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PROLOGUE





******at 11:25 PM [image: image] shelB joined the room




[image: image]shelB: ne1 wanna talk?

Justin5: waddup girl

[image: image]shelB: nothing good

Justin5: been waiting 4u

[image: image]shelB: who’s in here?

Justin5: just us

[image: image]shelB: where’s Kylie from NYC

Justin5: dunno why dont u have a picture?

[image: image]shelB: im getting 1 soon

Justin5: good u sound sexc ru?

[image: image]shelB: lol

Justin5: seriously

[image: image]shelB: thx

Justin5: your parents let u stay up this late?

[image: image]shelB: its just my mom and she doesn’t care

Justin5: wheres your dad


Justin5: ru there?

[image: image]shelB: he died last year

Justin5: j/k?

[image: image]shelB: no 4 real

Justin5: how?

[image: image]shelB: car crash

Justin5: that sux

[image: image]shelB: my mom said he fell asleep but he was drunk she always lies 2 me

Justin5: that’s so weird

[image: image]shelB: y?

Justin5: my dad died in a car crash 2 last year

[image: image]shelB: no way

Justin5: we have so much in common i really want 2 meet u

[image: image]shelB: i want 2 meet u2

Justin5: where do u live

[image: image]shelB: mom here GGN!!

Justin5: later then




******at 11:32 PM [image: image] shelB left the room













CHAPTER 1




Hartsfield-Jackson Atlanta International Airport
 Wednesday, 4:05 P.M.

Fiona Glass was trained to notice faces, but even if she hadn’t been, she would have noticed this one.

The man watching her from across the crowded concourse was a study in contrasts, from his receding hairline to his youthful, ruddy cheeks. His hair was strawberry blond—the same color as Fiona’s—and a smattering of freckles covered the bridge of his once-broken nose.

But it was his eyes that really captured her attention. They were brown and serious and fixed squarely on her.

Fiona halted outside the arrival gate, creating a pileup of deplaning passengers.

“Sorry,” she muttered, tugging her black roll-on bag out of the flow of traffic.

“Miss Glass?”

She glanced into the eyes that had been boring a hole in her just moments before.

“Garrett Sullivan, FBI,” he said.

A special agent. His charcoal suit and forgettable tie should have been her tip-off. Fiona draped her coat over her arm and hitched the strap of her attaché case onto her shoulder so she could shake the hand he’d offered.

“I didn’t know someone was coming to meet me,” she said, pulling her hand back. “I was planning to take a cab.”

The side of his mouth ticked up. “Didn’t want you to get lost.”

“Aren’t we going to the police station?”

“Change of plan.” He commandeered her suitcase and led her into the river of people, creating a path for her in his wake. He wasn’t tall—probably five-nine—but he was bulky in the way of an athlete who had let things slide.

“Any checked bags?” he asked over his shoulder.

“No.”

He obviously wasn’t going to fill her in yet, so Fiona simply followed him through the concourse. Glancing around at all the harried business travelers, she smoothed her French braid and adjusted her lapels. She didn’t like suits, but she wouldn’t dream of wearing anything else to a meeting with police and FBI agents, most of whom would be men. Those occasions called for drab, wrinkle-resistant clothes, which she kept in the carry-on bag that lived in her car. Today’s gray suit was double-breasted and had the added advantage of concealing her figure. She looked tailored. Conservative. Professional.

She looked like Sullivan.

“We’re going to the house,” the agent finally explained. “The media wanted fresh sound bites for five o’clock, so there’s a press conference scheduled at police headquarters in twenty minutes. Things are quiet at the residence now, and we thought it’d be a good time to get you out there.”

“Okay.” Fiona blew out a breath and mentally adjusted her expectations for the evening. She’d hoped to be thoroughly briefed on the case before she met with the child. She didn’t want to go in unprepared. All she knew about this kid was that he was “highly traumatized,” which could mean anything.

They passed the escalator leading down to ground transportation, and Fiona stopped. “Don’t we—?”

“We’re out here.”

He led her to a roped-off area near a bank of metal detectors and X-ray machines. A line of passengers snaked back and forth, their boarding passes and IDs held out for inspection. A security guard gave Sullivan a crisp nod, then unclipped the nylon strap from the stand and waved them through. Less than a minute later, Fiona stood on the curb beside a white Ford Taurus that had been illegally parked in the passenger-drop-off lane. Sullivan waved at the orange-vested guard patrolling the sidewalk as he opened Fiona’s door.

She slid into the car, discombobulated by the change of plan but grateful to be whisked away from the airport so efficiently. Fiona hated airports. They were inevitably bipolar—filled with people either frantically stressed out or morbidly bored.

She fastened her seat belt and stowed her attaché and coat at her feet. The interior of the Taurus felt warm, meaning Sullivan couldn’t have been waiting long inside the terminal. For some reason that came as a relief. Sullivan slammed her suitcase into the trunk and then opened the driver’s-side door to admit a gust of chilly air. Georgia wasn’t known for its bitter winters, but the entire South was in the midst of a cold snap. Even Austin was expecting snow tonight.


Fiona watched the agent settle in behind the wheel. She placed him at thirty-eight, maybe forty years old.

“Tell me about the case,” she said.

He turned up the heater and pulled out into traffic.

“Shelby Sherwood. Age ten. Last seen by her brother Monday afternoon.”

“And she was taken from her home?”

“Yep. Man came to the front door. Rang the bell, we think.”

So far he was only repeating what Fiona already knew from CNN this morning. She typically avoided news broadcasts, but she’d been surfing for weather updates, and the story had caught her attention. At the time, she hadn’t imagined that a few hours later she’d be abandoning her Survey of Western Art class to rush to the airport.

“Tell me about the witness,” she said.

Sullivan twisted his body around to retrieve something from the backseat, all the while steering the car onto Interstate 85.

“Colter Sherwood. Age six. Was home from school watching Power Rangers in the living room when Shelby answered the door.” He flipped through the file in his lap, taking his eyes off the road and making Fiona’s heart palpitate. “First-grader at Green Meadows Elementary. Same school as his sister.”

