the gun at her cheek. “Maybe he saw me on the highway when I entered or left the bank. I was, um, driving kind of erratically. You said he called nine-one-one?”

“The call came in at ten-sixteen. He told the dispatcher he’d seen you at the bank and believed you were being held at gunpoint.”

Mia clenched her hands together again. Her stomach clenched, too.

“Okay, and then when the car stopped and Hannigan jumped out, you say he exchanged words with your assailant?”

“It wasn’t an exchange, really. He said, ‘You there!’ like he was trying to get his attention, stop him from what he was doing.”

Stop him from killing me.

She looked at her hands again and felt as if she was going to vomit.

“Uh-oh. Head between the knees.” The paramedic pushed her head down, and Mia found herself staring at a crack in the pavement as she waited for the nausea to pass. More footsteps approached.

“How’s she doing?”

Mia closed her eyes at the sound of the familiar voice. Ric Santos. She’d known he would get here eventually, but she’d hoped to be gone by then.

“We’re about finished up,” Macon reported.

A pair of worn Nikes and frayed jeans entered her field of vision. “Caramia?”

“What?”

He dropped into a crouch and put his hand on her knee. He’d never put his hand anywhere near her knee before, and under normal circumstances, she probably would have gone up in flames. Right now, it was all she could do not to throw up on his shoes.

“How’s the arm?”

“Fine.” She looked up at him. Which was a mistake. His brown-black eyes searched her face, and she could tell he knew she was lying. It hurt like a bitch. Worse than anything she’d ever experienced. And she should be grateful she wasn’t lying in that road in the freezing sleet with a team of crime-scene techs surrounding her.

She sat up straight and brushed the hair from her eyes. Ric stood. Mia felt his gaze on her, even sharper than usual, as she turned to Macon. “Was there anything else? I’d really like to go home.”

“This could use a few stitches,” the paramedic said, applying the last in a series of butterfly bandages to the slash on her arm. “Otherwise, you’re going to have a nasty scar. We can drop you off on our way back to the fire station.”

Mia took a deep breath. The last place she wanted to be right now was some ER waiting room. Just the thought made her shudder. “It’s fine.”

The woman gave her a stern look as she put away her bandages and ointment.

“I’d make the trip,” Ric said. “They’ll probably give you some pain meds.”

Mia flashed him a glance. She hadn’t seen him in months, not since they’d worked a case together last summer. But it took only an instant for her to take in every detail about him—his lean, wide-shouldered build, his dark hair that was longer than she remembered and slightly mussed. He wore his scarred leather jacket and jeans, which told her he’d been off duty tonight. Had he been in bed when he’d gotten the call? Had he been with a woman?

She couldn’t believe her thoughts had gone there, but Ric Santos had a reputation, and Mia couldn’t help thinking of it every time she saw him.

“I’m fine. It’s only a flesh wound.” She turned to Macon. “Is that it, Detective?”

Macon’s gaze went from Mia to Ric and back to Mia. “Just a few more things. We need a list of any property that was stolen with the Jeep.”

“Property?”

“Credit cards, keys, cell phone,” Macon said. “Anything he might use later.”

Mia stared at him. A lethal criminal had not only her car but her keys, too. He could get into her house, use her credit cards. She felt sick again. A massive shiver moved through her.

“If your purse was in the car, he knows your address by now.” Ric shrugged out of his jacket and held it out to her.

She eyed it warily. Was this a peace offering? His way of saying sorry for befriending her when he needed something, then dropping off the face of the earth after he’d gotten it? Ignoring his gaze, she took the jacket, slipped her arms into the warm sleeves, and turned to Macon.

“My house key is on my key chain,” she said. “And then there’s my purse, my wallet.”

“You have someone you can call?” Ric asked. “Maybe a friend or relative you can stay with after you’re done at the hospital?”

Mia looked at him.

“You need to get that arm checked out,” he added, and those dark eyes dared her to challenge him.

