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CHAPTER 1
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Maddie Callahan’s newest clients seemed to have everything—youth, looks, money—which was precisely why she doubted their marriage would work. But she kept her opinions to herself as she snapped what she hoped was the final shot of the day.


“That should do it for the church backdrop. So, we’re all set?”


“What about the footbridge?” The bride-to-be smiled up at her fiancé. “I can post it on the blog with our engagement story.”


“Whatever you want, babe.”


Maddie stifled an eye roll and turned to check out the park. It wasn’t overly crowded—just a few people walking dogs—but their light was fading.


“I know it’s getting late.” Hannah held her hands together like a prayer and looked at Maddie. “But could we get something real quick?”


“We can if we hurry,” Maddie said, collapsing her tripod and looping her camera strap around her neck. She waited for a break in traffic and led Hannah and Devon across Main Street to the park, where she deposited her equipment beside the lily pond. She glanced around, cataloging the details of the composition. The wooden footbridge formed a low arc over the water. Sunlight glistened off the pond’s surface, creating a shimmery, storybook effect that Maddie had taken advantage of before. As one of the few natural backdrops in this congested college town, the park was a good place for wedding photos—or, as in this case, engagement shots. Normally, Maddie liked using it, but this appointment had run way over schedule, and she was anxious to get back to the lab. She opted to skip the tripod and keep this quick.


Maddie composed the shot as Hannah posed her future husband behind her. With matching white dress shirts, faded jeans, and cowboy boots, the couple’s look today was what Maddie thought of as Texas preppy. Hannah settled their clasped hands on the side of the bridge, putting her two-carat diamond on prominent display.


“How’s this?” she asked.


“Perfect.” Maddie snapped the picture. “I think I got it. Just a few more and . . . that’s it. You’re done.”


Both pairs of shoulders relaxed. Devon looked at his watch, clearly relieved to be finished with what he probably thought was a marathon photo shoot. He had no idea what awaited him on his wedding day.


Hannah turned and smiled up at him. “Do I have lipstick on my teeth, sweets?”


He grinned down at her. “No. Do I?”


Maddie lifted her camera one last time as he reached down to brush a lock of hair from his fiancée’s face.


Click.


And that was the money shot. Maddie knew it the instant she took it. The ring wasn’t in the picture, but she hoped they’d order a print anyway. Maybe they’d put it in a frame on their mantel, where they could glance at it occasionally and be reminded of the genuine fondness they’d had for each other before the years set in.


And, really, what more could anyone ask of an engagement picture?


Her mission accomplished, Maddie collected her equipment.


“How soon can we see something?” Hannah asked as she joined her on the grass.


“Oh, I’m guessing—” Maddie checked the time. Damn, it was already 5:40. “I should have these posted to the site tomorrow, plenty of time to pick one for Sunday’s paper.”


The bride-to-be looked crestfallen. “You mean, not by tonight?”


Maddie took a deep breath. She counted to three mentally. Yes, her day job paid the bills, but freelance work was the icing on her cake. And that business relied heavily on referrals.


“I’ll do my best,” she said brightly, even though it meant turning her whole evening upside-down. And that was assuming she wouldn’t get called out for some emergency. “I can probably get you something by midnight. If I do, I’ll e-mail you the password for the gallery.”


“Thank you! I really appreciate it. Everyone’s dying to see how these turn out.”


Maddie wasn’t sure who “everyone” was, but she managed to keep a cheerful expression on her face as they exchanged good-byes. Then she hitched her tripod onto her shoulder and trekked across the park.


Her stomach growled as she headed for the garage where she’d parked. She cast a longing look at the sandwich shop on the corner. Food would have to wait. She needed to get back to the lab and send out half a dozen files before she could possibly call it a day.


She ducked into the shade of the parking garage, avoiding the stairwell in favor of the ramp. The blustery February wind had died down, and the air was thick with car exhaust. Maddie hugged the concrete wall so she wouldn’t get clipped by a driver rounding the corner. She reached the third level and spotted her little white Prius tucked beside a pickup. She dug her phone from her purse and checked for messages. Her boss, her sister, her boss, her boss.


Shoes scuffed behind her. The skin at the back of her neck prickled. Maddie paused and pretended to be reading something on her phone as she listened.


Silence.


Her pulse picked up. She resumed her pace.


More footsteps.


She whirled around. No one. She clutched the phone in her hand and darted her gaze up and down the rows of cars. She searched for anyone lurking, any ominous shadows, but she was alone.


Almost.


Anxiety gnawed at her as she surveyed her surroundings. It was light out. The streets below hummed with traffic. Still, she tightened her grip on the tripod. She tucked the phone into her purse and felt for her pepper spray.


In the corner of her eye, movement. She pivoted toward it and registered two things at once: man and ski mask. Fear shot through her. Maddie swung the tripod around like a baseball bat as the man barreled into her, slamming her against the pickup. The tripod was jerked from her grip and clattered to the ground. Hands clamped around her neck. Maddie punched and bucked as fingers dug into her skin. She tried to scream. No air. Gray eyes glared at her through the holes in the mask.


