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PROLOGUE

 

 

 

I WAS TRAPPED. A few boxes of cleaning products stacked against a wall told me I was in a storeroom. The only light came from a long narrow window set close to the ceiling. Even if I found a way to climb up there and break the wire-reinforced glass, I couldn't squeeze through—and I'm a slim woman. I'd thrown my weight against the locked door until my shoulder was bruised, but it was sturdy and unyielding.

My memories were fragmented and missing, and my thoughts kept falling out of sequence. Only an elusive picture of leaving the maintenance lockup behind the Brockway Apartments hovered at the fringes of my mind. 

I ran my fingers through my hair, trying to soothe my throbbing head. My hand came away covered with streaks of bright red blood.

It explained my amnesia. How long was I out?

My mouth felt parched and sour, and my clothing looked dirty and wrinkled but still intact—a relief—however, my trusty Sig Sauer pistol was missing. My captors had every opportunity to do whatever they wanted with me, but it appeared I hadn't suffered the humiliation.

I had walked into a trap despite my training. It should have been enough: four years in the military police, serving in Afghanistan, four years as a police officer in the LAPD, five years as a detective, here in Stockbridge. Until Townsend suspended me—for bucking the system when it got in the way of me doing my job.

For getting too close to the truth, more likely. Whatever good, it would do him. He'd been riding me ever since I got back from medical leave. Lieutenant Townsend was a misogynist, who once called me a mouthy bitch inflicted on him by Chief Kane as part of his social experiment into twenty-first-century policing. He often used unflattering phrases to insult my mixed-race heritage. One look at his wife was enough to tell me the lieutenant was a bully at home as well as work. He didn't leave marks, at least not physical ones you could see. But when his wife came to the office, he'd speak to her in his overbearing voice, and I would see her flinch as if preparing to get out of the way of his hand.

My suspension had not stopped me investigating the murders, even though I knew Townsend would fire me if he found out. But after pursuing Beth and Ashley's killers for nine days, I was no closer to discovering their identity. I had no doubt they were responsible for imprisoning me here and leaving me to die.

Someone must be tracking my movements. It's the only way they could have kept such close tabs on me and thwarted my investigation so successfully. Could it be the reporter, Kayla Ellis, who had sources everywhere, and published inside information about my case? Scott Prentiss, my partner, was giving details of our inquiry to his new girlfriend. Chris Andrews and Mark Davies had both helped me. Was it for show, until I got too close for comfort?

Was there anyone I could trust? I felt a white-hot surge of anger at the men who'd put me there. My memory was recovering because I remembered two of them coming out of the shadows, then pain, bright and sharp bursting through my body.

If I were about to die there, my biggest regret would be my failure in bringing those responsible for the recent deaths to justice. Did Jake Kennedy have time to feel a similar regret right before he died? 

Four months had passed since Dispatch sent Jake and me to a robbery in progress at the Highdale Bank on Broad Street. I absently fingered the scars where the pellets hit my arm. Only five, fortunately. Procedure would have had us take cover behind the cruiser as soon as we arrived at the bank. But civilians were everywhere, and we didn't want them caught in the crossfire. One of the robbers, Kidd Hildegard, came out of the bank and pointed a pump-action shotgun in our direction. Most of the first blast hit me squarely in the vest and knocked me off my feet. 

Instead of returning fire, Jake paused a moment to look how badly I was hurt. He wasn't wearing a vest and caught the second blast in his chest, pulverizing his heart and lungs. I put Hildegard down with two shots from my weapon, then rolled over to tend to Jake. I thought I caught a flicker of recognition in his eyes, then nothing.

I was out on medical leave for two of the four months since Jake Kennedy's death. I have asked myself a thousand times why he ran toward the bank so unprotected and took his eyes off the bandit to check on me.

I know he loved me, but what the hell was he thinking?

I couldn't say if Jake were my soul mate. But for the time we were together, I was happier than I can ever remember.

Self-pity wasn't helping me escape. The odor of hot wood assailed my nostrils. Smoke was seeping around the locked door and filling the room. 

My captors had torched the building.

I had barely enough time to come up with a plan.

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 1

 

 

9 Days Earlier

 

THE MORNING SUNLIGHT slanted through the trees, casting dappled light on the patchwork of abandoned appliances, car tires and human detritus filling the wasteland behind the Brockway Apartments. I parked inside the police tape and shivered as I hurried toward the north side of the three-story building. I'd been hot after my morning run and shower, but I now wished I'd picked up my windbreaker. My white cotton shirt and gray slacks offered little protection against the chilly September morning air. 

When the apartments were built some two decades ago, the tenants were working families, appreciative of somewhere clean and modern to live. Now, after years of neglect, the buildings looked dilapidated, and uncollected trash stood in piles. In the last few years, they had appeared on our radar as reports of criminal activity had escalated, and the perpetrators of two arson attacks remained at large.

A sinking feeling of guilt was lodged in my stomach for not returning the dead reporter's calls. It's unusual to identify a murder victim so quickly, but her purse was found near her body. One of the responders corroborated her ID as Elizabeth 'Beth' Gervais, a journalist for the Daily Examiner. The very same person who had left me numerous phone messages over the past week saying she had detailed evidence of crimes. But I had let a spate of robberies distract me. 

Or so I told myself. But what if my neglect had put Beth in danger, caused her death?

I rounded the end of the building and pulled up short, my heart racing, my mouth dry with expectation. Beth was lying on her back near the base of a tree, one arm above her head. A bloody gash across her neck, the deep red of raw meat, left her head at an impossible angle. Her eyes were fixed, staring skyward but seeing nothing, her face oddly relaxed. But even in death, she was beautiful. Beth always had a trim athletic build. I hadn't heard from her in sixteen years beyond seeing her byline in the local paper online, but it was difficult to imagine that the friend who had been such a tumultuous influence on my life was now deceased. 

We were bound together through grade school, liked the same classes, the same food, the same movies. Our families were not wealthy, but our parents would alternate, taking us on vacations together—often to a cottage at the coast. Life was good until our senior year when Beth lied about my Dad, saying he'd raped her on a trip together. She stuck to her story for three weeks before recanting. It was long enough for the dirt to stick to him permanently.

I never saw her again after the day she confessed to making the whole sordid story up. She disappeared with the police, her head bowed, and a day later, my dad was released. It didn't help much. People assumed there was no smoke without fire. Dad lost his job, the house, then Mom left. Our lives were never the same again.

"You okay, Detective?" A stocky man in white overalls was crouched over Beth's body. Though his mask obscured most of his face, I recognized him instantly as Cliff Jackson, the medical examiner. He was in his late fifties, and old enough to be my father. While the younger members of the force thought he was past his sell-by date, I always appreciated his experience and wisdom. Next to Jackson and similarly attired was the lanky Chris Andrews, our senior crime scene tech. 

I needed to focus on the job at hand; to stop thinking of the deceased as Beth, and instead, regard her as another anonymous victim of senseless violence. 

Could I?

For the first time, I noticed her blue jeans were pulled down to her knees and rucked around her lower legs. But I was relieved to see Beth's white lacy panties were still in place, as was her yellow T-shirt. Nevertheless, I asked:

"Was it a sexual attack?" I tried to keep my voice even to hide the emotions churning inside.

"Difficult to know at this point," Jackson opined in a commanding voice. "Maybe the doer just wanted it to look like rape." He shrugged. 

"Take a look at this, Riley." Andrews pulled up Beth's shirt and pointed his pen at a small piece of black plastic clipped to the center of her matching white bra.

I squatted and leaned over the pale, lifeless body to see what it was. "A clip-on microphone? Where's the photographer?"

"Late—as usual."

I pulled out my phone and snapped a picture.

"Looks like she had one of the older units with a microphone wired into a separate digital recorder," Andrews continued. "Someone took the recorder, tearing the wire from the mic."

"A reporter would only be wired if they were meeting someone. What if the killer pulled her pants down looking for the recorder?" I suggested, trying to convince myself Beth hadn't been raped. 

"It's a workable theory. But you'll need to wait until I get her back to the morgue for confirmation," Jackson asserted.

"I don't see any defensive wounds on her arms."

I wasn't ready for Beth's head flopping unnaturally as Jackson rolled her onto her side and pointed to two small marks on the back of her neck. "He used a stungun on her before cutting her throat."

Victim, not Beth, I told myself. "Who found her?"

"The apartment manager," Jackson flicked his head toward two uniformed officers, Michael Smith and Emma McAdams, known as Mickey and Minnie, standing over a bald man seated on a concrete step. "But you'll have to wait until he stops puking. The victim has been here two hours, give or take, so death was around 7 a.m. She was killed here, in case you needed to know."

I ignored the sarcasm and moved on to the apartment manager. He looked docile enough, so I dismissed the uniforms who were watching him.

"I'm Detective Riley, and you are?"

"Danny Ellis." His face was drawn, his skin leathery from too much time in the California sun. His gray mustache was streaked yellow from cigarette smoke. "Look, I need to get home. You can't keep me here like this."

"Have you seen the dead woman before?"

"No, never. Alright, maybe once. She doesn't look too good, so it's hard to tell. Seeing her like that shook me up something fierce." He rummaged in his pocket and pulled out a bent cigarette, started to light it with a disposable lighter, then changed his mind.

"Did you see anyone with her?"

"No. I think she was just nosing around. Maybe it was last week. Probably writing a story about how bad it is here."

"How do you know she was a reporter?" I stared into his watery blue eyes.

"Because right after I saw her, I heard people talking about the press coming around. I don't know anything else, lady, and I need to get home. I don't feel so good." Danny's yellow face was turning green.

"Where is home? I asked.

"Right here in one of these apartments." He nodded his head toward the building behind. "So many are empty now, that I have my pick of them. With all that's going on here, people are leaving in droves. Now, to top it all, a gal goes and gets herself murdered on our doorstep." 

I gave him my card after he promised to call me if he thought of anything further. Not that I expected to hear from the apartment manager, but I knew where to find him.

I walked back to the scene and asked, "Find anything else?" 

"No, but look at the wound in her neck." Jackson pulled Beth's head back, making the cut open wide and releasing the coppery tang of blood. I've seen much worse in Afghanistan, but I wished he wouldn't do things like that without warning. "See the depth of the wound," he continued. "And no hesitation or repeat cuts. One quick slice and she's dead. Our guy was strong and likely has done this before. He might have served in the military."

"I've had a team looking for the murder weapon, but there's no sign of it," Andrews said. "We've collected garbage bags full of food wrappers and other trash. Lieutenant Townsend is going to need some justification before we test any of it."

"Have you found any car keys?" I asked. "Or else how did she get here?"

The three of us searched Beth's pockets and the surrounding area. When we came up short, I told officers Mickey and Minnie to go through the parking lot and run the plates of the cars. We needed to find Beth's ride. I didn't know who to notify about the death. Beth was an only child. I had heard a house fire took her parents a couple of years after I last saw her. There were no rings or marks where they'd been on her fingers, but she may still be married, or have a partner.

"Hey, Riley." 

I recognized the voice behind me and turned to see Detective Scott Prentiss.

"Good of you to finally show up," I said.

Prentiss was in his mid-twenties, tall and broad-shouldered, which made up for my deficiency in both departments. He was boy-band handsome and always wore aviator-style sunglasses when he was outside, no matter the time of day. The one time I asked him about it, he said it was to protect his eyes. No shit. He had been destined to be an attorney like his two older brothers, but right after he graduated with a pre-law degree, his parents were killed in a car accident for which they were judged responsible. The money for Prentiss's continued education disappeared in lawsuits, and he was forced to attend the police academy, something he never entirely accepted. 

Prentiss had mellowed in the eight months he'd been a detective and was more accepting of his situation, and of me, a mixed-race woman. Lieutenant Townsend had paired us on earlier cases, so it was no surprise to see him assigned to this one. 

I filled him in on what we'd found so far, omitting any reference to my history with Beth. No one needed to know about that, especially Townsend, who would use it to undermine me. Maybe put someone else on the case.  

Prentiss said, "Beth Gervais—I've read her column in The Examiner, once or twice. They were oddball if I remember." 

"How do you mean?"

"Conspiracy theories about mind control and health hazards. That sort of thing."

"The missing voice recorder would indicate she was here on business. We need to ascertain what stories she was working on."

"We can get Micky and Minnie to do the death notification."

"At this point, I don't know who to notify. Her parents are dead." I bit my tongue, as soon as I had spoken.

"And you know that how?"

"I must have read it in her column. Anyway, I want you to canvas the apartments with uniformed officers looking for witnesses." I ignored the look Prentiss gave me. "The killer and the victim could have been seen from the front apartment windows. If someone was looking out at the right time, we might be able to bring this to a quick conclusion."

A few weeks earlier, while I was out on medical leave, he'd had his own case for the first time, and it hadn't gone well. While interviewing a mugging victim, he'd arrested the woman on an outstanding warrant for burglary, when it was someone with a similar name who Sacramento police were after. He ignored that Linda Garcia did not look at all like the mug shot of the wanted woman when even a cursory comparison of her to the photo would have tipped him off. She was 9 inches taller and 40 pounds heavier. He also overlooked the lack of a fingerprint match. 

Garcia was telling everyone who would listen there was a mistake, but she spent four days in the local jail. It wasn't until she was transferred to Sacramento that the error was discovered. Anyone else making the same mistake so soon into their tenure as a detective would have been put on probation. But Prentiss was Townsend's golden boy, and he escaped with a tongue lashing. The poor woman was now suing the department for unspecified damages after the wrongful arrest caused her to miss an important business meeting.

I left Prentiss at the apartments, asking him to hunt down surveillance video and to canvass for witnesses with officers Micky and Minnie. Although, I knew it was unlikely he'd find any footage—all the cameras I'd seen were vandalized. 

Before I reached my car, my phone rang. Seeing a familiar number, I answered.

"Megan, this is Mrs. Fisher from Belleview Nursing Home," the woman said. "I'm calling about your mother."

"Is she alright?" I always felt fearful when anyone called from Mom's nursing home. My father's health deteriorated after Beth's accusations, and he died while I was in Afghanistan. When I moved back to Stockbridge from LA, my Mom, who had been estranged from Dad, came to live with me. She already had a diagnosis, and three years later, needed more care than I could give her. We'd agreed she would be better off in a nursing home. In the two years she'd been there, her diagnosis had progressed to moderately severe Alzheimer's, which meant she needed help with many of the daily tasks the rest of us perform without thinking. The severity of her impairment fluctuated from day to day, along with her ability to remember who I was.

"Your mother is well. I'm not calling about her health," Mrs. Fisher continued. "A nurse told me this morning that your mother said she hasn't seen you in a while."

"You must understand that I'm a detective. I work long hours and have an irregular schedule. If my mother were more coherent, she would understand that I have work responsibilities. She doesn't even recognize me when I see her."

"I'm looking at the visitor's log, and it's been over three months since we saw you."

"I will try to visit her soon," I said, struggling to sound positive.

I disconnected, hoping a search of Beth's home, and a visit to The Examiner would give me some idea of what she was working on, and with whom she was meeting.

I had almost reached my 4Runner when I heard my name called from behind me. Turning, I saw a skinny blond woman holding a microphone trotting my way. Trailing her was a man shouldering a Four Live News camera. 

"Detective Megan Riley, Kelly Walsh, Channel Four News. Do you know the name of the deceased?" She shoved the microphone under my chin.

"We have a tentative name, but we're not releasing it until after a formal identification, and relatives have been notified," I lied. "I can tell you that the victim is a woman in her thirties." Walsh was a regular on their morning show, and it was a fifty-minute drive from Sacramento. Someone had tipped her off.

"She's a reporter for The Examiner, right? What was the cause of death?"

"It's early days. We'll have to wait for the autopsy for that kind of information."

"Was it drug-related?"

"It's too early to say for sure, but it appears unlikely."

Walsh looked disappointed. "What are the police doing to combat the rising tide of violence in the area?" 

"We've stepped up patrols." I turned to the camera. "We need to hear from anyone who might have seen what happened here around seven 'o'clock this morning."

"Detective Riley. You were at the shootout at the Highdale Bank only four months ago." Walsh mugged into the camera. "When a detective and bank robber died. Do you blame yourself in any way for what happened?"

It was all I could do to remain composed. "The only blame rests with the bank robbers, Dirk, and Kidd Hildegard."

"Kidd Hildegard, the robber you gunned down. Are you going to be gunning for whoever killed the reporter today?"

"I'm not gunning for anyone. Kidd Hildegard was shot after he injured me and killed Detective Kennedy. My actions were ruled lawful. In fact, I received a commendation. I have no further comment."

 As I got into my 4Runner 4x4, I heard Walsh say, "you heard it here first. Another murder has the Stockbridge police stumped. Kelly Walsh, reporting live at the Brockway Apartments." She listened to her earpiece for a few moments, then said to the cameraman, "We're clear—it's a wrap."

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 2

 

 

ANANDA WILLIS MISSED HER HOME in Mumbai, even though she was only six years old when her parents brought her to California. But more than anything, she missed her father. As the son of an English transplant, T. J. Willis had been a successful businessman who had provided well for his family in their home country. Ananda lived in a 5000 square foot home with a swimming pool, maids and kitchen staff. She enjoyed the freedom to roam a sizable estate. 

On moving to America, T. J. set up an import-export business in Los Angeles, trading in elegant furnishings and expensive rugs, which he brought over from India. But after the economy turned down, he was left with a vast inventory which he ended up selling for pennies on the dollar, to pay off his debts. He died eighteen months later after a long illness, leaving Ananda and her mother in near poverty. Riya took to waitressing and cleaning houses to put her daughter through school and into nursing college before she passed away aged 53. 

Hardly a day went by without Ananda longing for the life she imagined her family could have had if they had not moved to America. 

Ananda had been passing the time looking out of the window of her apartment. She caught sight of the reporter woman, striding down the path between the brown grass and the dying shrubs, seemingly heading her way. Knowing Beth liked a cup of coffee, Ananda put the kettle on. She found some cookies, which didn't look too stale, and arranged them on a plate. But when she looked out again, wondering what happened to her guest, uniformed police were everywhere. Pressing her face to the glass, she could see people in white coveralls bent over something she couldn't quite make out in the bushes. 

I knew it, she thought. Another mugging and Beth was coming to cover it. But after watching the goings-on outside for over an hour and seeing two men loading what appeared to be a woman into a body bag, her stomach was in knots over the possibility that it could be Beth. Ananda scarcely knew the reporter as she'd only visited twice, but the idea that Beth could have been killed on her doorstep struck home more than anything she saw in the news. 

A loud, impatient knock at her front door broke her reverie. When she opened it, she was surprised to see Scott Prentiss holding out a police badge.

"I'm speaking to people who may be witnesses to a crime committed near this building earlier today," Prentiss managed.

"Oh, my God. You never told me you were a cop." Ananda had met him the previous weekend at the Bluebird Cafe. They had talked over coffee for an hour and agreed to go on a date at a local club on the coming Friday.

"I'm a detective, actually. If I mention it too early in a relationship, it can put people off." Prentiss couldn't help but stare at Ananda's dusky complexion, and rounded curves shown off by her tight T-shirt and leggings.

"Come in. Excuse the mess. Is this about the poor woman outside?"

"I just need to ask you if you saw anything unusual this morning. Outside . . . at the front . . . that is." Prentiss stammered, as he stepped over to the window and looked out. He was losing the battle to remain professional, as his focus switched to watching Ananda's long black ponytail swish from side to side as she moved her head.

"I didn't look out until after the police arrived. What happened? Is somebody hurt?"

"A woman, thirty-something, lost her life. We don't know anything more at this point. We're looking for anyone who may have seen her or her attacker earlier today."

"I just got in from my shift at the hospital and didn't see anything. Do you know who it is? 

"I shouldn't say, but we think it's Beth Gervais, the reporter." Prentiss scanned the tiny apartment which looked cramped even though it was sparsely furnished. A laptop was open on an aging desk under the window, and folded laundry was piled on a kitchen table and chairs. Had he wanted to sit, his only choice would have been the corner of a futon sofa.

"Oh, my God. How awful." Ananda felt sick to her stomach.

"Do you know her?"

"Only from reading her column in the local rag. I wonder what she was doing here."

"It's something we're trying to ascertain. I didn't know you had children." Through the open bedroom door, he'd noticed Ananda's skimpy pajamas on an unmade bed and next to it a child's bed, and a hamper of toys.

"Not anymore." She followed his eyes. "I had a little girl, but she died."

"I am so sorry. What happened?"

"She got sick with leukemia. It started three years ago this month. Asha would have been nine if she'd lived. The doctors said they could treat her. Children recover from leukemia all the time, but Asha went downhill quickly and died four weeks later. Dr. Walker said he'd never seen a child go so fast. I felt devastated and hopeless for ages, but I found a good support group for mothers who've lost children. It's something I don't often tell friends, Mr. Detective. I can't bear people pitying me."

"Is Asha's father still around?"

"He ran off with another woman. We were never married, so it was good riddance, you know. He didn't treat me very well at all, but I didn't find out what he was like until we moved in together. I don't want to say anything more about him, so please don't ask. Just know he's long gone."

"It's fortunate you didn't see anything today. If you were a witness, it wouldn't be right going out with you."

"We can still have the date on Friday, even though I know you're a cop?" Ananda looked plaintively into his eyes.

"Of course. I'm looking forward to it. I was thinking of Dirty Mick's Tavern, the food's great, and they have live music on Fridays and Saturdays." Prentiss was getting a reaction from just looking at Ananda's shapely figure.

"Do you have any skeletons in the closet to declare?"

"There's currently no one else. I broke up with a long-time girlfriend when I moved here from Oregon. This is my first job out of college. Back home, no one was hiring. I thought a long-distance relationship with her would work, but she found someone else. I think my being a cop was a factor too."

"I've worked at Abbey Mount since I left nursing school." Ananda fixed her eyes on him. "I was happier when I worked on the wards than the ER. It's okay, I suppose. This week, I'm on nights, but they sometimes call me in earlier, which can wreck one's social life. The nights can drag. The ER must be open 24/7, but this is not LA where you get a steady stream of gunshot victims. Doctor Christiansen, the Head of the ER, doesn't like to catch you standing around. The younger doctors are easier going. I'm off on Friday, then I'm on days for a while. Until they change their minds."

"I have some competition?"

"Hospital doctors just want to screw nurses and dump them. But yes, you have competition if it keeps you in line." She stood on tiptoes and kissed him passionately. "Now be off with you, Mr. Detective. Go and catch some bad guys. I've got to get some sleep, so I'll stay awake at work tonight."

She patted him on his butt as he left. Ananda found Scott Prentiss attractive enough and liked that he was a detective. He was boyfriend material—for now. She wondered if his lack of maturity would be his undoing, or something she didn't yet know about him. Time would tell.

 

 

 

CHAPTER 3

 

 

MAPLE STREET WAS LINED with willows and oaks hanging low over the roadway. Here you could find every style of Craftsman house with their low-pitched roofs, overhanging eaves and pastel colors. In some places, cars and delivery trucks were parked on both sides of the road leaving only a single lane for through traffic, which fortunately was light at this time of day. I had followed the crime scene unit to Beth's modest bungalow-style home, done in yellow with white trim. We found parking spaces in front. The house was not much bigger than my rental, but I'd learned that Beth owned hers outright. 

On a reporter's salary? 

The front garden was neglected: the lawn was mostly brown, and the tall shrubs along the front were sun-scorched and wilting. 

Standing beside the van with Chris Andrews and two of his techs, Kramer and Mason, I pulled on a white coverall jumpsuit. We climbed four steps to the front porch. Andrews handed me paper overshoes and hammered on the front door, a big oak affair with peeling varnish. I'd worked closely with him many times over the last five years and knew I could rely on him to give me all the help in his power. 

When no one answered, Andrews went to work on the lock.

I peered through a window into what I guessed was the living room. "Someone has beaten us to it," I exclaimed. "The inside of the house looks like a tornado has passed through. We may be too late."

"Well, they didn't come through this door," Andrews replied. "It's locked with a deadbolt you can't access from the outside. There must be an easier way in than climbing through a window. Let's check around the back."

Our feet crunched on the gravel pathway along the side of the house with enough noise to warn any intruder who might still be there. A small concrete patio at the rear of the house held a rusting tubular metal dining set. Flagstones lined with more neglected shrubs led to the rear fence of the property. About twenty feet down the path, there was what looked like a pile of wet fur. As I approached, I saw blood pooling on the stone and an animal's head with an ugly wound.

Then I saw a tail. "Crap. It's a dog. A German Shepherd. Someone's cut off its head."

"Bag it up, Kramer," Andrews ordered. "There may be DNA on the claws. Mason, go string some tape across the front of the property."

I did nothing to hide the anger boiling within me, as I walked back to the patio.

The back door was ajar but hadn't been forced. Did the intruder have a key, or had someone let him in? 

I unholstered my Sig Sauer before moving into a utility room. The cupboards on the wall were open, and cleaning products pulled from the shelves covered a washer and a dryer. The scene was similar in the kitchen and living room. All the drawers had been removed and tossed aside. A heap of books, empty ring binders, photographs, and bric-a-brac littered the floor. The sofa and a pair of matching faux leather chairs were slit open, and their stuffing pulled out.

With my weapon still drawn, I entered a rear bedroom done out as a study, with an empty bookshelf, a table, and an office chair. I suspected that anything which might shed light on Beth's murder was long gone, including her laptop—the table held only a charger and an external monitor. Whoever had ransacked the house probably knew what they were looking for. It strengthened my belief that Beth was murdered to hide something she had discovered. It could involve a physical object or may just be information.

"Oh, Jeez. I wasn't expecting that." Andrews was staring through a splintered door hanging drunkenly on its hinges. 

As I picked my way through the debris toward him, a familiar metallic odor assailed my nostrils. Andrews pulled out his phone, and I heard him ask to speak to Cliff Jackson, the Medical Examiner. Through the ruined doorway, I saw a woman in her thirties, half-lying on a double bed. One leg hung over the side, and her arms were splayed out like a rag doll. Purple-streaked blond hair almost hid her eyes, and rust colored blood covered her pajamas and legs. Like Beth, her throat had been slit, but this woman had a knife wound through her shorts and into her lower abdomen.

The drawers from the nightstands and dresser were upended, and sweaters, slacks, and underwear covered the floor. From the indentations in the mattress and pillows, two people had spent the previous night in the bed, which might mean something or nothing. It was the only bed in the house, so I was leaning toward Beth being this woman's sleeping partner. This victim could have just been unlucky—in the wrong place at the wrong time. We needed to identify her, and with whom she'd been in contact before I could discount the killer coming here specifically to murder her.

After searching the room for an hour, we had found nothing useful beyond bloody footprints in a trail of blood leading back to the kitchen. The impressions might be helpful in the future to confirm the identity of the killer, but if he were any good, he would have burned the contaminated shoes. 

"This guy was careful. It's not looking good, for identifying him forensically." Andrews' eyes looked tired.

"Even the most careful thieves and murderers slip up somewhere," I countered. "One tiny piece of DNA, or a fingerprint and we'll have him." Our techs were habitually pessimistic at the outset of cases, only to pull a rabbit out of the hat later. I had to think that lowered expectations took the pressure off them. But I felt less confident about quickly finding Beth's killer than before I walked into the house.