But she knew what it took to challenge Ric, and she wasn’t up for it right now. “I can call someone.” She glanced at her watch. “It’s getting late, but—”

“Do it,” Ric said. “You can’t go home tonight.”

•  •  •

Jonah sat in the cramped back office of the Minute-Mart, trying to glean a man’s identity from a blurry, poorly lit surveillance video. The good news was that an outdoor camera mounted on the southeast corner of the building had been trained on the parking lot when Mia Voss pulled up to the store. The bad news was that her assailant had entered the Jeep on the west side, thereby shielding himself—whether by luck or by intention—from the camera as he climbed into her vehicle. So despite the video footage, all they really knew at the moment was that they were looking for a white male, medium build, who might or might not be driving a stolen Jeep.

“I’m just getting a shadow,” Ric said, rewinding the clip on the computer so that he could replay it for the umpteenth time.

Jonah wasn’t sure what he expected to get from this, but arguing with Ric would be pointless. Ric was like a pit bull when he got focused on something, and his focus had been razor-sharp since the instant they’d rolled up to the crime scene.

Or, more specifically, since they’d rolled up to the crime scene and gotten a look at the victim sitting in the back of the ambulance.

“Something about this feels off,” Ric said now.

Jonah downed another sip of tepid coffee. The manager had kept the cups full for the past two hours, but Jonah and Ric had been on a stakeout all day, and they were long past the point of caffeine helping anything.

Jonah shook off the fatigue and tried to concentrate. His partner had that intense look about him that trumped exhaustion.

“You mean because of the angle?”

“Because of the car. A two-door Jeep.” Ric pressed play once again and watched the grainy image of a figure approaching the Jeep and—hidden from view—climbing in through the driver’s-side door minutes before Mia exited the store. “Look at this parking lot. An Explorer, a Tahoe, even a Lexus. Every one of those vehicles has four doors, and every one of them is worth more than that Jeep.”

“Maybe the drivers didn’t leave them unlocked,” Jonah said.

“At least two of them did. Watch the video. Hell, the Lexus guy actually left his keys inside when he ran in to buy cigarettes.”

Jonah rubbed his eyes. “Maybe she pulled up and he liked what he saw, decided to go for it even if it meant the hassle of climbing into the backseat.”

Ric’s gaze bored into his. He didn’t like this scenario, and Jonah could see why. One, it suggested that Mia was specifically targeted by the assailant. Two, it suggested that the guy hadn’t planned just to drop her off with a friendly wave when he got her out to Old Mill Road.

The man had approached the Jeep from the southeast corner of the lot, which meant that he could have come from any of the businesses across from the Minute-Mart—the dry cleaner, the pet store, the doughnut shop. Not one of those places had a surveillance cam. And of course, he could have come from nowhere. Just some guy passing through town, looking for a soft target.

Ric raked his hand through his hair and leaned back in his plastic chair. “I hate this case, and it’s barely three hours old.”

Jonah hated it, too. Any case that involved a cop getting killed—even a retired cop—was fucking miserable. Some cops were superstitious about working such cases, as if somehow the victim’s bad luck was going to rub off on them.

“Yo, you guys still here?”

Jonah craned his neck around, but the question didn’t merit an answer. Vince Moore stood in the doorway. He was halfway through what was probably a day-old hot dog, and pickle relish had dribbled down his shirt.

“We found some brass at the crime scene,” he said around a mouthful of food. “Two spent casings. One in the ditch, one on the shoulder. You want me to send them to Austin?”

“State lab’s backed up,” Ric said. “Send them to the Delphi Center.”

Jonah looked at his partner. The Delphi Center was a private laboratory, which meant it was expensive. But Ric wasn’t likely to get any push-back on a case like this, not with a former San Marcos police officer laid out in the morgue.

“Hey, doesn’t that girl work at the Delphi Center?” The side of Moore’s mouth curled up as he turned to Ric.

“Which girl?”

“From tonight. The one with the rack.” Moore made a squeezing motion with his free hand.