Sullivan unclipped something from the manila folder and passed it to Fiona. It was a color copy of Shelby’s school photo, the one that had been all over the television this morning. Shelby’s straight brown hair hung past her shoulders, and she wore a purple and pink striped T-shirt. The photograph made Fiona uneasy. Shelby’s expression wasn’t the carefree smile of a typical ten-year-old girl. Neither was it the sullen look you might expect from a middle-schooler. It was a tense smile, very self-conscious. Fiona studied the girl’s tightly closed lips.

“She has braces?”

Sullivan glanced at her, startled. “How’d you know that?”

“You can tell from the picture. She’s trying to hide them. What’s with the makeup?”

His gaze shifted back to the road. “I noticed that, too. Not exactly age appropriate, huh?”

“For a fifth-grader? I wouldn’t think so. Especially if her fifth grade is part of an elementary school like you said. You guys need to get a photograph of Shelby in braces circulating, pronto.”

“We’re working on it. Apparently Shelby hasn’t smiled for the camera since the braces went on.”

“How old is this picture?”

“September, I think.”

Four months probably wouldn’t make much difference in the girl’s appearance, assuming she hadn’t cut or dyed her hair recently. Still, they needed a photo with the braces.

A horn blared as Sullivan skated across two lanes of traffic. Fiona glanced over her shoulder.

“Are we late for something?”

“I’m trying to get you to the house while the media’s distracted,” he said. “No one knows you’re here, and we’d like to keep it that way.”

“That’s going to be tricky when we release a sketch of the subject tonight.”

“That’s if we release a sketch. We’re not sure the brother saw anything.”


Fiona looked up from the photograph, surprised. “Then why am I here?”

“His beanbag chair was parked in front of the television, not fifteen feet from the front door, but he says he didn’t see the guy.”

“And why don’t you believe him?”

“Because when the mother came home from work, the kid was distraught. Shelby was missing, and all he kept saying was, ‘I didn’t see him.’ That’s pretty much all he’s said for the past two days. No one can get anything else out of him—not his mom, not the cops, not the shrink we brought in. He’s freaked out, so we’re pretty sure he saw something. That’s why we called you.”

Fiona stared down at the school portrait and shook her head.

“What? You don’t think you’re up to it?”

She lifted her gaze, and Sullivan was smiling at her.

“Aw, come on,” he said. “You’re supposed to be magic with traumatized kids. It’s all in your file. You’re the rising star in forensic art.”

Fiona pressed her lips together and looked away. “This is my last case. I’m retiring.”

The car filled with silence as he digested this. She hoped he wouldn’t press her on it. She didn’t want to explain. All she wanted right now was to do her job and get back on a plane.

She glanced over. Sullivan was eyeing her with amused disbelief.

“You want to retire. You’re what, thirty?”

“Twenty-nine.”

He tipped his head back and laughed, and Fiona’s spine stiffened. She didn’t expect him to understand. But she didn’t owe him an explanation.

“Who’s home with Colter?” she asked, changing the subject.

His smile disappeared. “The mother and grandmother.”

“And the dad?”

“Deceased. Drunk-driving accident about a year ago.”

“Okay.”

“Mom hasn’t left the house since Monday night,” he continued. “Doesn’t want to be gone in case there’s a call. She’s convinced Shelby has her cell phone with her, although we haven’t confirmed that.”

“And is Mom a suspect?”

He cast her a sidelong glance. “Mom’s always a suspect.”

“You know what I mean. Any weird behavior? Boyfriends who don’t check out?”

“So far, no. Everything we’ve got indicates a stranger abduction.”

So Sullivan had leads he wasn’t sharing. Fiona wasn’t surprised. Her job was to provide information, both visual and otherwise, to investigators, but the information tended to flow one way. Most detectives she’d worked with operated on a need-to-know basis, and the artist didn’t need to know anything not directly related to the drawing.

A muffled snippet of Vivaldi emanated from the pile near Fiona’s feet. She dragged her case out from beneath her coat and rummaged around until she found her phone. The caller ID showed a Texas area code, the same one that had popped up on the screen three times today. It would be that detective again. He’d left three brief messages, and she’d been putting off calling him back. She needed to get this over with.

“Fiona Glass,” she said briskly.

“Hello, ma’am. I’m Jack Bowman with the Graingerville Police Department.” He paused, as if he wanted her to say something, maybe offer an excuse for not returning his calls. She didn’t.

“You’re a tough lady to get ahold of.”

“What can I do for you, Mr. Bowman?” Fiona’s stomach clenched, dreading what he’d say next. They had a murder. An abduction. A serial rapist on the loose…

“Well, we’ve got a homicide down here, and we’d like to get your help.” His voice sounded relaxed, with a hint of Texas drawl. But Fiona sensed something more from him, a steely determination that told her he was going to be a difficult person to refuse.

“I’m sorry I can’t help you, Mr. Bowman, but I’m on another case at the moment.” She felt Sullivan’s gaze on her as she said the words. “You’ll have to call someone else.”

Silence. This was so much harder than she’d expected. She held her breath and prayed he wouldn’t tell her about the victim.

“Well, that’s just it, ma’am. There isn’t anyone else.”

She cleared her throat. “You might try calling Nathan Devereaux with the Austin Police Department. I’m sure he can recommend—”

“He recommended you.”

Fiona’s grip tightened on the phone. She’d told Nathan she was retiring. What was he trying to do here?

Suddenly the car slowed as Sullivan exited the interstate. They drove through a few stoplights, and Fiona looked out the window. They appeared to be entering a bedroom community like so many others that had cropped up on the outskirts of American cities. The landscape was a series of strip centers, mega-markets, and cow pastures. Every telephone pole and stop sign was adorned with yellow ribbons and missing flyers bearing Shelby Sherwood’s picture.

“Ma’am?” Jack Bowman’s voice jerked her attention away from the girl’s face. “You still there?”