Andrews took me back to the bedroom and pointed at the body. "See the way the blood radiates down her legs from the knife wound in her abdomen and the quantity of it. Now, look at the bloody footprints between here and the stove. I'd say she was in the kitchen when the perp came through the back door. Maybe she heard a commotion from the dog out back and was on her way to investigate. Our guy came in and stabbed her in the abdomen. The ME can tell us for sure, but I don't think the wound would have killed her outright. She ran to the bedroom and locked the door or tried to block it with the tallboy, leaving the trail of blood on the carpet. He broke down the door, and attacked her again, slitting her throat where we found her on the bed. Then he searched the place for who knows what. The blood was under the items tossed to the floor, which is why we missed seeing it." He paused for a moment. "It may be the only useful piece of evidence here."

I couldn't imagine the terror the woman must have felt in her last moments. After contemplating that for a beat, I said, "How did he do so much damage to the door?"

"He used some kind of ax, maybe a drywall one or a climber's ax. He could have brought it with him, but he could also have picked it up from the woodpile we saw out back. We'll take the door with us to try to identify what he used." Andrews shrugged.

"We need to find her name." Usually, letters or a credit card bill gave us something to work with, but the mountain of junk covering the floor hid any such correspondence. "And let's bag up as much as we can. We can sort it later."

Two bathrooms in a house that size seemed unnecessary. I entered the master through a narrow doorway in the main bedroom. Somehow the builder had managed to shoehorn a green tub-shower, a matching vanity, and toilet into the tiny room. It was half tiled in pale green with soft white paint on the upper half of the walls and ceiling. The bathmat and towels were all neatly stowed. I could still smell the fragrance from someone's shower. Beth? A variety of female grooming products, which hadn't suffered the same fate as everything else in the house, lined a windowsill. Had the killer found what he was searching for before he got to this room? Among the makeup and lotion dispensers, I found three prescription pill bottles—two for Elizabeth Gervais, and a bottle of Vicodin for Ashley Logan, prescribed only five days earlier.

Five minutes after calling Jackie, an assistant at the station, I received Ashley's DMV photo on my phone. In the picture, her hair was a natural color and shorter—more of a pageboy look—but there was no doubt she was the deceased woman lying on the bed. The address on file for her driver's license, issued three years earlier, was different from where we found her, but that could be for any number of reasons. 

In the main room, I said, "Listen up, we have a tentative ID—Ashley Logan aged thirty-three."

"I've heard of her." Kramer looked up from inspecting something on the floor. "Ashley works with my wife at City Hall. She's the mayor's assistant."

"Look what we have here." Mason was standing on a step ladder peering into one of the ceiling light fixtures. "There's a miniature video camera up here. I bet we'll find more."

"Could be the friendly neighborhood pervert," I said. "Or maybe the killer was keeping an eye on them to see what they knew. If that's the case, we're looking at a much higher level of sophistication. How did the killer watch the camera feed?"

"He would have connected the camera to the home Wi-Fi network. I found their router on top of a kitchen wall cabinet. The killer could have viewed it from anywhere on the internet."

"Could they be watching us now?"

"No. I unplugged the broadband connection. If we take it back to the lab, we might be able to find where it was being viewed, if not by whom—"

 A bright burst of light lit the room for an instant accompanied by the snap-whoosh sound of a firecracker.

Everyone jerked their heads toward the coffee maker, which Kramer had been examining moments earlier. A fountain of white-hot fire had erupted from the top, sending showers of sparks cascading to the carpet. Thick smoke billowed out from the epicenter and quickly began filling the room. Everyone froze for a second. Andrews yelled:

"Everybody out now."

"Get out! Get out now!" someone else was screaming.

I saw I'd drawn my pistol and re-holstered it. As we shoved one another toward the front door, the fire was an eerie white glow through the thick smoke, which was quickly filling the room. Chris was first to reach the door and unbolted it. He turned and grabbed my arm, nearly pulling it out of its socket as he dragged me down the steps into the front garden. I turned to see Kramer and Mason catapult out of the house, clutching their yellow forensic evidence bags. Behind them, flames danced around the interior. By the time we reached the lawn and caught our breath, the front windows had exploded, and flames were licking through them.

"What the fuck was that?" I asked. 

"An incendiary device," Mason spat. "We could all have been killed."

"You think it was intended to get us or to destroy the evidence?

"Maybe both? It was in the coffee maker. The lid to the reservoir was stuck down, but I didn't think anything of it," Kramer muttered.

I looked around for Andrews and saw him running toward the house, a fire extinguisher from the van in his hand. I tackled him, and despite the difference in our sizes, we both went down heavily. 

"It's no use. Don't be a martyr," I yelled, though Andrews' ear was only a foot from mine. 

He rolled onto his back, a look of resignation on his face. "There goes the evidence. Damn," he spat.

Flames from the windows, including the one in the bedroom where we'd found Ashley, were licking toward the roof. Rage and frustration boiled within me at being so thoroughly outwitted. 

I jumped to my feet and yelled: "Get the neighbors out!" 

As we ran to evacuate the nearby homes, I heard sirens and bullhorns in the distance.

 

ATOP THE ROCK outcropping behind the houses on Maple Street were circular depressions worn smooth by members of the Maidu tribe—Native Americans, who ground acorns and other nuts there. The man dressed in black was lying next to one of the larger artifacts but paid them no heed. His attention was focused on the burning house. He didn't look like anyone's notion of a person who would brutally slay women. The timer he'd set to give himself a couple of minutes to escape had malfunctioned. Cheap foreign junk. Despite that, he was relieved to see the device eventually fulfill its purpose. He lowered his binoculars, pulled a phone from his shirt pocket, and speed-dialed a local number.

"It's taken care of. Everything is destroyed."

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 4

 

 

ANANDA WAS AT the Melrose Café on Jackson Avenue sipping an almond milk latte. She had an hour before her night shift at Abbey Mount Hospital was due to start. Kayla Ellis, a friend, and a reporter for The Examiner had earlier left a frantic voicemail message. Something about her friends being murdered, she said. Another person died as well as Beth? Ananda had replied in a text, suggesting they meet at the Melrose at 6 p.m., but now her friend was fifteen minutes late. 

Ananda had needed a heavy dose of herbal supplements to get back to sleep after Prentiss' visit. She was still surprised at herself for not discovering he was a detective until he visited her apartment. Not that it mattered—she liked the idea of having a cop boyfriend. Ananda considered it synergistic with her profession as an ER nurse. They'd talked for an hour at The Bluebird Cafe last Saturday, and she must never have asked. It was one of her top qualifying questions for prospective boyfriends. One she usually pried out of them in the first five minutes. Ananda's ex was a lazy bastard who sponged off her, and she was not eager to repeat the mistake.

As she had laid in bed, trying to get some sleep before her night shift, her mind kept returning to what had happened to the reporter right outside her apartment. Beth had been killed on the way to visit her, and it shocked her to the core. Ananda couldn't understand why they needed to meet. She'd told the woman everything she knew only a couple of days earlier and lent her a photograph—one she had difficulty parting with. 

Ananda found her vivid imagination, both a blessing and a curse. The picture of Beth's brutal stabbing had stuck in her head and prevented her from falling asleep. She finally chased it away by concentrating on a fantasy with Detective Prentiss. She visualized him, sweeping her off her feet with his powerful arms, setting her gently on a bed. Except it wasn't her bed. She was in a forest and could hear a babbling brook nearby. Above her, the sun was shining through the branches and leaves. She wore a long white chiffon nightgown. Prentiss lay beside her, dressed all in white from his tie to his suit. He was strong yet gentle as he kissed and caressed her. She couldn't remember how far they got before she drifted off. But now Ananda had a moment of doubt, wondering if sex with the detective would be as good as it was in her fantasies.

"Sorry I'm late. It's been a horrible day. The worst I can remember." Kayla's words broke her reverie. 

"Come and sit down. What would you like to drink?" Ananda said as she focused on her friend.

"My stomach is churning. I feel too nauseous to keep anything down."

"The dead woman was a friend of yours?" Ananda had decided to keep her meetings with Beth to herself.

"Beth was a close friend and a co-worker, but it's far worse. Her partner, Ashley, was also murdered. The killer torched their house. What sicko would do something like that?" Kayla's eyes were red and teary, her black shoulder-length hair unkempt. 

"I'm shocked. Do you think someone targeted the women because they were gay?" Ananda had never got on well with Ashley and had only met Beth twice. 

"The word among my co-workers at The Examiner is Beth's death may be related to something she wrote. But I don't know how it would account for Ashley's murder or the fire."

"What could Beth possibly have written that would make her a target for a killer?" Ananda struggled to hide her mounting apprehension. 

"Nothing likely to set anyone off, as far as I know. The Examiner isn't that kind of paper. Beth was going to write a series of articles about local government corruption. She had a lead on some other big story, but she wouldn't talk about it."

Ananda stood. "I need a sandwich before I go into work, or I'll be hungry in the night. Are you sure I can't get you anything? Some soup, maybe?"

"Just water. It's the only thing which will stay down." Kayla finger-combed her hair from her face. 

Ananda went to the counter. It mortified her to think Beth's article about her daughter Asha could have something to do with the deaths. A few minutes later, she returned carrying a tray. She set a ham sandwich, another almond latte, and a glass of iced water on the table.

"I was outside their house, watching with a group of reporters." Kayla's voice was cracked and raw. "A guy from The Chronicle was monitoring police radios and heard them talk about finding Ashley. But then the fire started before they could get her out. By the time the fire trucks arrived, the place was completely involved. She was a good-looking woman. I keep seeing what happened to her in there—the flames burning her up."

"Have you ever taken sedatives?" Ananda asked.

"Not since my mother died when I was a child."

"I'm sure if you tell your doctor what happened, he'll prescribe you Ativan. It could be just what you need for a couple of weeks." 

"I've told you about the compulsions I occasionally get. A mild form of OCD. The medicines they prescribed were awful. I was better off without them."

"Then try something herbal like Valerian. It's mild and might help if the stress makes you feel obsessive. Plus, it will help you sleep. I use it all the time when I'm on nights." 

"Thank you, nurse. I will."

"Who do you have to talk to about how you're feeling?"

"My two closest friends are dead. There's Matt, I guess. He dated Ashley before she moved in with Beth. He's intelligent, but in many ways, he's a typical guy when it comes to discussing feelings."

"I have to go to work." Ananda drank the dregs of her latte and stood. "You can talk to me. I work nights for the rest of the week. Early mornings and late afternoons are the best times to catch me. I'm off Friday, then Saturday I'm back on days. Text me anytime. I'll call you back when I can.

 

 

 

CHAPTER 5

 

 

THE RHYTHMIC THUMP of the Chinook's twin rotors is reassuring as we navigate the Afghan landscape, until— 

Boom, boom.

Two deafeningly loud explosions shake the craft violently. 

The instrument panel of the pilot in my field of view has gone dark. The copter pitches backward and the engines emit an earsplitting high-pitched whine. The moon shining through the front illuminates the shattered windscreen. I can see the pilot's body is missing from the chest up, and his blood is spattered everywhere. Is the second pilot still alive and flying the copter? 

A fierce wind streams through the hole in the glass and buffets the two other soldiers and me. The Chinook starts to rotate, tossing us around the cabin like rag dolls. I'm not religious, but I say a prayer, convinced I'm living my last moments on earth. We're falling as if we're in a fast descending elevator. I know we were flying low and following the contours of the ground to avoid enemy detection. How far will the Chinook fall? Fifty feet? A hundred feet? The sudden screeching of metal is louder than anything I've ever heard, as the rotating descent jolts abruptly to a halt.

When I open my eyes, leaves, and branches fill the cabin. The nearest soldier is staring in disbelief at the thick tree stump protruding from his chest. His head flops forward. A gash in the side of the other soldier's neck gapes wide. I know he's gone too. The pungent smell of gasoline is overpowering. I must get out before the fire starts, but branches have me pinned to the cabin floor. Unlike the crew and two other passengers, I've survived the crash only to die a painful death as I'm immolated in the ruined copter.

 I jolted awake and sat up in bed. Breathing hard, I struggled to remember where I was. My bedside clock showed 1:30 a.m. The safety was still on the pistol clutched in my right hand. I must have grabbed it from my nightstand. In the future, I'd have to keep it farther out of reach when I slept. The same for the tumbler of water which had tipped over and was streaming rivulets across the hardwood floor.

My bedroom was silent but for the rhythmic thwok-thwok of the ceiling fan over my bed. It wasn't the first time the noise and blowing air had wormed its way into my dreams. But disappointment flooded me as much as the nightmare—after a two-year absence, and ten years since my time in Afghanistan, the night terrors had returned.

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 6

 

 

PATRICK WHITEHEAD WONDERED if his week could get any worse as he drove into Abbey Mount Hospital. He'd been getting home late for the past couple of weeks, and Sophia was getting increasingly bitchy about it. She'd retaliated by waking him several times every night wanting sex. Whitehead suspected she knew he'd be too tired to perform. The girl was half his age, less if he was truthful with himself, which he often wasn't. He believed honesty was overrated and often caused the jams people got themselves into. 

Sophia had only recently moved in, but now it seemed she was using many of the same tactics as his ex-wife. Although once her eyeshade was on and her earplugs in, Vicki Whitehead—Mayor Whitehead—wouldn't wake for stampeding elephants. Sophia had started giving him the look; changing the television channel without asking while he was watching. She was like a cuckoo who'd flown into his nest and was trying to take over. This morning, he'd overslept after Sophia had risen early and gone out without waking him.

Whitehead scanned the line of parked cars in the staff lot. They were all high-end German and Japanese models that put his cheap little domestic car to shame. It was time for a new car, a new girlfriend, and a new job. He'd been the manager of the hospital's Services Department for over thirteen years. 

Back in the day, he'd overseen all the non-medical departments, but over time the cafeteria, then the meals service, and the cleaning service had been outsourced. All that remained was the Clinical and Business IT division. Whitehead was thankful it had grown into a burgeoning department, responsible for not just computer systems, but patient billing and records, clinical prescriptions, and documentation. His department employed over half of the hospital's full-time staff.

But what was foremost in Whitehead's mind as he pulled to a stop in a parking space reserved for doctors, was the event of eleven days earlier. His head was reeling as he pushed through the glass swing doors and summoned the elevator. He'd left the hospital at midnight, and thanks to Sophia, he'd had precious little sleep since. 

Time was running out for Petrov to unearth who was responsible for the intrusion. Whitehead needed to make that clear to the leader of the Networking and Infrastructure Group. It wasn't like someone physically breaking in, Petrov kept saying. There were no damaged locks or broken windowpanes to see, just discrepancies in a few computer logs and large data transfers which no one could account for. Whitehead relied on Petrov's assurances that something had happened, and he'd agreed to put all their resources into finding the person responsible for the hacking. 

Petrov had been monitoring the senior staff's emails and snail mail, ever since he discovered the break-in, expecting an extortion message. It came in the form of an email to Lewis, the CEO, and demanded a small fortune in Bitcoin in return for not releasing patient records. The hacker described them as showing a series of medical mistakes and systemic overbilling. He emphasized his point by attaching a copy of a letter detailing the accidental removal of a patient's wrong kidney. 

Even after the arrival of the ransom demand, Petrov had continued to advocate trying to pay the blackmailer off. Whitehead had another idea of how to deal with the miscreant, provided he or she lived within a reasonable traveling distance of Stockbridge.

Whitehead couldn't care less about the reputation of the hospital. He needed the job to pay his car loan and his mortgage and knew he'd be out on his ear the moment senior management learned of the intrusion. The problem was not just that Lewis and Brickman disliked him and the way he worked, which they frequently called lackadaisical to his face. The real problem was that he'd gone against their wishes and installed cut-price security software from a company in Romania on all of Abbey Mount's computers. He'd been assured it was as good as anything available, and the firm had agreed to inflate the invoiced price on the condition that he split the overage equally with them.

The elevator dinged at almost the same time as his phone. Now, what did Sophia want? As the doors opened, he read a message from Andrei Petrov: 

Urgent. Lewis and Brickman looking for u.  Where the hell are u?

Focused on his phone and wondering what the meeting could portend, he collided with an acne-faced man with a mop of fair hair. Andrei Petrov looked much younger than his thirty-one years. 

"You need to go straight up to the sixth floor." The leader of the Networking and Infrastructure Group was white-faced.

Whitehead uttered an expletive, thrusting his bulky Eddie Bauer jacket into Petrov's hands before re-boarding the elevator. He should have told management about the hack as soon as he knew about it. Now they'd found out, they would fire him on the spot. He spat on his hands and used them to smooth down his hair as he rode alone to the sixth floor. Anger burned in his chest at the unfairness of it all. If they fired him, he wouldn't go quietly. He could play at blackmail too. He had the power to bring the hospital to its knees. 

The Chief of Security, Brickman was a nasty, mean, and spiteful hulk of a man who enjoyed firing employees and marching them off the premises. Lewis was no better. Whitehead's feet were like lead as he walked into the assistant to the CEO's office. Beryl Masters was impossible to read as she announced his arrival over the intercom and nodded for him to go through the connecting door.

Lewis's office was oak-paneled with wool carpeting. Original artwork of English landscapes hung on his walls. The CEO had close-cropped receding hair and sagging jowls. He was seated behind an oversized mahogany desk. Brickman, standing to his right, had a Zappa mustache, stubble beard, and shaved head. Neither man displayed any emotion as Whitehead entered. No chair was offered, so he stood in front of them, his hands clasped behind him, waiting for the inevitable. 

Lewis held a single sheet of paper. "Ah, Whitehead. Brickman has noticed a disturbing trend in your department. Specifically, in the, ahem, Networking and Infrastructure Group."

Here it comes, Whitehead thought.

"Apparently, starting nine days ago, all the members of this group, yourself included, have been working an excessive amount of overtime. As much as 300% of usual it says here. Do you care to enlighten us?"

Whitehead was caught off guard and had to replay in his mind what the CEO had said. Was it a trick question? Did they already know the truth? And how had the Head of Security tracked his employee's work hours to this detail? His staff had yet to turn in timesheets for the period in question.

When he didn't answer immediately, Brickman asked, "Is something going on?"

Whitehead's mouth was dry as sandpaper. "Well sir," he stuttered. "Nine days ago, the patient records unexpectedly went off-line for ten minutes."

"We're aware of that." Brickman's eyes focused on him like a pair of lasers. Whitehead considered for a moment whether the man was reading his thoughts.

"We've been working on hardening the code, making it impossible for the problem to reoccur. If it were to happen again, and the interruption to go on longer, it could have a catastrophic effect on hospital scheduling. We should have it fixed soon." 

Would they buy the explanation?

"That's it?" Brickman turned to Lewis, a puzzled look on his face.

After a beat, Lewis addressed the Department Head, "This is a serious problem that could put the hospital's patients in danger. We have a responsibility to the board and our shareholders to balance cost with risk. You have my approval to continue for now. But I want frequent, no daily, progress reports on the situation, and a breakdown of the overtime worked by each person. I can't give you a blank check on this level of expenditure. Now get back to work."

As he turned to leave, Whitehead saw Brickman and Lewis regard him with incredulous expressions. Whitehead could see they didn't buy a single word he'd said. For the time being, he'd dodged a bullet, but the fear it had induced only strengthened his resolve to take extreme measures once they found the culprit.

"You can leave his door open," Beryl said, as he left Lewis's office, annunciating 'his' as if referring to a deity. As he turned to comply, he saw Brickman and Lewis standing with their heads together in animated conversation. 

 

.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 7

 

 

AT THE EXAMINER NEWSPAPER OFFICES, a uniformed guard showed us into a stuffy waiting room with no windows. Prentiss wore his trademark pale blue shirt, sleeves rolled to mid forearm, burgundy tie, and khaki pants. A head taller than me, he was at least six foot three.

At five minute intervals, a distant voice announced, "Max Dixon to the visitor's lounge."

Lounge was a gross exaggeration. The rows of hard plastic seats reminded me of school, and the place smelled of stale body odor. I pulled a copy of the morning edition from a pile on a coffee table. Oversized headlines screamed CRAZED KILLER ON THE LOOSE. The entire front page was devoted to the previous day's murders and included pictures of Beth and Ashley, looking much younger than when I saw them. Death will do that to you.

After we'd waited a half hour, I was about to look for the security guard, when the door opened. A distinguished-looking man with close-cropped gray hair and attired in a suit entered the room. A shorter bald man wearing wire-rimmed spectacles, jeans, and a checked shirt joined him.

"I'm Detective Megan Riley, and this is Detective Scott Prentiss." I proffered my hand, but neither man reciprocated. "We're investigating the death of Elizabeth Gervais who we believe was an employee here at The Examiner."

The man in the suit spoke with a stony face. "I'm Andrew Schwartz, attorney for the Tribute Group of newspapers, owners of The Examiner, and this is Max Dixon The Examiner's editor." 

"We have questions about who Beth was in contact with and who her friends were." I looked from one man to the other, though it was clear Dixon was the organ grinder's monkey.

"We were all deeply saddened to hear of the young lady's tragic death. Almost everyone has been sent home for the morning." Schwartz's voice was calm, measured as if reading from a script. "But I'm sure you understand that many, if not all of your questions may touch on her work product at The Examiner, which is protected by law." 

So that's the way it was going down—anything we wanted short of actual help.

"Items recovered from her body lead us to believe she was working when she was killed. If her murder was tied to her work product, then it is no longer protected." I struggled to keep the tone of my voice from rising, sounding shrill.

"You have no proof her death is connected to her work, and until you do, it remains privileged and protected. Any work items recovered from her person are the property of the Tribute Group. Mr. Dixon here asserts he did not see her on the day she was killed and has no knowledge of her private life. Moreover, we both believe her killing was more likely related to someone she may have mistakenly become involved with. She was known to be rather free with her acquaintances—men or women. If you've read The Examiner recently, you'll know the issues published in it are not matters of life and death."

"We'd like a list of her coworkers." I didn't give a damn about their thoughts on the case.

"No such list exists. I should remind you that if an employee discloses anything about Miss Gervais' work, it will open you and them to legal action."

"Did she come into the office yesterday morning?" My fists had balled up at the apparent disregard for the deaths. The attorney was talking about the deceased as if she was a covert operative.

"Access to the offices here is controlled using an electronic access key. Entrances and exits are logged, and we know Miss Gervais did not enter the offices anytime yesterday. 

"Surely you can answer the simple question of whether or not she was working at the time of her death."

"I'll answer," Dixon said. "Your question isn't a simple one, Detective. None of our employees clock on and off, and we don't keep a record of where they are at any time of the day. They talk to people and get leads on stories that may in the end not pan out. They only inform me once they have a workable story. I could only answer your question with vague conjecture, so I'm choosing not to."

"I find it impossible to believe an editor like yourself has no idea what one of your reporters was researching or planning to write."

"If you will excuse us, we have other matters to attend to. Good day." The attorney ushered Dixon out of the room and was replaced by the security guard who was clearly assigned to see us off the premises.

 

 

"HIS LEGAL THREATS do have a basis in law," Prentiss pronounced. We were in my car heading back to the station.

"He gave us chicken shit answers to reasonable questions. It would be a public relations nightmare for him to test what he said in court." I slowed for pedestrians crossing the street.

"Do you really want to threaten him with legal action? Townsend is very pro-business and would have a fit."

"You spend too much time worrying about what the lieutenant will do or think. It's both our asses on the line if we don't solve the case, and we won't do it with one hand tied behind our backs. Dixon may have been telling the truth when he said he'd sent everyone home. I saw only two cars in the parking lot: an older Honda and a late model Beemer. They would match Dixon and his minder. Google the names of The Examiner's reporters. Let's see if one of them will talk to us."

"Five people are listed as staff reporters like Gervais. The first one is Kayla Ellis. Her name sounds familiar."

"See if you can find an address for her."

Prentiss tapped on his phone. "293 Brockway Apartments."

"You must have interviewed her yesterday, right? The apartment manager's last name was Ellis." My voice was strained. "Maybe Gervais was visiting her, although being kitted out with a recorder doesn't quite fit that idea."

Prentiss pulled out his notebook and thumbed the pages. "There was no answer, so we left a card for her to call us. We did the same for about ten more people who were out. There may be others if anyone was squatting in the empty apartments, and there were plenty of those."

"You mean a coworker is living in the building where Gervais was murdered, and we only found out today by accident. After we spent all yesterday wondering what she was doing there. You need to fix this screw-up fast before anyone finds out. Get some uniforms to canvass the people you missed. Right now."

Fifteen minutes later we were climbing the stairs to Kayla Ellis' second-floor apartment. I leaned over the metal railing outside her door. Looking down, I could see the place where we'd found Beth's body. 

A slender woman opened the door to Prentiss's knock. She was a couple of inches shorter than me, and I'm only five feet five. Her jet-black shoulder-length hair and her face were striking and reflected a Southeast Asian descent. If Danny Ellis was her father, she must have gotten her looks from her mother.

"Kayla Ellis?" I asked 

"Yes." She regarded us warily. Her eyes were red, her face somber.

We showed our badges, and I gave our names. "May we come in?"

"Yes, of course. I've been expecting you."

Kayla showed us to an old but serviceable sofa. The room was tidy and uncluttered despite the thrift store furniture. She smoothed down the hem of her dress before sitting facing us on a bamboo swing chair suspended from the ceiling. 

"We're sorry for your loss. Were you and Beth close?"

"I worked with Beth. She and Ashley were my two best friends. What happened to them is heartbreaking. I keep expecting them both to come through the door."

"Were you home yesterday?"

"I saw the cops as I was leaving for work. Stuff happens here all the time. I'd no idea it was anything to do with Beth. I know this sounds silly, but she wasn't someone you'd expect to be murdered." Kayla fought back tears.

"When did you last see her?"

"At work, the day before yesterday."

"Do you have any idea what she was doing here? Could she have been on her way to see you?"

"I've been asking myself the same question over and over. It makes no sense. We see each other at work all the time. Beth would have phoned me if she had a question. Although I don't know any reason why she would—we worked on different stories. Why would she traipse all the way over here when she could call me?"

"We believe she was wearing a digital recorder."

"Beth thought writing notes distracted the person she was interviewing. I have a pretty good memory, so I don't use a recorder unless it's a long interview. You say she was wearing it?"

"Concealed under her clothing, we think. Her killer removed it."

"It's odd she would hide it. When I use one, I set it out in the open."

"Can you think of who she might have been meeting? Could it have been someone connected to a story she was working on?"

"As I said, we work independently on stories, but Beth mentioned a couple of big ones she had in the pipeline."

"What can you tell us about them?" Prentiss shot me a look for asking such a question. 

Kayla saw it too, and said, "I know management wouldn't be happy with me telling you, but Beth and Ashley meant the world to me. I need you to find their killer. Beth was looking into possible irregularities in a deal between Mayor Vicki Whitehead and local businessmen, Joey Sands and Buddy Olsen. Sands is the landlord here at Brockway."