“She’s a DNA tracer,” Ric said, turning his attention back to the video.

“What’s the deal there? You doing her or what?”

Ric looked at him.

“I saw you two talking,” Moore said. “The way she was looking at you, I figured you were—”

“I’m not.” Ric tapped the mouse again and replayed the footage.

“So you lent her your jacket, but you’re not doing her. Mind if I call her?”

“Knock yourself out.”

A grin spread across Moore’s face as he crumpled his hot-dog wrapper and tossed it at the trash can by Jonah’s feet. He missed.

“Later, then.”

When he was gone, Ric continued to stare at the computer screen, as if something new was going to happen.

“He’ll do it, you know,” Jonah said.

Ric looked up at him, and the muscle in the side of his jaw tightened. He glanced at the empty doorway. “How’d he know where she works, anyway?”

“Every cop in the department knows where she works,” Jonah said. “She gave that seminar last year, remember? Touch DNA?”

Jonah didn’t elaborate, but he could see the realization dawning. Dr. Voss had stepped up to the podium with her strawberry blonde ponytail and her crisp white lab coat, and by the end of her presentation, every man in the auditorium had undressed her with his eyes at least a dozen times.

Ric rubbed the bridge of his nose. “Shit. This is going to be a bitch of a case. I can feel it.”

Jonah watched the video as Mia slid behind the wheel of her Jeep, unaware that she was about to see a cop get killed and be forced to run for her life.

“Yeah.” Jonah sighed. “I can feel it, too.”

•  •  •

Ric pulled up to the warmly lit bungalow and shook his head. He should have known. Leave it to Mia to take perfectly good instructions and throw them right out the window.

He double-checked the number as he walked up the concrete path. Four fifty-five Sugarberry Lane. The address sounded—and looked—like something out of a storybook. A giant oak tree dominated the yard. Neatly trimmed shrubs lined the sidewalk. The house itself was that quaint 1930s architecture that people with way too much time on their hands liked to restore. It had white siding, black shutters, and a wide front porch that at the moment was littered with piles of collapsed boxes.

Ric eyed the boxes as he rang the doorbell. Looked as if she’d just moved in. Or she could have moved months ago, for all he knew. He hadn’t seen her since the summer. It had been four months since he’d given in to the urge to call her. Not that he’d missed her. He’d hardly given her a thought—except for a couple of times in the dead of night when he’d been driving home from work to an empty apartment.

He heard footsteps, and the light behind the peephole went dark as she peered out at him. The lock tumbled, and the door swung back.

“It’s three-fifteen,” she said, fisting a hand on her hip.

She’d changed from that silky pink thing into flannel pajama bottoms and a snug-fitting T-shirt. He forced himself not to stare.

“Just doing a drive-by. Your house is lit up like a stadium.”

She stepped back to let him in, and he wiped his shoes on the welcome mat before stepping inside. She looked fresh from the shower and had her elbow wrapped in a clean white bandage.

“That coffee I smell?”

She tucked a damp curl behind her ear. “That depends. Is this an official visit, or are you here as my friend?”

Friend. He’d never really thought of her that way. “A little of both, I guess. How’d you get home from the hospital?”

“Sophie came to get me.”

“And Sophie is … ?”

“You know her.” She brushed past him and padded down the hall in her bare feet. Ric followed. “She works at the Delphi Center. You’ve seen her a thousand times.”

“The receptionist,” he said. “The one with the great—”

“Yes.” She tossed him an annoyed look over her shoulder.

“I was going to say singing voice.” He followed her into a kitchen lined with cardboard boxes. “I heard she moonlights as a nightclub singer in Austin.”

Mia reached for a coffee mug, and her T-shirt rode up to reveal a strip of creamy skin.

“Sugar?”

“Black.”

She poured a cup as he leaned back against her counter and crossed his arms. “I thought you were going to stay with someone until a locksmith could get here.”