“I’m sorry, Mr. Bowman. I can’t help you.”

She snapped the phone shut and shoved it back into her bag. As she zipped the attaché closed, her hands trembled. She flattened her palms on top of her thighs and took a deep breath. She needed to focus on the task ahead. This was her last case. She needed to get it right.

We’ve got a homicide down here. How many times had she heard those words? Too many to count. She didn’t want to dwell on it. She didn’t want to think about the words Jack Bowman hadn’t said, because she’d heard those before, too, from the detectives who called her from all over the state, and lately, the nation. We’ve got a young woman…they usually said. And the woman had been raped, or murdered, or beaten to within an inch of her life. Maybe her child saw it happen. The witness is highly traumatized, and we heard you can help…

Sullivan approached an intersection and entered the left-turn lane.

“Is this it?” she asked.

“Yeah.”

Fiona leaned forward and peered out the window at the residential street. All the homes looked alike—small, red-brick one-stories with garages dominating the fronts. The entrance to the neighborhood was marked by a young magnolia tree and a sign that said rolling hills.

Fiona glanced over her shoulder at the strip center they’d just passed. She spotted a convenience store.

“Can you do a U-turn?” she asked.

“Sure. Why?”

“I’m not dressed for this,” she said. “I need to stop and change.”

•  •  •

The homes of missing children are charged with a peculiar energy. Parents wait for their sons and daughters thinking unthinkable thoughts, and their desperation is like a current in the room. Their energy is powerful, galvanizing scores of perfect strangers to tromp through woods and pass out flyers and tie ribbons. But it doesn’t last forever, and as the days and weeks and months tick by, the energy fades.

Fiona knew the odds. She knew that in all likelihood she could visit Shelby’s house a year from now and the energy would be gone completely, snuffed out by a single phone call.

She surveyed the Sherwood home as she walked up the driveway. The concrete path leading to the front entrance had been cordoned off by crime scene tape, the doorbell and doorjamb dusted for fingerprints by hopeful investigators. The yard had no landscaping to speak of, save a leafless gray sapling whose slender trunk had been wrapped with a big yellow bow.

A handful of B-team reporters kept an eye on things while their colleagues covered the press conference downtown. Most waited for something to happen in the comfort of their vans, but a few milled around on the sidewalk talking and smoking. Sullivan ignored their inquisitive glances as he sauntered up the drive with Fiona at his side. There was nothing going on here, his gait seemed to say, nothing new to report.

“Another member of our CARD team’s on the way over,” Sullivan said, his voice low. “She’s in charge of releasing the drawing, so I’m sure she’ll have some questions for you after the interview.”

“You’re with CARD?”

“Yep. They put four of us on this one.”

“Good for them,” Fiona said, impressed. The FBI’s Child Abduction Rapid Deployment team was an elite group, and she was surprised Sullivan hadn’t mentioned he was part of it before now.

They mounted the back steps. A forgotten Christmas wreath made of plastic holly decorated the Sherwoods’ door. Sullivan rapped lightly on the windowpane beneath it as Fiona stood behind him on the stoop, stealing glimpses of the backyard through weathered slats of fence. She saw a sliver of patio, some yellowed grass, a blue-and-white swing set.

Her icy fingers tightened on the handles of her brown leather case. She’d left her coat in the Taurus, along with her luggage, which now contained a neatly folded pantsuit. She’d changed into jeans, white Keds, and the navy Mickey Mouse sweatshirt she’d bought in Anaheim years ago. Her prim French braid was long gone, and her hair now hung loose around her shoulders.

The door squeaked open, and a thin brunette woman stood on the threshold. Matching streaks of blond framed her angular face, and she held a cigarette behind her. She looked like a barely adult version of Shelby. Fiona was startled by her young age and the fact that she’d answered the door herself. Most people in these situations had protective relatives standing guard.

“Afternoon, Mrs. Sherwood. This is the forensic artist I told you about, Fiona Glass.” Sullivan stepped aside to make room for Fiona beside him.

The woman nodded a greeting, her gaze wary but not unfriendly. “Y’all come on in,” she said, opening the door wider.

Fiona entered the small breakfast room. It smelled of Pine-Sol, as if someone had just finished mopping. The blinds were sealed shut, and the only light shone down from a fixture above the kitchen sink. So often, it seemed, these houses were dimly lit, as if the people within had an aversion to bright lights. Fiona had observed this phenomenon enough times to think there must be some psychological explanation for it, but she wasn’t a psychologist and had no idea what it might be.

A vacuum hummed to life in another part of the house. Shelby’s mother leaned back against the Formica counter. She wore low-rise jeans and a long-sleeved black T-shirt. Beige woolen socks covered her feet.

“Y’all want anything?” she asked, nodding at the endless row of bundt cakes and casseroles sitting on the counter. “It’s just me and my mom and Colter. No way we can eat all this.”

“I’m fine, thanks,” Sullivan said. “How is he today?”

The woman took a long, pensive drag on her cigarette, then reached over to tap ash into the sink. “Pretty much the same. He asked for Froot Loops this morning, but that’s been about it. He’s playing in Shelby’s room now. I told him you were coming.”

“If it’s all right with you,” Fiona said gently, “I’d like to talk to him one-on-one. It seems to work better that way.”

The young woman pitched her cigarette butt into the sink and gazed at Fiona for a long moment. She started to say something, then stopped herself and looked at the floor. She crossed her arms and cleared her throat before looking up at Fiona with glistening blue eyes. Again, Fiona was struck by her resemblance to Shelby.

“We can certainly leave the door open if you’d be more comfortable, Mrs. Sherwood. But I’d like to minimize distractions.”

“Just call me Annie,” the woman said, swiping at her cheeks. “And whatever you need to do is fine.” She pushed off from the counter and padded out of the kitchen.

As they walked through the house, Sullivan paused briefly to show Fiona the living area just off the front door. It contained a royal blue sectional sofa, an oak wood coffee table, and a matching entertainment center. A large television inside the cabinet was tuned to CNN, but the sound was muted.