"And the other story?" I asked

She said it would be explosive. Of course, reporters say that all the time, trying to sound positive when all they have is a missing dog story. But Beth didn't BS anyone, and certainly not me. It was a tip from her secret source, she said. But I've no idea who that was. We don't discuss our sources with one another. She was insistent I move out of Brockway because of what she'd found. There's a lot of violence and drugs here, but I don't know if it relates to Beth's story."

"The attacker could be someone she met while doing research. Can you remember her talking about anyone else?"

"Just the names I gave you. They are prominent fixtures in the community who certainly aren't murderers."

"You've been a big help." Prentiss rose to his feet. "I can see you're tired."

"Yeah, it keeps hitting me."

It was my turn to shoot Prentiss an angry look. 

"Is Danny Ellis a relative?" I asked.

"He's my dad. He said you spoke to him. I'm sorry if he wasn't polite. His illness makes him grumpy."

We thanked Kayla for her time and offered more condolences. As we walked to my 4Runner, I said, "What the hell was that about?" 

"Dixon said they'd go after employees who gave us information."

"Oh, right. Let's go back to the station and hope the killer calls us and confesses. If you have a problem asking difficult questions, you need to find another line of work. When I'm speaking with someone, never, ever, try to end the interview like that again. Are we clear?"

We rode in silence until Prentiss took a call. He grunted acknowledgment a couple of times and disconnected. "A patrol answering a 911 found Gervais' car burned out. It was by the side of the road leading to the water treatment plant. The fire department had a job preventing it from spreading. Forensically, the car is a complete bust, Andrews says."

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 8

 

 

THE OLD STONE CORRIDOR was cold and dimly lit. An odor of decay hung in the air. Dust was everywhere, cast off by the generations of people who had worked there. I was looking for Mayor Vicki Whitehead's office on the second floor of the Monroe Building. The overly ornate stone edifice was built one hundred and thirty years earlier to house the courtrooms and local government. The police department used to be in the basement before it moved to the current modern concrete and glass affair on Grove Street. 

I had earlier given Prentiss the task of collecting and reviewing the victims' bank statements. He looked as if the task was beneath him, but I left before he could debate me.

The corridor opened into the rotunda, where I spotted a door with a small sign for the Mayor's and City Manager's offices. Entering, I found myself at a reception desk covered with vases of flowers and sympathy cards. The nameplate read Ashley Logan Assistant to the Mayor. 

Across the room, a tall woman in her forties rose from behind a desk to greet me. Her eyes were red, and strands of her short black hair were falling over her face.

"Detective Megan Riley." I flashed my badge.

"Jill Harvey, City Manager. Are you here about poor Ashley? " The woman gave me her hand.

"Can I ask you a few questions?"

She led me through a door to a conference room. Jill sat across from me at a small round antique table.

"I can't believe she's gone. Ashley was a good friend and always so full of life." Jill finger-combed the hair from her face.

"You knew her outside of work?"

"We used to meet for coffee. Sometimes on weekends, we'd see a movie together. Ashley was such a sweetheart. It's a terrible loss for all of us."

"Did you also know Beth Gervais? Were they an item?"

"For a long time, Ashley didn't let on she liked to date women as well as men. Then a couple of months ago, she broke up with Matt and came out. It shocked some of the men here—ruined their fantasies about her, I suppose. She'd dated plenty of boyfriends. But, as she confided in me, they all turned out to be disappointments in the end." 

I felt the same before I met Jake. 

"Who is Matt?" I asked, pulling my notebook from my pants pocket.

"Matt Baker is something of a computer guy. A man-boy if you ask me. He didn't know what he had in Ashley. Spent too much time on video games, not enough time with her. He was in court recently for spray painting buildings, would you believe—tagging I think they call it. But the last straw for Ashley was when she found he was into drugs. I don't know why she stayed with him as long as she did." Harvey dabbed her eyes with a handkerchief.

"Do you know where I can find him?"

"He's probably scrubbing graffiti off walls. If not, he has a small apartment above the bar near the theater. What's it called? Um . . . The Spotted Owl. Don't ask me how I know where he lives—it was many years ago in another lifetime."

"I just spoke to Kayla Ellis. Do you know her?"

"Kayla is a lying bitch." Jill's eyes flashed. "She was always trying to ingratiate herself with Ashley, but she only ever looks out for herself. Beth had more to do with her than Ashley, I suppose because they worked together."

"Did Beth socialize with Matt?"

"They've been friends for a long time. Matt's antics didn't seem to faze her. She had to be a bit more careful about the friendship after Ashley broke up with him and came to live in her cute little house."

"One possibility we're looking into is that Ashley discovered a secret in the course of her work. Something her killer needed to protect. Or maybe she upset someone she met."

"I suppose her work brought her into contact with all manner of people. She organized meetings, managed the Mayor's calendar, and mine. She was easy to get on with, even when people were rude."

"Could anyone have felt slighted by her, or by the Mayor?"

"Not by Ashley. But I can write you a long list of people angry at Mayor Whitehead."

It was too long a shot that anyone would feel angry enough with the Mayor to kill her assistant and her assistant's partner. I said, "A list of everyone with whom Ashley interacted would be helpful."

"Goodness. That is a lot of people."

"Can you think of anyone Ashley met who was opposed to her lifestyle?" I asked.

"Ashley dealt with all manner of people and beliefs, but I don't know of anyone who expressed anti-gay sentiments publicly. You don't know anymore what people get up to in private."

"Any change in her mood recently?"

"Something was bothering her. At times she'd talk in whispers on her cell phone and stare into space afterward. I supposed it was her love life, but she wouldn't talk about whatever it was, and we discussed our relationships all the time. Now I think about it, a couple of weeks ago she said someone had broken into their house and moved her stuff."

"You mean the house she shared with Beth?"

"The sad thing was no one believed her, Beth included. Ash couldn't find her phone and Beth said she'd just misplaced it. Then a couple of days later she said someone had moved her stuff again in the bathroom and her phone was back. We all laughed at her. You don't think it could have had anything to do with her murder, do you? I'd die if it did, and we didn't tell her to go to the police."

It was likely the people who bugged their house and killed them, I thought.

 A middle-aged man with receding black hair and the extra pounds which come with advancing years poked his head into the room. Jill introduced him as councilman and businessman Buddy Olsen and told him the reason for my visit. 

"Is she free?" He jerked his head toward the Mayor's closed office door. His voice was gruff, his demeanor dour.

"Chief Kane is in with her," Jill replied. Wes Kane had been Stockbridge's chief of police for six years. Many thought his relationship with Mayor Whitehead was too cozy.

"I have a few questions if you have a moment," I interjected.

"I had no contact with either of the dead women, except for meeting reminders from Miss Logan. I'm dashing to an appointment. Tell Whitehead I'm looking for her." He swept out of the room without waiting for a reply.

Jill gave me a look, but I kept my face deadpan. I'd met enough Buddy Olsens both in my time in the Military Police and afterward to know how to deal with them. I wanted to ask her about the irregularities between Olsen and the Mayor that I got from Kayla Ellis, but I decided to save the question for later. Right now, I didn't want to jeopardize the rapport we'd established. 

A door opened, and Chief Kane stepped into the reception area, with Mayor Vicki Whitehead following. She was in her early fifties, tall and elegant, with a figure that only comes from regular visits to the gym. Her bobbed hair, black-rimmed glasses, and pantsuit were all business as she sashayed toward me. Kane nodded curtly to me and left. Jill gave me her number, and I thanked her for her time.

"I'm Detective Riley, here about Ashley's death," I said, extending my hand to the Mayor. "Do you have time to answer a few questions?"

"Come through. You have five minutes before I must leave. I'm so disorganized without Ashley here." I noticed she didn't express any feelings beyond the loss of her assistant's services. She showed me to a chair, then stood facing me with her butt perched on the edge of her desk, her arms folded. I was partway through my spiel about Logan's killing possibly resulting from something she discovered in the course of her work when Mayor Whitehead cut me off:

"You should know we can only make available a very limited amount of information about her work here, and only after the City Attorney reviews it to ensure we're not violating any party's privacy rights."

"Two women have been brutally murdered. We're concerned that more deaths may follow," I said.

"I'm confident whatever got them killed was not a part of city business."

"I wish I had your certainty. People kill for any number of crazy reasons. Could someone have been upset with you or your office about the way they'd been treated?"

"People are upset at me all the time. I'm a convenient symbol for them to rail against when they feel wronged by anyone in local government. Just look online at my transportation and urban renewal initiatives or my plans to combat homelessness and use your imagination."

"Was Ashley a party to any contentious discussions recently?"

"I've spoken to Chief Kane, and you have no proof her death was in any way connected to this office. It could just as likely be a sex crime. Most men are brutes. My ex-husband, Patrick, is a good example, lording it in his job at the hospital. I hear he's shacked up with another young thing. Sophia or some such name."

"There is no evidence of a sex crime against either victim. We'll hold any information you give us in the strictest confidence."

Mayor Whitehead said, "I cannot endanger the privacy of citizens who do business with the city just because you have a hunch. It's much more likely their killer was motivated by sex or violence or both. That's all the time I have for now." I watched her shoulder a bulky purse and strut out of the office.

I could have threatened the Mayor with a court order for Ashley Logan's emails, and I may still need to. But it was clear the only outcome of my pressing her further, without more evidence, would be a reprimand from Lieutenant Townsend or worse. For now, there was no shortage of other avenues to investigate.

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 9

 

 

THE ACRID SMELL of burnt wood assailed my senses as I stepped through the ruins of Ashley and Beth's house on Maple Street. The ME had scheduled the autopsies for the morning. I had asked Prentiss to observe, telling myself it was time he learned from the experience. In truth, I couldn't bear to see Beth's naked body getting cut up. He asked if he could skip watching Cliff Jackson work on Ashley's charred remains, and I told him just to make sure he came back with all the findings. 

Flames had blackened the paintwork of neighboring houses, but quick action by the fire department saved them from significant damage. However, the towering oak, which had stood proudly beside the ruined house, hadn't fared as well. The bark on the trunk had split, and the branches were nothing more than blackened stumps. The brick chimney still stood, a silent sentinel watching over Chris Andrews and I as we worked to uncover the cause of the fire, and who started it. We hoped it would help answer the larger question: why the lives of two young women were so brutally cut short.

A few charred joists were the only remnants of the floor of the house. I was forced to keep ducking under them as I trudged through a thick layer of burnt debris covering what used to be the underfloor crawlspace. The slightest movement from either of us generated clouds of gray dust, which showered us from head to toe. It was in my hair, on my arms and legs, and despite my dust mask, I could taste it in my throat. Andrews resembled a phoenix rising from the ashes as he crouched over a sieve and worked a hand rake, hunting for remains of the incendiary device. I had only found a few metal items of no evidentiary value—which had done nothing to quench the anger I felt toward the arsonist and killer who subjected Ashley's body to one more desecration. It wasn't possible to recover her remains until after the fire was completely extinguished. By then, any hope of retrieving the attacker's DNA from her body had vanished.

"Got something here." Andrews held up a plastic evidence bag. 

I made my way to him, taking care not to disturb the ground where he was working. The bag held small gears, a spring, and several short lengths of wire. "A timing device?" I guessed.

"I'm not sure how useful it will be—these clocks are as common as dirt—but I'll send it to the arson investigators in Sacramento. The fire coated the metal parts with the products of combustion. It should allow them to identify the accelerant used. I'd guess it's thermite. The constituents are readily available, and it's not difficult to make. There's nothing large enough to bear a fingerprint, even supposing our guy didn't wear gloves. Whatever we discover is likely to be circumstantial."

"One step at a time," I cautioned. "We know where the fire started and that it was arson, so we're ahead of most fire investigations. The bigger picture is we're thirty hours into the murder investigations and still at square one. We don't know who Beth was on her way to see at Brockway or the connection to her work. Even supposing, there was one. We don't know what she was working on with any certainty, and while you've discovered the cause of the fire, I've found nothing that will even begin to answer one of those questions. If we can find something, anything, about the arsonist, even if it's inconclusive or won't stand up in court, we'll know where to focus our murder inquiries."

I braced myself for Andrews reply. He knew he was free to speak his mind with me. Instead, I heard a commotion from the street and turned to see an elderly man waving his arms at the uniformed officer guarding the front of the property. As I approached, I heard the man say Beth's name. 

"I'm Detective Riley. What seems to be the problem?"

"I live there." The man pointed to the yellow house next door to the ruined one. "I demand to know what is going on." He had a full head of gray hair and delicate features with a rosy complexion. I placed him in his sixties and retired.

"There's been a fire. Can I have your name?"

"Peter Taylor. I can see there's been a fire, thank you. Are the girls okay?"

"I'm sorry to say there have been some fatalities. Someone should have spoken to you sooner."

"I've just got back from visiting family in Livermore. Did something happen to Beth or Ashley?"

With the help of Officer Smith, I managed to get Taylor seated on a garden bench in front of his house. Singed rhododendron bushes shielded us from the worst of the devastation, and from the small crowd of reporters and photographers gathered on the sidewalk. But it did nothing for the acrid smell hanging in the air. Perhaps sensing bad news, Taylor took a silver flask from his pocket and gulped several mouthfuls, wiping his lips with the back of his hand.

"I'm sorry to have to tell you this, but Beth Gervais and Ashley Logan both passed away," I said.

"Oh my God, that's terrible. Neither girl was able to get out in time?" He took another drag from his flask, his hand shaking violently. "How did the fire start? Was it the electric heater they had in the bedroom?"

"We're looking into exactly what happened. Until we know more, I can't give you any details. How well did you know the women?"

"I saw them every day. They were wonderful girls, each in their way. Ashley was my direct line to City Hall. I'd tell her about potholes around town, and she'd promise to tell the Mayor or the City Manager. She got them fixed, would you believe. I used to read Beth's column in the paper at breakfast, and when I saw her later, I'd ask her for the inside scoop. She'd take the time to explain what was going on behind the scenes." He was gulping air, and tears streamed down his face.

Thinking I might need to call an ambulance, I said, "I don't think you can stay in your house tonight. There's damage to the siding. Nothing that can't be easily fixed, but the fire marshal needs to declare it safe. We don't want you breathing the fumes from the fire. Is there anyone you can stay with?"

He stared unfocused into the distance for a while but seemed calmer when he said. "I've got friends in the next street. I stayed with them when I was sick last year."

"This is Officer Smith. He's going to enter your house with you to pick up any essentials, like medications and your toothbrush, and then he'll see you get safely to your friends."

As he unlocked his front door, Taylor paused. "I've got something of Beth's. Can you see that Beth's family get it?" He disappeared inside before I could reply.

I was expecting a dish or the like, but when he returned, he thrust a smartphone into my hand.

"It's Beth's. She dropped it on Sunday, just before I left. I offered to replace her cracked screen. Before I retired, I worked for Verizon doing just that. Understandably, she didn't want anyone to see what's on it, and she knew I wouldn't look. You'll find the password taped to the back. The phone won't be of use to anyone without it."

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 10

 

 

HALF MY LIFETIME AGO, when Beth accused my dad of molesting her, it hit me like nothing else ever had. I was young, and my immediate concern was not just the loss of my father as police led him away—Beth refused to see me. Losing her friendship changed not only my feelings at that moment but the trajectory of my life. 

That Beth would lie about something so terrible, told me I never truly knew her. She had been a huge part of my life, and in a moment, she undid all the joy we'd ever had. For as long as I could remember, I lived with the expectation that the next time we met, we'd do something awesome together. Because we cared about each other's happiness. Now it all was shamefully shown to be a lie. Everything we'd shared vanished in an instant. My life was suddenly a vacuum, hollow, and empty. I had to find something to fill it. I started dating in earnest and went a little crazy with the boys I met.

Beth came from a good family, and I felt sorry for them. They had poured their lives into raising her well, only to have her throw it back in their faces. 

 "Ashley Logan was twelve-weeks pregnant. Beth Gervais had sex in the twelve hours preceding her death."

Prentiss's voice jerked me back to the present moment. I was seated at my desk, with Andrews' crime scene report up on my monitor. A white-faced Prentiss was standing over me, crowding my personal space.

"That's all you got from spending the morning with the Medical Examiner? I thought he liked to cut at night?" I'd noticed myself getting increasingly testy since I stopped taking the anti-depressant a week earlier. The Desyrel messed with my alertness and with comprehending what people were telling me. It made my thoughts appear in slow motion. Not at all good for a cop. Doctor Kate, the psych I'd been sent to routinely after the bank shooting, had prescribed them to help me sleep. They must have been working before because now I was repeatedly waking in the night and tossing and turning for hours.

"He found lubricant, but no semen or spermicide. Not typical findings for rape, so the sex was probably with Logan." Prentiss looked distinctly queasy, I assumed from what he saw at the autopsies.

"It's not surprising since our victims were an item. I assume they're running a paternity test on Logan's fetus?"

"In process. The Medical Examiner estimated she was about twelve weeks. There's unknown contact DNA on Gervais, and fibers from a black leather jacket or gloves which are too generic to lead anywhere. The fire destroyed anything forensic on Logan."

As he left, Jackie Orvar, a young detective's assistant, stepped forward and said she had something I needed to see. I followed to her work area where a time-stamped still image of a street was up on the monitor,

 "I've found two surveillance cameras of interest to us." Jackie pointed a pen at the screen. "This one is primarily covering traffic on the freeway interchange at Pine Street, but a corner of the image captures what's happening on Main Street. Watch as I play the video. At 7.02 a.m., we see Beth park her car in front of the apartments. We can't see the registration, but I confirmed it's her Honda because the fender damage matches the dents on her burnt-out car. Now pay attention to the SUV parked on the street in front of her. If I rewind the video, you can see it arrived 14 minutes earlier. Two men in plaid shirts got out and disappeared off camera toward the apartments. A Fed-Ex truck blocks us from seeing what happens later, so we'll switch to the second camera." 

Orvar worked her keyboard and brought up another video. She continued:

"The city installed this one because of the neighborhood's high crime rate. Like the first camera, it covers a wide expanse, so our area of interest appears small on the screen. At 7.16 a.m., you see the same two men return from the direction of Brockway. Since we can't see much detail in their faces, I'm going on their plaid shirts and baseball caps. One man gets into the black SUV they arrived in, the other into Beth's car. Both vehicles drive off. They must have retrieved the keys from her body."

"Great investigative work," I said as she replayed the videos. This time she froze the second video at the best images of the two men. "They arrived before Beth, then lay in wait for her, which means they knew what time she'd be there. It also implies pre-meditation. Taking the victim's car clearly implicates them in killing her while they are out of sight of the cameras. That's big."

"Not necessarily, Detective." I recognized Lieutenant Townsend's voice behind me. "They could be laborers arriving for work," he continued. "Probably illegals who had an altercation with the victim and when it got out of hand, they split. Could be a sex crime, pure and simple. Why is everything a big conspiracy with you, Riley?"

"So why was her apartment ransacked, the roommate killed?" I countered.

"The murders are two separate crimes. A burglar broke into the house, not expecting the roommate to be there. He killed her when she confronted him. Turned the place over, looking for valuables."

"How about the incendiary device? We found the remains of a clock used as the timer."

"The clock you found is just a clock, and your incendiary device is an electrical fault. I heard the fire started in the coffeemaker. Probably a cheap piece of foreign-made junk. Maybe the roommate was raped, but we'll never know after she got toasted. Concentrate your efforts on thieves and perverts, and you'll never go too far wrong." He pursed his pencil-thin lips with the hint of a smirk.

Challenging Townsend when he started in on his wild seat-of-the-pants theories was an exercise in futility. Only when you had irrefutable evidence could you try to dispute him. I knew he regarded me as a threat. My very existence there challenged his status quo—one in which cops were bulked up white males with an excess of testosterone. Don't get me wrong I'm no rabid feminist, but I do believe fairness in the workplace is a fundamental right.

I suppose I paid lip service to those members of the public who saw the world like Townsend. On duty, I wore my naturally curly shoulder-length hair tied up in a bun, and I don't wear makeup. Still, my mixed-race olive skin makes many men treat me as a novelty, and not in a positive way. Even though this is California where my parents moved to in 1980, looking for a place where interracial marriage was accepted. 

"Ashley Logan was twelve weeks pregnant," I added, hoping to change the direction of the conversation.

"She liked boys and girls? That's doubly messed up. You need to be looking at the pervert who's the child's father." 

Jackie Orvar looked as if she wanted to shrink away and hide. She was only a year out of college, and I didn't like the thought of Townsend coloring her view of the force.

It would be some time before we'd have the fetus' DNA results. But the Baker kid was my favorite candidate for father. He was already at the top of my list for a visit. I was usually able to let the lieutenant's comments blow by me. But after his ignorant remarks, coupled with my withdrawal from the medication, anger welled up inside me. I kept my cool and said:

"I plan to interview him next."

"I had reservations about you coming back to work so soon," he said. "I'm going to give you some rope, for now, Detective, but it won't last unless I see some quick results."

My composure snapped like glass. I needed to get out of the station fast and put some distance between the Neanderthal and me. Before Jackie or anyone else mentioned my friendship with Beth and gave Townsend another excuse to rail against me or take me off the case.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 11

 

 

I DROVE AWAY FROM the station on autopilot without a destination in mind. A wave of fiery white anger surged through me. Townsend's manipulative lies were getting worse. I had a feeling there was a hidden agenda behind his berating and humiliating people. Pumping up the radio volume, I listened to Freddy Mercury singing 'We Are the Champions.' When I finally focused my attention on where I was going, my 4Runner was pulling into the parking lot of a single-story professional building. I hadn't seen Dr. Kate Raymond since she signed me back to active duty two months earlier—mostly due to the trouble I had warming to shrinks.

The piped music in the shared waiting area played to an empty room. Doctor Kate's office door was ajar, and I could see her packing her briefcase to leave. I walked in and said a simple hello. Maybe a sixth sense told her when she was needed because she set her briefcase back on the floor and waved me to a seat. Dr. Kate was in her forties, with dark brown hair cut in a business-like bob. She looked too warmly dressed for the time of year in a white blouse, navy blazer, and designer jeans, but her office was pleasantly cool. The decor was soothing, casual, and the furniture carefully arranged.

"I have thirty minutes before I must leave to pick up my youngest from school," she announced in a Boston accent. 

"I won't take that long," I replied. "I only want to see my file."

"I saw on the news this morning that Beth Gervais was killed yesterday. Is she the gal you told me about? The one who was your childhood friend?"

"Yes, it's her."

"I watched your interview. You're investigating her death. How are you coping?"

"I don't want to talk about it. As I said, I just want to see my file, please."

"You didn't speak at all for the first two sessions after you were shot. I thought we were past that."

When I said nothing, she continued:

"Okay, I'll bite. Why do you want to see your file?"

"To see what it says about my relationship with Beth."

"Don't you already know?

"In an odd way, I think she did me a favor when she ran out on me and got my dad hauled away."

"How so?" Doctor Kate inclined her head toward me. I thought they must be taught to do it at shrink school because I met several in the military who did the exact same thing.

"As a child, I was so focused on Beth, that I didn't form any other close friendships. When she and my dad both went out of my life, I only had myself to fall back on."

"That was a good thing?"

"When the police released my dad, he was broken. I had no one. It forced me to make big decisions myself; to not rely on anyone else's judgment. I now think Beth gave me that understanding, that gift. Had it not been for her, my life would have turned out entirely differently. And not in a good way."

"That's an enlightened viewpoint, Megan." Dr. Kate shifted in her chair.

"I don't always make the best decisions. I may have got Beth killed."

"How so?"

"She phoned me several times last week and left messages, but I was too busy to answer or call her back."

"Do you still have the messages?"

"Some of them. But I can't find the one in which Beth said why she was calling. I barely listened to it. Something about a discovery being a police matter."

"Then you know what to do."

"How will listening to them help Beth?"

"They might help you catch her killer. I'm sure Beth would want you to do that." 

"It won't bring her back."

"You're complaining because you can't bring the dead back to life?"

"I was too wrapped up in work to return her calls."

"Are you going to continue to beat yourself with that stick?"

"I can be self-absorbed, selfish."

"Can't we all?"

"Neglectful of others. I should visit my mother more often."

"It's part of the human condition."

"I suppose I want absolution for not finding the time to call her."

"You should have gone to see a priest instead."

"I'm sorry. I shouldn't have shown up like this." I made a move to stand but stopped when she said:

"But here you are. Now, what do you want to look at in your file?" 

"Nothing important, I guess."

"Isn't it a conflict for you to investigate the killing of someone you were once so close to?"

"I won't tell if you don't."

"It will put an unreasonable amount of stress on you. More than I like to see at this stage of your recovery. You were shot, and your partner was killed."

"I'll practice the clean-living pointers you gave me." The ideas we'd discussed were less about sex and drinking, and more about exercise, regular meals, and getting to sleep on time.

"Are you taking the Desyrel I prescribed?"

"It makes my mind too foggy; slows my reflexes."

"After taking it for four months, you need to come off it slowly. Reduce the dose a little at a time. If you abruptly stop taking it, you'll feel agitated and have difficulty sleeping, . . . or worse."

"I'll keep it in mind. What can I take to help me sleep?"

"Desyrel." Doctor Kate's gaze moved to the wall clock behind me. "I have to pick up my child. When would you like to come in next for an appointment? The cost should be fully covered."

"I'd like to leave it open for now if you don't mind."

"Alright. Remember the breathing and the stress reduction techniques we discussed."

We both rose. I shook Doctor Kate's hand and flashed her a smile.

It was now mid-afternoon. I'd skipped lunch, so I picked up a chicken sandwich and fries to go from Shakes 'n Burgers. My landlords originally built my cottage in the grounds of their one-hundred-year-old Victorian house to accommodate Mrs. McKenzie's mother. After she died, the McKenzies rented it to me. There was a kitchen-living room, and two bedrooms if you count the loft conversion. I sat at my multipurpose table and thumbed up Beth's messages while I munched on the take-out. 

"Megan, it's Beth Gervais again. I don't know if you've listened to my last message, but I need your help. I can understand why you may not wish to speak to me, but please call me back at The Examiner. This is an urgent police matter."

Two similar messages followed, but none gave any details about the reason for her call. I had no memory of erasing her first one, but the phone company had told me it was not in the system anymore. 

I crumpled the food wrappers and took them to the trash bin outside to prevent them from stinking up my place. The more I tried to grasp at leads, the more they seemed to slip through my fingers.

 

 

 

CHAPTER 12

 

 

EARLY THE FOLLOWING MORNING, Chief Kane came into the squad room asking for Lieutenant Townsend. When none of us could say where he was, Kane grumbled:

"He damn well should be here. We're holding a news conference in five minutes. Members of the press and Ashley Logan's parents are waiting downstairs. I want the murders splashed across tomorrow's papers and the lead story in this evening's newscasts."

"Maybe they will stream it live on Facebook, "Prentiss said.

"Quite." Kane's face clouded with uncertainty.

"Why are we holding a press conference?" I asked.

"We need to let the community and the Mayor know we're on top of this investigation, Riley."

I bit my tongue and nodded. Appearing argumentative over a done deal was pointless. But I didn't see a reason to hold a meeting when we had so little to share—precious few leads and no persons of interest. The media had a multitude of ways to get the information Kane was about to present. 

"I want you both there." He regarded Prentiss. "Chop, chop, Detectives."