She passed him the coffee, then added some to her cup, which was sitting on a drop-leaf table beside a window that faced the driveway. She was stalling for time.

“I called one of those twenty-four-hour services.”

“Bet that wasn’t cheap.”

She shrugged. “Sophie has a friend in town. I didn’t want to intrude.”

He watched her carefully. No boyfriend, then. Or even a friendly ex-boyfriend who would have offered her a spot on his couch. Ric could have let her crash at his place, but he didn’t trust himself not to take advantage of her fragile mental state.

Although she didn’t look fragile. He watched her over the rim of the coffee mug. She looked wide-awake, energized, and completely caught up in some kitchen chore that involved about a hundred little spice jars. The hostility he’d sensed from her earlier had dissipated, but years of experience with women told him it wasn’t gone for good, just hiding.

“You’re alphabetizing spices,” he said.

“And?”

“And it’s after three in the morning.”

Sadness flickered across her face, and she glanced away. “I couldn’t sleep.”

Ric knew the feeling. Sometimes he’d come home from a crime scene completely beat and completely unable to shut it down for the night. Some scenes were like that.

A scene where he knew the victim was always like that.

“Is it your case?” she asked, and the empathy in her blue eyes made him uneasy.

“Yes.”

“Were you the one to tell his wife?”

“His wife’s dead.”

Her eyebrows shot up. “Dead?”

“Passed away about a year ago. Cancer, I think.”

Mia bit her lip, then turned around to face the sink.

He frowned at her across the kitchen as she turned on the faucet and stared at the water. “What is it?”

“Nothing, it’s just—” She busied herself washing her hands. “I thought he was buying ice cream for her. I guess he was going home to an empty house. God, that’s so lonely.”

Interesting comment from a woman who lived alone.

She grabbed a dish towel off the counter to dab her eyes. “Sorry.”

“It’s okay.” Ric watched her, knowing he should have waited until morning for this. She wasn’t in shape to answer questions right now. But murder investigations didn’t improve with age. He needed answers as soon as he could get them. He put his mug on the table, then pulled out a chair. “Sit down.”

“Uh-oh.” She took a deep breath and sat, and he could tell she was relieved by the distraction. “Interview time. Are you going to tape-record me?”

“I’ve got a pretty good memory.”

He moved a wooden chair across from her and sat down. Their knees almost touched. He traced his finger over her thigh where blood had seeped through the flannel. “What’s this?”

“It’s nothing. I got tangled in some barbed wire when I was running.”

“When was the last time you had a tetanus shot?”

She gave him a baleful look. “I work in a crime lab. I’m immunized against everything under the sun.”

He leaned back in his chair and looked at her.

“So, did you have a question?” she asked. “Because I’ve got a serious case of the jitters, and those spices are really calling my name.”

“Did the perpetrator ever ask for your PIN?”

She looked at him for a long moment. He could almost see her brain switching gears. “No.”

“Do you think he saw you enter it when you were at the ATM?”

“I don’t know. I keyed it in pretty fast. Why?”

“It’s unusual, that’s all. You’d think he’d want it for later.”

“I was sort of low on cash.” She cleared her throat. “My bank only let me get out three hundred, so maybe he figured I was broke.”

“Are you?”

She laughed. “That’s blunt.”

“It’s just background.”

“Yes and no.” She looked around. “I just spent every dime of my savings on this place, so I’ve got one big asset and very little cash. My grandmother would say I’m house-poor.”

“It’s a nice place. You just move in?”

“It’s been about two months. I’m still getting organized.”

Ric glanced around the half-unpacked kitchen again, seeing it in a new light. She’d added a few personal touches—the Sierra Club calendar tacked to the wall beside the fridge, the flat-screen TV, currently muted and tuned to CNN, mounted in the breakfast room. The flowered wallpaper and white lace curtains, though— definitely not Mia.

He was reminded of one of the many reasons he’d stopped calling her. This woman was nesting, big time, and Ric steered clear of women with that particular hobby.