She smashed the heel of her hand into his nose and felt bone crunch. He staggered back. Maddie jerked sideways. He lunged for her, grabbing the collar of her jacket. She twisted out of it and bolted for the stairwell.


“Help!” she shrieked, yanking open the door. She leaped down the stairs, rounded the landing, leaped down more. Her butt hit concrete, but she groped for the railing and hauled herself up. Hinges squeaked above her. Her pulse skittered. Footsteps thundered over her head.


“Someone help!”


But they were alone in the soundproof shaft. Another landing, a door. She shoved it open and dashed through. She searched desperately for people but saw only rows and rows of cars. Another door. Light-headed with terror, she pushed it open and stumbled into an alley. On her right, a passageway lined with Dumpsters. On her left, a gray car parked at the mouth of the alley. Someone was inside.


Maddie rushed for the car. It lurched forward. She halted, stunned, as it charged toward her like a rhino. Maddie sprinted away. Behind her, a door banged open. The engine roared behind her as she raced down the alley. The noise was at her heels, almost on top of her. Panic zinged through her like an electric current as her arms and legs pumped. The car bore down on her. At the last possible second, she dove sideways behind a Dumpster and felt a great whoosh of air as the car shot past. The squeal of brakes echoed through the alley.


Maddie darted through the space between the back bumper and the Dumpster. She raced for the street. Despair clogged her throat as she realized the distance she’d covered. Where was the ski mask guy? The people and the traffic noise seemed impossibly far away. She raced toward the mouth of the alley as fast as her burning legs could carry her.


The man jumped from a doorway. They crashed to the ground in a heap of arms and legs and flying elbows. Her skin scraped against the pavement as she kicked free of him and scrambled to her feet. He grabbed the strap of her camera, and her body jerked violently. She landed on her side as a fist pummeled her, and pain exploded behind her eyes. She managed to roll to her knees as another blow hit her shoulder. She fell forward but caught herself on her palms and kicked backward, desperate not to end up on the ground under him.


She struggled for her feet, but her vision blurred, and the strap was like a noose around her neck. The vinegary taste of fear filled her mouth. He heaved his weight into her, smashing her against the wall. The strap tightened again. Maddie gripped it with her hands. She tried to buck him off, but he was strong and wiry and determined to get her into a headlock. He clamped his arm around her throat. She turned her head to the side and bit hard through the fabric of his T-shirt. The grip loosened for a moment, and she twisted free of the strap, the arms, the fingers clawing at her. Adrenaline burst through her veins as she realized this might be her only chance.


She rolled to her feet and rocketed down the alley, toward the noise and cars and people that meant safety. Faster, faster, faster! Every cell in her body throbbed with the knowledge that he was behind her. Her heart hammered. Her muscles strained. Faster! For the first time, she thought of a gun and imagined a bullet tearing through skin and bone. She surged forward, shrieking hoarsely and racing for the mouth of the alley.


Behind her, a car door slammed. Tires squealed over the asphalt. She glanced back as the gray car shot down the alley, moving away from her. Taillights glowed. Another screech of tires as the car whipped around the corner.


Maddie stopped and slumped against the side of the building. Her breath came in ragged gasps. Her lungs burned, and it felt as though her heart was being squeezed like a lemon. Something warm trickled down her face. She touched a hand to her cheek, and her fingers came away red.


Tears stung her eyes as she looked down at herself. Her purse was gone. Her camera was gone. Her phone was gone. She wasn’t gone, at least. She was here—in one shaking, terrified, Jell-O-y piece. But her knees felt so weak she didn’t know if they would hold her up. She closed her eyes and tried to think.


She couldn’t stay in the alley. But she couldn’t go back into that garage—maybe never again. She looked out at the street, at the steady flow of cars and people. Her gaze landed on the neon sign in the window of the sandwich shop. It glowed red in the gray of dusk, beckoning her to safety with its simple message: OPEN.


Maddie pushed away from the wall. On quivering legs, she stumbled toward the sign.
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The two men were cops, she could tell at a glance. Maddie watched them from her place beside the patrol car, where she’d been sequestered for the past half hour, answering questions from a rookie detective who’d probably been in diapers when she got her first speeding ticket. Maddie knew almost everyone in the San Marcos police department, but it figured the first responder to her 911 call would be someone she’d never laid eyes on before, someone who didn’t have the slightest interest in doing her a favor by moving things along. Added to the scraped chin, the swelling jaw, the lost purse, and the stolen Nikon, it was just another part of the crapfest that had become her day.


And if her instincts proved right, the party wasn’t over yet.


Maddie watched as the two mystery men walked up to the patrol cars parked in front of the sandwich shop. Definitely cops. But they were more than that, clearly. She pegged them for feds based on their dark suits, and that guess was confirmed when one of them flashed a badge and exchanged words with the patrol officers milling on the sidewalk. Jeff Grimlich—a cop she did know—had just emerged from the shop with a steaming cup of coffee. He said something brief and gave a nod in Maddie’s direction, sending them her way.