“Colter was seated there,” Sullivan said, pointing to a denim beanbag chair beside the table.

“And the lighting conditions?” Fiona asked.

“The blinds were open,” Annie said from the doorway. “And the overhead light was on.” She flipped the wall switch to demonstrate, and the room brightened considerably.

Fiona looked from the beanbag chair to the front door. Sullivan was right. The boy almost certainly saw something.

Annie led them to the bedroom wing of the house, which was even darker than the rest and smelled like stale cigarette smoke. “My mom’s been cleaning nonstop,” she said as they neared the vacuum noise that drifted from one of the back rooms. “She drove up from Albany Monday night.”

Annie paused beside the first doorway. “Colter, hon. The artist lady’s here to see you.”

Fiona glanced into the bedroom and saw a boy with sandy blond hair sitting cross-legged on the carpet. He wore green Incredible Hulk pajamas, and Fiona wondered whether he was ready for bed or simply hadn’t dressed today. He didn’t look up from his project, a multilayered Lego structure that appeared to be some kind of staging area for his many plastic dinosaurs.

Annie gazed at her son for a few moments before shifting her attention to Fiona. “Well. I guess we’ll leave you to it.”

Fiona nodded and entered the room. The lilac-painted walls matched the floral-print spread and pillow sham on Shelby’s twin bed. A white wicker desk sat beneath a window, and Fiona noticed gray smudges on the windowsill where someone had dusted for latent prints. Beside the bed was a second windowsill, also smudged. Gold thumbtacks were pinned to the woodwork, each spaced about one inch apart. From every tack dangled a woven bracelet made of brightly colored embroidery thread. The intricately patterned bracelets were in various stages of completion, and Fiona stared at them a moment, thinking they were just the sort of thing she’d enjoyed making as a kid.

She chose a spot on the carpet far enough away from Colter to give him a sense of space. He still hadn’t looked up from his dinosaurs or in any way acknowledged that he had a visitor.

“Hi, Colter,” she said casually, mirroring his cross-legged posture on the floor. “My name’s Fiona. I’d like to hang out with you for a while if it’s okay.”

Colter said nothing, but he stole a glimpse of her from beneath his cowlick.

She unzipped her leather case and pulled out a wooden board. It was four boards, actually, fitted together with brass hinges. Folded, the board measured twelve inches by twelve, the perfect size to fit inside a carry-on bag. Fiona unfolded the flaps and slid several brass fasteners into place, creating a two-foot-square work surface. Her grandfather had created the drawing board in his woodshop last summer, and Fiona considered it a clever feat of engineering. The brass fasteners that held the pieces rigid also served as clips for photographs or other visual aids. There was a shallow groove for pencils, and a notch at the top where a light could be attached if needed.

Colter didn’t look up, but his hands had stilled.

Fiona pulled out a cardboard tube and unrolled a thick sheet of vellum-finish watercolor paper. She clipped it to the board and then dug a graphite pencil from her bag, along with a small container of Play-Doh. She spotted her FBI Facial Identification Catalogue and placed it within easy reach on the carpet. She preferred to work without it, but sometimes it came in handy when young children or non-native English speakers struggled to describe something they’d seen. A six-year-old boy might not know the term “receding chin,” but he could point to a picture.

Fiona then rummaged through her collection of Beanie Babies and selected a soft green dragon with purple spikes on his back. It was the closest thing she had to a dinosaur, and she plopped it on top of her drawing board. She made a quick sketch of the dragon and glanced at Colter. His attention was riveted to her paper.

“What’s your favorite dinosaur?” she asked him.

He tipped his head to the side, giving the question ample consideration.

“Mine’s triceratops,” she told him, quickly drawing one. It ended up looking more like a rhinoceros than a dinosaur, but she had Colter’s attention.

“I like velociraptor,” he mumbled.

Fiona’s heart skipped a beat, but she nodded gamely. “I’m not sure I know that one. Is he the guy in your hand there?”

“That’s pachycephalosaurus.”

Whoa. So much for limited verbal skills. Fiona took a closer look at the dinosaur toys and noticed they’d been divided into camps. Her prehistoric animal trivia was rusty, but she was pretty sure he had them grouped into meat eaters and plant eaters.

Colter scooped up several of the dinos and scooted closer to Fiona. “Here,” he said, dumping them on the carpet beside her. “These are the best ones.”

One by one, Fiona drew each plastic toy, quizzing Colter about them as she went. He was a font of information.

“I draw people sometimes, too,” she said as she shaded a T-Rex. “I’d like to draw the person you saw at the door after school Monday. You think you could help me do that?”

Colter sat across from her on the carpet now. He bowed his head.

Fiona removed the dinosaur picture and replaced it with a clean sheet. She brought her knees up and rested the drawing board on them so he wouldn’t be distracted by it. “Will you help me, Colter?”

“I didn’t see him,” he muttered.

Fiona tried to keep her voice relaxed. She didn’t want Colter to sense the pressure, although clearly he already did. “It’s okay,” she said. “Just tell me anything you can.”

He sat inert.

“Colter? Do you remember someone coming to the door Monday?”

A slight nod.

“What color hair do you remember?” Asking about characteristics in the abstract was less threatening, and hair color was the trait most witnesses talked about first.

“Brown,” he whispered.

Brown hair.

“Okay.” She leaned forward to hear his quiet voice. “What else did you see?”

“He was big.”

“All right. That’s good, Colter.” But she didn’t start drawing yet. Lots of people would seem “big” to a child seated on the floor, particularly a scared child. “Can you remember what he looked like?”

The silence stretched out as Colter stared at his lap. A tear splashed onto his pajama pants, and he rubbed it in with a pudgy thumb. Fiona’s chest tightened.


“He said not to tell.”

“It’s okay to tell me, Colter. What else do you remember?”

“He made Shelby cry.” The boy’s voice caught, and he hunched his shoulders.

“It’s okay.” Her heart was breaking. “Take your time.”