He met her gaze. “We’ve been tracking your debit card for the past four hours. So far, nothing. Often after a robbery like this, the perp hits every machine in sight.”

“You’re assuming he has a PIN,” Mia said. “And you’re assuming he’s stupid.”

“Not stupid, necessarily, but desperate. Also, your card has a credit-card logo on it. He could have stopped to try to buy something. Gas, beer, whatever. No hits there, either.”

“I guess I should be grateful. All he wanted was my cash.”

Ric watched her body language. The tension was back in her face and shoulders, and she held her arms crossed over her waist, as if talking about this made her nervous.

Or maybe it was sitting with him in her pajamas that made her nervous. Their gazes locked, and a spark of heat flashed between them. And he knew he’d nailed it. Every time he got near her, he felt this buzz of sexual awareness. He couldn’t look at her without wondering what she’d be like in bed.

“You think that’s all he wanted?” he asked, getting back to business. “Your three hundred dollars?”

A little furrow formed between her brows. “What, you don’t?”

He could tell by her tone that she didn’t believe it, either. What he needed to know was why she didn’t believe it. What clue had she picked up on—something he might have missed—that told her there was more to this than a money grab?

She gulped and looked down at her lap. One of those corkscrew curls fell in front of her face. “I guess not. I mean, I know this sounds strange, but the money? It was almost as if it didn’t matter to him. Five thousand, three hundred, he didn’t really care, you know?” She rubbed the spot of blood on her pants. “And if that was all he wanted, why not just ditch me there in town and take my Jeep? Why make me drive all the way out to Old Mill Road?” Her eyes met his, dark and somber now. “I don’t think money was all he wanted. I think he wanted to kill me.”

The words hung in the air as Ric watched her. He had a responsibility to two victims here: a murdered cop and a young woman who’d barely squeaked by with her life. It was time for him to shove aside his personal feelings and work the hell out of this case, because he intended to close it. Soon. Before Frank Hannigan was even cold in the ground.

He stood up. “Thanks for your cooperation. We’ll be in touch.”

She blinked up at him, as if not comprehending his brusque words. “That’s it?”

“For now, yes. If your Jeep is recovered, we’ll give you a call, obviously.”

She stood up now, too, and he could almost feel the chill settling over her. “Fine. Let me get your jacket.”

She walked past him into the hallway, and he followed. She veered into the bedroom wing. He waited by the front door and noticed the keypad mounted beside it. The security system looked new, and she hadn’t gotten around to patching up the paint from when it had been installed.

She returned and handed him his jacket. “There might be some blood on the lining. My hands were messy when I put it on.”

She looked tired standing there. And sad, too. He took the jacket from her, fully aware that he could have offered her something more tonight—comfort, at least—and that he’d disappointed her instead.

Get used to it, babe.

She glanced up, as if he’d said the words aloud. She pulled the door open and stood back.

“Set your alarm.” He stepped into the cold night and glanced up and down her street before looking back at her. “And try to get some sleep.”


CHAPTER 3

[image: images]

Mia ignored the circling buzzards as Sophie pulled into the Delphi Center parking lot and found a space close to the entrance. They were early, which meant prime parking. It also meant that Mia was starting what promised to be an extraordinarily challenging day on little more than two hours of sleep.

“Looks like they’ve got a fresh specimen,” Sophie said as they crossed the lot.

Mia didn’t look. She didn’t want to think about carrion birds or the fact that her workplace sat in the middle of a decomposition research center, better known as a body farm.

“You sure you’re up for this?” Sophie gave her a concerned look as they hiked up the white marble stairs leading to the front lobby where Sophie had her desk.

“I couldn’t stay home today. I’d go stir-crazy.” Mia unbuttoned her wool coat as they passed through a pair of tall Doric columns.

“If you say so. Me? I’d call in sick and get some R and R, maybe watch a few talk shows, go get my toes done.”

Mia shot her a look.

“You seem stressed. That’s all I’m saying. And you should never underestimate the power of a good pedicure.”