Maddie checked her watch. Whatever these two wanted, it wouldn’t likely be quick. She looked them over. The one leading the charge appeared to be her age, in his mid-thirties. His shaved head and his solid, stocky build would have made him look like a bouncer, had it not been for the suit and the determined scowl that said cop.


Maddie shifted her gaze to his friend. Taller, probably six-one. Broad-shouldered, muscular, lean at the waist. He had sandy-brown hair that was cropped short on the sides and longer on top. The word military popped into her head. It wasn’t just the haircut and the build but also the supremely confident way he carried himself. He was watching her, too, but in contrast to his partner’s expression, this guy looked utterly relaxed.


“Are you sure you don’t want to get this looked at?”


She turned her attention to the EMT handing her an ice pack. Maddie pressed the pack to the side of her face, where a bruise was forming.


“I’m good.”


“Because it’s entirely possible you could have a concussion.”


“Thanks, but I’m fine.” And a trip to the emergency room was the last thing she needed tonight. She had an aversion to hospitals.


“Well.” The woman flipped shut the lid to her first-aid kit. “Suit yourself. I can’t make you take commonsense precautions.”


“Madeline Callahan?”


She turned, startled. She hadn’t expected such a deep voice from someone so young. He stared down at her, hands resting at his hips, suit jacket pushed back to reveal a semiautomatic pistol and—as she’d suspected—an FBI shield. She lifted her gaze to his smooth, clean-shaven face. If she was right about the military thing, he must have graduated from the Academy about a week ago.


“I’m Special Agent Brian Beckman with the FBI. This is Special Agent Sam Dulles.” He nodded at the bald guy. “We’d like to ask you a few questions, ma’am.”


Dulles leaned back against the patrol car parked perpendicular to the one where Maddie stood. Clearly, he intended to hang back and observe. Maybe this was a training exercise.


“Ma’am?”


She looked back at the young one. Beckman. He was watching her intently with those hazel eyes.


“Could you take us through what transpired here, please?”


Transpired. Typical cop-speak. Maddie folded her arms over her chest and leaned against the side of the car. “It was a mugging.”


His eyebrows tipped up. “Could you be more specific?”


“Someone attacked me in the parking garage. Stole my purse, along with my brand-new camera.”


“Your camera?”


“I’m a photographer. I was doing a photo shoot down at the park—a couple getting married.”


Both men were regarding her with frank interest now, and she had the feeling she was missing something.


Beckman eased closer. “We’d like you to walk us through the entire incident, ma’am. Step by step.”


Irritated by the ma’am-ing, she shot a look at Dulles. “Since when does the FBI have jurisdiction in a mugging?”


No answer.


“Maddie?”


She turned to see Jeff walking toward her, hand outstretched. Her brown leather purse dangled from his fingers.


“Oh, my God! Where was it?” She beamed a smile at him and snatched up the bag.


“Scanlon found it under a truck near your car. Phone’s in there, too. You just had a call come in.”


“Thank you! You have no idea how much trouble this saves me.” Maddie already had the phone out, and her heart lurched when she saw the text from her boss. It was just as she’d feared. She was needed at a crime scene, ASAP. He’d sent her a message coded 911 and a street address.


Maddie stashed the ice pack in her purse and shoved the phone into the pocket of her jeans. Now, she really needed to leave.


“Ms. Callahan?”


She glanced up. The young agent was watching her expectantly. So was his partner.


“Listen, you see Officer Scanlon over there? The one with the notepad? I guarantee he’ll be turning in a full report before he clocks out tonight. You can get the details from him.”


“We need them from you,” Dulles said, speaking up for the first time. He was still leaning against the side of the car, looking disapproving.


“Is there a specific reason the FBI is involved here? I told you, it was a mugging.”


“Looks to me like an assault, too,” Beckman said evenly.


“Okay, fine. But I really need to be somewhere, like, an hour ago, so unless you can explain how this is relevant—”


“We’re investigating a federal case.”


“A federal case involving . . . ?” She waited as they exchanged looks.


“There was a theft across the street from here about five-thirty.” Dulles nodded toward the park. “Given the timing, we think it could be connected to your incident.”


Maddie glanced across the street, where a bank faced out onto the park. A bank robbery certainly would explain the feds, but why weren’t there any police cars?


“Take us through what happened,” Beckman said, all trace of politeness gone.


And so Maddie did.
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Brian watched as Madeline Callahan gave a concise but thorough account of the events following her photo shoot. The woman had an eye for detail—that much was clear. She also had an attitude. He wasn’t sure where it came from. Most people tended to perk up and take notice when FBI agents arrived on the scene, but this woman seemed mostly annoyed.


Brian watched her, intrigued. She wore faded jeans that hugged her hips, brown leather boots, and a black T-shirt that stretched tight over her breasts. Her arms were folded as if she were cold, and she probably was, given that the temperature had dropped into the forties since dusk. Her curly brown hair was pulled back in a ponytail, but strands had escaped, and she kept tucking them back behind her ears. A nervous habit, maybe? But she didn’t seem nervous, and Brian had interviewed more than enough witnesses to know. His attention drifted to those full lips that seemed to taunt him as she talked. He watched her mouth and knew he was going to be fantasizing about it for a good long time.