News conferences were held in the large multipurpose room on the ground floor. When I arrived, Mayor Whitehead was ushering an older couple to seats on the small stage. This was the first I'd heard of Ashley's parents. Prentiss told me he was unable to find any close relatives. 

About a dozen media types were seated at tables facing the stage. Kayla Ellis was in the front row, chatting to another reporter. Behind them, on a raised platform, technicians fiddled with three video cameras on tripods. The in-house photographer hovered near the stage, poised to take pictures which Kane would later vet for release to the media. 

I took a seat next to the Mayor and overheard Ashley's father ask her why the police were not out looking for his daughter's killer instead of wasting time there. Prentiss asked me what he should say if called on to speak.

"He probably won't ask you. If he does, say we're reviewing the evidence. Keep it brief and try to look somber but confident."

Kane strode to the lectern and tapped the microphone. He was in his element in front of reporters and cameras.  "Good morning, ladies and gentlemen. Thank you for being here. I'm Wes Kane, Chief of Police. After I have said a few words, Mayor Whitehead will speak, followed by Detective Megan Riley. Then we'll take a few questions.

The Chief launched into a longer than necessary speech covering the deaths of the two women, their place in the community, and his resolve to apprehend those responsible quickly.

"With us today are members of Logan's family. Her father, James, and mother, Patrice." Kane half turned to the couple. "Ashley was their only child. I'll now turn the meeting over to Mayor Whitehead." Kane stepped aside for her to take his place.

The Mayor delivered an impassioned speech about the death of the most exceptional assistant she had known. She spoke at length about perseverance in bringing killers to justice, and the tragedy of a woman's life brutally cut short. Despite her attempt at sincerity, her words sounded more politically expedient than heartfelt.

"It's time for us all to stand and be counted. It's time to cut the cancer of evil out of our community. Thank you." She stepped back from the lectern, for me to take her place. I didn't see James Logan until he shoved me aside and pulled the microphone to his mouth.

"I'm James Logan, Ashley's father. Her death is beyond a tragedy for her mother and me. We're pledging twenty-five thousand dollars for information leading to the successful prosecution of the people responsible. I'm asking the city to match this amount." 

I stifled a groan. Putting a bounty on the heads of Ashley and Beth's killers would only complicate bringing them to justice—something relatives never understood. We were a small department and were not set up for fielding the resulting crank calls and investigating the false leads. 

I pulled the goose-necked microphone toward me. As the murmurs from the reporters subsided, I said:

"I'm Detective Megan Riley. Beth Gervais was killed around 7 a.m. last Monday. Her car was torched some forty-five minutes later near the City Wastewater Treatment Plant. Due to the fire at the house the women shared, we do not have an exact time of death for Ashley Logan, beyond sometime Monday morning. We believe both crimes were perpetrated by two men wearing plaid shirts, jeans, and possibly baseball caps. I understand we'll be releasing a photograph of the men in question, pulled from surveillance footage." I turned to Kane, and he nodded. "The men drove a dark-colored SUV to the crime scene, possibly an Explorer. Don't hesitate to call us with any information, even if it's something you think we already know. We want the community to rest assured we will capture the people responsible." 

Kane took his place at the lectern and opened the meeting to questions. Several reporters shouted at once. Kane motioned them to be quiet and pointed to Kayla Ellis, seated in the front row.

"What leads are you following, beyond what you've told us?"

When Kane nodded to me, I said, "We're following several avenues of inquiry, but none that we can release at this time."

"You're saying you have no leads?"

"We have leads. I don't want the information falling into the hands of the killers."

A cacophony of demands ensued. Kane pointed to a reporter from a Sacramento television station.

"Can you tell us about the weapons used?"

"Both women died from knife wounds. We believe it was a hunting style knife with a serrated blade. We haven't recovered it yet," I said.

One of The Examiner reporters on the front row asked, "What can you tell us about the fire at the victims' house?" 

Before I could answer, the Mayor jumped to her feet and strode to the microphone, pulling it her way. "It was an electrical fault—possibly faulty wiring. The killers disturbed it when they searched the apartment."

What on earth was she doing answering such a question, I wondered? I wasn't ready to talk about an incendiary device, but were my ideas so radical as to need hiding from the press?

"Chief Kane, why isn't a more experienced investigator assigned to the case?" a TV reporter shouted. "Your lead detective is recently back from medical leave, and the other detective is only a few months out of school."

Kane leaned into the microphone. "I have every confidence in the investigators on this case. Detective Prentiss joined us at the beginning of the year. He is teamed with Detective Riley who, I'm pleased to say has been with us for over five years. She received two commendations when she worked for the Robbery Homicide Division of the LAPD. Before that, she was a sergeant serving in the military police. These detectives are backed up by countless technical investigators. Rest assured, we will apprehend the cowardly murderers. That's all the questions we have time for today, but we'll keep you apprised of developments. Thank you."

A few reporters continued to shout questions, but everyone on the stage stood, and walked out of the exit. In the corridor, Kane buttonholed Ashley's parents and steered them toward Prentiss and me, saying:

"I believe these detectives would like a word with you if you can spare a moment. I'm going to leave you in their capable hands." 

I addressed Ashley's parents. "We'd like to extend our condolences for your loss. Would you please come this way?"

As we led them to the conference room, Patrice Logan leaned heavily on her husband and dabbed her eyes with a small lace handkerchief. He was tall, distinguished-looking; she was shorter than me, with a beehive hairdo.

Kane used the room for his roundtables and his meetings with city dignitaries. Once I had them seated, I said, "We're interested in activities your daughter was involved in, and anything you can tell us about the people with whom she socialized."

"You think one of her friends did this to her?" James Logan snapped.

"We try to keep an open mind at this stage of the investigation, but I can say it's doubtful she knew her attacker. We want to build as complete a profile of her life as we can."

"I can tell you we didn't approve of her relationship with this Beth character. Was it a murder-suicide?"

"We think it's doubtful," Prentiss said.

"How about the boyfriend, what's his name, Matt Baker?" Patrice Logan asked.

"We're not ruling anyone out at this time," I answered. "What did Ashley involve herself in, outside of work?"

"She was always helping out her roommate. That is the politically correct term, isn't it?" James said. "We kept trying to tell her she should live her own life, find a successful man to marry. We both spoke to her only last week. She told us the roommate had asked her to help research some article or other. The whole living arrangement was unsatisfactory."

"Mr. Logan, this is important. Did she give you any details about the research?"

"She had to visit several people and interview them."

"Did she tell you what she was asking them about?"

"They were parents. That's all I remember. Now if you don't mind, we have to arrange our daughter's funeral."

James Logan started to push his chair away from the table, but his wife raised a hand to stop him.

"Do you think what she told us last Wednesday was anything to do with it? Tell them what she said," Patrice insisted.

"It would be better coming from you," James replied.

"Ashley called late—we were just going up to bed when the phone rang. We retire earlier than we used to—"

"Get to the point, Pat." James interrupted.

"Okay, okay, I'm getting there. Ashley was mugged, and her purse taken. That's the long and the short of what happened. She'd just left the house on her way to work when a man viciously punched her; knocked her to the ground. He grabbed her purse and ran. It all happened so quickly she couldn't describe the thief. She said she was shaken more than hurt—just a few bruises, but she always made light of such things as a child."

"Did she report the incident to the police?" I asked.

"Oh, yes. She reported it to you lot, for all the good it did," Patrice said.

"Do you know with whom she spoke?"

"A couple of men in uniforms. I don't remember their names. But I do recall they had her speak to a Detective Turner. She took the whole day off work in the end."

"We've spoken to her coworkers and friends. No one mentioned an assault."

"I wouldn't be surprised if she didn't tell anyone. Ashley was embarrassed about what happened to her. She seemed to think it was her own fault for not watching her surroundings. But you should already know all this. Don't you lot talk to each other?"

 

BY THE TIME I reached the squad room, I was out for Turner's blood. I found him at his desk, bent over The Examiner crossword. He wore a full beard, and his hair was slicked back in a tight man-bun. I pulled the newspaper from in front of him, sending the pencil flying across his desk.

"What the fuck is wrong with you, Riley?" Turner intoned. "I could have you on a disciplinary."

"We're investigating a double homicide, and you didn't bother to tell us you spoke to one of the victims five days earlier about an assault. It could well be the same person who killed her, you moron." I was in his face, yelling.

"Keep your panties on. I've been out of town on personal business, and I only got back in this morning." 

"You stink of booze."

"A couple of shots gives me the patience to deal with you."

"You give assholes a bad name, Turner."

"I know nothing about your case. What's the girl's name? I don't understand why they still let you work here, Riley."

"Ashley Logan," I spat. Turner leafed through a stack of folders on his desk and pulled one out.

"Here you go." He opened the folder, put on reading glasses, and peered at the documents inside. "Let's see. Ah, yes . . . the young lady had her purse snatched. Her keys were inside with her wallet. We canceled her credit cards, and put a hold on her bank account, but left her ATM card active so we could get a picture of anyone trying to withdraw money."

Turner closed the folder and handed it to me. 

"Well, did anyone use the ATM card?" I asked.

"Not last Thursday. I wouldn't know if anyone used it since then. I've been out of the office for a few days." He shook three antacids from a bargain-sized bottle and crunched them noisily.

"Can you check now?" Frustrating as it was, only extreme patience with Turner ever got me any results.

"Let's see." He typed into his computer with two fingers. After a long pause, he said. "Nope. No one attempted to withdraw cash."

I snatched the folder from him and said. "It's my case now. Email me the bank details. Right now, Turner."

After hitting the keys on his computer slowly and methodically for a couple of minutes, Turner retrieved his pencil, straightened his newspaper, and returned to the crossword.

 

 

 

CHAPTER 13

 

 

THE WATSON FAMILY had owned the Spotted Owl Building since it was built in 1892. Back then, it was known as the Western Hotel and boasted 40 rooms, two dining rooms, three bars, and an impressive frontage to the street. It had a reputation for being haunted—the piano was said to play a melody in the night, and some residents claimed to have heard a soft female voice whispering, "Don't leave."

Everything changed in 1934 when a fire started in the basement kitchen and quickly spread up to the third floor. Guests had to evacuate, and because of the maze of hallways and staircases, some were forced to jump out of their window before being rescued. By the time firemen had extinguished the blaze, six people had lost their lives, and many more were seriously injured. All that remained of the once grand hotel was a wing housing a bar on the ground floor and the staff quarters above. The insurance coverage had been grossly inadequate, and the owners at the time, Jon and Grace Watson were unable to raise the capital required to rebuild. Instead, they settled for re-opening the one remaining bar and living in the spartan rooms above. Over time their fortunes improved, and they could afford to renovate the bar and turn their living quarters on the second and third floors into apartments. 

On the death of his uncle in 1997, the current owner, Brent Watson, inherited the Western Bar, as it was then known. The interior was dilapidated and in need of renovation. As a young man, Brent traveled extensively in England and renamed it the Spotted Owl in memory of a pub he'd frequented there. He had a house he considered adequate for his needs and rented out the two apartments. Fast forward twenty years and they were again looking shabby, with barely a coat of paint in the intervening years. Matt Baker moved into the second floor apartment, but the one on the third floor was vacant, awaiting repairs after a leak in the roof wasn't caught right away. 

Brent thought there was something 'not right' about Matt from the start when he said to tell anyone asking for him that he had moved away. Brent had asked whether he was worried about creditors or a jealous husband, but Matt said neither. He paid rent promptly, and for that, Brent could excuse minor eccentricities. 

 

I FOUND THE SPOTTED OWL dark and depressing. Three men who looked like regulars were lined up on well-worn stools. The air was stale, and dust bunnies hung from the green Tiffany shades overhanging the bar. The barman was balding, in his late fifties, with a protruding beer belly, and said his name was Brent. When I asked about Matt Baker, he spun me the 'moved away' line. I showed him my badge and recited the penalties for impeding a murder investigation, which right away changed his tune. He directed me to an alley outside the old building.

Ashley Logan's coworkers at the Mayor's office had told me Matt was her boyfriend until she came out a few weeks ago and moved in with Beth. I had him pegged as the likely father of her twelve-week-old fetus.

I walked down a passageway at the side of the Spotted Owl and found the door. It opened into a narrow hallway leading to a flight of stairs. I climbed to the second floor and knocked. After some scuffling noises, the door cracked open, revealing half a face.

"Who the fuck are you?" His words were slurred, his pupils constricted.

"I'm Detective Riley. If you are Matt Baker, I need to ask you some questions."

The door opened wider revealing a slim man, thirty-something, with a patchy beard and long, slicked-back hair. "This is not a good time."

"It's about the murders of Beth Gervais and Ashley Logan."

After a moment's thought, Matt stepped back wordlessly and waved me in.

He showed me into a living room. The walls were an unpleasant shade of yellow, and the flooring was simulated wood. A brown sofa with floral cushions faced an aging television in front of a bay window overlooking the street. Between the couch and a curtained closet, a string bean of a girl with blond hair sat on an unmade bed. She looked barely eighteen. She wore a too-short sundress and nothing else. A bra and a rumpled pair of panties lay on the floor nearby. 

Were they about to get into it when I showed up? What is it with grown men and young girls, I wondered?

"You're Matt Baker, and Ashley used to be your girlfriend?" I asked.

He nodded.

I turned to the girl. "What is your name?"

"That's none of your business," Matt snapped.

"I'm Emily Bennett, and I am eighteen." She was trying too hard to annunciate clearly. The air smelled of pot, and they both looked high. The name jogged something at the back of my mind, but I couldn't place her.

I looked around the small apartment, to ensure no one else was there. The bathroom was filthy with towels and grooming products lying on the wet floor. In the only other room, I found an L-shaped desk with four large computer monitors. To its left was a rack of equipment with flashing lights. A rat's nest of cables connected it to several large tower computers. There was a stark contrast between the modern high-tech equipment and the tired estate-liquidation furniture in the living room. 

"Hey, come out of there. No touching or looking," Matt yelled. He stepped into the computer room and herded me out, slamming the door. 

"That's quite a setup. What do you use it for?"

"I do research, and I play games, of course." Matt sat on the bed next to Emily, a part drunk beer bottle in his hand. He took several swigs, belched loudly, and passed it to her. 

I moved Emily's underwear aside so I could perch myself on a chair. "What kind of research?"

Matt and Emily regarded me in silence. 

"Matt, you can answer my questions here, or I can take you down to the station and keep you there for a while." 

"Okay, ask away. I've got nothing to hide."

 Just a room full of equipment that didn't look right. "You might prefer to answer my questions in private." I eyed the girl.

"You can ask me anything in front of Emily." He looked at the young woman, and she giggled. Drunk and high, I guessed.

"Where were you Sunday night through Monday morning?"

"I was here with Emily all night." Matt gave her a look. "In the morning, I left for work at 8.30. I do IT support for The Examiner. You can ask anyone there." 

I couldn't, but I'd have to find a way. I turned to Emily. "Can you confirm that?" I was just going through the motions asking her. 

"We were in bed all night. In the morning, we took a shower together, and he left at 8:30." She looked to Matt for approval. I should have interviewed them separately, though it would have given them time to rehearse.

I regarded Matt's wimpy, underdeveloped muscles. It looked like the most exercise he'd indulged in was with the likes of Emily. I couldn't see him getting the jump on Beth, even with a stungun. The body I saw lying among the bushes near the Brockway Apartments was developed and gym-toned. 

Matt followed my eyes and said, "Are you checking me out?"

I laughed out loud, thinking he would never have the stamina to keep up with me. I asked him:

"What was your relationship with Ashley Logan?"

"She was his bitch," Emily snickered. I gave her my best evil-eye stare.

"She was my girlfriend before Emily. We broke it off about a month ago but stayed friends," Matt said as if speaking was an effort.

"How about Beth Gervais, what was your relationship with her?

"Beth was his dyke." Emily burst out laughing. 

"Shut it, Emily," I said. The girl was stupid and beginning to irritate me.

Matt ignored her. "Beth and I were friends. I did research for her. Gathered data."

"This was part of your job at The Examiner?"

"Not really. I just maintain computers there. It was a private arrangement."

"So, you were her go-to computer guy. Where did she back up the files she worked on at home?"

"She saved all her stuff, personal, and work to The Examiner's server."

 And out of our reach.

"What can you tell me about the articles she was working on," I asked.

"I haven't done anything for Beth since her last article was published. Recycling gets trashed at the dump was the headline." The lies were compounding, and I wished I'd interviewed him on tape at the station.

"Do you know anybody who'd want either of them dead?"

"No!" Matt shouted, sounding edgy.

It suddenly hit me. Emily was the daughter of the late Jack Bennett, the developer. He'd co-owned the Brockway Apartments with Joey Sands. His wife, Angie, had been a witness in a robbery case I investigated. 

I was watching Matt's reaction when I asked, "Did you know Ashley was pregnant?"

"Really? No, I didn't." His face was a forced blank expression.

"Could the child be yours?"

"Ashley was a slut, so who knows," Matt spat. Was he just saying that for effect? I didn't remember Jill Harvey mentioning other partners.

"Who else was she sleeping with?" 

"Well, it wasn't Beth who knocked her up." Emily giggled at her joke. What on earth did Matt see in someone so immature?

"How would I know? I never asked," Matt said.

"What do you know about her getting mugged last week?"

"It happened as Ashley was leaving for work. She thought the guy who did it could have been Hispanic, but she didn't see his face. She was banged up, so the doc gave her pain pills. That's all I know." The mugger's ethnicity was new information. Strike two for Detective Turner. 

"We need to get a sample of your DNA, Matt, for elimination purposes. You should come to the station as soon as you can."

"Yeah." A fleeting look of understanding crossed his face.

"While you're there, you'll need to give a formal statement as you knew both victims."

"Okay, but I'm done talking to you for now."

I handed Matt a business card and gave the usual blurb about calling if they thought of anything else. His computer system had piqued my curiosity. I felt sure if we searched it, we'd find something relevant to the investigation. All we needed was probable cause. As I turned to go, Matt was staring at Emily's boobs. She was giggling again.

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 14

 

 

REPORTER KAYLA ELLIS tilted her head back and allowed the pinpoints of shower water to rinse the shampoo from her jet-black hair. She lingered in the warm spray, wishing she could just as easily wash away the sickness lodged in her stomach since the death of her friends. She hadn't intended to be confrontational at the morning news conference. It was a mistake for her to go. The meeting had left her feeling unclean and in need of her third shower of the day. Her OCD had started after the death of her mother when she was twelve and plagued her teenage years. She finally got it under control in her early twenties, and hardly noticed it anymore—except in times of extreme stress.

Like now.

Since Beth and Ashley's deaths, just functioning had become a struggle. Sleeping, eating, bathing, and showing up for work all required an enormous effort. Kayla ran her fingers obsessively through her black mop long after the suds were gone, then roughly flanneled her entire body until her skin felt raw. She gave extra attention to the dream-catcher tattoo on the side of her ribcage. 

On a visit to New Orleans with Beth, they had both got the same tattoo—same position, same design. The trip was an experiment to explore their relationship, long before Beth and Ashley were an item. Away from the prying eyes of people who knew them, they could behave as they wished in public. Once back home, they talked about moving in together. Until Kayla remembered why settling down with anyone, male or female was not for her. 

The trip had been a long one-night stand, a pattern she'd followed throughout her adult life, and one she continued after breaking up with Beth. The only difference was Kayla now interspersed female partners with her male ones. For the most part, they were repeats—likeminded people who weren't interested in attachments. Beth was understanding about the breakup, and they'd remained close friends. Except now she was gone. What on earth would make anyone want to kill them?

Kayla's tattooed skin was painful and raw. After she was done scrubbing herself, she sat in the tub, hugging her knees to her breasts until the water ran cold. When she could no longer stand the cold, Kayla shut off the icy stream and shivered as she toweled dry. 

The murders were the lead story on every news outlet. The media couldn't let the salacious details die. That Beth and Ashley were a gay couple living together seemed to give them license to imagine all manner of lurid reasons why they'd died. Kayla wondered if society had moved on from the nineteenth century. The brutal manner of their deaths distressed Kayla and her colleagues the most, and it fell to Max, the editor, to write The Examiner's stories. 

Kayla pulled on a fresh pair of panties, donned a long-sleeve cream shirt, and wriggled and danced herself into a pair of tight black jeans. At least the clothes chafing against her sore skin distracted Kayla from her more obsessive thoughts. She ought to try to eat something. Perhaps Matt would be up for lunch at the Bluebird Café. He and Ashley had been an item until recently. He wasn't the most expressive guy, but he had to be hurting too. Kayla's call went to Matt's voicemail, and she left him a message.

She couldn't face seeing Beth's empty desk and decided to skip going to The Examiner's offices for a second day. It wasn't that unusual. Max was okay with her working at home provided she cranked out articles on time. After leaving him a message, she had the whole day to check out what Beth was working on. The detectives had questioned her about it, and it seemed a possible reason Beth was killed.

Kayla powered up her laptop. It took several attempts before she was able to log into The Examiner's server using Beth's username and password. She needed to move from Brockway Apartments if only to get a better internet connection. As far as The Examiner's management was concerned, the reporters didn't have access to each other's work files. But Kayla and Beth had agreed to share passwords for emergencies, though neither ever imagined the current situation.

After the hourglass had spun for ten seconds, the laptop's screen filled with yellow folders. Kayla clicked on an icon to view their details, then on another to sort them into date order with the newest at the top of the list. Beth's most recent folder, 'Mayor and Developers' was created over three weeks earlier. When Kayla opened it there were no files inside. She searched all of Beth's folders. The newest file she could find was from an article that went to press twenty days earlier. 

Kayla leaned back in her seat and considered the possibilities. Either someone had deleted Beth's files from the past few weeks, or she had become secretive to the point of not wanting her work on The Examiner's server. Neither seemed likely. If anything had been erased, Matt would know. She dialed his number again, and this time, he answered:

"Kayla! Just got your message. I was tied up with the police. They came to my apartment."

"What did they want?" she asked.

"They asked if I knew what articles Beth was working on, but I didn't tell them."

"Do you know anything about Beth's files getting deleted from the server?"

"No. Max asked me to disable her account, but I haven't got around to it yet."

"Beth gave me her login information, but I don't see any recent files."

"That's news to me."

"Who can delete a reporter's files?"

"Only me and I never delete anything, period. Even after I disable Beth's account, the files will stay on the server. Say, do you want to meet for a late breakfast tomorrow?"

"You're busy today?"

"Emma's here. We may get a pizza later if you want to come over."

Kayla wasn't in the mood for Matt's new girlfriend Emma, whose behavior she found juvenile. Instead, they agreed to meet at the Bluebird Café the following morning. After disconnecting, she stared at her laptop screen for a while, wondering why Beth didn't put her latest projects on the server.

 

 

 

CHAPTER 15

 

 

THE THRILL OF THE HUNT was the most satisfying part of Kent Brickman's job as Chief of Security at Abbey Mount Hospital. He enjoyed exposing people, usually hospital employees, who thought they were smarter than him—cleaners who believed they could steal with impunity; nurses who lied about the cause of a patient's sudden death; doctors who took patient records with them when they left the hospital's employment. They all thought they could outwit him. 

Except they never did.

But like a man who enjoys chasing after a younger woman, then gets bored with her after a few years, it was the pursuit that thrilled Brickman. His excitement waned after he'd caught his quarry; after he'd exposed them for the miserable excrement, they were. He had first experienced this as a private detective in New York where he was almost exclusively tasked with tracking down unfaithful partners. That hadn't been his intention when he started, because it required an investment in an array of expensive microphones and cameras. Back in the days of film, he also needed the services of a darkroom expert. 

He'd had a good run as a private eye, but it ended ignominiously with the death of Claire Landsbury and her lover in a seedy backstreet hotel which rented rooms by the hour and asked no questions. Planting cameras or microphones there was impossible, so he'd burst into the room, catching Claire bouncing her flabby butt up and down on top of her toy boy. Unbeknown to Brickman, the husband had followed him and managed to empty a silver Saturday night special into his wife and her lover. He then swung at the private detective who counter-punched with a blow that put the husband in the hospital for a week. 

The police department had frequently turned a blind eye to Brickman's illegal tactics, but their report on the killings and assault was his undoing. While police concluded he acted in self-defense, and did not charge him with a crime, they sent the report to the New York State Division of Licensing Services. The Board discovered Brickman had lied about his experience on his original application to become a private detective and banned him from ever practicing in the state. It effectively killed his career anywhere, as details of the ban were the first thing anyone looking into his background would see.

Brickman could only think of one way out. He moved to California and reinvented himself with a new first name and a fake employment history of his life as a trusted security professional. He told himself he was more than qualified for the positions he applied for. It took some careful organization of phone numbers to ensure the right people were ready to pick up the phone when anyone called to verify his record. He'd discovered that Abbey Mount Hospital staff were lax in their pre-employment checks. He'd had a few narrow escapes over the years, so when they offered him a job as Head of Security, he snapped it up.

Over the eighteen years, he'd held the position, he'd discovered enough evidence of wrongdoing by his boss, Hospital CEO Bill Lewis, to give him lifetime job security. He was always careful to conceal from Lewis his own flirtations with the law by only giving him the results of his investigations. Lewis knew better than to ask for details of his tactics, which many times included threats and blackmail, and the use of surveillance equipment like he'd used in New York. Naturally, the gear he used now was like night and day compared the primitive equipment he'd used back then. And it was much easier to obtain. Anyone could buy spy cameras and microphones over the internet with no questions asked. But, he told himself, only a select few knew how to use them properly. 

A concealed camera was just what he would use to cut through Patrick Whitehead's bullshit explanation for all the overtime his hospital services department was working. It stung Brickman that Lewis hadn't called out Whitehead's blatant lies when they summoned him to the sixth floor to explain himself. Whitehead's department included the IT department led by Andrei Petrov. Brickman was sure that's where he would find the shenanigans.

 With all the overtime, it had been tricky to pick a time when no one was there. But the previous night he'd been able to set up two miniature cameras with equally small microphones covering Patrick Whitehead's office and that of his sidekick Petrov. Brickman kept a secret basement hideaway, and he was there now, recording the output of his covert devices. 

He was listening on headphones to a lengthy phone conversation between Patrick Whitehead and his ex-wife, Vicki, the Mayor. They were arguing over the education of their ten-year-old boy, who lived with his mother.

Brickman could only hear one side of the conversation through his bugs and was thinking he may have to hack the manager's cell phone if results weren't forthcoming soon. Although, he balked at the prospect of having to listen to Mayor Vicki Whitehead's whining voice.

Patrick Whitehead's voice was strained, "look, if he stays in the public school system, he won't go to college, and he'll wind up working in a supermarket or some other God-awful job. . . . Really, Vicki, you want to go there? . . . You're just saying that because it's better for you politically if he doesn't go private. . . . I can't believe you said that, you bitch. . . . Look, I'm too busy to keep taking your calls at work. . . . You know what I'm up against here, damn you."

Why are people so weak and stupid? Brickman wondered. Education is not the problem, no sir. He'd barely graduated high school, and now he was Head of Hospital Security. The real culprits rotting everyone's minds were video games and the internet. Such time wasters too. Probably how the Whitehead family passed their time. 