“Thanks, but I’d rather be here,” Mia said.

Sophie pulled out her ID badge and swiped her way into the building. The security guard, Ralph, gave them a nod as they entered.

Mia unwound her scarf and took a moment just to stand. She loved the lobby at this time of day. The morning sun cast shimmering white beams through the glass and elongated her shadow on the pale marble floor. Everything was quiet, not many people around. Those who were spoke in hushed tones, as if in church. To many of them, this place was a church, a sacred cathedral dedicated to science and technology, where the guiding idea wasn’t salvation but justice. Or salvation through justice, however you chose to look at it. Mia chose the latter, and she happened to know that some of her colleagues did, too. She didn’t know about everyone, of course. Some people probably just came here to earn a paycheck.

Mia postponed a much-needed stop at the lobby coffee shop to swing into HR and have a word with the director of personnel. Then she purchased her sixteen ounces of caffeine and rode the elevator up to the sixth floor. The Delphi Center was an ivory tower, and DNA tracers worked at the top.

Mia strode down the glass hallway, flanked on either side by impressive views—the rolling Texas Hill Country on one side, one of the world’s top DNA laboratories on the other. The short walk smoothed her nerves and made her feel right again. She could do this. She should be here. The Delphi Center had chosen her, and she had chosen it right back.

Inside her office, she slipped on her lab coat and felt instantly comforted. She booted up the laptop computer on her slate-topped worktable and reviewed the notes she’d been making yesterday afternoon when her boss had summoned her down the hall for an Important Discussion.

Case number 56–6229–12–16. Submitting officer Detective Jim Kubcek, Houston PD. The Delphi Center had been receiving a steady flow of evidence from Houston ever since its DNA lab had been shut down for grossly improper evidence handling. The scandal, uncovered by a TV reporter, had affected thousands of cases and resulted in a man being released from prison after serving years for a rape he didn’t commit. Mia saw the scandal as a tragedy not only for the wrongly convicted man and the rape victim but also for the entire criminal justice system in Houston. Once a community’s confidence in the system was shattered, it could take years or even decades to repair.

Mia focused her attention on the case before her. Case 56–6229–12–16 was a sexual homicide, ligature strangulation. And it had been lurking in the back of her mind during the wee hours of this morning as her restless brain played out all the might-have-been scenarios.

She picked up the phone and dialed Kubcek.

“I’ve run the fingernail clippings,” she said, not bothering with pleasantries. Kubcek had left her daily voice mails for three weeks. The victim in this case was nineteen, and the detective had a district attorney breathing down his neck.

“Any hits?”

She heard the hope in his voice, that fervent wish that she’d called to deliver some glimmering bit of good news.

“Unfortunately, no. All of the skin cells we recovered belonged to the victim.”

A pause. He didn’t want to believe it. The killer had used a condom, and Kubcek had been counting on the nail clippings.

“What about the blood?”

“That was hers, too.” Mia scrolled through her typewritten notes, including those from the phone call she’d made to the evidence clerk downstairs. “You didn’t send me the ligature, though. I was hoping to examine that extension cord.”

Kubcek sighed heavily. “It’s a dead end.” Another pause as they both ignored his choice of words. He cleared his throat. “The security camera at her apartment shows him wearing gloves going in and going out. We examined the hell out of that cord for prints in case he took the gloves off to, I don’t know, take a leak or something while he was in there with her. Came up with nothing.”

“I’d still like to see it,” Mia said. “Any chance you could have it shipped up, say, by tomorrow?”

“You got it already.”

“I do?”

“One of you does. I sent it up to that ligature guy. Clover?”

“Don Clovis?”

“There you go. Clovis. Vic’s mom helped her move into the apartment, doesn’t recognize the cord. We’re thinking the perp might have brought it with him, maybe had it stashed under his coat. Clovis is supposed to run it down for us, see if there’s anything unusual about it.”