In an effort to stay focused, he shifted his gaze to the side of her jaw, which was swollen and rapidly turning purple. Her assailant had gotten in a solid punch, and Brian’s gut tightened as he imagined some fat, hairy fist connecting with her face.


She was staring at him now, and he realized she’d finished her story.


“So, your camera was directed north,” Sam stated, saving him from making an ass of himself.


“That’s right.”


Brian cleared his throat. “Ma’am, what are the odds you might have inadvertently photographed someone standing in front of that bank at five-thirty?”


She paused for a moment. “I’d say good. But I’d also say the odds of us ever knowing for sure are nil. So, as much as I’d love to help you guys, I think we’re all pretty much shit out of luck today.” She checked her watch, and a look of anxiety flashed across her face. “And now I really have to go.”


“Do you need a ride home?” Brian asked her.


She looked surprised by the offer. Then wary. “Thanks, but I’ve got my car.” She cast a glance over her shoulder at the parking garage, and the anxiety seemed to double.


“Would you like an escort?” he asked.


“An escort?”


“To your vehicle.”


“Oh. No. Really, I’m fine.” She hitched her purse onto her shoulder. “So, if there’s nothing else you need . . . ?”


“If there is, we’ll call you,” Brian said.


Her gaze narrowed. “I didn’t give you my number.”


He smiled slightly. “We can get it.”


They watched her walk across the street, and Brian marveled at her confidence as she returned, alone, to the scene of her attack. After dark, no less. Granted, there were cops milling around, but still.


“What do you think?” Sam asked.


Brian glanced at his partner. “Seems pretty street-smart for a wedding photographer.”


“In a hurry to leave, too.”


“Maybe she’s got a date.”


Sam shot him a look.


“What?”


“Shit, Beckman. Don’t you ever stop?”


“I didn’t say anything.”


“You were thinking it.”


“You believe she saw them?” he asked, changing the subject.


“I think the timing’s too perfect to be a coincidence,” Sam said grimly. “A photographer gets mugged right after a kidnapping goes down? By a two-man team, and they don’t even get her purse?” Sam rubbed his hand over his bald head and blew out a sigh, reminding Brian what a truly crappy day they’d had. And it wasn’t nearly over yet. They still had to get back to the office in San Antonio and help the task force piece together what happened to Jolene Murphy, the star witness in their upcoming case.


The star witness who had gone missing only minutes after leaving her office, which just happened to be across the street from Maddie Callahan’s photo shoot.


Sam was right. The timing, the location, the ruthlessness with which they’d gone after that camera but overlooked other valuables—taken all together, it was too much of a stretch. Maddie Callahan had been targeted.


Brian watched the garage now as a Prius pulled out. He recognized Maddie behind the wheel. She turned onto Main Street and sped away.


He pictured the bruise on her face, and his gut tightened again. This case involved some extremely dangerous people, and he didn’t like the idea of them knowing Maddie Callahan existed, much less targeting her.


He looked at Sam. “Maybe she didn’t see anything,” he said hopefully.


“Maybe not. But a woman doesn’t just disappear in broad daylight. Someone sure as hell saw something.”


“You know, Jolene Murphy could have taken off,” Brian said. “Maybe we’re not dealing with a kidnapping at all but a spooked witness.”


Sam sneered. “Trust me, they grabbed her. They want to know what she revealed, and then they want her out of the way. And if we don’t find her soon, you can be damn sure we’ll be dealing with a murder.”





CHAPTER 2
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Maddie’s headlights sliced through the darkness as she turned onto Cottonwood Road. The bumpy strip of asphalt stretched past a series of mobile homes before making a dip over a low-water bridge. As she rounded a bend, the sight of the small clapboard house lit up like a beacon made her stomach knot.


A homicide. Even if she hadn’t been tipped off by her boss’s text message, she would have known by the sheer number of vehicles: three from the Clarke County Sheriff’s Department, a Delphi Center crime-scene unit, and a white ME’s van.


Maddie rolled past everyone and parked beside some mesquite trees lining the road. She popped her trunk and swept her Maglite over the contents. Everything looked to be in order. Her backup camera was nestled in its nylon bag. Her go-kit was neatly packed with spare batteries, extra memory cards, a light meter, and an array of other equipment she might need. She hitched the bag onto her shoulder, looped her camera around her neck, and took a deep breath.


A homicide. Regardless of what had happened earlier, she needed to bring her A game. She only had one chance to get this right.


Maddie adjusted the camera settings for low light and walked to the spot where a gravel path met the road. She snapped four photographs, at twelve o’clock, three, six, and nine. She approached the house and paused several times for mid-range pictures.


Shoot your way in, shoot your way out. The words of her forensic photography instructor echoed through her head as she stepped into the halo of light spilling from the porch. At the base of the wooden stairs was a cardboard box, overturned and sitting on the dirt. Maddie had a hunch she knew why it was there, but she took a photo of it anyway. Always better to have extra shots than to miss something important.