“He sticked his knife in my face!” A sob erupted from the depths of his little body. “He said don’t tell about him or he’ll come cut out my tongue.”










CHAPTER 2




Jack hadn’t expected her to be so young.

He watched Fiona Glass from across the darkened room, gathering details and filing them away in his brain: five-eight, average build—though it was difficult to tell because of the suit. Hair, light brown. Skin, pale. Full, pink lips illuminated by the glare of the slide projector.

He listened to her talk, not really caring about the words, as she stood beside the lectern and clicked through slides. Her voice was clear and confident, no discernable accent. He knew she was from California, but her businesslike demeanor didn’t gel with his idea of an art teacher from the land of fruits, flakes, and nuts.

She turned to face the class, and her gaze skimmed over the bodies slumped in chairs throughout the lecture hall. She used a laser pointer to highlight something on the screen, something that excited her, judging by her tone. But the windowless room was warm and dim, and Jack knew from his own college days how that combination could put a person to sleep, especially one who’d been up half the night drinking beer.

Unfazed by her students’ drowsiness, she continued to hammer away at her point about humanism. She made another visual sweep of the room, and this time her gaze landed on him. Her speech faltered a moment, and he could tell she was wondering why a guy his age had appeared in her lecture hall to eavesdrop on a discussion of Florentine painters.

A bell sounded in the outer hallway, and the room jolted to life. Students stood, yawned, stretched, and shouldered backpacks so they could be on their way to the next gig.

Jack leaned against the wall and waited until the last sloppy coed had trudged out, leaving him alone with Fiona Glass.

She had her hair pulled back in a fancy braid. With efficient movements, she packed her slide carousel into a cardboard box and loaded it into a briefcase. Then she threw her coat over her arm and crossed the carpeted lecture room to his place by the door.

“May I help you?”

“That depends,” he said, looking her up and down. From a distance, she resembled a tax attorney, but up close like this he could see there was more to the story. That dull brown hair was actually more of a reddish gold, and the body he’d dismissed as average was straining against her suit in all the right places.

“Depends on?” She watched him impatiently, and he could see she didn’t appreciate the way he was checking her out.

“Are you Fiona Glass?”

“Yes.”

“Jack Bowman.” He held out a hand. “We spoke on the phone.”

She glanced down at his hand but didn’t take it. Amused by her attitude, he propped a shoulder against the wall and crossed his arms.

“I thought I made myself clear,” she said tersely. “I’m not taking any more cases right now.”

“That’s not what you said,” he pointed out. “You said you were on another case right then, and I have to assume that’s finished because I saw your drawing on Fox News yesterday.”

She huffed out a breath. “Mr. Bowman—”

“Jack.”

She rolled her eyes. “Jack—”

“Why don’t we go have a cup of coffee? I’ll tell you about my case.”

“As I said on the phone, Jack, I can’t help you. You’ll have to find someone else.”

He studied her face. She felt annoyed with him—that much was clear. But he was picking up something else here, too. Like she was afraid of him for some reason.

Okay, fair enough. Six-foot stranger corners her at her workplace and demands a meeting. Hell, she sketched perverts and murderers for a living. Maybe she was skittish with men. He decided to try a different tactic.

Jack reached into the back pocket of his Levi’s and pulled out a leather billfold. He opened it and slipped out a dog-eared business card. He gave it to her. Since moving back to his hometown, Jack had found few occasions to use the cards because most people he dealt with knew him on sight. But this woman needed reassurance.

“I’m the police chief in a town called Graingerville, about two hours south of here. That’s my contact info. I understand you’re busy, but I’ve known Nathan Devereaux for a lot of years, and he thinks you can help me. I trust his opinion. I don’t want anyone else.”

A wisp of hair fell over her face as she studied the card. She was obviously torn, so he decided to back off temporarily.

“Think about it and call me.”

She looked up at him, and her hazel eyes showed concern. He could tell there was some kind of battle going on in her head.

“This…homicide you mentioned. You’ve got a witness?”

He had her.

But he didn’t want to scare her off by telling her the full truth. “By the looks of things, yes. A woman who survived a previous attack.”

She paused a minute. Took a deep breath. “Okay, I’ll hear you out. But I’m not promising anything.”

He couldn’t repress a smile. His investigation was completely stalled, and she had no idea how much he needed a break.

“Thank you.” He nodded politely.

She checked her watch. “I’ve got forty-five minutes before my next class. Let’s sit down somewhere, and you can tell me about your case.”

•  •  •

The Java Stop across from campus was packed with students seeking caffeine, free Wi-Fi, and procrastination. Fiona made a habit of stopping there between her two art history classes, which convened three days a week. She figured it was the perfect place to hold a meeting with a man she didn’t know from Adam.


“How long you been teaching at the community college?” Jack asked as they settled into chairs.

He had to turn sideways because his legs didn’t fit beneath the diminutive table. He’d shed his brown leather jacket with the shearling collar and now wore merely a gray flannel button-down tucked into jeans. His brown hair was short—almost a military cut—and his scarred work boots looked out of place beside the café’s chic Scandinavian furniture.

“This is my fourth semester.” Fiona blew on her skinny latte and looked around, noticing the many female gazes lingering on Jack. “I teach survey courses Monday, Wednesday, and Friday and spend the rest of the week in my studio.” At least, that was her goal. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d had an uninterrupted day to paint.

Jack wrapped his long fingers around a cup of plain black coffee. He had a farmer’s hands—strong, tan, and callused. She wouldn’t have picked him for a cop. He didn’t wear a wedding band, and she wondered if he’d ever been married.

His gray-blue eyes watched her watching him over the brim. His look was direct, penetrating. He didn’t miss much, Fiona realized as she gulped her latte. The foam scalded a path down her throat.

“Doesn’t leave much time for police work, I don’t guess.”

“I’m trying to focus on my painting now,” she said. “I sold a few pieces recently, and I’ve got a gallery showing coming up soon.”