Now his spy cameras were in place, he'd soon discover the rot in the Hospital Services Department and cut it out. Picking up a knife he'd been using to peel an apple, he made a slicing sound with his tongue.

 

 

PATRICK WHITEHEAD WAS seated at his desk, fretting over the wisdom of continuing to let Sophia live with him. He'd tried to impress on her not to phone him at work unless it was a real emergency like a fire or a flood, but she continued calling with questions she should have figured out herself. Now she'd just phoned to tell him her period was a week late. As if he needed one more thing to worry about. She'd also said she might have the baby should it turn out she was pregnant. Patrick suspected it was another of her stupid jokes, but what if it wasn't and Sophia refused to have a termination? How could he make her? He would end up paying to support the child for the next twenty years—another of life's unfairnesses. The girl didn't see life the way he did. 

 Whitehead's relief after escaping the early morning meeting on the sixth floor unscathed was now tempered by the realization that it was only a matter of time before Brickman found out about the hacking. Before the security chief discovered his cover-up and that cut-price security software was to blame for the intrusion. The man seemed to have an uncanny knack for unearthing the truth. The thought sent trickles of sweat down his back.

He was thinking of going home to talk sense into Sophia when his office door burst open, and Andrei Petrov entered. He was excitedly waving sheets of computer printout at Patrick. 

"We've finally cracked it." Petrov's unkempt hair and drawn face were a testament to the long hours he'd been working. "We have the identity of the hacker." 

"Really?" Whitehead looked skeptical. It was the second time Petrov had found the name of the person who'd stolen Gigabytes of confidential patient information. The first had turned out to be an 86-year-old woman who lived alone and who'd never even touched a computer. Fortunately, they'd realized their mistake before taking any drastic measures.

"We've got him bang to rights this time."

"This had better be good. It's not just our jobs on the line; we could both go to federal jail for covering up the break-in. The data protection laws are strict."

"Most hackers get caught because they're sloppy and overconfident and this guy is no exception," Petrov explained. "Remember he used the moniker 'Jabberwocky' in the ransom email to Lewis. The one we intercepted before he saw it. We couldn't find the hacker's IP address as he routed all his online activity through anonymous proxies in Russia. We've known for a few days about a person using the same name on a bulletin board popular with hackers. In his recent posts, he's been boasting about a massive payout from a hospital. We take that to mean Abbey Mount Hospital. He usually uses the anonymous proxy to hide his location when he posts there too."

"How can we find the hacker's name if he's hiding where he is?" Whitehead thought it sounded like another dead end. 

"Last night, he slipped up and posted a message on the board directly from his home IP address. We're not the police, and we couldn't just ask the bulletin board moderators for it, so we hacked into the board and retrieved it. Finally, we've got the name of the hacker who broke into the hospital's computers." Petrov looked triumphant. 

"What's his name?" Whitehead's face brightened.

"A local kid, Mathew Baker. Goes by Matt, I've heard. We have his address."

"Him again! Remember a year ago, my ex, Vicki, had a problem with someone sending her malicious emails about her policies as Mayor. We went to the police, but technically he'd broken no laws. We contacted the internet provider and tracked him down. It was the same guy. The city's attorney got tough with him, and thankfully, the messages stopped." 

"We need to find all the places he's stored the data and shut him down."

"We'll have to put the frighteners on him. It's the only way to force him to cooperate and convince him not to mess with us again."

"How will we do that?" Petrov realized he'd been so focused on the technical aspects of their plan, he hadn't thought clearly about what they'd do once they knew the hacker's identity.

"I have a Sig Sauer 9mm automatic. We'll wave it in his face and scare the shit out of him until he tells us what we want to know."

"He'll recognize us and go to the police after we leave. Then the game will be up." Petrov looked dismayed.

"Not if we wear ski masks. We'll tie Baker to a chair, while we erase all his data. Scare him into understanding it will go very badly for him if he ever says anything about us or the hacking. Leave him with something to remember us by."

Petrov felt like the walls were closing in on him. "Have you gone crazy? I'm just an employee here. I didn't sign up for guns, ski masks, and physical violence," he screamed.

Whitehead fixed his eyes on the younger man. "I don't care if you come with me or not. I'll find someone else, but I'm not going to jail. Get a grip, Petrov—you're a party to it either way, and I need to be sure you're going to keep your mouth shut."

When Petrov didn't reply, Whitehead made his fingers into the shape of a gun and said in a gangster movie voice, "I'm gonna make him an offer he can't refuse. Say hello to my little friend. Capisce?"

 

 

 

CHAPTER 16

 

 

"LOOKS LIKE RETIREMENT suits you." I was looking at the suntanned face of Ex-Detective Mark Davies. He'd taken early retirement a couple of years earlier to take care of his wife who had ovarian cancer. She died a month later, and I'd heard he'd suffered from severe depression ever since.

We were at the crowded pub-style bar of Wrights Grill, an upscale eatery in the downtown. I ordered a pale ale, and the barman pulled a double IPA for Davies without asking. After we collected our drinks, he ushered me to a wicker chair on the deserted balcony overlooking the river. The setting sun had turned the few remaining clouds a dusky rose hue.

"Best we discuss this well out of earshot," he leaned into me and whispered as we took our seats.

"As I said on the phone, I have a dead reporter who was allegedly investigating a pay to play arrangement between Mayor Vicki Whitehead and developer Joey Sands."

"You should be very careful who might overhear you saying that. There's strong support for the Mayor all the way to the top of the police department. After the Pascoe case, it became even more of a taboo subject." 

"Our senior crime scene tech, Chris Andrews, said that was the last case you worked before retirement." 

"It was a low note on which to end a career. We never did find Marcus Pascoe, you know." 

"Any theories about what became of him?"

"He's either in Mexico or under two feet of concrete."

"What was his connection to the Mayor?"

Davies looked around before answering. "Five or six years ago, Pascoe came to us claiming he had evidence of a scheme to funnel kickbacks to Mayor Whitehead in return for a favorable ruling from her on rezoning land owned by councilman and construction company owner, Buddy Olsen. Developers Joey Sands and Jack Bennett wanted to build apartments there. Whenever there's a significant construction deal, Olsen and Sands are always the movers and shakers.

"I met Buddy Olsen briefly when I was at City Hall, and he deflected my questions."

"Olsen is a snake and a bully who'd sell his own mother if the price was right. His specialty is counterpunching. If someone attacks or embarrasses him, he'll retaliate in kind. He's filed complaints against officers in the past and plays dirty, so watch yourself."

"I've dealt with his type before. What was the scheme?"

"Quite a few years ago, Pascoe had started out framing buildings for Sands' construction company which at the time he co-owned with Jack Bennett."

"I gather Detective Turner found Bennett dead his second day on the job." 

"After a couple of years in construction Pascoe got his contractor's license and started up on his own. He quickly got financially overextended and started cutting corners. He came to our attention soon after, when he took a one hundred grand down payment to build a warehouse for Ajax Solar. He began having the site cleared but work suddenly stopped because the subcontractor hadn't been paid. Pascoe and the money were nowhere to be found. Pascoe eventually turned up in San Francisco living in a hole-in-the-wall place. We brought him back and charged him with fraud and money laundering for which he served three years. Most of the money was recovered. A couple of years ago, he was out of jail on probation and laboring in the construction industry again. Working as a carpenter, if I remember correctly, and he came to us with a story about a kickback scheme involving his friend Sands and Mayor Whitehead. At that time, the mayor was renovating her house—one of those renovations where there's only one original wall left standing to get around building regulations. The Mayor's husband Patrick Whitehead, a big shot manager at Abbey Mount Hospital, was acting as the general contractor. Pascoe said he would be given, and I quote, a suitcase full of cash and it was his job to pay the subcontractors in amounts less than ten thousand dollars. We knew his history, so we didn't put a whole lot of credence in his allegations, but we had a duty to investigate whether a crime had been committed."

"You're saying Pascoe would be the bag man for the kickback payments to the Mayor in return for her rezoning land owned by Olsen so Sands could build apartments on it? Isn't corruption in local government something the feds usually investigate?"

"Chief Kane didn't want them involved. He said even if the charges were not proved, the FBI investigation alone would neuter the mayor for the rest of her term. He wasn't going to do that on the say-so of a worm like Pascoe. We ran the investigation locally in secret. Pascoe even agreed to wear a wire. Then one day, a Saturday, if I remember, no one could find him. We guessed he'd skipped town with a suitcase of money. But he could just as easily have been cut up and fed to pigs. Either way, he was never seen again, but guess where his car turned up?"

"San Francisco?"

"Yeah. Maybe Pascoe is dead, but there's no evidence, either way, so now he's just another missing person case."

"You think he could still be alive?"

"It's possible. We couldn't afford the resources to continue searching for him indefinitely. He's a lowlife who misled us, so who cares where he is?"

"What happened with the rezoning?"

"It went through. Mayor Whitehead made the case that Sands and Bennett were building affordable housing, something the city badly needs, and it seemed to satisfy the press and the Mayor's critics. Olsen got to sell his land to them, though I believe all three were involved in the overall project."

"If the investigation was so secret, how come anyone knows about it?" 

"Pascoe was known to be loose-lipped when he drank. He must have let the alleged kickback slip because the conspiracy theories about it keep resurfacing."

"Does that mean there could be some truth to what my dead reporter was investigating?"

"I don't know what evidence might exist for anyone to find. We looked into the subcontractors working on the Mayor's house and the payments they received, without finding anything out of order."

"Whether or not there's any truth to the allegations, it could still have got Beth Gervais killed, just like it got Pascoe vanished." I stared into the river's swirling blackness.

"Unless you have proof engraved on stone tablets from above, do not start questioning Sands, Olsen or Mayor Whitehead about this. It's a career killer. You won't even end up directing traffic, and Buddy Olsen will find a nasty but legal way to screw you." 

"Townsend is already riding me and making inane suggestions about the perpetrators in the case I'm working on. He's trying to say there's no connection between the two murders when they're obviously connected. I don't know why everyone thinks so highly of him."

"Beware of the Lieutenant. Everything he touches lately seems to turn to crap. Now tell me about your case. It's all over the news."

"It's an odd one. We haven't released all the details. We found a spy camera in the women's house. The techs have drawn a blank trying to find who was watching it. The fire was caused by a kind of incendiary device, not an electrical fault like the mayor told the press. These factors make it seem like a professional hit, but other evidence points to it being the work of an amateur. However, nothing leads me to believe it was a crazed sex killer like Townsend seems to think."

"I read that the perp thoroughly searched the girls' place."

"It's left us with almost zero physical evidence. We're testing the paternity of the Logan gal's fetus, but it's likely a dead end. The killings are not the work of an angry boyfriend like the Lieutenant's other theory would suggest. I'm hoping for recognizable DNA off the first victim, but these things take time."

"And you say, Beth Gervais, the dead reporter, was looking into the Pascoe affair."

"We only have it second hand from another reporter. The paper won't grant any access to her work, and her laptop is missing. The truth is we have no idea what she was working on or who she was investigating." I chugged down the rest of my beer. "Another one?"

"I have chickens to feed."

"I never took you for a farmer."

"I'm not. My house was once a working farm, and I carry on the tradition. I have a few cattle which give my buddies and me some choice organic meat. But it's expensive and doesn't pay for itself." Mark drained his beer. "I'm off but do stay in touch. I like to keep tabs on what's happening. There's still a repository of knowledge in here." He tapped a bony finger against the side of his balding head.

After he'd gone, I watched the sunset, and downed another beer, before heading back to my cottage. My phone sounded as I pulled out of the parking lot. I pressed a button on the steering wheel to answer.

"Ms. Riley, it's Mrs. Fisher calling from your mother's nursing home."

"Is she alright? Has she fallen?" I asked hesitatingly.

"Your mother is well. Her attorney, Mr. Pilkin, visited her today. We think it's time for her to give you power of attorney—and you should do it soon. If you don't move forward while she's still capable of signing, you'll have to petition a court for guardianship, and all kinds of people will need to be involved."

"Can't anyone at the nursing home do it?" I asked.

"We're talking about your mother here, Megan. Are you saying you're content to leave her medical care and estate decisions in the hands of a stranger? You don't want to do that, trust me."

"I promise to seriously consider it."

"Perhaps you and I can meet Mr. Pilkin to discuss your concerns."

"Mrs. Fisher, I don't have time right now, there have been significant developments in the case I'm working on. Why don't we revisit the question in a month?" 

"Your mother was asking for you again today."

"Did she mention my name?"

"She said she wants to see her daughter."

"When I visit, she doesn't even know I am her daughter." I disconnected, feeling torn between my commitments.

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 17

 

 

 

CHIEF OF SECURITY, Kent Brickman parked the van on an unlit road behind the ranch-style house. He had taken the precaution of obscuring the license plates with mud. Everyone, it seemed, had cameras pointing toward the street these days. If the police stopped him, the dirty plates gave him a plausible reason for them being obscured, while false or missing ones certainly would not. 

He sat on a garden bench facing the rear of Hospital Support Department Head, Patrick Whitehead's house and set his heavy pack on the ground. If the idiot had come to me as soon as he learned the hospital had been hacked, Brickman thought, the situation would be resolved by now. 

The drapes were drawn, and Brickman could only make out shapes moving inside, but it was enough to confirm Whitehead had overnight female company. This was a complicating factor, but Brickman had handled similar situations before. Patience was the key to success, he'd found. 

The lights from the windows winked out one by one. He imagined the final one to be the bedroom light. After it extinguished, Brickman waited thirty minutes for the occupants to do whatever and fall asleep.

He shouldn't be on such a mission tonight—the moon was bright enough for him to see his shadow, and he'd not had time to formulate much of a plan. But on the plus side, the neighboring houses didn't overlook Whitehead's property. After the recklessness, he'd seen on the video from the spy camera, Brickman had no alternative but to act tonight. He had to prevent the cowboy from interfering with his plans for Matt Baker and making a bad situation much worse.

Showtime. He donned the ski mask and the night-vision goggles.

The door lock yielded quickly to his picks. He slipped into the kitchen and paused to scan the room. Hearing only the hum of the refrigerator, and seeing nothing of interest, he moved on. His eyes took in the living room at the front of the house—a sofa and chairs surrounded a giant flat screen television atop a low cabinet. Game controllers trailed across the carpet to two La-Z-Boys. The coffee table between them was covered with empty wine glasses and bottles. Two pizza boxes littered the floor.

 Excellent. The targets should be sleeping soundly. 

He began by searching the drawers beneath the television before moving to the shelves on either side of the fireplace. A rosewood box on the top one caught his eye. Inside he found two boxes of ammunition and the Sig Sauer automatic he'd heard Whitehead speak about on the spy camera video.

Tsk, tsk. You're supposed to keep your weapon in a locked safe—or under your pillow like me.

He stuck the pistol in his waistband next to the one he'd brought and moved to the open door of Whitehead's bedroom where he could see the shapes of two people beneath the bed covers. The next room held a jumble of little-used items—suitcases, outdoor furniture, and sports apparel. A laptop sat on a desk under the window. He was about to start searching the drawers when he heard movement. Two silent paces took him to the hallway where a young woman, long blond hair, late teens, and wearing a T-shirt inscribed BEACH BABE, was shuffling her way into the bathroom. 

Brickman paused in the shadows of the moonlight outside the half-closed door, hearing her using the toilet. He coiled like a snake, waiting for her to finish. As she trudged back into the hallway, Brickman slipped silently behind her. In a single movement, he clasped a hand over her mouth and put his arm around her waist, lifting the woman off her feet. She kicked and wriggled fiercely as Brickman pulled her into the living room, but he had her forearms pinned. She tried to scream but could only manage guttural noises. 

Too late, her hand grabbed Brickman's crotch and squeezed. He threw her roughly face down onto the carpet knocking the wind out of her. By the time she regained consciousness, he'd taped the young woman's mouth and bound her wrists to her ankles behind her, stifling any ability to scream or move. 

When he rolled the woman over, he saw abject terror in her eyes, but it didn't register with him as cruel or even unkind. When he was young, his parents had noticed his inability to empathize with others. Although they secretly suspected he was abnormal in some way, they kept him away from anyone who might diagnose his condition. As an adult, Brickman was intelligent enough to understand his lack of remorse could indicate he had psychopathic tendencies. But Brickman saw it as an asset that enabled him to do his job more effectively than others could.

As he lifted the young woman's limp body, he saw she had again lapsed into oblivion. He knew from experience that the sight of his ski mask and night-vision goggles helped to terrify his victims into submission. He checked her breathing—murder was not his intent. In fact, it would only complicate matters. Her T-shirt had ridden up in the struggle revealing her smooth belly and trimmed pubic hair, but a girl young enough to be his daughter didn't interest him. Instead, he admired the beauty in her facial features and long blond hair. He carried her to the hall closet and threw her in among the shoes and umbrellas. As he closed the door, he heard Whitehead call out:

"Sophia, are you okay?" 

Before his next quarry could fully awaken, Brickman rushed into the bedroom and yanked the man out of bed, delivering a disabling blow to his belly. Whitehead was quicker off the mark than the woman and managed to land a punch on his assailant's shoulder before Brickman rendered him unconscious with a punishing blow to the chin. It took less than a minute to hogtie his latest victim like the woman. This time he used a rope for extra strength, though he liked tape's ability to bunch up and dig into the victim's skin as they struggled. Brickman picked up the trussed man as if he were a sack of garbage and deposited him in the bedroom closet. 

All he needed was a couple of days to give him time to tie up Matt Baker and erase the hacked data.

His search of the desk in the spare bedroom yielded nothing useful, but no thief would leave the laptop, he reasoned and slipped it into his equipment bag. Now that noise wasn't an issue, he ransacked every room to not give the cops any reason to doubt this was a home-invasion robbery. Before leaving the house, he went to check that both victims could breathe adequately. A murder would only bring more police and forensics to bear on the investigation. Whitehead's eyes radiated anger and defeat, and although his mouth was taped, he motioned a spitting gesture at Brickman. The woman shrank away from him, her eyes ablaze with panic. He surprised himself by saying he wasn't going to harm her, and help would arrive in time.

Brickman stepped outside and relocked the door. Should anyone come looking, they'd think no one was home. He slipped into the shadows of the moonlight and checked his silenced phone. Six calls from Lewis in the last hour. He listened to the most recent message and heard a panicked voice demanding his immediate presence at the house. It wasn't uncommon for Lewis to lose it, but not this late at night and not in a voicemail. He hurried back along the path to the van.

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 18

 

 

LESS THAN FIFTEEN MINUTES later, Kent Brickman was walking the path to the front door of his boss, Hospital CEO Bill Lewis, pleased with his success in subduing Whitehead and the girl. He paused on the flagstone steps and looked up.

This place is even more hideous than the man himself, he thought—the Romanesque columns reaching up to the fake portal, the marble reclining lions beside the 8-foot double doors. Lewis' mansion could comfortably house a dozen ordinary families. And what could he want calling me over here at this late hour? Brickman asked himself. The man is feeble, and I'm sick of his never-ending problems.

Lewis appeared at the door wearing a paisley gown over pale blue silk pajamas and holding an empty martini glass. "Thank God you're here. Come through." 

Brickman followed him into a library. The walls were lined with floor to ceiling bookshelves, filled with carefully matched volumes, no doubt bought by the yard. An oversized Persian rug covered the center of the solid oak floor. Lewis took a seat behind a leather-topped mahogany desk and waved his guest to an ornate chair.

"Bill, it's one in the morning. What's this about?" Brickman was in no mood for pleasantries as he eyed Lewis's flabby body with disgust.

"I've been hacked," Lewis spat. Beads of sweat peppered his forehead.

"Yeah, the hospital hack. We need to discuss what happened, but rest assured I have it all in hand. That's where I was earlier this evening." Where was he getting his information? Brickman wondered. I only just found out a few hours ago.

 "No, not the hospital. It's the computer over there." Lewis stepped to an oversize laptop on an oak table, which didn't seem to fit the rest of the room. Brickman guessed it had been brought there for his benefit. 

"It's connected to the hospital network, right?" Computers often featured in the security chief's investigations, and he'd devoted time to understanding the basic principles.

"No—that network tomfoolery is foreign to me. It's connected to broadband. I think that's what they call it." Lewis's breath reeked of alcohol.

Brickman tapped one of the keys to wake the computer, and an image of a skull, dripping bright red blood appeared in the center of the screen. Beneath it was the message:

YOU HAVE BEEN HACKED, AND WE KNOW ALL YOUR SECRETS. IF YOU DON'T OBEY US THE WORLD WILL HEAR ABOUT THEM. IT WILL COST YOU FIVE MILLION DOLLARS TO BUY THEM BACK. WATCH THIS MESSAGE. WE WILL TELL YOU WHERE TO DROP THE MONEY. NO POLICE. LIFE AS YOU KNOW IT IS OVER IF YOU DON'T OBEY US. WE ARE WATCHING YOU.

To Brickman, the message implied they had something more than patient records. It looked very different from the hospital hack, though the perpetrator must be the same. Matt Baker now knew one or more of the many skeletons in Lewis's closet, he supposed. "What have you been up to? Is there tax fraud or child porn on here?"

"Not so loud. Barbara is sleeping, and she knows nothing of this," Lewis whimpered. "There are no tax documents or pornographic pictures on the computer. Well, nothing . . . ah, unusual or illegal."

"What then?"

"Just emails, a few chatroom discussions, and documents."

"Lewis, I haven't come to your home at this late hour to beat about the bush. What could the hacker have on you?"

"I have male friends online with whom I discuss my needs. I have certain appetites, you understand. Nothing the police would be interested in."

"They have pictures of you?"

"Not of my face. No one will be able to connect the photographs with me."

"Is that all?" Pictures of Lewis' naked body was not something Brickman wanted to spend any time thinking about.

"I saved some of the documents from the land deal. There's no smoking gun saying what we did back then. But an intelligent person, you know . . ." His voice trailed off, but the conclusion was inescapable.

So that's the reason I'm here, Brickman thought. The Devil's Pasture land deal. Something we both have a personal stake in keeping secret, is out in the wild.

"What the fuck were you thinking, you fool?"

"The emails show I didn't know about the problem until after the fact. A year later, to be precise." Lewis was speaking in a hoarse whisper, now.

"Outstanding! It will get you a few months off your life sentence."

"I could fire your ass, you know."

"You think the land deal is the only thing I have on you?"

"It would be mutually assured destruction if you ever used it."

"I have a parachute out of it, so think carefully before you start threatening me."

"This isn't getting us anywhere," the CEO muttered, half to himself. A look of despair spread across his face.

"I have something to tell you which may relate to what's going on here. I've learned the hospital's computers have been hacked, and patient data was stolen."

"What? How long have you known?" Lewis' face had turned two shades paler.

"I just found out today, but the hack happened over two weeks ago. Whitehead was bullshitting us when we asked why his department was working overtime. He knew about it from the start. His people were searching for the source of the hack, so they could cover it up and save their asses."

"Good God. Do you think both the hacks are connected?"

"They were absolutely done by the same person, one Matt Baker. First thing tomorrow, after I've had some rest, I'm going to find him and take care of the situation. I'll persuade him it's in his best interest to delete everything. He may not fully understand what he's stolen from you, but I promise you that for the rest of his life, he'll regret ever crossing paths with us. You know how persuasive I can be. I'll give him a little something permanent to remember us by." 

"You have to fix this—I'm too old to go to prison, or to run anywhere else." Lewis fixed his eyes on his head of security. "If even the hospital hack gets out, there'll be lawsuits, federal investigations. I'll lose my job and the stock options I'm due later in the year. Barbara is counting on them to renovate her bedroom."

"If what you did all those years ago is in danger of getting out, we ought to warn our friend. I believe he has contingency plans to go and live in some unwashed country or other." And I might just have to join him, Brickman thought. The Maldives might fit the bill.

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 19

 

 

"SOMEONE IS WATCHING ME." Reporter Kayla Ellis could hear the dread in Matt Baker's voice as he unconsciously swirled the ice cubes in his latte. She was seated across from him under a red umbrella at the Bluebird Cafe on Broad Street. He'd picked the remotest table and sat with his back against the high brick wall dividing the outdoor seating area from The Old Firehouse Museum. 

Only one other table was occupied—a middle-aged man was intently studying his phone. The laptop crowd, who spent the morning using the Wi-Fi for the price of a cup of coffee, were inside due to the bright sunshine. Kayla liked to sit closer to the street so she could people-watch when Matt's conversation became too technical. Or when it became too oddball for her, as it often did. She was never as close to Matt as were Beth and Ashley, but now, in the aftermath of their deaths, she was intently focused on what he was saying and genuinely concerned about his welfare. 

"What makes you think that?" she asked. 

"I did some intelligence gathering for Beth's articles. Maybe someone found out about it, and it's what got her killed. I may be next."

"I knew you were both into some heavy stuff. But I didn't tell the police anything about it when they interviewed me. I had to mention Beth's article about the mayor. She was always big on corruption."

"We had the idea of making money from the intelligence I'd found. You'd be surprised how much it could bring in. But Beth got cold feet, and I haven't put it into action yet. "

"Oh right, you're the master blackmailer now." Kayla had been in the same year in high school as Matt. While she had consistently received good grades, Matt had struggled. Talented, but lazy was the most common phrase on his report cards. His introversion and nerdy appearance made him a favorite target for bullies. Kayla remembered the time they left him behind the science block with his hands and feet bound with just enough slack for him to free himself. He'd arrived at class a half hour late and was sent to the principal's office to await his parents, something quite familiar to Matt. 

Outside of school, Matt spent most of his free time hunched over an old IBM PC exchanging files with nefarious people he'd met online, and barely graduated. However, he absorbed anything related to computers like a sponge, which earned him a job working for a local electronics company. Matt flourished, and five years later he got a job in IT support at The Examiner, where he reconnected with Kayla who'd graduated from a state college with a degree in journalism.

"I told you I haven't done anything yet." he insisted in a tone that sounded like a child responding to a parent.

"What else was she working on which could have attracted attention?"

"She was a journalist. Everything she wrote attracted attention," Matt said in a disparaging tone.

"Why won't you tell me?

"Remember Jack Bennett, the real estate developer who was found dead almost a year ago? She discovered his death was not suicide like the police said." Matt's voice had dropped to a whisper.

"Is this another of your conspiracy theories?" 

"Not at all. If you remember, Bennett had a gunshot wound to the head, but it didn't kill him right away, and he was rushed to a hospital. A nurse who was a friend of Beth worked on him in the ER." 

"Beth had sources all over town."

"This nurse was adamant he didn't have the typical powder burns you get from a close shot when you kill yourself, but the police ignored her. Plus, they never discovered where the gun beside his body came from. The police report mentioned Bennett saw a stripper. She could have killed him, or maybe it was his pal, Joey Sands."

"How on earth do you know things like that?"

"It pays for me to know what's going on in the town. Leave it there."

"So why then was Ashley killed?"

"It's a puzzle. But right now, I'm keeping my head down; working at The Examiner; fixing a few computers for friends. In case anything happens to me, I want you to remember what I told you about the USB flash drive buried in the Spotted Owl's garden. I have dirt on several influential people, and they deserve to be exposed. I said the same thing to Beth."

"Now you're scaring me. I cannot believe that something Beth had in her possession, got both women killed."