“Maddie. Where ya been?” Wood creaked as a hefty sheriff’s deputy stepped out to greet her. Craig Rodgers lifted the yellow crime-scene tape stretched across the porch and motioned her to come through. “I was starting to get worried.”


“Sorry. Got held up. You save me a shoe print?” She nodded at the box.


“Didn’t want anyone mucking it up.”


“Thanks. Where’re all your guys?”


“One’s inside. I sent two of them out back to search the yard. Figured we’d keep traffic in here to a minimum.”


She was relieved to hear it. Another CSI adage she’d found to be true: The victim died once, but the crime scene could be murdered a thousand times.


Maddie ducked under the tape and spotted the brown clipboard on a plastic lawn chair. After scrawling her information in the crime-scene log, she donned a pair of paper booties and latex gloves from the boxes someone had left beside the chair. She squeezed past Craig’s barrel-shaped chest, and he caught her arm.


“Hey, what happened to your face?”


“Long story,” she said, and turned to snap a photo of the door frame. She’d come back later to document the gouge marks in the wood thoroughly. On the plank floor were tiny blood drops that had already been designated with evidence markers. Careful not to trample anything, she stepped over the threshold.


The house was cramped and messy and reeked of cigarette smoke. With a quick glance, she noted a debris-strewn kitchen, a breakfast table heaped with fast-food cups, and a living room dominated by a worn yellow recliner.


She glanced across the room at Brooke Porter. The slender brunette was crouched beside a media cabinet, visualizing latent prints with what cops referred to as her “fairy dust.”


“I’m surprised the sheriff called both of us,” Maddie said.


“Well, you know. Election year and all that.” Brooke glanced up from her work. “Shit, Mad, what happened to you?”


“I got mugged.”


“Seriously?”


“Seriously.”


“He get your purse?”


“My Nikon.” She ignored Brooke’s pained expression and darted a look at Craig. “So, what do we have?”


His face was a mix of protectiveness and annoyance, and Maddie ignored that, too.


“Isabella Simmons, nineteen.”


Maddie’s heart squeezed.


“Neighbor called it in,” he said. “She went out to walk her dog and noticed the door standing open. Came over to check it out, found her in the bedroom.” He jerked his head toward the back of the house. “Looks like a burglary gone bad. Her wallet’s missing from her purse back there. Jewelry box is dumped out. TV gone.”


Looks like. Maddie noted the tone of his voice. She took a shot of the hallway and then followed him past a bathroom to the bedroom.


“Watch the blood,” he said, pointing at evidence markers on the floor. Maddie passed them without stopping. Before the night was over, she’d photograph all of it, but the ME’s guys had beaten her here, and she guessed they were getting impatient.


Isabella Simmons lay sprawled on the floor beside a queen-size bed. She wore jeans, one black sandal, and a tight white blouse that had flecks of something dark on it—maybe blood. One of her arms was flung up above her head, fingers outstretched, as if she were hailing a cab. A curtain of long blond hair covered her face, partially obscuring her wide-eyed gaze. A trickle of blood had dried beneath her nostril, and she had red marks on her neck.


“You didn’t move her?” She glanced at the ME’s assistants, who were crouched beside a bag of gear. One was reading a thermometer, while the other made notes on a clipboard.


“Waiting for you,” the closer one said, and she detected the irritation in his voice.


Maddie lifted her camera and went to work photographing the victim. By some unspoken understanding, all four men in the room stepped toward the door to give her space to maneuver.


Well, as much space as possible. The bedroom was small to begin with, and the walls were lined with overflowing laundry baskets, mismatched chairs, and milk crates brimming with shoes. A wooden jewelry box was dumped out on the floor. Within reach of the victim’s hand was a small lamp. Maddie dug a metal ruler from her kit, placed it beside the lamp to provide scale, and snapped some pictures. She did the same for a black sandal peeking out from under the bed.


“You got enough light?” Craig asked from the doorway.


“I’m fine.”


With practiced detachment, she photographed the body from every angle, taking care to keep her expression blank. The Clarke County Sheriff’s Department didn’t see a lot of homicides, maybe a handful a year. But the ME’s guys were well versed in death, and Maddie felt their gazes on her, gauging her reaction as she worked the scene. Was she up to the job? Was she going to puke? She knelt beside the bed and took a final shot of the victim’s outstretched hand.


Nineteen years old. A lump rose in her throat, but she swallowed it down. Her thoughts went to Isabella’s parents, and she felt a swell of sympathy for them. They probably hadn’t even been notified yet, and here Maddie was documenting the event that was going to tear through their lives like a tornado.


“She’s got something on her fingers,” she said as she stood up.


“We noticed.”


She glanced up at the deputy beside Craig. Big. Buzz cut. He hardly looked old enough to drink, and he clearly felt threatened by her presence, as if she were trying to tell him how to do his job.