He didn’t say anything to this, just lifted his steaming cup and took a sip. Fiona had paid for both drinks because she didn’t want to owe him anything. She’d predicted the gesture would irk him, and it had. There was something old-fashioned about him.

Jack watched her for a long moment, and she tried not to shift in her seat.

“If you don’t mind my asking, why would a woman with your reputation be looking to change careers?”

She did mind his asking, but she didn’t want to seem rattled. She wasn’t accustomed to having coffee with attractive men, and her social skills needed honing.

“I spent six years training to be a painter. Police sketches were just a way to pay the bills.”

He frowned. “And you’ve got that covered now, that’s what you’re saying? You no longer need the cash?”

Fiona bristled. He made it sound so shallow, like it was all about money. But then, what else would he think, given what little she’d told him? No one understood her desire to be a painter, least of all the cops she knew. And although he might understand about the emotional toll her job was taking on her, she didn’t want to discuss that with him. He’d see her as weak.

She squared her shoulders. “I thought we were here to talk about your case.”

Jack leaned back in his chair and folded his arms over his chest. It was a muscular chest, and it went well with his broad shoulders. As an artist, she couldn’t help noticing these things. She’d also noticed he had a prominent jaw and a slight cleft in the center of his chin. Wonderful bone structure. Good lips, too.

“Victim was discovered Tuesday.”

Fiona abandoned her wayward thoughts. “Do you have an ID?”


“All we know so far is that she’s a Hispanic female, probably sixteen or seventeen years old, according to our ME. She was sexually assaulted, strangled, and left in a pasture on the edge of town. No missing persons report that we can turn up. Course sometimes those don’t get filed right away.”

“Except that she’s a minor,” Fiona stated. “Most parents don’t take long to report their kids missing.”

He cocked his head to the side. “True. But she could be a runaway or maybe someone up from Mexico. We aren’t certain about her age.”

“Okay. And you said something about a surviving victim?”

He looked down into his coffee and nodded. “Another teenager. Mexican heritage. She was taken captive and sexually assaulted over a period of days. She’d been beaten and choked repeatedly before she managed to escape.”

His eyes remained downcast, which Fiona found unusual for a seasoned police chief. She put him at late thirties, maybe younger. Police work packed on the years. She’d met twenty-three-year-olds at the LAPD who had seen more violence than many rural sheriffs. Maybe murders were a rarity in Jack Bowman’s little community. If only the rest of the world could be so lucky.

“So you think you’re looking at a serial killer?” she asked. “Someone who targets teenage girls?”

He lifted his gaze. “Possibly. Right now it’s just a hunch. One I’d damn sure like to disprove.”

“Did you submit it through ViCAP?”

“No hits.”

“None at all?” she asked, surprised. The FBI-run database was massive.


“Well, one actually.” He furrowed his brow. “But it was twelve years back.”

“And?”

“And the man convicted of that crime was sentenced to forty years. He died in Huntsville last spring.”

“So what’s the feds’ theory?”

His jaw tightened. “No idea.”

“But don’t they typically get involved with serial killers?”

Jack scoffed. “So far I’ve got one dead body, and it’s sitting unclaimed in the morgue. Not a lot of folks clamoring for a big investigation.”

And yet the chief of police had driven all the way to Austin to hire a forensic artist for his case. Fiona had to admire Jack’s determination to seek justice for this victim, unidentified or not.

“Surely San Antonio PD must be willing to lend a hand here,” she said. “They’re the closest metropolitan area, right?”

Jack studied her face, and again she felt the power of those gray-blue eyes. “You’re not from around here, are you?”

She gulped. “I grew up in California.”

“I live two hours away from the Rio Grande, Ms. Glass.”

“Fiona.”

He nodded. “Fiona, then. Law enforcement agencies in this state, particularly in my area, are up to their necks in drug running, gang wars, and illegal immigration. Not to mention your regular stream of meth addicts and pedophiles. So far, all I’ve got is one un-IDed victim. How much help do you think I’m gonna get tracking down some guy who may or may not have been involved in a previous assault?”


“Not much.”

Jack nodded. “That’s why I need you. I think the crimes are connected. I think we’re dealing with someone skilled and practiced, although I can’t prove it.”

“But my sketch won’t give you proof of anything. It’s just a tool.”

“I realize that, but maybe it’ll put us on the right track.”

Fiona sighed, and Jack leaned forward. “Look, I’d really like to get a picture of this guy circulating before he gets a hankering to kill another girl. The only witness I have has been through hell. You’ve got a reputation with kids and rape victims. I know there’re other artists around, but I want you.”

Fiona took another sip of her latte and found it bitter. She pushed it away.

Another day that had started bright and sunny had turned bleak before her eyes. Another murder. Another witness. Another chance to torture some woman by mining her memory banks for the most horrifying moments of her life.

“Will you help me?”

She looked up at Jack Bowman, at the determined set of his mouth. She’d known it over the phone—he was a difficult man to refuse. The force of his personality was pulling her in.

But it wasn’t just his personality. Fiona’s gaze dropped to the hand wrapped around his coffee cup, and she wondered again if he had a woman in his life. Not that it mattered, anyway. Fiona didn’t get involved with cops. She’d learned that lesson the hard way and didn’t need a refresher course. She looked away.

She couldn’t believe she was even considering this. She barely knew this man, and she’d made a commitment to changing her life. She was really going to make a break this time. No more death and violence and evil faces haunting her everywhere she went. If she didn’t stop now, there’d be no end to it.

“Fiona?”

“Let me think about it,” she told him. “I’ll call you with my answer.”

•  •  •

Jack Bowman’s words were still echoing through her mind when she unlocked the door to her loft apartment in downtown Austin. She dropped her briefcase and coat on the wooden bench beside the door and kicked off her sensible flats. Then she locked her deadbolt and fastened the chain.

Home.

She was out of her suit jacket in two seconds. She un-tucked her silk camisole from her slacks, crossed the living area, and dumped her mail onto the stone-topped bank of cabinets that separated the kitchen from the rest of the loft. Just walking through her apartment improved her mood. It was her island of tranquillity. Her first weekend here, she had painted the walls celadon green and bought wheat-colored sisal rugs to add warmth to the Saltillo tile floors. The soft colors relaxed her.