"Their house was ransacked. What other explanation is there?"

Kayla fell silent and toyed with the remains of her Danish. Life was too short for her friend to be in fear like this. He'd lived for the adrenalin rush until recent events overwhelmed him. Now he looked like a human car wreck, but what could she do? She downed the rest of her latte and said:

"I have to get back to work, or Max will be on my case." Kayla put her phone in her purse and zipped it.

"I'll walk with you. I'm going to my apartment, and I may drop into the Spotted Owl for a drink on the way."

Kayla considered herself a loner. As a child, she'd had few close friends, and not running with the popular girls didn't bother her. Later, she shunned the millennial hookup culture. For her, institutionalized companionship was not a priority, and she mostly indulged in no-strings-attached casual liaisons when the mood took her. But right then, despite Matt's quirks, she was very appreciative of his company.

 

 

KENT BRICKMAN HAD SAT in the Bluebird Cafe for the last hour babying his coffee and pretending to look at his phone while waiting for the opportunity to catch Matt Baker alone. In his experience, he'd only have to apply the right amount of physical and mental coercion for the kid to see the error of his ways; to give daddy the location of all copies of the data he'd stolen from Lewis and the hospital. And Brickman was sure the scoundrel would quickly give up any other participants in the extortion scheme. Baker had been talking to that stupid oriental reporter chick for too long. He could have brought equipment to listen to their conversation if he'd had more time to plan, but his boss had impressed the urgency of the situation upon him. Brickman was hoping she was involved because he had a few thoughts of what he'd like to do with her. Maybe it didn't matter if she was in on it—he could call her collateral damage either way. He'd dealt with stupid little know-it-all bitches like her before, with their fancy hair and makeup. It was time she learned how a real man could satisfy her.

Finally, Matt Baker and the reporter had stood and walked out of the Bluebird together, turning left onto Broad Street. Brickman took a couple of beats to drain his cup before picking up his tool carryall and following them out of the cafe. Before his New York private detective days, Brickman had been a member of special forces in the first Gulf War, working behind enemy lines and had shown no quarter to Iraqi troops. His wanton brutality and bloodlust had made his most hardened comrades wary of him. Today, Matt Baker was another enemy combatant undeserving of any mercy.

He followed the pair as they sauntered and window-shopped at the few places that hadn't succumbed to big box stores. Most sold bric-a-brac and souvenirs, although Stockbridge wasn't renowned for its tourism.

The construction site in the next block was boarded up with plywood to shield it from view. A poster displayed an artist's sketch of the new shopping center, and peepholes let you see what was going on, though nothing had changed in the four years since fire consumed the entire block. There was no sidewalk, so Matt and Kayla stepped into the roadway and walked past a patchwork of fliers and graffiti. 

Traffic was light, and few people were out walking. 

Only Brickman saw the black Explorer drive past on the opposite side of the street, then make a U-turn behind them. The vehicle sounded like it was slowing for the lights at Pine Street, but it braked sharply to a halt alongside Matt. 

It took only seconds for a figure clothed in black to jump out of the vehicle, press a pistol to Matt's head, and bundle him into the back seat. 

Brickman stared in disbelief, as the black Explorer sped away. The reporter didn't appear to have been hurt in the melee, but her shrieks were piercing his ears. He knew that the people who abducted Matt weren't working for Lewis, so the kid must have screwed with someone else. He was out of service for now and wouldn't be disseminating the stolen data, or demanding money from Lewis anytime soon. But Brickman's only remaining hope of quickly containing the situation was to find Baker's computers and destroy them.

Before the kidnappers or anyone else got their hands on them.

 

 

 

CHAPTER 20

 

 

CHIEF CRIME SCENE TECH Chris Andrews' car was already parked in front of the Fremont Avenue branch of the West Coast Bank when I arrived. It was a single-story brick-built affair, at the end of a strip mall parking lot. An overhanging roof on the side of the building sheltered customers using the ATM cash dispensers from the elements. I'd received an alert from the manager saying someone had tried to withdraw money from one of the machines, using Ashley Logan's debit card. I'd continued to keep it active as bait after taking the case from Detective Turner. 

The mugger who stole Ashley's bag five days before she was killed could be connected to her murderer. I was half hoping they were the same person, or else that one would lead me to the other.

No one was using the cash machines when I parked, but I hadn't expected the thief to stick around. Andrews had agreed to meet me and help copy their surveillance footage.

As I neared the entrance, I flashed back to another bank, two blocks from there, and four months earlier.

Two shotgun blasts, Jake surprised, falling, blood everywhere, so much blood, the kick of my pistol firing, Kidd Hildegard motionless, dead. . . .

"Help my partner . . . someone . . . please . . . help Jake . . ." 

Watching the paramedics work on him as the ambulance weaves through the streets. Knowing it's over . . . so over.

I closed my eyes and willed the vision away.

A sigh of relief escaped from my lips as the images slowly faded, and I pushed through the glass doors. At least I didn't bawl out loud.

The bank interior was tiny, with three teller windows. A bored-looking twenty-something woman staffed the only open one. The customer area was empty save for Andrews and a man in a business suit who I took to be the manager. They broke off their conversation when I approached, and the man introduced himself as Jason Clark.

I said, "Well Jason—"

"My friends call me Jayce," he interrupted. "And you must too. I expected to see Detective Turner."

"He was called away to another case. We need to look at your security footage to try to identify the man who used Ashley Logan's card."

"A woman attempted to use the same plastic right after I phoned you about the man."

Clark's eyes were wandering, checking me out. He took us back to his office. The only furniture was a chair and a desk, empty but for a computer monitor. He sat, slid out a keyboard drawer, and typed. When the video appeared, Andrews and I stood either side of Clark and leaned toward the screen. I didn't move when Jayce adjusted his position, and his shoulder "accidentally" pressed lightly against my breasts. But my radar went on high alert.

A Caucasian man with a mustache, sporting oversized sunglasses and a hood pulled over his head appeared on the screen. The disguise worked well. He could have been anywhere from his twenties to early fifties. When the man left, Jason fast-forwarded the video. This time a woman wearing a dark black wig covering her forehead and her cheeks, tried her luck. I couldn't determine her age or description any better than I could the man.

"Did they get the PIN number right?" I asked

"The man took four attempts to enter the correct one," Clark replied. "He must have told the woman because she got it the first time. We can't see either the PIN numbers he tried or the correct one. Ms. Logan likely used something obvious like the last four digits of her social, or her house number."

"How long between the attempts by the man and the woman?"

"About two minutes. I can only give you the video of those two customers. Bank policy."

"So, he had just enough time to go back to his car and ask the woman to try the card. I don't see the point of that, but felons aren't always the sharpest knives in the drawer." I was ready to take a copy of the video and leave when Andrews said:

"Play the part showing the man again."

Clark typed on the keyboard. I watched the man in the hoodie try to use the ATM, but I saw nothing more than the first time.

"Can you repeat it once more in slow motion, starting when he first arrives."

As the subject's arms moved slowly around the ATM like a mime's, Andrews shouted, "Stop there. See—his left hand is resting on the display. I need to get out there before anyone smudges the prints." He picked up his aluminum case of tools and hurried from the room.

Clark had been stealing furtive glances, undressing me with his eyes since I arrived there. I thanked him when he handed me the USB flash drive, but he followed me to the entrance, giving me a look. "Are you free for a drink tonight?" he asked.

"I'm sorry, no."

"Tomorrow, perhaps?"

"Not anytime soon. I'm in a relationship," I fibbed. "But thank you again for your cooperation today."

I made a quick escape before he could say anything more. The man was attractive, but I was on duty. Four months after Jake's death, Jayce was in the wrong place at the wrong time.

Andrews was at the side of the building, dusting an ATM display screen with a brush. "We have a clean set of prints to work with," he said. "Let's hope our guy is in the system."

 

BARELY AN HOUR AFTER leaving the bank, I was standing with Sergeant Patterson and his SWAT team at the front door of the house Phil Wolfson shared with his girlfriend, Lori Draper. It had taken no time to identify him as the owner of the ATM prints. Both had served time for burglary and shoplifting, but neither had any crimes of violence on their record. It made me doubt whether either of the voices we could hear inside belonged to the cold-blooded killer who'd slit the throats of two women.

City records showed Wolfson recently inherited the old miner's cottage from his father, who had bought it thirty-five years earlier. It didn't appear that either of them had ever given the place a lick of paint. In the front yard, an old refrigerator and a water heater leaned crookedly, and the tall, tinder-dry grass warranted a call to the city fire marshal. But the centerpiece was the rusting shell of a Dodge Ram pickup. Its hood was raised, and the wheels and the glass were long gone.

Patterson dispatched two men to the rear, and another to the side of the house facing an open field. He shouted, "Police!" as he rapped on the door. Moments later an officer hit it with a battering ram splintering it open, and the men charged inside. 

It took less than a minute for the SWAT team leader to reappear, and call, "Clear!"

An overpowering smell of garbage assailed my nostrils as I entered the small kitchen-living room. It was like stepping back in time. Apart from the television, which blared some mindless daytime soap, I could see nothing purchased in the last two decades. The sofa, two chairs, and the table were at least that old. The place was cluttered and disgustingly filthy. Unwashed dishes and utensils were piled on the countertop and filled the sink. The carpet bore signs of rodent infestation.

"Someone shut that noise off," I ordered.

Andrews unplugged the television from the wall.

Officers Smith and McAdams brought Wolfson and Draper back into the room. He swaggered, eyeing each of us defiantly, while the woman was sullen, her eyes downcast. Once they were seated on the dirty sofa, I arrested the pair and read them their rights. Draper was quiet, but Wolfson had plenty to say about the damage to his door and the injustices we'd wrought upon him. Over the man's protests, I informed them I didn't need a warrant to conduct a search of any area under their control at the time of their arrest.

The SWAT team left, leaving Smith and McAdams to guard the couple, while I searched the grimy house with Andrews and Mason. 

The techs quickly turned up a quantity of pills and white powder. It didn't interest me beyond using them as a bargaining chip. Minutes later, Andrews came into the room holding a red leather tote bag smeared with dirt. It matched the description Ashley's parents had provided. He said:

"Logan's wallet and driver's license are still inside." 

I held it in Wolfson's face and asked, "Care to explain how you have a murdered woman's bag in your possession?"

"I don't know nothing about any murder." Wolfson glowered.

"You assaulted a woman and took the bag. You needed her keys to gain access to her home."

"I found the bag. There were no keys inside; just the wallet." 

"Where exactly did you find it?"

"I want an attorney." Wolfson was no stranger to police questioning.

Draper, who had kept her lips tightly sealed as if afraid of what she might say, echoed, "I want an attorney too."

"Take them in," I said to Smith and McAdams. "And put them in separate interview rooms."

When they'd gone, I headed back to the station, leaving Andrews and Mason to finish searching for the murder weapon.

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 21

 

 

EVERYTHING ABOUT THE Spotted Owl depressed reporter Kayla Ellis, from the mismatched bar stools to the torn fabric on the pool table. The air was stale and dusty cobwebs hung from the Tiffany shades over the bar where she sat, forcing Kayla to move her beer and whiskey chaser lest anything fall in. Brent the barman, was friendly she thought, but old enough to be her father. 

She'd come with the sole purpose of steadying her nerves, ahead of retrieving Matt's USB flash drive and feeding Marmalade, his cat. He had told Kayla the drive held a collection of dirt he'd uncovered in the course of hacking local dignitaries and business people. Compromising information, he wanted her to publish in the event of something happening to him. Kayla thought Matt's kidnapping at gunpoint certainly qualified.

But right now, Kayla was mostly thinking of her mother, a Vietnamese war bride brought to the U.S. by Danny Ellis in 1972. They had married in Saigon in a civil ceremony to avoid the red tape discouraging unions between GIs and local girls. Mai's family had been killed in a raid. She was just sixteen years old and pregnant for which he could have been court-martialed had the Army found out. 

After his discharge, Danny stayed in Saigon until his son was born, then flew to the US. In a matter of days, he raised the $2,000 needed to bring his new bride to California. Kayla could remember her mother saying she cried the whole time he was away, knowing GI's seldom came back. But Danny did return with approval to bring Mai Stateside. The general lack of documentation in Vietnam made it easy to falsify her age.

Shortly before they were due to fly to the US, their son was taken ill with meningitis, and the primitive medical conditions existing in the war-torn country couldn't save him. Mai was devastated, and it would be another year before she was well enough to make the journey. They settled in San Francisco. Danny took a job in construction, saving money to rent a better apartment. Adjusting to her new life was difficult for Mai, and learning English took much longer than she expected. Eleven years passed before they felt settled enough to try for another child, and Kayla was born.

Mai died in a tragic accident crossing the street to her daughter some twelve years later. The trauma left Kayla with no recollection of that day. Instead, Kayla had countless happy memories of her mother. Whenever she felt stressed, and compelled to count as she did then, it helped to picture her mother's smiling face. 

Drinking alone was not something she did ordinarily. It made her introspective, and the bar's emptiness worsened the feeling. But after Matt's abduction, she needed something to settle her nerves and calm her jitters. 

The two other patrons were a man in workman's overalls sitting three stools away, and a heavy-set man with a bald head and a stubble beard seated at a table behind her. The workman looked like a permanent fixture there, but the bald man looked vaguely familiar and didn't seem to fit the clientele, although Kayla sincerely hoped she didn't either. Still, it gave her time to try to process what had just happened. Who on earth had Matt gotten himself involved with? He'd pretty much confessed to blackmailing someone powerful, which could have been the reason for his abduction. They'd only pick him up if they wanted to interrogate him; find out what he knew. If they wanted him dead, he'd have been shot in a drive-by. 

It was inconceivable that Beth, a respected journalist, and Ashley, the mayor's assistant, could have got mixed up in something as sordid as blackmail. Beth had reported on extortion cases and knew they always ended badly. So why had they been killed? It was possible that the men who bundled Matt into a car weren't connected to Beth or Ashley's deaths. 

Kayla hadn't seen anyone follow her to the bar, but the prospect of retrieving the USB flash drive, and feeding his cat filled her with apprehension. 

Maybe the files on the drive would supply some answers, but what if someone saw her, and she became their next target? On the other hand, no one was in a better position than her to get the inside story. Kayla needed advice, but the two people to whom she would usually turn were dead. Her most recent one-night stand had turned into a three nighter, which was strictly tops for her. One of Justin's downsides was the strong statements he made in support of strict policing and stiff penalties. His advice would be to take what she knew to the cops, ending her inside track. Anyway, she thought, after three nights, Justin needed to go on hiatus for a while. 

Max, The Examiner's editor, would tell her to stay the course. He'd repeat his adage, 'reporters watching from the sidelines never wrote great stories.'

 Her friendship with Ananda had grown recently, fueled by her wit and most importantly, their shared values. On an impulse, she picked up her phone and dialed. When her friend answered, she stepped into an alcove for privacy, and told Ananda about the abduction. Kayla instantly regretted mentioning her ambivalence about going to the police.

"Thugs are holding Matt and doing who knows what to him. You need to talk to the cops. Don't you think he deserves that much?" Ananda said. 

"A couple on the opposite side of the street saw what happened, and I noticed the guy take out his phone as the car sped off with Matt inside. I bet they got the plate number," Kayla insisted.

"You have to tell the cops anything you know that might help them rescue him. I can't believe you wouldn't do that."

"You're right. I'll call them right away," she fibbed, hoping Ananda would let it go. In truth, Kayla was still on the fence.

"Scott Prentiss, my boyfriend, is a detective, and he's working on the murders. You should speak to him."

"Has he told you anything?"

"They think Beth was murdered because she had some dirt the killer wanted to keep hidden. The guy trashed their house searching for anything which might incriminate him and killed poor Ashley because she had seen him. Couldn't stop stabbing her. Now they have Beth's phone, the cops hope it will give them some new leads."

"Where did they find it?" 

 "The old guy next door said he was fixing it. The cops believe him, but it sounds a load of bull to me. Oh, and get this—they found a hidden camera in the ceiling before the place went up in flames."

"Do the cops think it's connected to the murders, or some pervert watching them?" The thought of someone spying on her with a hidden camera sent shivers up Kayla's spine.

"They are trying to trace where the video was going, but apparently the fire made it more difficult."

"I'd better get going and dial 911," Kayla said. 'I'll make an anonymous call. Please don't tell Scott we talked."

She disconnected, and went back to her drink at the bar, feeling more cheerful. Through Detective Prentiss, Ananda had a direct line into the murder investigation and possibly Matt's kidnapping. She could be a valuable source for her articles. Together with the information on the USB flash drive, Kayla would have the inside scoop before anyone. But it would take skill to avoid writing facts that would expose her source. And she'd need to be extra careful in case the dirt, which got Beth killed, came from Matt. Another reason to not go to the cops and get her name connected to their investigation. More likely, she told herself, the dirt the police referred to was something Beth discovered on her own, and whatever was on the flash drive was entirely different. 

The distressing murder of Beth and Ashley had put a crimp in her writing, and this week's columns were way behind schedule, meaning a conversation with The Examiner's editor, Max, was overdue. With her track record, the promise of a series of exposé stories would get him off her back for now.

Kayla downed her chaser in one, placed two dollars in change on the bar, and walked out into the sunlight. A narrow alley at the side of the building led to the shared entrance to the apartments. Matt had given her a key as he tried to keep the outer door locked, so the sight of it open and splintered made Kayla freeze. She called "Hello," before realizing her stupidity. Fortified with liquid courage, she climbed the stairs to the second floor and found the door to Matt's apartment in a similar state.

 The sickness, which Kayla had felt in the pit of her stomach when Matt was abducted, returned with a vengeance. Her legs felt weak as she stepped gingerly into the living room. All the drawers had been pulled out, and their contents were strewn on the floor. The mattress and the couch had been slashed, and the stuffing was everywhere, creating a bizarre snow-like scene. In the spare room, all that remained of Matt's expensive computers was a tangle of cables on the floor. 

After going from one room to the other calling Marmalade without success, she thought the cat must have fled. If the intruders had killed the animal, its body would surely be right there. There was nothing more to see, and she raced down the stairs, taking them two at a time. Kayla managed to hold the rising vomit until she burst into the daylight and bent over a flower bed. 

It took several minutes for her to stop shaking and feel able to resume her mission. She picked her way through shrubs and flower beds to the garden behind The Spotted Owl. Freshly fallen leaves from a giant maple tree were everywhere, and her level of panic rose at the possibility of not finding the flash drive. Kayla had not mentioned its existence to Ananda, fearful she'd tell her detective boyfriend. 

The bar owner, Brett, was into garden ornaments and there were more than a dozen sticking out of the carpet of leaves. It took no time to find the three-foot gnome holding a fishing rod. It was too heavy to lift, so she tilted it to one side and looked underneath. 

Nothing. 

Again, panic ran through her at the thought of failing Matt. Without the files, she'd never find who had abducted him. Once she knew the kidnapper's identity, it would be time to get the cops involved.

Kayla laid the statue on its side, picked up a nearby stick, and started digging. By the time she hit the top of the jar, dirt had covered her hands and clothes. Feeling jubilant, she pulled it from the ground and retrieved the USB flash drive inside. It took no time to scrape the dirt back into the hole, re-situate the gnome, and pull the leaves around it to cover her tracks. 

When she was satisfied no one would be able to tell what she'd done, Kayla used her hands to brush off the worst of the dirt and hurried out to the street.

 

 

 

CHAPTER 22

 

 

UNBEKNOWN TO KAYLA, Security Chief Brickman had followed her to the Spotted Owl. He had no choice but to risk her recognizing him from the Bluebird Café if he was to discover whether she was involved in hacking the hospital mainframe and Lewis' personal computer. The security chief took his Scotch to a table behind Kayla to stay out of her field of view. When she went into a corner to use her phone, he'd done his best to eavesdrop, but couldn't hear to whom she was speaking, or the reason for the call. He desperately needed to bug her phone. 

Brickman was still trying to come up with a ruse to get Kayla's number when the reporter stood and left the bar. He downed his whiskey and followed Kayla out to the street where he caught a glimpse of her disappearing into a side door. 

He went back inside and chatted to the barman, under the pretense of looking for an apartment for his daughter. Brett confirmed there was a vacancy on the third floor. When Brickman asked about existing tenants, the owner confided that a man in his thirties occupied the other apartment. Matt Baker! Brickman said he'd have his daughter check the apartment out when she was next in town. 

Back in the street, he found a hiding place behind tall shrubs across the way and waited. 

Ten minutes later, he saw Kayla re-emerge from the side alley and disappear down the street. Brickman tried to imagine what she could have been doing in the apartment without Baker. Did she access his computers?

Matt's kidnapping was forcing Brickman to come up with a plan on the fly, something he usually eschewed. There were too many people in the street to grab Kayla right there and search her. But the bitch's time would soon come. He was starting to find her hot and had some ideas of what he could do to pry information from her.

Once down the side alley, the smashed side door gave Brickman a bad feeling, which only worsened after he climbed the stairs and entered Matt's apartment. He stood in the living room and stared in dismay at the destruction. The other room was empty but for four computer monitors on a desk and a tangle of cables on the floor. He could see from indentations in the carpet where the computer towers had stood, and drag marks revealed what had become of them.

Brickman searched the apartment fruitlessly for flash drives, memory cards, or disks. Whoever took the computers had also removed anything that could hold digital files. There was no way of knowing where Matt might have stored the damning information, he'd hacked from hospital CEO Lewis' personal computer. Brickman was less concerned about the patient information stolen from the hospital mainframe. If it surfaced, it would only get the CEO fired. But Lewis' computer held documents which could land them both in jail for a long stretch. 

Brickman didn't see Kayla Ellis carrying anything, though computer disks were easy to conceal. The apartment was obviously ransacked by the same people who'd kidnapped Matt, and he doubted they'd left anything for the reporter to find. But he needed to bring physical pressure to bear on her, just to be sure. 

The thought aroused him. Opportunities like that made his job worthwhile.

Whoever these people were, they now had access to the documents describing what happened at the Devil's Pasture all those years ago. Would they recognize what they had? Might they turn to blackmail? The questions were too unsettling for Brickman even to guess at the answers. Any hope he once had of quickly putting a lid on the hacking had been dashed.

 

 

I ENTERED A SMALL INTERVIEW room and placed Ashley's plastic-wrapped tote bag on the table before sitting across from Phil Wolfson and his court-appointed attorney, a Mr. Forbes. I had decided to question Wolfson first, before his girlfriend, Lori Draper. In leaving his handprint on the ATM where he'd tried to use Ashley Logan's stolen debit card, he had made a rookie mistake. Beth and Ashley were killed with ruthless efficiency. The scrawny junkie sitting across the table didn't seem to fit the part.

I set my notes on the table and studied them for several minutes, while I considered Wolfson.

"Come on, Detective. We don't have all day." Forbes was looking at his watch as if he needed to be somewhere.

"Your client has all the time in the world," I replied. "We found him in possession of a murdered woman's property. He'll be going away for a long stretch. We have a video of him trying to use Ashley Logan's debit card at an ATM where he carelessly left his fingerprints. Then there's the problem of the coke and ecstasy discovered at the house he shares with Ms. Draper. She is willing to testify that your client brought them into their home against her wishes."

Wolfson started to speak, but Forbes shushed him and pulled him into a whispered discussion.

"My client will confess to possession of the bag and using the debit card, if we can make the other charges, ahem, go away."

"We recovered his prints from the bag," I lied. Chris Andrews had warned me the mud on it might prevent recovering any physical evidence. "We have enough to charge your client with possession and fraud, without him saying another word. What I want to know is how he came by the bag."

After conferring with Wolfson, Forbes said, "My client wishes to say he found the bag in a ditch near his property two days ago."

"Where were you a week last Wednesday, between 8 and 9 a.m., when the assault on Ashley Logan and the bag theft took place?" I asked Wolfson.

The attorney raised his hand to silence his client. After another discussion, he said, "My client's recall is not all it could be, and he is unable to answer that question at this time. Please allow me to make some calls and see what I can find out."

"If he cannot come up with a solid alibi, at a minimum I'll charge him with assault, theft and drug possession. In that case, I'll be asking for his whereabouts last Monday morning at the times of the murders." I closed my folder and left Forbes speaking with a downcast Wolfson. I had enough leverage with him to not be in a hurry to talk to Draper, who was cooling her heels in another room.

When I stepped outside, the air was warm and humid. I picked up a steaming cup of coffee and a jam donut from the truck. The station backed onto the river, and from the corner of the parking lot, you could see almost three miles upstream. The Main Street bridge was the nearest, and I watched the steady flow of afternoon traffic. My instincts told me Wolfson could have graduated from petty thieving to assault. But while he might stab someone in a fit of rage, murdering two people execution-style seemed implausible. And I couldn't see a motive for him to kill Beth. As much as I wanted him to be the perpetrator, and allow me to wrap up the case, my gut said this would be another day without significant progress.

My phone rang. It was Forbes wanting to talk. I tossed the paper cup in the trash and rubbed my hands together to get rid of the sugar from the donut.

Back in the interview room, the attorney appeared more chipper. "My client was in court at the time of the assault on Ms. Logan. He was summoned to appear on a DUI charge, and the court record shows him arriving at 7.40 a.m. They check photo IDs before signing anyone in. You can ask them yourself."

"I certainly will." I had Turner's report on the assault on Logan in front of me. It put the time of the attack on Ashley Logan at 8.35 a.m. It went on to say she was not due in to work until 9 a.m. on that Wednesday. I phoned Jackie Orvar and asked her to call the clerk of the court to verify Wolfson's alibi. I said to Forbes:

"Now, what was your client doing on Monday morning?"

"I've spoken with Ms. Draper, and she will testify he was with her during the times of the two murders. They remember staying in bed late on the day in question."

It was a weak alibi and something I'd tried to avoid by putting the suspects in separate rooms. But Wolfson's court date cleared him of the assault and confirmed his story about finding the bag. He was no more likely to have murdered the women than the next person.

I picked up my things, and said, "After I have verified his alibi, I'll talk to the DA about what charges to file for the stolen goods and the drug possession. He's not leaving here anytime soon."

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 23

 

 

FOUR DAYS AFTER THE MURDERS, I was sitting at my breakfast bar, washing down a corner of toast with coffee, and eyeing the letter in front of me with suspicion. The dog-eared oversize brown envelope, the misspelled address written in a juvenile script, and the missing return address were all clues this was no ordinary missive. Donning latex gloves, I ran my fingertips gingerly over its surface, feeling for any thickness or bulge, which could indicate an explosive device. Satisfied it held only a single piece of unfolded paper, I slit open the envelope with a kitchen knife and let the contents fall onto the tiled countertop. The words sprang off the ruled paper and hit me in the stomach like a punch. 

You killed Kidd Hildegard. 

Now I am coming for you. 

You will die slowly bitch. 

An electric shock radiated through my body. Dirk Hildegard! My mind rewound to four months previously. Dirk was still in the Highdale Bank when his brother ran out and shot my partner and lover, Jake. Murdered him. After I'd put Kidd down, Dirk was faced with overwhelming firepower and surrendered. He stared at his dead brother as I snapped the cuffs onto his wrists, then locked eyes with me and spat before the uniforms dragged him away. As far as I knew, he was safely locked away, awaiting trial—something I needed to verify at once. 