And she was. She and Brooke were here specifically because Clarke County didn’t have the budget to keep CSIs on staff. Some of their deputies had had a few training courses and were capable of handling burglaries, car thefts, anything routine. But for something as important as a homicide—especially during an election year—the sheriff called in the experts at the Delphi Center crime lab, where Maddie and Brooke worked full-time.


“Where’s Sheriff Bracewell?” Maddie asked Craig.


“Abilene.”


She arched her eyebrows.


“His mother-in-law’s funeral,” he expanded. “He hit the road as soon as I called him.”


“Can we bag her hands now?” one of the ME’s assistants asked.


Maddie nodded and proceeded with the rest of the room. She spent some time near the door, where a drop of blood had landed on the wooden floor. She photographed the neatly made bed, the makeup brushes spread out over the dresser, the red lipstick—top off—that had fallen to the floor. Maddie glanced at Isabella’s face and noted her unnaturally vivid lips.


She swept her flashlight over the walls, the baseboards, the ceiling—a spot often overlooked by fleeing suspects. She glanced at the undisturbed bed again and at the victim’s jeans, which were zipped and buttoned. No obvious signs of sexual assault. Maddie’s gaze went to the lipstick, and she composed a narrative: Isabella is home, putting on makeup, maybe getting ready for an evening out. No car out front, so maybe the burglar assumes no one is home. He pries open the door, surprises the victim, strangles her, grabs her valuables, and flees the scene.


Maddie studied the bed again. She turned to Craig. “I need to use the UV light.”


“Fine by me.”


Craig and Buzz Cut stepped out of the room, and she flipped off all the lights. She took the handheld alternative light source from her bag and donned a pair of orange-tinted eye shields. She shone the ALS on the bedspread and the floor but saw no bright spots that would indicate bodily fluids.


“Anything?”


“Nope.”


She glanced at the ME’s assistants as they spread out the body bag. She looked at Isabella. She heard the chilling sound of the zipper.


“Wait.” Maddie crouched beside the body with the light.


“What?”


“Look at her arm.”


She pointed to the bruises, four distinct ovals in a line. Maddie carefully lifted the shirt. Isabella had marks on her abdomen, too, and a large bruise above her eye, which was now staring sightlessly up at the ceiling as she waited to be loaded into the body bag.


“These are old,” Maddie said.


“How old?”


“Days, weeks. The ME can determine with better accuracy when he does the autopsy,” she said. Clarke County wasn’t large enough to have its own ME’s office, either, so they used the one in neighboring Travis County.


After carefully photographing the marks, Maddie stood up. “That’s it.”


She followed the two men back to the living room and watched them carry the stretcher out the back door.


“Find anything?” Craig asked.


“Subcutaneous bruises,” she said. “They can show up under ultraviolet light days, sometimes even weeks, after the fact. She have a boyfriend that you know about?”


“We’ll find out.” He glanced at the younger deputy. “The neighbor still out there?”


“I’m on it.”


He disappeared, and they turned their attention to Brooke, who was now dusting the front door frame for prints. Maddie crouched nearby. She examined a wood splinter on the floor atop a droplet of blood. She set up her mini tripod and took half a dozen pictures with the camera facing straight down. She moved on to another splinter a few inches away.


Brooke glanced at her. “When you finish with that, can you do this door? I want to get it off the hinges and take it to the lab.”


“For the tool marks examiner?”


“That, and there’s a shoe print. Lot of good detail.”


Maddie glanced at the front of the door, where there was, indeed, a clear print in the shape of a man’s shoe. It looked as though the killer had jimmied the lock and then kicked open the door.


Maddie stood up. “You find her phone?”


“Still searching,” Craig said.


“I’d be interested to know who she’s been calling or texting tonight and what her plans were.”


Craig watched her steadily. “You don’t like this for a burglary.”


“Do you?”


“Nope.” His gaze scanned the messy living room. “This scene is off.”


Maddie crouched down and took another picture of the splinter. “This is your case, right here.”


He knelt beside her. “A wood chip?”


“Damn, you’re right.” Brooke stepped over to look at it.


“Right about what?” Craig frowned at the floor.


“The blood trail’s leaving the house. See?” Brooke crouched down and pointed at it. “You can tell by the shape—like a comet.”


“The blood didn’t drip on the wood splinter,” Maddie said. “The splintered wood landed on dripped blood.”


She watched his face as her words sank in.


“The door was busted open after the murder. Damn, I think you’re right.”


“I don’t think this is a burglary at all,” Maddie told him. “I think she let him in. I think she knew her killer.”
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Brian turned onto Maddie Callahan’s street just as a familiar white Prius swung into a drive. He parked in front of the house, and she eyed him warily as he climbed out of his Bureau sedan.


“Working late?” he asked, joining her on the driveway.


“What makes you say that?”


Uh-oh. Defensive. And he hadn’t even asked a real question yet.


“Just a guess.” He nodded at the mud on her boots. “Outdoor crime scene?”


“Something like that.”


For a long moment, they stared at each other, and he tried his damnedest not to look at her mouth.


“Where’s Dulles?” She glanced at his car. “Don’t you guys travel in pairs?”