Clovis, like so many experts at the Delphi Center, had access to a mind-boggling assortment of databases— cord, rope, fibers, tape, cigarettes, auto paint. The tracers could track down the origin of practically any forensic evidence imaginable.

“Mind if I call him and request a look?”

“Hell, I’ll call him for you,” Kubcek said. “You really think you might get something?”

Mia sensed someone behind her and swiveled on her stool. Her boss stood in the doorway.

“I won’t know until I have a look. Ask Clovis to send it up here as soon as he’s finished with it.”

Harvey Snyder was the head DNA specialist at the Delphi Center. Fortunately, he preferred to leave the real work to his underlings, which meant he mostly stayed out of Mia’s way. Less fortunately, he had a gold-plated résumé and some impressive connections in his field, which meant that he wouldn’t be leaving his coveted post anytime soon.

“I presume you’ve been down to HR to inquire about your new badge.” He said it as a statement, not a question, and she felt a spurt of annoyance.

Snyder stepped into her workroom and glanced around. He was one of those short, wiry guys who compensated for his size by puffing out his chest and flaunting his authority. Peering up from his desk yesterday, he’d reminded Mia of a weasel. But standing in front of her right now, he looked more like a meerkat.

“I stopped by on my way in,” Mia said pleasantly. “They said they’d have a new one ready for me by the end of the day.”

She met and held his gaze. If he’d come up here to admonish her yet again for misplacing her ID badge, he was going to be disappointed. Given last night’s events, she was well past the point of getting weepy-eyed over a reprimand from her boss.

“I understand you had quite an eventful evening.” Now he sounded smug.

Mia sighed inwardly. She hadn’t wanted anyone at work to ask about what happened, but of course, that was impossible. Her name had been kept out of the newspaper—a miracle she felt sure Ric Santos had played a part in—but law enforcement was a close-knit community that thrived on gossip. It was only a matter of time before everyone she worked with knew the identity of the unnamed “Delphi Center staffer” who was involved in yesterday’s homicide.

“Are you sure it’s wise for you to be here?” Snyder asked. “You’re welcome to take a personal day if you’re feeling less than a hundred percent. I’d hate for your work to suffer.”

Yeah, right. He’d love for her work to suffer. It would give him an excuse to get rid of her. As it was, he had nothing on her, so he’d made an issue of her one slip-up in two years at the Delphi Center: misplacing her ID badge when she went to the gym this week. Snyder had used her “reckless disregard for security” as an excuse to take her down a peg.

“I’m perfectly fine,” she said. “One hundred percent, absolutely.” She replaced her eye shields, hoping he’d take the hint.

Instead, he leaned a hand on the counter. “By the way, you’ll be getting a package up from Evidence soon. Three packages, actually, submitted by the San Marcos Police Department.”

“Okay.”

“It’s a murder case. The DA called me Wednesday and specifically requested you for the analysis. I told her how backed up you’ve been”—as if the nationwide back-log of DNA testing was a result of Mia’s ineptitude— “but she insisted. Female solidarity, I guess you would call it.”

Mia gritted her teeth. He’d sat on this for two days, no doubt to show the district attorney that he wouldn’t be pushed around. Forget about expediency. Forget that there were detectives somewhere waiting for these results and a victim’s family to consider.

“I’ll get on it right away,” Mia said, hoping he’d pick up her meaning.

“Good.” He nodded curtly. “See that you do.”

•  •  •

Ric found her in the broom closet she called an office, a windowless room adjacent to the Delphi Center’s enormous DNA lab. Mia claimed she liked to work there because it was dark and she often used alternative light sources, but Ric suspected that in reality she was something of a hermit.

She stood at one of her worktables, hair pulled back in a ponytail, eyes shields over her face. An overhead lamp shone down on the table as, with a latex-gloved hand, she manipulated an electrical cord. She braced her free hand against the table as she folded the cord over on itself and frowned down at it.

“Practicing your Girl Scout knots?”

She jumped back and clutched her hand to her chest. “God, don’t do that.”