A call to the jail connected me to a civilian phone-answerer. I had to recite my badge number multiple times before the words: inmate threatening the life of an officer, penetrated his standard response. He put me through to the undersheriff who affirmed the prisoner was still incarcerated there, but he sent someone to do a visual check. Ten minutes later, Sheriff Williams himself called with profuse apologies and told me Dirk Hildegard was still in his cell and would remain in lockdown pending an investigation. He insisted there was no way the letter could have come from his prison and suggested that a third party must be involved. His words did nothing to calm my nerves. 

During the two months, I'd spent on medical leave following the shootings at the bank, I'd spent countless hours second-guessing my actions on that day. I mostly told myself I could have saved Jake. I was still having difficulty sleeping, and though the flashbacks had diminished in duration and intensity, they always returned at inopportune moments—like when I disconnected from speaking to the Sheriff.

Jake Kennedy turns his head my way and gives me his trademark stupid grin as we walk in slow motion toward the bank. Kidd Hildegard comes through the door, his shotgun pointing our way, but Jake doesn't look, no matter how much I scream and beat on his chest. The blast from the gun erases his midsection leaving his torso suspended in the air above the bloody stump of his lower body. His blood coats me from head to toe, but he's still smiling at me as I turn away and shoot down the robber. When I next look at Jake, he's lying on the ground, still grinning, as his body slowly melts into the sidewalk leaving nothing but a patch of blood and gore. I crouch over what's left of Jake, and pound the ground, screaming at him to come back to me.

My bawling as I experienced these flashbacks was usually loud and could draw unwanted attention, but this time the only sound was the chirping of my phone. Seeing the caller was Chief Kane, I composed myself and tapped the answer icon. 

"Sheriff Williams called me regarding the threat you received in the mail." Kane's voice was measured. "He assured me Hildegard is still incarcerated." 

"Yeah. We don't know who sent it." I tried to keep my voice even.

"The crazy bastard could have had a visitor mail it. I'll have the Sheriff look into that possibility. Run it for prints and see if anyone comes up. Okay, Detective?"

"Yes, sir." I tried to sound confident. I was anything but.

 After he'd disconnected, I slipped the note into a plastic bag. Despite Chief Kane's implied assurances, whoever sent it was out for revenge for Kidd Hildegard's death. I would need to investigate whether it was a relative or a girlfriend. Why warn me, and why had they waited this long? If anyone wanted to harm me, I was far more vulnerable in the weeks after the shooting, when I wasn't wearing a pistol on my hip. Was this really about Hildegard or something else entirely?

Fifteen minutes later, I was in the shower, my Sig Sauer resting within reach on my towel. My mind was stubbornly focused on what might have been had Jake lived.

I first met him in the bar at Wright's Grill. He was tall and slim but muscular with steel-blue eyes under a head of dark curly hair, and a palpable sexiness. Jake had served in Afghanistan at the same time as me, though we'd never met. I used to tease that I probably would have arrested him on sight, had our paths crossed. Jake refused to tell me what he did for a living; although, unusually for me, I admitted I was in the police force. I didn't care how he earned a living, and we spent a romantic night together at my cottage. Jake told me he was new in town and was still unpacking. When we both arrived at the station in the morning, I discovered he was the new detective we were expecting. 

At first, we weren't partners on the job, which made it easier to date. We were careful to keep our relationship a secret from the likes of Lieutenant Townsend and Chief Kane, though everyone else knew. Townsend couldn't even have suspected, because he made us partners six months before the bank shooting. 

In the days before his untimely death, we were talking about spending the rest of our lives together and were actively looking for an apartment or a small house. Then the unthinkable happened, and in an instant, I lost the love of my life.

For the second time in my lifetime, my future looked hollow and empty. But I was trying to follow Doctor Kate's orders and focus on the happy times we shared. I remember Jake's integrity, vulnerability, and his sense of humor. Jake had them in spades. Just being in his presence would make my breath catch, and my skin tingle. No one could ever replace him.

 

 

"TOWNSEND REASSIGNED ME," Detective Prentiss exclaimed, a bit too gleefully, as I hurried past him in the squad room. 

"Thirty minutes late and I miss everything," I replied. The threatening note and phone calls to the jail and from Chief Kane had severely disrupted my morning. "The coffee at the stand looks suspect today."

"He put me on the abduction. You heard someone snatched Matt Baker off the street yesterday, right in front of the reporter chick, Kayla Ellis? Then uniforms found his apartment tossed, and not a computer in sight." Prentiss was all amped up and excited.

"Someone is tying up loose ends." I'd speed-read my messages, earlier and seen news of the kidnapping.

"Lieutenant Townsend doesn't believe it's linked to the murders." His voice was thick with conviction. "Are you still not convinced?"

"Whoever is currently running circles around us has figured out the connection between Beth Gervais and Matt Baker. Come on, both homes were ransacked, and the computers taken. Plus, they socialized with each other. You don't have to be Einstein to see the connection." It frustrated me how much faith he always placed in the lieutenant. 

"If you say so, Riley." Prentiss' chair squeaked as he shifted his weight and stood.

"The real question is which of the three victims first discovered the information our perp is trying to hide."

"I'm going to meet the techs at Baker's apartment," Prentiss pushed his chair under his desk and walked out of the squad room. 

I parked myself at my desk and booted my computer, eager to find who might have sent me the threatening letter. A quick search revealed Hildegard's father had died in a gun battle some four years earlier, and his mother was in a hospice facility. The two brothers had no known siblings, and all the associates we knew of were doing time. Did a girlfriend mail it to me? I decided it would take some time to research and opted for checking the envelope for prints.

Whenever I visited the Crime Scene Investigative Support Section, it felt like I had landed on another planet, and not just another floor of the station. Modern workstations and ergonomic chairs replaced the broken equipment and furniture I had to contend with. Kramer and other white-coated techs were bent over expensive-looking microscopes and analyzers. Chief tech Chris Andrews was in his windowed corner office, studying a printed report. When I asked him to check the threatening letter for prints, he looked troubled:

"You've received a credible threat and shouldn't be going into the field alone. Townsend should have given you backup, not taken it away."

"I'll vote for you next time there's an election to fill the lieutenant's position, but in the meantime, I'll stay away from dark alleys and strange people," I jabbed.

Andrews shot me a look of annoyance. "I was about to come and find you. Are you ready for some good news?" 

"Always. Lay it on me." 

"The state lab got back to us on deceased reporter Beth Gervais' damaged phone. Whatever cracked the screen, also fried much of the internal memory, but they were able to make a partial recovery. A calendar item shows she had an appointment with a Dr. Paul Walker at Abbey Mount Hospital at 10 a.m. on the morning she died. In the previous week, she had several conversations with the following people: Buddy Olsen—the councilman and developer; Joey Sands—the landlord and construction company owner; Max Dixon—her editor, and Ananda Willis, whoever she is. Plus, she made several calls to her partner, Ashley Logan and to the Mayor's office. Here's the full list of calls." Andrews handed me a sheet. "The state lab may be able to recover more, but don't get your hopes up. My contact there tells me they are running on a shoestring and are swamped with requests.

"Did the phone provider get back to you with her call history?"

"That's a strange thing. I had to keep calling them, and they finally said her history had been accidentally wiped. I've never heard of it before."

"It speaks to the clout of the people we're up against. The names give us something to work with, and maybe the lab will get back with more." With Prentiss missing in action on his own case, I was torn between interviewing Beth's phone contacts and checking on Hildegard's friends and relatives. Truth be told, even without Townsend's intervention, I would have sent Prentiss to check out the Baker crime scene. The department was hopelessly understaffed.

"I found a pediatrician at Abbey Mount Hospital named Dr. P. Walker," Andrews said.

"Give me the contact information, and I'll see what he has to say. I wouldn't put money on a knife-wielding doctor, but you never can tell. And he may be involved in another way."

Back in the squad room, a call to Abbey Mount Hospital revealed Walker's shift ended in a half hour, but he usually worked much later.

"I'm looking at his appointments. He'll have some time in a couple of weeks," his assistant said. 

"The police don't make appointments, and if you didn't hear me the first time, he's a witness in a murder investigation. If you obstruct me, I'll suspect you have a motive to do that, and haul you in for questioning today."

"One moment, please."

My impatience increased as I listened to music for several minutes before she returned.

"If you can get here soon, he'll give you five minutes between patients. Come to room 247, on the second floor of the pediatric building, and ask for Anna." 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 24

 

 

PATRICK WHITEHEAD HAD SPENT an hour pumping iron at Core Fitness, trying to rid his mind of getting fired from his position as head of support services at the hospital. His blue sleeveless T-shirt with the gym's logo on the front was wet with sweat from his neck down to his black shorts. He caught sight of a portly man on a treadmill, wearing a red bandana, and shuddered with distaste. Nothing annoyed him more than having to watch middle-aged guys with grossly oversized bellies struggling to perform the easiest of exercises. They put their plump bacteria-ridden butts on the seats and their greasy hands all over the equipment, requiring extra squirts from his disinfectant bottle. Fortunately, he used an industrial strength. The masses didn't understand how easily bacteria spread. Another case of an infection which couldn't be cured by antibiotics had been on the news the evening of the home invasion. The thought prompted him to take an extra dose of zinc. Just to be sure.

His breathing had been off when he hefted the weights, and he found it difficult to get into the flow. No doubt due to the gag used by the animal who invaded his home. 

Ordinarily, he would do some stretches next, but he felt as if he had overextended himself after being captive in his bedroom closet for a day. He had taken to hitting the doors with his shoulder, praying someone would hear.

Thinking Whitehead was out of town, his neighbor had finally let himself in to feed the fish and heard the ruckus. The fool had freed his girlfriend Sophia from the hallway, and called the cops, before rescuing him. The officers had made him go from room to room to see what was missing. It seemed to raise their suspicions when he said only an old laptop had been taken. Patrick overheard them say it was likely some drug-related retribution. They'd asked Sophia about her parents, her age, and if Patrick was keeping her against her will. 

Just the kind of headache he needed.

When the police were gone, he'd finally been able to calm Sophia down. That was when he'd dropped his phone onto the tiled entryway floor, and it had turned on. One of his covert photographs of Ashley at the gym had displayed. A picture he'd never intended for Sophia to see. But it was at her feet, and she was staring at it.

"What the fuck," she had said, and all he could do was stand there feeling stupid. Sophia picked up the phone for a better look. She swiped sideways and saw a closeup of Ashley's boobs. Next, one of Beth's tight little ass. Sophia had tears in her eyes and began beating his chest with her fists and calling him a pervert and a loser. She'd gathered her things into the Gear-Up backpack and slammed the door as she left.

Rather than chase after Sophia, Whitehead had decided to go to his office at the hospital, to catch up on paperwork he might have missed. He was totally unprepared for what had happened when he'd tried to enter through the main doors. A uniformed guard had blocked his path and explained to him that he no longer worked there. Whitehead remembered trying to stand his ground, but the guard propelled him into the parking lot and radioed for the Head of Security.  

Whitehead glared at the guard until Brickman came through the doors. "Please tell this rent a cop moron that I work here."

"You don't anymore. Didn't he tell you?" Brickman sneered. "You've been fired, and you must leave the hospital's grounds at once.

"Fired? That's all the thanks I get for thirteen years of service?"

"You deceived senior management about the hacking. What did you expect would happen? For all we know, your incompetence allowed the hack to take place. You could even be in league with Matt Baker for a share of the ransom money."

That's when Whitehead took a swing at Brickman, but the man dodged, and he found himself sprawled on the ground looking up at the two men. They'd picked him up like a sack of potatoes and carried him to his little car, where they threw him at the driver's door. Brickman pulled out a pistol and pointed it at him. "If I see your miserable face here at the hospital again, I'll shoot you like vermin. Capisce?" He snickered at his joke.

Whitehead came out of his reverie and looked around the gym. Bandana man was walking on the treadmill more slowly now and reading The Examiner. A jolt went through Whitehead when he caught sight of the front-page headline:

LOCAL MAN MATT BAKER ABDUCTED IN BROAD DAYLIGHT

He strode over to the man and snatched the newspaper.

"Hey, what's your game?" the man shouted, but Whitehead was halfway to the front seating area, oblivious of everyone as he read Kayla Ellis' account of Matt's abduction.

How could that be a coincidence, he wondered as he read the article. Someone had bound and gagged him right after Petrov discovered the hacker's identity. No doubt to prevent him from confronting Baker. Whoever it was had abducted the kid while he was trapped in the closet.

Brickman must have orchestrated the whole thing! Was the CEO involved too? Whitehead punched the wall in anger.

Did they think he would keep quiet about the hacking? He thought of himself as a fair person, but nothing about the past two weeks had been fair to him. He'd tried to limit the damage the hack would do to the hospital. He did a bang-up job of finding the hacker, and this was how they repay him? By firing him as soon as he returned to work. Patrick threw repeated punches at the wall, showering plaster over the floor.

And how did Brickman find out about Matt? He'd heard ex-employees say Brickman seemed to know things from private conversations they'd held in their homes.

"Damn Brickman and damn Lewis," he cursed out loud. He'd take his revenge, against the whole hospital and its management, by releasing details of the hacking to the press. It was time to see what the community thought when people found their medical information wasn't private. He knew the fancy estate where Lewis lived. The ornamental trees around his house would be easy to cut down. Brickman lived in a more modest home in town. Time for a massive water leak there, Kent ma boy.

"What are you staring at?" Whitehead approached the man on the treadmill. He plucked the bandana from his head, and his hairpiece came away with it. The now-bald man fell onto the moving belt. Despite its slow speed, he shot backward off the equipment, colliding with the spiky-haired blond from reception. She screamed as they tumbled into a heap on the floor.

Whitehead didn't notice the manager of Core Fitness, Wilkes standing behind him, or the two uniformed officers watching him from the reception area. His memory was hazy after that until he was seated in the back of their patrol car, his wrists handcuffed behind him. He didn't know how long he'd been there, or what the radio traffic about the "fifty-one fifty person" meant.

One of the officers leaned through the open rear window across from Whitehead. "You went a little wild in there, pal. What's your name?"

"Patrick Whitehead."

"And where do you work?"

"I used to work at Abbey Mount Hospital. I was Head of the Hospital Services Department for thirteen years, until they fired me today."

"I see." The officer seemed to understand. He listened to his partner say something Whitehead couldn't hear. "Hey, weren't you the guy in the recent home invasion?"

"Some brute came in and tied up my girlfriend and me for a whole day. Then she left me this morning."

"Okay, hang tight while we check something out." The officer gave Whitehead a sympathetic look.

Twenty minutes later, they dropped Whitehead at his home.

"We're not going to charge you if you promise to stay home. We understand you're having a rough time. But, if you cause any more trouble, we'll add disturbing the peace, assaulting three people, and malicious damage to the charges. Are we clear?" The officer fixed on Whitehead's eyes."

"Perfectly officer."

"You should apologize to the gym members and staff. And make restitution for the damage you caused, though I doubt they'll ever let you back in the place."

"Absolutely, I will." 

Whitehead sat on his porch for a long while, wondering what the hell had gotten into him.

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 25

 

 

THE INFORMATION RECOVERED from Beth's phone had brought me to Abbey Mount Hospital's pediatric building—a three-story concrete monolith sandwiched between the outpatient diagnostic center and the Emergency Room. I needed to know more about Beth's intended appointment with Dr. Walker on the morning of her death.

 My most recent memories of the hospital were from the aftermath of the bank shooting, four months previously, and still fresh enough to trigger mild feelings of panic. Despite Jake's grave chest wounds, paramedics had insisted on transporting him to the ER. I was in shock, and they offered no resistance when I asked to ride with him in the ambulance. They worked on my partner, but neither medic sounded at all hopeful. By the time we reached the hospital entrance, the female paramedic was pleading with her partner to let Jake go. A doctor confirmed his passing fifteen minutes after our arrival and left me to grieve over his body. I pulled the covers off his face to gaze into his sightless eyes one last time, and my tears showered down on him. Eventually, a male nurse had to physically drag me away from Jake's gurney and into another room. There, a doctor removed the pellets from my arm and medicated me for shock.

I tried to shake off the intrusive memories as I hurried up the stairs to the second floor of the pediatric building. The air was heavy with the odor of antiseptic. Room 247 was an empty waiting room decorated like every other in America except for the colorful children's books and toys. I announced my presence to a rotund nurse with an ID tag labeled Anna, seated behind a sliding glass window. The mention of my name only seemed to intensify her scowl. After about five minutes, a man in a white coat, late forties, cleanshaven entered the room. He said:

'I'm Dr. Walker. How can I help?" He flashed a well-practiced smile and proffered his hand.

"I'm Detective Riley." His handshake was firm. "Thank you for seeing me. I'm investigating the death of Beth Gervais. I believe she had an appointment with you last Monday."

Walker folded his arms across his green scrub top. His forced smile revealed orthodontically perfect teeth. He pulled out his phone and tapped the screen. "Let's see . . . it was at 10 a.m. on Monday morning. She didn't show, and I was so busy with patients that I barely noticed. I read about what happened to her. So tragic." His voice was soft, reassuring. If I were a parent with a sick kid, I'd feel confident Dr. Paul Walker would give them the best possible treatment. But as a detective, I'd learned to treat witnesses like Walker with a healthy dose of skepticism. 

"What was the purpose of the meeting?"

"She told me she was writing an article on local children who'd died from cancer. That's my specialty. I said I couldn't comment on specific cases, but it seemed she wanted to learn about mortality rates and causes we knew of. I said I could give her ten minutes."

"Do you know if she was meeting anyone else for her article?"

"I understand she had some bereaved parents lined up, but we never discussed names. That would have been unethical."

"Did you ever meet Ms. Gervais?"

"Not that I remember. You must understand, every year I meet thousands of people in the course of my work at the hospital—relatives, teachers, and yes, reporters, but rarely police." His smile widened a couple of notches.

"Do you know how she found you?"

"She probably Googled pediatric cancer doctors." There was an unspoken 'duh' in his tone.

"And can you account for your movements after say 6.30 a.m. that morning?"

His smile narrowed. "I started work at 6 a.m. and didn't finish until late afternoon. Dozens of people saw me here." 

"Lastly, did you tell anyone about your proposed meeting with Ms. Gervais before Monday?"

"Just Anna, the lady you threatened to arrest when you spoke to her on the phone." Walker chuckled to himself. "And Hospital Security, of course."

"Security?"

"We have to report contacts with the press to them. I spoke to Kent Brickman, the Head of Security, as it happens."

"Thank you for your time, doctor. I may need to contact you again." 

I didn't buy Walker's concern, or that Beth was writing a purely human-interest article. I wondered about her real angle. I'd just read some of her pieces, and they were nothing if not hard-hitting. Medical malpractice was more in her bailiwick, but without any facts to go on, I filed it away for the time being.

On the way to my car, I received two related calls. The Sheriff's Office told me the only person to visit Dirk Hildegard recently was a Jennifer Dean, whom they considered to be his live-in girlfriend. She was known to the police for petty thieving; mostly shoplifting items of clothing, a habit she didn't seem able to kick. They gave me an address for Dean in North Highlands, a suburb of Sacramento. I had just ended the call when another one came in, this one from Chris Andrews. He reported they'd lifted partial prints off the threatening letter and matched them to Dean. I thanked the Gods of synergy and figured a talk with her was in order before it got too late in the day.

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 26

 

 

INTERSTATE 80 LAY AHEAD of me straight as a ruler, a black ribbon cleaving the landscape in two as far as I could see. The pine forests of the foothills had given way to scattered oaks and fields as my 4Runner descended into California's central valley. I had mixed feelings about my afternoon's mission as I drove to North Highlands. The anxiety I'd felt when I received the threatening letter was replaced by burning anger. Not just at Hildegard's girlfriend who'd sent it, but at a system which would never adequately investigate the intimidation.

I'd told everyone I was going for a medical procedure, something female I'd said, so no one would ask for details. Well, Townsend was crass enough to, but no one had seen him today. He was probably on the green with his golfing buddies. 

A few minutes looking at Facebook had told me that Jennifer Dean went by Jen, worked at the Old Brewery Saloon, and would be there that afternoon. I didn't use social media, but I kept an account for times like this and was rarely disappointed. Dean's photos showed her to be a brassy blond who looked ten years older than her age of 29. I thought criminals and their associates should stay off Facebook. I'd confided my plan to Mark Davies in a phone call. His advice was to not leave any evidence or witnesses to what I had in mind. He agreed to give me an alibi, though I no more wanted people to know I'd been talking to him, than confronting Jen Dean. 

The Old Brewery Saloon was sandwiched between a smoke shop and a gun store. A tattered red awning hung above the cracked front window with a flickering neon sign.  Someone had sprayed the words 'no pigs' on the shingle siding facade. I pulled into a nearby parking lot sporting every make and vintage of pickup truck and left my 4Runner next to an older two-tone F150. The bar's dark interior was thick with smoke as Willie Nelson wailed 'On the road again' to a line of baseball caps at the bar. 

I took a seat at a glass-topped table in a corner. Jen Dean was shorter and plumper than I had expected. She wore cheap-looking jeans and a sleeveless top that showed her sagging breasts. I had her serve me a beer, while I contemplated my next move. For my plan to work, I needed her alone. But after nursing my drink for a half hour, she hadn't been outside or near the restroom. I went into the women's room and busied myself washing my hands. After checking it was deserted, I waited several moments then poked my head out the half-open door and called her over.

"Can you get me some TP? There's none in the stall." I asked, pantomiming a look of desperation.

She gave me a look of annoyance, before fetching a new roll from behind the bar. As she tried to thrust it into my hand, I grabbed her outstretched arm and pulled her inside. Dean wasn't as weak as she looked, but I was quicker and fitter and slammed her against the cubicles. I put my forearm under her chin and looked into her eyes, which were fidgeting back and forth with fear. Her hot breath smelled of whiskey and peppermints.

"What the fuck?" she said. I flashed my shield in her face. "That badge isn't worth shit here, and you know it."

She offered little resistance as I turned her toward the wall and cuffed her hands before pulling her back to face me. I patted her down then picked up her bag which had fallen to the floor.

"You just lost your job, bitch. I know who you are, so don't put on your fancy airs with me."

I rummaged through the bag and pulled out a bag of pills which looked like ecstasy.

"You planted those. I saw you, bitch."

"Then you won't mind if I flush them away." I reached into the cubicle and dangled the pills over the toilet water.

"Hey, give me those back." Dean's eyes flashed with hatred.

"Did you send me a letter?"

"That doesn't matter."

I lowered the pills closer to the water, watching her eyes.

"Okay, maybe I did. Maybe Dirk told me to. But he has a plan for you."

"A plan? So, what, he's going to shout at me from his jail cell?"

"He has friends who are cops. People who will crush you like the vermin you are."

The restroom door opened, and an elderly lady who didn't look like she belonged in the Old Brewery started to enter. 

"Police business, get the fuck out," I yelled. She walked backward, letting the door swing closed.

"Who? Give me names," My face was inches from hers.

"Dirk never gave me any names, but he said they'll make sure you regret shooting his brother."

I dropped the bag of pills into the water and loosened my grip on her as I flushed them away.

"What did you go and do that for?" Dean's face was bright red, incensed.

She tried to head butt me, but I dodged, and her forehead hit the door instead. She screamed and yelled:

"Fuck you."

I waited until Dean was calmer before I removed the cuffs, but she still came for me with both fists, catching me on the jaw with a right hook, and sending stars across my vision. She wouldn't stop flailing at me, so I punched her in the gut—nowhere near as hard as I could because I didn't want to do any permanent damage—and she doubled over.

"You take that message to Dirk from me," I hollered.

"Shit. What is wrong with you, bitch?" she gasped, bent over, holding on to a washbasin.

 I opened the restroom door to leave, but two men blocked my path. The shorter man's broad shoulders and muscular build spoke of long hours spent at the gym. Judging from the taller man's drooping frame and beer belly he'd never seen the inside of one. Both had full sleeve tattoos, and each was big enough to do me considerable damage. Damn, I should have confronted Dean at home, but I didn't know if she had kids. I put my hand on my pistol and showed the badge on my belt, but they didn't budge.

"That means nothing to us," said beer belly.

"We hate pigs," added broad shoulders.

Dean appeared beside me, rubbing her wrists and said, "Let her go, boys. She won't have to wait long to get what's coming to her."

The men parted slightly. As I pushed my way between them, they snickered, and I felt hands grope my breasts and butt. I continued straight out of the bar into the sunlight without looking back. 

As I opened my 4Runner's door, I noticed a camera, high on the gun store, pointing my way. Should Jen Dean make a complaint, there would be video evidence proving I was there on the date and time she said. But I didn't expect to hear from her.

 

 

 

CHAPTER 27

 

 

ON THE WAY BACK from North Highlands, I mulled over what retired detective Mark Davies had told me, but I only came up with more questions. I texted him after I pulled into my driveway and heard right back. He was already at the bar of Wright's Grill and would enjoy the company. I had only eaten snacks since breakfast, and I could get something there. The restaurant was pricey, but the bar food was affordable. I backed out of the driveway and drove straight over.

At Wright's, you walk through the restaurant to reach the bar. I stopped short. Townsend was at a table not ten feet away, having dinner with two guys. Fortunately, they were seated with their backs to me. I put my head down and found Mark alone at the bar.

"You could have warned me," I said, perching on a stool next to him.

"I only just saw them myself." Mark was looking even more dapper than usual.

"Who's he with? I couldn't see."

"Joey Sands and Buddy Olsen. Don't they look a happy trio?"

"They're suspects. Beth Gervais spoke to both men several times in the days leading up to her death. I have yet to interview and eliminate them. Townsend knows that and shouldn't be socializing with them. Maybe they're connected to Bennett's death too. We can't stay here—nothing personal but I don't want them to see me with you." I winked at Mark.

"Where would you like to go?" He shot me a smile.

"How about Mick's? I'm starving."

Fifteen minutes later, we were sitting at the bar at Dirty Mick's Tavern. I ordered a Napa burger, which came slathered with their delicious onion jam and a pile of garlic fries.

"How was your trip down to the smoke? Is that a bruise on your jaw?" Mark asked.

"Talking to Hildegard's girlfriend was predictable, I suppose, but I should have watched out for her right hook." I related the afternoon encounter with Jen Dean in the women's room. How dropping her drug stash into the toilet had gotten her talking; her threats that someone senior in the police force would enact revenge on me.

"I don't think you'll need an alibi from me," he ventured.

"What is Townsend's connection to Sands and Olsen?"

"I didn't want to prejudice you against your Lieutenant the last time we spoke. I don't believe he's bent—just terminally stupid. The three of them go all the way back to high school. They've stayed in contact since, as far as I know; joined the local Mason's Lodge together. Remember I told you Pascoe was going to grass on the suspected pay-to-play arrangement between Sands and the mayor? It was Townsend who was tasked with keeping an eye on him when he disappeared. He claimed he was tailing Pascoe but got cut off at the lights. I know for a fact he was nowhere near at the time."

"Was it laziness or is Townsend a party to whatever happened to Pascoe?" I wondered out loud.

"It was problematic enough for me to want to question his other cases—like his investigation of Jack Bennett's death. Suicide my ass. Just read the report."