“He’s back at the office, wrapping things up. How come you didn’t tell me you were a CSI?”


“How come you didn’t tell me you were investigating the theft of a person? They have a term for that. I think it’s called kidnapping.”


Brian rested his hands on his hips and gazed down at her. She had him there, but he wasn’t ready to concede the point.


He looked up and down her street. She lived in a quiet, middle-class neighborhood in a relatively safe part of San Marcos. He shifted his attention to her house. The grass had been cut maybe a week ago, but the hedges badly needed trimming. Her porch light could have used a brighter bulb, but at least she had a security system, according to the sign in the flower bed.


She was watching him, still waiting for an answer.


“I can’t disclose details—”


“—of an ongoing investigation. Yada, yada, yada.” She tipped her head to the side and looked at him.


A car sped by, and Brian followed it with his gaze. He looked back at her. More curls had come loose from her ponytail, and it was obvious she’d had a long night. But she seemed wide awake, probably running on caffeine and adrenaline, same as he was.


“Listen, Ms. Callahan—”


“It’s Maddie.”


Exactly the response he’d wanted. “Is there somewhere we can talk, Maddie? I’ve got some questions I need to go over with you. About this evening.”


She watched him for a moment, and he wondered if she thought he’d come here to hit on her. Maybe he should have brought Sam along as a decoy.


“How good are you at ignoring details?” she asked.


“Not very.”


“Hmm. Well, at least, try not to put in your report that I’m a chronic slob.” She started across the yard. “It’s been a hectic week.”


She led him up the steps to a narrow wooden porch that looked freshly painted but lacked the decorative touches that many women liked to scatter around.


She ushered him inside and deposited her purse on a small table already stacked with mail. He glanced at the keypad beside the door as she switched on a light and walked into her kitchen.


“You don’t activate your alarm during the day?”


“I don’t activate it at all.” She pulled open the refrigerator and took out a jug of orange juice. “Drink?”


“No, thanks.” He stood in the arched doorway between the kitchen and the living room and looked around. Most of her furniture was beige and nondescript, but one wall of the dining area had been painted vibrant red and covered with framed eight-by-ten photographs. Brian edged closer.


“Wow. You take these?” He glanced up as she came to stand in the archway.


“Yep.”


He scanned the shots, which showed soaring cliffs, snowcapped mountains, and water crashing against rocks. Another series showed llamas and birds.


“Is this South America?”


“Tierra del Fuego. I lived there for a year.”


“What took you down there?”


She shrugged. “I needed to get away. It was the farthest place I could think of.”


He glanced up at her. Then he turned to a tall shelf where she kept a collection of photography books: Annie Leibovitz, Ansel Adams, a bunch more that didn’t ring a bell. On one of the shelves was a framed photograph of a smiling little girl at the top of a yellow slide.


“That’s Emma, my daughter.”


He looked up and instantly knew what she was going to say next.


“She died when she was two.”


Brian’s chest tightened. He studied the picture again. The little girl had thick blond curls, sparkling brown eyes, and a wide smile.


“She looks like you.”


“You think?” She stepped closer and gazed at the photo. “People always say that, but I see Mitch. My ex.”


He saw a shadow of something in her eyes, a sadness that would probably never go away. He didn’t know what to say.


She stepped back into the kitchen and poured a glass of juice. “You were asking about the alarm,” she said over her shoulder. “It’s from the previous owners. I’ve been meaning to have it hooked up since I moved in, but . . .” She shrugged. “It’s on my to-do list.”


“And you moved in . . . ?”


“Three years ago.” She gulped down the juice and plunked the glass on the counter beside a pile of dishes. “Sorry it’s a mess in here. I’ve hardly been home in days.”


“Are you hungry?”


She looked at him.


“We could go get a sandwich or something. I noticed there’s a diner a few blocks over.”


“Thanks, but my appetite’s gone for the night. Occupational hazard.” She placed the empty glass in the sink. “So, you thought of more questions, huh? Fire away.”


He watched her. Everything she’d said sounded cooperative, but there was an edge to her voice, and he couldn’t shake the feeling that he’d gotten off on the wrong foot with her.


Maybe it was just that she’d had a shit day. Or maybe she didn’t like investigators showing up at her house at midnight and asking lots of questions.


Or maybe she just didn’t like him.


But he doubted that was it. Truth be told, women liked him. He took a lot of crap about it from the guys at work, but it was a fact. Part of it was probably the badge—some women had a thing for authority. Part of it was probably his looks, which had always gotten him second glances. Part of it was probably that he liked women and made a point of treating them with respect.


But this particular woman seemed immune to all that. She obviously didn’t have a badge fetish.


“Seriously, ask away,” she said. “I’m officially off the clock for the night.”


“First, I need to know how you heard about the kidnapping.”


“That’s easy. Grapevine.”


“Could you be more specific? We’ve gone to a lot of trouble to keep the media away.”


She crossed her feet at the ankles. “I haven’t seen a newscast, so maybe you succeeded. But I spent the evening surrounded by cops, and it’s common knowledge you guys misplaced a witness in front of the bank today.” She paused. “Who is he, some hedge fund manager?”