She pulled open the refrigerator and breathed a sigh of relief when she spotted the bottle of Sauvignon Blanc with a few sips remaining. It had been a long, tedious day, wrapped up with a two-hour faculty meeting and a three-hour stint in the library scrounging up slides for Monday’s lecture. She was ready to unwind and shift into painting mode.

Fiona emptied the remaining wine into a glass and perched on a bar stool so she could thumb through her mail: the usual flyers and bills, plus a letter from her grandfather, who lived in nearby Wimberley. His letters were easy to spot because of the spare handwriting—always in black ink—and the faint pencil lines he drew with a ruler before addressing his envelopes. A former structural engineer, her grandfather had an extreme Type A personality, but Fiona adored him, which was more than she could say for the rest of her family. Despite their fifty-year age gap, she and Granddad knew each other well. Fiona knew, for example, that the envelope from him would contain a clipping from the San Antonio Express-News detailing some misfortune that had befallen a single woman living alone somewhere. That would be it. No letter, not even a sticky note. Just an article he hoped would make her settle down and marry some nice young man.

Fiona sighed and tossed the letter aside. The only other item of interest was a plain white business envelope hand-addressed to “Glass.” It bore a return address she didn’t recognize in Binford, Texas. She took a paring knife from her chopping block and sliced open the top.

A small slip of paper fell out, a sheet from one of those pocket-size spiral pads. Fiona picked it up and read the wobbly block lettering scrawled across it: get ready bitch. ill come? u.

She dropped the note on the counter. Then she snatched up the envelope again and reread the return address. “Binford.” The postmark said “Binford” also. She didn’t know of any prisons in Binford, but that didn’t mean a prisoner hadn’t written this. She’d received hate mail before back in Los Angeles—different from this letter, though. Those disturbing missives had been mailed from the home of a convicted murderer’s brother, and they had ceased after Fiona moved to Texas. She hadn’t received anything threatening in nearly two years.

God, could this be happening again? Was she going to spend the next six months looking over her shoulder and dreading every trip to the mailbox? She didn’t have the stomach for it.

She grabbed the portable phone off the counter and dialed a number she knew by heart.

“Devereaux.”

“Nathan, it’s Fiona.”

“Well, speak of the devil.” His voice sounded cheerful, meaning he wasn’t on duty.

“I have a question for you. Do you know of any jails or prisons in Binford, Texas?”

“Binford, huh?” His tone became serious. “That’s in east Texas. No lock-up there, unless you’re thinking of the town jail, which I would guess has about one cell and a cot. Why?”

She paused, reluctant to tell him but knowing it was pointless to lie to a man who’d been a homicide detective for the past ten years. “I got a letter today.”

“Threatening?”

She chewed her lip. “Maybe ‘harassing’ would be a better word.”

“What did it say?”

“I’ll show it to you.” She cleared her throat. She hated asking for favors. But he’d asked her for plenty since she’d started freelancing for the Austin Police Department. “If I bring you a list of the APD cases I worked on, can you check to see if an address in Binford pops up?”


“No problem. I’m on tomorrow, so go ahead and drop it off along with the letter. We’ll check for prints.”

She let out a relieved breath. “Thanks.”

“And don’t touch it. Put it in a bag—”

“I know the drill.”

“So,” Nathan said, and she knew what was coming. “I hear you told ol’ Jack Bowman to take a hike.”

“I didn’t tell him to take a hike. I just declined to get involved in his case. I left him a voice mail at his office with the name and number of someone I know up in Dallas.”

“Jack wants you. He thinks you’re the best in the business, that you’ll use kid gloves with his rape vic.”

“Gee, I wonder where he got that idea?”

He laughed. “Yeah, well, I brag on you every chance I get, sweetheart. You’ve helped clear more cases than half the cops we got working here.”

“I’m really ready for a change, Nathan. I need—”

“I know what you need, and it’s not more time alone. Call Bowman back. Give him a hand with this one.”

Her irritation was mounting. It always annoyed her when men second-guessed her decisions, as if she didn’t know her own mind. More than one relationship she’d been in had run into trouble over this very issue.

“I appreciate the compliment, but please don’t send me any more cases.” Or detectives.

The phone beeped, and Fiona welcomed the interruption. “Can I talk to you tomorrow at the station? I’ve got another call.”

“Sure, see you then.”

She switched to the next call and didn’t even have time to say hello.


“What are you doing?” her sister demanded.

“Right now?”

“Yeah, right now. Right this second.”

Fiona stared at her untouched glass of wine. It was probably warm by now. And after that, she was fresh out of distractions for the evening. “Not much,” she said glumly.

“Perfect! You’re coming with me to the Continental Club.”

Fiona groaned. A crowded, noisy nightclub filled with wannabe rock stars was the dead last place she wanted to be tonight. And Courtney probably just wanted her there so she’d have someone to talk to before she picked up whatever guy was on her radar screen this week.

Either that or her car wasn’t working again and she needed a ride.

“Fi? You there?”

“Tonight’s no good, Courtney. I’ve got papers to grade. And I was planning to paint—”

“Fiona! What are ya, eighty? I swear to God, you’re always doing chores or some bullshit craft project or—”

“Hey!”

“Come on. I’ll even buy you a drink.”

Fiona bit her lip. Felt tempted. Thought about the forty-two essays awaiting her on the European Renaissance. If she read one more paper citing Dan Brown as an authoritative source on Italian frescoes, she was going to scream.

Plus it was Friday night, and she felt lonely. Coffee that afternoon had been the closest thing she’d had to a date in months, and she was beginning to feel like a shut-in.

“Okay, I’ll go.”

A squeal pierced her eardrum. “I knew you’d come! Wear something fun, okay? Not one of your Laura Bush getups.”

Fiona gritted her teeth.