“Sorry.” He should have known she’d be jumpy today. “Just dropped by with your afternoon latte.”

She pursed her lips and watched him. “Who let you up here?”

“Sophie.” He set the coffee on her counter. “I told her I was stopping by to check on you, and she gave me a hall pass.”

Her gaze dropped to the VIP visitor’s badge clipped to Ric’s dress shirt. He’d cleaned up finally and even managed to get a few hours of sleep. She looked as though she hadn’t had a wink.

“You look tired,” he said.

“Thanks a lot.”

“What’s that about?” He nodded at the table.

“Strangulation case. The killer wore gloves, but—” She bit her lip and rearranged the cord. “I’m thinking that if she struggled—which I assume she did, because she lost a fingernail—he would have had to hold her down.” Mia mimicked the action with her free hand. “Which means that in order to tighten the ligature, he probably would have …” Her voice trailed off as she lifted one end of the cord and pretended to clamp it between her teeth. She stopped to examine it. “Aha, there it is. I knew it.”

“What?” He stepped closer, but all he saw was a brown electrical cord. Could she see saliva on it?

“Bite marks. See?” She held the cord up, and he did— small indentions in the plastic, about three inches apart.

“You’re going to get DNA off that thing?”

“That’s the plan.” She smiled slightly, and he could tell she was pleased with herself but didn’t want to gloat. “I’ll do it in a minute. After you tell me why you’re really here.”

Her smile faded, and he wondered what she was hoping to hear. They’d found her Jeep. They’d found her attacker. Less than twenty-four hours, and Ric had already made a collar. He wanted to tell her all of those things.

“Nothing new on your case,” he said instead, and she turned away to tuck the cord back into a paper evidence bag.

He reached up and repositioned her overhead lamp so that it shone on her face. He tilted her chin up. On her right cheekbone was a faint purple bruise. “What’s this?”

She didn’t look him in the eye. “He tapped me with his gun.”

Tapped her. Right. Goddamn it, how had he missed this? He’d seen her twice since then and hadn’t noticed it at all.

“How’s the arm?”

“Sore,” she said. “I took some ibuprofen at lunch.”

He dropped his hand and stepped back. He shoved his hands into his pockets to keep from touching her again.

“So, if there’s nothing new to tell me, why the visit?”

Was it his imagination, or was there a subtext there? He hadn’t dropped by her office since last summer. Evidently, she’d noticed.

“I’m here to, I quote, ‘light a fire’ under you guys,” he said. “Rachel sent me.”

Rachel was the Hays County DA in charge of prosecuting Ric’s murder case. Two cases, actually. The first had been his originally. The second he’d inherited.

“I just found out this morning.” She stripped off her gloves and eye shields and tossed them into a red biohazard bin. “Your case is next on my list.”

She led him through a glass door with a double helix etched on the window. The main DNA lab was two stories high and half as long as a football field.

“They just sent up the evidence,” she said over her shoulder.

He followed her past several heavy-duty fume hoods to the walk-in refrigerator, where evidence bags were lined up on a shelf. The entire opposite wall of shelves was filled with rape kits, thousands of them, all awaiting testing. Each kit fit into a box not much larger than a VHS tape, and it would take an army of Mias working around the clock for years to wade through them all. But she didn’t seem daunted by the size of the job. Or if she was, she didn’t show it.

She read several of the bag labels, then rattled off a case number.

“That’s the one,” he said. “We’re thinking it’s connected to another rape-homicide that came in last week.”

She lifted three bags and took them to an empty table. Ric scanned the immaculate laboratory. Lining the walls were glass cabinets containing rows of beakers, test tubes, and other supplies he couldn’t identify. On the opposite end of the room, several white-coated men peered into microscopes that probably cost more money than Ric took home in a year. The Delphi Center operated on hefty fees and a private endowment, so it could afford the best of the best as far as staff and equipment. Delphi was rumored to be every bit as good as the FBI lab at Quantico. Mia claimed it was better.
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