Brian reached into his jacket and pulled out a color photo. It was a graduation picture, the kind people tucked into printed announcements and mailed to relatives.


“Her name’s Jolene Murphy.”


Maddie’s brow furrowed as she took the picture. “God, how old is she?”


“Twenty-three. That was taken a year ago. She works at CenTex Bank here in town. She was about to become a key witness in a federal investigation.”


Maddie looked up at him, and her feisty expression had been replaced by genuine concern. “And you think she was kidnapped?”


“We don’t know for sure. But she didn’t show up for a meeting with us today, and this suspect we’re investigating has been known to intimidate witnesses.” Intimidate. There was a euphemism. “The stakes here are high.”


She met his gaze. “There’s something you’re not telling me, isn’t there?”


There was a shitload of stuff he wasn’t telling her.


“Do you think you might have seen this woman today?” he asked. “Even a glimpse?”


“I wish I could help you, but I really don’t recognize her.” She handed the picture back. “And I have an eye for faces. Do you have a picture of the people who took her?”


“I don’t even have IDs.”


“But you think it might be the man who mugged me—him and the driver?”


“Could be connected, yeah. We’re probably looking for a crew of four, maybe five people, and you ran into two of them.”


She watched him, and the gravity of the situation was clearly sinking in.


“You might still be able to help us,” he told her. “I read the paperwork. Officer Scanlon was thorough, like you said.” He smiled faintly, hoping to lighten the mood. No dice. “He reported that you swung your tripod at the man who attacked you. Any chance you connected?”


“I sure hope so. Otherwise, that’s six years of softball down the tubes.”


Score. It was the first break he’d caught all day.


“Where is it now?” he asked.


“What?”


“The tripod. If I send it to the lab, they might be able to get prints or touch DNA.”


She just looked at him.


“You’re familiar with touch DNA? It’s from sweat, skin cells?”


She was a CSI, for Christ’s sake. Why did she look at him like he was speaking Chinese?


“So . . . can I get it from you?”


“Actually, no,” she said.


“No?”


“It’s already at the lab.”


“What lab?”


“The Delphi Center.”


Brian stared at her. She’d checked his evidence into a private crime lab. Sam was going to flip a lid. The tripod had been his idea.


“Maddie—”


“What’s the problem? It’s already being processed.”


“The FBI forensic lab is the best in the world.”


“Ours is better. And besides, I’m friends with a DNA tracer there, and she offered to put a rush on it for me.” She tipped her head to the side. “I doubt you have that kind of in at Quantico. Being new and all.”


He gritted his teeth. This was just what he didn’t need. He finally had a chance at physical evidence against Goran Mladovic’s hired guns, and his witness had rushed it to some private lab, where he’d probably never get his hands on it again.


“You’re not the only one who wants them identified, you know.”


Brian caught the determination in her voice. He looked at her bruised jaw again and felt a renewed surge of resentment toward the man who had hit her.


“Don’t worry,” she told him. “If Delphi gets anything, you’ll be the first to know.”


She glanced at the clock on the wall. His cue to leave.


And why the hell not? He’d done enough damage for one day. In the last six hours, he’d managed to lose track of a key witness and possibly the only physical evidence they had that might identify Mladovic’s strongmen in time to help her.


“I guess that’s it, then. For now.”


She led him through her living room to the front door, and his gaze landed on the dormant keypad.


“Lock up after me.”


“Yes, sir.”


Sarcasm. He looked at her. “You keep any guns in the house?”


“A pistol. Why?”


“Do you know how to use it?”


“Of course.”


He glanced outside, then back at her. She looked worried now, and he felt bad about that, but he needed her to take this seriously.


“Be careful,” he told her. “These people we’re dealing with, they don’t fool around.”





CHAPTER 3
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Maddie dreamed about Emma. She woke up with a damp pillow and a vast, aching hole in her chest.


The dreams came in three types. The first year, they were mostly about the accident. Later, she would dream of Emma sleeping, either curled against her in bed or passed out in her arms in the rocking chair, her little cheeks flushed from nursing. The third dream was of Emma in motion—running, swinging, scampering down the hill at the park, or climbing up the slide.


Maddie loved the third dream, but she hated it, too. For a brief instant—that first fleeting moment of consciousness—she’d think the accident was the imagined part and Emma was still alive and happy and growing. But it only lasted a heartbeat, and then her daughter would vanish like a mirage.


Maddie stared at the numbers on the clock. She rubbed her sternum. It was no use trying to sleep again, so she tossed the covers away and decided to start her day.


Arriving early at the lab meant prime parking, but it also meant she had to bring her own caffeine, because the Delphi Center’s coffee shop didn’t open until seven-thirty. She hiked up the building’s wide marble steps and was surprised to see Kelsey Quinn seated at the base of one of the Doric columns that flanked the entrance. In contrast to the jeans and work boots the forensic anthropologist typically wore when she was going out on a dig, today she wore slacks and a crisp white lab coat.


“You’re here early.” Maddie stopped beside her.
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