“Oh, and hey, my car’s out of commission, so you can drive.”

•  •  •

Jack rode the elevator up to Fiona Glass’s swanky loft apartment and wondered what the hell he was doing. He didn’t have time for this shit. He had a desk piled with paperwork, an officer out on maternity leave, and an unsolved homicide waiting for him back in Graingerville. And he’d wasted a full day driving up here to sweet-talk a cranky art teacher.

The elevator doors dinged open, and Jack glanced around. This floor had six units, and hers was on the left at the end. Nathan had given him her address over a steaming platter of barbecue brisket at the County Line. That was moments before she’d called Nathan’s mobile phone to tell him about some letter she’d received and ask him not to send her any more cases.

Yet here he was.

All his life Jack had had a hard time taking no for an answer. His mother had taught him if he wanted something badly, he should show up in person, ask politely, and then ask again. And again. And again, if necessary. It was the Bowman family credo, the one that explained why his sisters had sold more Girl Scout cookies than anyone else in town, and why their drill team fund-raisers always generated enough money for trips to South Padre over spring break. The Bowmans could sell milk to a dairy cow, and Jack refused to accept failure after one attempt. He stopped in front of Unit 4A and mustered a charming smile.


The door swung open before his knuckles touched the wood.

Fiona jumped back. “What are you doing here?”

Holy hell, she’d ditched the suit. In a very big way. Jack stared, slack-jawed, at the two creamy scoops of flesh disappearing into folds of purple fabric. He managed to drag his gaze away from her cleavage only to get hung up on her shiny red lips. The cherry on top of a sundae.

“Jack?”

Then she stepped into the hallway, and he noticed the boots.

Plenty of women in Graingerville wore boots. The western kind. These were black leather lace-ups that went clear to her knees, with skinny heels about four inches tall. A black miniskirt hugged her hips.

“Hel-lo? Earth to Jack?”

He snapped his attention to her face. “That’s…quite an outfit, Professor.”

Scowling, she shrugged into a long black coat that covered everything up to her chin. Then she turned her back on him so she could lock the door.

All that hair hung in waves around her shoulders. It was reddish blond, or blondish red. There was a word for it, but damned if he could think of it when most of his blood had left his head.

She spun around to face him. “I thought you went back to Graingerville.”

Jack cleared his throat. “I was on my way out of town, and I realized I forgot to mention something.”

She made a point of looking at her watch. “I’m late to pick up my sister—”


“Where are you parked?”

“The garage.”

He flashed her a smile. “How about I walk you to your car? Then I’ll leave you alone, promise.”

She huffed out a breath. She seemed to do that a lot when he was around.

“Fine.” She slid her keys in her pocket and started down the hall. “What did you forget to mention?”

“I forgot to tell you about the poppies.”

“The poppies.” She stopped in front of the elevator, jabbed the Call button, and turned another scowl on him. “What poppies?”

The elevator doors slid open, and he stepped in beside her. She pressed the button for the lobby.

“We’ve got the best poppies in the entire state. Right outside Graingerville. Artists and photographers come from all over. We even have a festival.”

She was looking at him like he was nuts. And she was right. As sales pitches went, this was a little out there.

Her eyebrows arched. “And you thought I should know this why?”

“Nathan told me you’re a nature painter.” Wow, she had a pretty mouth. He wondered if she planned to use it on anyone tonight. “The best fields are off the back roads. I figured I’d give you a private tour. You can bring along your painting stuff, maybe do something for your show.”

The doors dinged open, and she strode across the lobby to the side entrance. Her heels made little clicks on the marble floor, and the sound reminded Jack just how long it had been since he’d gone to the trouble to ask out a woman.

He pushed the door open for her, and they entered the breezeway to the garage. A cold gust of air lifted her hair off her shoulders. Jack darted his gaze around as he walked her down a row of parked cars. This garage needed better lighting and a security camera.

She halted in front of a white Honda Civic. A hybrid, no less. “Let me get this straight. If I agree to help you with this case, you’ll give me a tour of the poppies?”

He rubbed his jaw. “Now, I hadn’t thought about a trade. But it’s a good idea. Course, we’d still pay your drawing fee. Whatever you normally charge.”

“Don’t poppies grow in the spring?”

“Yeah. So?”

She shook her head, but he saw the smirk on her face. She pulled her key chain out of her pocket, and he noticed the whistle attached to it.

He frowned. “You know, a tube of Mace can be a lot more effective. You can pick one up at any hardware store.”

She tipped her head to the side. “I’m aware of that, but I’m in and out of airports all the time, so I settle for this.”

Jack’s personal security device of choice was a SIG P229, which trumped the hell out of a panic whistle. But he doubted Fiona cared for guns, being a California girl.

She opened her door and stood there watching him for a minute. “You don’t give up, do you?”

“Nope.”

He rested his hand on the door. Their fingers brushed, and a little quiver of something passed between them. He caught her look of alarm.

She slid behind the wheel and shoved her keys in the ignition.

Jack leaned his forearm on the Civic’s roof and looked down at her. She was moments away from caving, he could tell by those pursed red lips.

“Okay, I’ll do it.”

He smiled, and she started the engine.

“How about ten a.m. tomorrow?” he suggested. “You can meet me at the Graingerville police station. It’s a two-hour drive from here, an hour forty if you speed.”

She tugged the door handle, and he stepped out of the way. She pulled the door shut and lowered the window a few inches. “Eleven. I’ll probably get in late tonight, and I’ve got an errand to run in the morning.”

“You driving home alone?” It was none of his damn beeswax, but he had to ask. He’d spent nine years on a major metropolitan police force. Women leaving bars alone at night were easy pickings.

“That,” she said, “is none of your business.”

He stepped away from the car as she put it in gear. “Right. Well…be careful.”

She smiled up at him. “I’m always careful.”






OEBPS/images/heart.jpg






OEBPS/images/9781416570745.jpg
THREAD
OF
FEAR

LAURA GRIFFIN

Pocket Books
ndon Toronto Sydney New Delhi