"Joey Sands' old business partner. Why do I think you haven't told me everything you know about Bennett? Were you concerned I'd start re-investigating his death?"

"Well wouldn't you, if you thought Townsend was involved in something hinky?"

"My plate is full with the murders of the reporter and her girlfriend. Now one of their friends has gone missing, a guy by the name of Matt Baker. But I'd like to know more about the Bennett case. One of my victims, Beth, was in contact with Sands and Olsen."

"Obstinate, aren't you? Okay, the only other thing I know is Bennett had a falling out with Olsen right before his death. There's a rumor Bennett had threatened to blow the whistle on something, but it was never investigated. I have no idea what about, but his widow, Angie, may know. Just be careful if you speak to her. I don't know where her allegiances lie."

"If there's a link to my case, I'll find it. They had all better watch out."

Mark gave me a look and drained his beer. "I'm sorry I have to go. Just be careful." 

My food arrived as Mark was leaving. I munched in silence while I considered the implications of what he'd told me. What if there was a connection between my current case and Bennett's death ten months earlier? Beth had called Bennett's associates numerous times in the days before she died. Could she have discovered it wasn't suicide and been silenced by his murderer? Sands or Olsen could have inadvertently told his killer. How would I prove or disprove any of this without Beth or Ashley's notes? Whoever looted their apartment had done a first-rate clean up job. Anything they missed would have been destroyed in the fire. It felt as if nothing was falling into place on this case.

"How is your burger?" The barman's black curly hair framed a face with a narrow tapering chin and thoughtful brown eyes.

"Never better," I replied.

"Would you like another beer?"

"One is my limit today."

"That's a pretty strict limit, and now you're all alone."

"It looks that way."

"Who's the guy you were talking with?'

"He's a work associate."

"And a lot older than you, to be doing the same work."

"He's retired now, but I get advice from him."

"What kind of work do you do?'

"Public relations for a big company." It was never my first response to tell people I was a cop.

"I'm Juan." He proffered his hand. It felt warm and firm as I shook it. 

"Megan." It was too difficult to keep track of false names. Who knew if I might meet him professionally at some juncture?

"I get off in an hour. We could meet up." Juan fixed his eyes on mine.

"I have to be up very early in the morning," I fibbed.

"Some other time, then?"

"Yeah, maybe."

I worked on my meal while Juan busied himself sorting bottles in the fridge. I tried to imagine myself having sex with him as I watched the movement of his broad, muscular shoulders and narrow hips. But an image of Jake kept intruding, filling me with profound sadness. Would I ever be over him, or would he continue to play in my mind like an actor in some Greek tragedy?

I downed the last fry, swilled down the dregs of my beer, and slid off the stool to leave. Across the room, I spotted Scott Prentiss, his arm around a dusky complexioned woman. Her dark black hair was tied back in a ponytail. From the palpable chemistry between them, they were in a relationship. He hadn't seen me, but, driven by curiosity, I went over to the table where they were sitting.

"Hi, Prentiss." I turned to his date. "I'm Megan Riley. I work with your friend." 

She rose to greet me and said, "Hi, Ananda Willis, pleased to meet you." Was this the Ananda Willis who Beth had phoned repeatedly? One of the people I needed to speak to?

"Ananda works in the ER at Abbey Mount Hospital. Townsend missed you this afternoon—how are you after your visit to the doctor?" Prentiss was Mr. Tact as always.

"I'm fine. It was just an office procedure," I fibbed.

"What happened to your chin?" 

"I hit myself with the car door. Clumsy as usual. Nice to meet you, Ananda." As I walked to my car, I made a mental note to speak with him about the problems of socializing with a witness.

I was still parked at Wright's Grill, but there was no sign of Townsend or his car. Once inside my 4Runner, I left a voice message for Mrs. Fisher at my Mom's nursing home, telling her I was ready to sign the power of attorney papers. I asked her to see if she could set something up with Mr. Pilkin and the notary for the following afternoon. It was time to behave more responsibly about my mother's situation.

 

 

 

CHAPTER 28

 

 

I HADN'T SLEPT WELL and awoke to the loud rattle of a motorcycle engine. A neighbor who looked like he collected them, must have been working on one—but who does that at 5 a.m.? I set off on my morning run as soon as it began to get light. It would be foolhardy to race along the path beside the canyon in the dark. The last mile back to my cottage was uphill. Today it was a struggle.

At the station, I had an argument with Prentiss about the relevance of Jack Bennett's death to the current investigation. Granted, I had no proof—just a tickle at the back of my brain.

Prentiss had arrived late, parked himself at his desk, and stared into space, drinking mug after mug of black coffee, leaving me in no doubt how he'd spent the night with Ananda. Luckily for him, Townsend was nowhere to be seen. Prentiss was dismissive of everything I had learned from Mark about Bennett's death, though I didn't disclose my source. His voice was clipped and angry: 

"Everything you've said is pure speculation and another example of your willingness to embrace conspiracy theories. Haven't you heard that ninety-nine percent of the time the simplest answer is the right one?"

"I have never found that to be true," I replied. "And while we're speaking frankly: you know the woman you're screwing is a witness in the current investigation."

"Just because Beth Gervais phoned her? Ananda lost a child to cancer, and she was to be the subject of an article. And how do you know whether I'm having sex with Ananda?" Prentiss could look pouty when he felt someone had wronged him.

"How long have you known about the article? When we're certain that something to do with Beth being a journalist got her killed. The cancer article may not be responsible for her death, but it could lead us to something that was. And get some sleep. You look like shit." 

I walked out of the room before he had time to respond.

Doctor Walker had mentioned a cancer article, but I wasn't about to let Prentiss off the hook. Sometimes I could be passive-aggressive.

 

I HAD LEARNED Buddy Olsen's construction company was building new offices for the DMV. As I turned in through the temporary chain-link fence ringing the site, I saw an impressive wood-framed two-story structure, with more gables and roof angles than was typical in commercial construction. Two workmen were attaching plywood sheathing to the second-floor walls; above them, another was loading sheets onto the roof trusses. 

My 4Runner bounced down the heavily rutted dirt access road, and I parked in front of a trailer, emblazoned with the sign 'Olsen and Sands Construction Inc.' I was anxious for Olsen to tell me the nature of his phone conversations with Beth.

My phone rang as I turned off the engine. I answered without looking at the caller ID.

"Townsend just gave me another case," Prentiss grumbled.

"You're investigating three cases now? Have we run out of detectives? What are Turner and Chaplin working on?" I exclaimed.

"The victim, in my home invasion case, Patrick Whitehead, is the ex-husband of the mayor. She's riding Townsend for a quick arrest. It's a bizarre case. The intruder tied up Whitehead and his girlfriend. I think her name is Sophia something. But all he took was an old laptop. Tens of thousands of dollars' worth of cash and diamonds were in the house for the taking, but the intruder never touched them."

"How are you getting on with the Matt Baker abduction?"

"The witnesses can't give me a description of either the man who grabbed Baker or the driver. They remember a dark SUV, possibly an Explorer, but no distinguishing features, not even a partial on the license plate. Kayla Ellis, the reporter, was with the victim when it happened."

"The kidnapping is connected to the murders. You need to stay on top of it, whatever Townsend says. You can tell him I said that. Meanwhile, I've got to go and interview a witness." I disconnected and saw a familiar-looking dark-haired man wearing a green Raider's shirt leave the trailer. 

It couldn't be, could it? Pascoe? 

His pictures were on station notice boards after his disappearance. By the time I'd pulled up his photo on my laptop, the man had vanished inside the DMV building. There was a strong resemblance. Were my conversations with Mark Davies, and my lack of sleep making me see things? 

I stepped inside the trailer and found Olsen shouting expletives into a phone about the late delivery of some lumber. He gave me a fleeting glance and only increased the ferocity of his expletive-laden tirade. When he finished, he went over to a pile of plans on a drafting table, ignoring me.

"I'm Detective Riley, and I need to ask you some questions about the murders of Beth Gervais and Ashley Logan," I told him.

"I know who you are, honey. As I've told you previously, I don't know either girl." Olsen was looking my way but still not making eye contact. Maybe he had woman issues.

"We have a record of three calls between you and Gervais. One lasted three minutes."

Olsen fixed his gaze on me. "Ah yes, the pain-in-the-ass reporter who wouldn't stop calling me."

"What did she want?"

"Something about an article on the new DMV building. I don't have time for her kind."

"Gay women, or just any women?"

"If you like."

"Where were you last Monday?"

Olsen laughed. "I'm not going to dignify that question with a response."

"A man walked out of here as I arrived. Who was he?"

"One of the construction workers. I don't remember everyone's name."

"Is it me, or do you have a problem with women in general, Mr. Olsen?"

"Maybe both. Is it a crime now?" He laughed again.

"We'll need to talk to you some more." 

"Can't wait," he hollered as I stepped out of the trailer into the bright sunlight. I could see Olsen enjoyed being an asshole just for the sport. 

Using my hand as a shield from the sun, I squinted at the half-finished structure but didn't see the Pascoe lookalike. Pulling up pictures from his sentencing on my phone, I was convinced of what I'd seen. I followed the same path as the man had taken earlier—along the front of the building and inside through a gap in a wall which looked like it would eventually become the main entrance. I had to pause and wait for my eyes to adjust to the dark interior. The only light came from the unfinished window and door openings. 

"Hey lady. You can't go in there," a voice called from behind, but I ignored it and scanned the area. I wasn't leaving without investigating further. Squinting into the gloom, I could make out someone working on pipes sticking up from the cement floor. It was Pascoe, wearing the green Raider's shirt.

As soon as he saw me, he picked up an adjustable wrench and took off running. It was a challenge to keep up, as I chased him through part-finished cinderblock walls, and around tarp-covered supplies, and stacks of lumber. No doubt, he knew the layout, but twice my legs scraped painfully on rebar sticking out of concrete support columns. I was gaining on him when he vaulted through one of the window openings. I jumped through seconds later, but when I looked around, he'd vanished. 

A seven or eight foot high chain link fence lay in front of me. Pascoe didn't have time to climb over in the moments before I reached it, so he must have turned either left or right. I mentally flipped a coin, turned right, and ran alongside the structure's rear wall. 

As I rounded the end of the building, a crippling pain shot from my head to my spine and radiated throughout my body. My vision blurred, my legs buckled, and blackness enveloped me.

 

IT FELT LIKE I WAS FLOATING in the ocean close to a sandy beach. There was no pain or worries. Just a deep feeling of calm. I had no sense of time, as trees and the landscape floated past me, just distant mumbling like the howling of the wind through leaves. The trees slowly turned into people, and the whistling into voices, becoming insistent, intruding. A blurred face hovering over me spoke:

"Take it easy, ma'am, you've had a nasty accident."

"Where am I?" I heard myself say. I tried to move, but a sharp pain shot through my head.

"Hang tight. You've had a knock on your head. We're going to transport you to the hospital for some tests." The young man wore a green paramedic's uniform.

That wasn't going to work. It would be the perfect excuse for Townsend to put Turner or Chaplin on the case. They would never uncover who had killed Beth.

A more distant face came into focus. Buddy Olsen was grinning. "Accidents happen when you go where you're not supposed to," he smirked. "A piece of plywood fell from the roof and hit your head. Fortunately for you, it was just a small scrap, or we wouldn't be having this conversation." 

My vision cleared enough to see I was on a gurney just outside the open doors of an ambulance. An oxygen mask covered my mouth and nose. I remembered chasing Pascoe around the building. Then someone hit my head. 

Hard.

How long had I been out?

I wiggled my fingers and toes and checked I still had my weapon and phone. When I touched the top of my head, I could feel a bandage, and my hand came away with blood on it. The two paramedics were arguing with their backs to me. I swung my legs over the side of the gurney and sat up. I felt a little woozy but better than I imagined when I first came to.

"Hey lady, you need to stay lying down. We think your head injury may not have been an accident. We should call the police." The paramedic was back in my face.

"I am the police, so you don't need to call them."

"That may be the case, but you still need to lie down and let us transport you to the hospital so a doctor can check you over. There could be serious repercussions from the blow to your head."

"That won't be necessary. Just give me a release to sign, and you can be on your way." I needed to get to my house and a bottle of codeine I had secreted away after a root canal.

"Call ahead, if you want to look around the site again." Olsen was in my face, smirking. I could smell his hot beer breath. "We'll give you a hard hat and protective clothing to wear. We don't want anything happening to you, darling." 

After I signed the release, the paramedics had me sit on the gurney for a while and then walk around until they were convinced, I was fit to drive. As I got into my 4Runner and started the engine, I was sure either Pascoe or one of Olsen's men had attacked me. 

But how would I ever prove it?

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 29

 

 

I DROVE HOME FROM the construction site in a blur. But after a generous dose of codeine and a shower to wash the dried blood out of my hair, I looked and felt reasonably presentable. The knock on my head was no accident, but I didn't have the proof to open an investigation. The cut hadn't opened again, though it was where I usually gathered my hair into a bun while on duty, so I had to settle for a more casual look to hide the damage.

At midday, I was sheltering from the sun under the flipped-up side of the coffee truck in the station parking lot. A syrupy brew and a bear claw Danish were doing wonders for my missed breakfast. All I'd learned for my troubles earlier, was that Pascoe was still alive and working for Olsen, who was even more of an arrogant prick than I'd heard. Those facts didn't move the needle of my investigation.

I'd scheduled an afternoon interview with Joey Sands, so there was no time to stay home and nurse my injured head and damaged pride. I carried my improvised meal into the station and up to my desk. I was reviewing my messages when Prentiss came over.

"How's the head?" An unusual question from Prentiss who wasn't usually given to empathy. I'd expected some blowback. The attack on me was the kind of news that spread through a police department like wildfire.

"It was just a minor scrape," I replied.

"You're not going to pursue whoever did it? 

"It would emerge that I had no right to be in the structure. Olsen's guys would swear a cut-off piece of wood fell on me because I wasn't wearing a hard hat. I don't want to give Townsend the pleasure of gloating."

"I just interviewed Sophia, the gal who was attacked with Patrick Whitehead in the home invasion. She claims she's eighteen but looks underage to me. The perp left no prints or trace evidence of any kind. He brought his own zip ties but used the victim's duct tape to tie them up. I'm told sticky tape often picks up trace evidence. The attacker knew that, so all the fibers are from Whitehead's house. It was a more professional home invasion than we usually see, and there's no apparent motive behind the attack. It could be drug-related, but there's no evidence Whitehead was anything more than a user."

"I'm not making any headway either. Unless Joey Sands rolls over and confesses when I interview him, it will be another day without progress. Townsend gives us all the tough cases, while Turner and Chaplin work shoplifting and vehicle theft. We're seriously understaffed."

 

AFTER THE BRIGHT SUNLIGHT, the interview room was even more dingy than usual. Developer and Brockway Apartments landlord, Joey Sands, was already seated next to Andrew Schwartz, the attorney I'd met at The Examiner. Sands' open neck Hawaiian shirt and mussed blond hair contrasted sharply with Schwartz's suit and groomed appearance.

"You have no right to interrogate my client without some evidence linking him to the murders," Schwartz said, as soon as I'd taken a seat across from them.

"Patience, Mr. Schwartz. We're not accusing your client of anything. He was in contact with Beth Gervais right before her death, and we just want to know what that was about."

Schwartz leaned back in his chair, and I wondered why Sands thought he needed a lawyer with him. 

"What is your business relationship with Buddy Olsen?" I asked him

"We're partners," Sands replied.

"Since the death of Jack Bennett?"

"Our construction businesses are synergistic. Jack and I shared equipment, people, and resources with Buddy for many years. After Jack's passing, we pooled our assets and created a partnership."

"You're a landlord. Is that in partnership with Buddy?"

"No—I keep the apartment rental side of the business separate."

"Weren't you at school together?"

"We were, but how is it relevant?"

"Are you a Freemason?"

"Detective. I don't understand this line of questioning and how it relates to your investigation," Schwartz interjected.

"I'm trying to get some background information about your client. We need to know what Beth Gervais was writing about before her death. We believe she found something incriminating and was murdered to keep it quiet."

"My client had nothing to do with anything illegal, and you have no proof he did."

'That may be true, but I still need some help with what the reporter was involved with. Mr. Sands, what did you discuss with Beth Gervais when you spoke on the phone in the days before her death?"

"She has written articles about my properties in the past, none of them flattering. Gotcha articles if you will. I take any opportunity to correct misconceptions," said Sands.

"And what misconceptions were you correcting recently?"

"She told me she was working on an article about the Brockway Apartments. They need renovating, and work is about to start. I was trying to forestall any negative press until the work is complete."

"It must have been irritating to have someone like Beth Gervais printing lies about your properties."

"It was very annoying, but not something to commit murder over. Anyway, I thought the killings were sex crimes." 

"Why do you think that?'

"I read it in the paper," Sands said. I knew for a fact it was never in the paper. Townsend must have given him the sex crime line. 

"When did you last see her in person?" 

"A couple of months ago."

"Do you know, or have you spoken to Ashley Logan?"

"I know she was the Mayor's assistant, but I never had any dealings with her, beyond replying to her meeting notices."

"Do you know of Marcus Pascoe's whereabouts?" 

"Don't you people ever give up? Pascoe was a bald-faced liar. His statements to the police about me bribing the Mayor are something he made up to stay out of jail." Sand's voice was cracked and raw. "I don't care if he's dead. But if he is, I'll be disappointed I didn't kill him myself."

"We're done here, Detective." Schwartz stood, and Sands followed suit. "My client has been patient and answered your questions, even the ones that have no bearing on your case. We're leaving." He held the interview room door open for Sands as he walked out. 

I stayed seated, thinking of how the interview could have gone better when Chief Kane put his head in the room and said, "A word, Detective."

I followed Kane up the stairs to his office, where he stood behind his desk to address me. "I'm afraid I just received some rather troubling news. Dirk Hildegard has escaped. He was mistakenly put on work-release with a monitoring band and sent to work on the new DMV center. Olsen rather generously agrees to let jail trusties work there. No one saw him drop the ankle band, and deputies didn't arrive there in time."

"What?!" My voice felt hoarse, my throat constricted.

"I've spoken with the sheriff, and he sends his apologies for the oversight."

"This is more than an oversight, sir. He's vowed to kill me."

"Tsk, detective. There's a team of deputies out looking for him, and I have every confidence they'll apprehend him quickly. You should go about your business as usual, but I thought it only fair to warn you."

Kane's office spun around me as I searched for words, but nothing would come. Pictures and certificates covering the walls flashed before my eyes. A desert photograph of ten people wearing combat uniforms in front of an armored vehicle caught my eye. It was probably from the first Gulf war. Kane was standing in the back row, Sands and Olsen were squatting in front. 

I barely managed, "Thank you for letting me know," before I turned and hurried downstairs, stunned by what the Chief told me. Once out in the fresh air, I put my hands on my knees and took deep breaths. My heart was beating as if I had just run five miles, and I waited for it to steady. It wasn't a coincidence that Hildegard had fled from Olsen's construction site, but the Chief seemed unperturbed by the events. And what did the photograph on his wall mean? Could I continue to trust him?

 

 

 

CHAPTER 30

 

 

OFFICERS MICHAEL SMITH AND EMMA MCADAMS, known around the station as Micky and Minny, were familiar with the dilapidated house on the corner of Pine and Fifth. Before the city boarded it up, it was a favorite hangout for junkies and the homeless. Smith didn't know why someone didn't simply demolish it and spare the expense of repairs whenever the boards covering the entrance were pulled away, as they were today.

The officers approached the elderly man standing on the sidewalk with a cane and a red setter sitting obediently by his side. 

"Are you the person who called us?" Smith asked.

The man leaned more heavily on his cane and said, "Yes, Pete DeLuca at your service. It's in the far bedroom. Jasper ran in there, and I had to drag him back out. He wouldn't stop barking."

"I'll need some details from you, sir, so hang tight while we check it out." Out of earshot, Smith said to McAdams, "Probably nothing, but can you watch him while I take a look?"

"You get all the fun jobs," McAdams replied. She knew how disgusting the house interior would be. 

Smith shielded his eyes from the midday sun and made his way through the tall weeds blocking his path to the entrance. The house's clapboard siding was almost bare of paint, and roof shingles lay where they had fallen. The deck boards on the front porch had given way, so he stepped carefully around the edge to avoid falling through. The plywood panel used to board up the front doorway was cracked open. Smith donned gloves and pulled it to make the opening wide enough for his bulky frame. He stepped into what was once a living room. Smith had seen the layout before—the kitchen was straight ahead; a hallway to the right led to a couple of bedrooms and a bath. 

There was drug paraphernalia everywhere and used hypodermics crunched under Smith's heavy boots. With a handkerchief over his nose and mouth to assuage the overpowering stench of human waste, he shined his flashlight around the room but saw nothing other than two La-Z-Boy recliners which were more holes than fabric. A tipped-over table lay next to them. 

Great—another crank call-out.

He moved through the hallway to the first bedroom. From the fallen wall posters and the once-pink bedspread adorned with cartoon characters, he could see the room had belonged to a child. But more recently, the bed had plainly been used for sex, and the few remaining toys on the floor mingled with used condoms and wrappers. He extended his nightstick and prodded the filthy covers but didn't see what the man had reported. 

The stench was even worse in the bathroom. Smith gripped his makeshift mask more tightly and gave the room no more than a cursory look. The toilet, tub-shower, and washbasin were covered with garbage and human waste, barely leaving any place to stand. Smith reasoned that a body would be hard to miss.

 He moved into the second bedroom. The scene on the bed was similar, but here the floor was covered in decaying leaves which must have blown in before the window was boarded up. This room was larger, darker, and took some time to search with his flashlight and nightstick. When he poked a pile of leaves by the window, he felt resistance.

Snugging his gloves, he brushed the debris aside. His efforts revealed the body of an adult male, covered in dried blood. One of his hands was exposed, and from the missing fingers, Smith figured the victim could have been tortured. The man's skin was ashen, but not the color of a corpse. The burly officer moved his head closer to listen for breath sounds and placed a finger on the man's neck to feel for a pulse.

My God, the kid's alive.

Smith pulled out his phone and dialed 911. "Officer Michael Smith, badge 693. Ambulance to 357 Pine. One unconscious male in the abandoned drug house on the corner with Fifth. Hurry, he's barely alive." 

After disconnecting, Smith thumbed through his pictures and held his phone near the man's bloody face to compare. 

It was Matt Baker. 

 

I HURRIED THROUGH the entrance to the Emergency Room at Abbey Mount Hospital and badged my way past the receptionist. A nurse directed me to one of the side rooms where Baker lay, barely covered on a bed. He was almost unrecognizable with his bandaged head, and the ventilator tube in his mouth. I checked a picture Smith snapped at the abandoned house to double-check this was indeed Matt Baker. 

It was the kidnapped man. 

His mutilated hands were heavily wrapped. Tubes snaked from his torso to an array of instruments. Prentiss was already there, and we watched the rise and fall of his body. I broke the silence:

"Have they said whether he's going to make it?"

Prentiss said, "The doctors won't know for a day or two."

"Have you secured his clothes?"

"They cut them off, but no one knows what happened to them after that. Ananda was a member of the team which worked on Baker when he came in, and she told me there was a male nurse, whom she'd never seen before, hovering nearby."

"And you accuse me of wild conspiracy theories. Have you notified Andrews to come and see if he can get any DNA off Baker?"

"A doctor is blocking us on the DNA collection."

"What? Where is he?"

"Right behind you." I turned to see a tall man with receding hair wearing a white coat. A stethoscope was tucked in his chest pocket. He continued, "We take patient privacy very seriously, especially when they are unable to speak for themselves."

"And you are?" I asked.

"Doctor William Christiansen, Department Head of the ER."

"This man was tortured and left for dead. DNA collection gives us the best chance of finding the people responsible. I would have thought you would want the perpetrators caught as much as anyone."

"It's not a question of my feelings or my opinions. The privacy laws are clear on this point."

"I want to speak to someone from the hospital management now."

"I'll see what I can do." Christiansen left the room, shaking his head.

I cursed the doctor's stupidity. After fifteen minutes, my request was fulfilled in the form of a fiftyish man with a shaved head and stubble beard. He introduced himself:

"Kent Brickman, Head of Hospital Security. How can I help you?"

"Mr. Brickman, this man is the victim of a heinous crime. We need to swab him for contact DNA. It will give us the best chance of identifying who did this to him," I said.

"The privacy laws are unambiguous and protect patients like this one who can't speak for themselves. I have no way of knowing what befell him before his arrival here."

"You understand that he didn't cut all his fingers off both hands or try to strangle himself. In addition to DNA, we can get measurements of the perpetrator's hands from the red marks around his neck."

"That may be the case, but the privacy laws are clear."

"There are exceptions when a crime has been committed, and you well know it. We need his clothes for the same reason, but no one seems to know their whereabouts."

"I spoke to a nurse a moment ago. He regrets that the patient's clothes were accidentally sent to the incinerator. I checked there, and they're gone."

"This hospital is deliberately obstructing my investigation."

"Detective, I'm going to pretend you said that in the heat of the moment, and not complain to your superiors this time. We're not going to bend our privacy rules for every half-assed cop. I bid you a good day." He turned on his heels and left the room.

"Helpful guy," I snapped to Prentiss, "Unless Andrews turns up something in the house where Matt Baker was dumped, you've got a kidnapping and attempted murder without any physical evidence. The same story as your home invasion."

"The bad guys are getting too smart for us," Prentiss said.

I was about to leave when the monitoring equipment sounded a loud alarm. Moments later, a team rushed in with a crash cart and swept us aside.

"We may get to swab him for DNA sooner than you think," Prentiss whispered.

It was sobering to watch the crash team at work doing their job quickly and efficiently. The second shock from the defibrillator restored Baker's heartbeat. After they had left, Prentiss and I looked at each other and exhaled. Ananda came into the room, and said what we both were thinking:

"It's going to be touch and go whether he makes it through the night."

"Did you discover whether Baker has any relatives?" I asked Prentiss, who was giving Ananda knowing looks. It didn't appear she was on the night shift anymore.

"Just a mother in hospice care in LA," Prentiss said. "I called, and they said she's too out of it to understand anything about her son."

It triggered my brain, and I glanced at my watch. I was due at the nursing home in twenty minutes. In response to my message the previous evening, Mrs. Fisher had arranged for me to sign papers for my mother.

 

THE BELLEVIEW NURSING HOME is a modern three-story building in extensive grounds. My grandfather on my Mom's side had been comfortably off, and on his death left everything to her. It allowed her to spend her final years at one of the best care homes in the area. I followed the sweeping driveway through an overhead portico to a thirty-minute lot, hoping my mission today would take no longer.

Once through the oversized glass doors, I signed the visitor's log at the reception counter. Disinfectant camouflaging nastier odors, stung my nostrils, though the Belleview was better in that regard than many of the places I got called to as a cop. 

"I'm Mrs. Riley's daughter, here to see her," I announced to the receptionist. She started to direct me, but I told her I knew the way. I didn't visit my mother as often as I should because she rarely recognized me anymore.

Karen Fisher was waiting at the nurse's station on my mother's floor.

"I'm sorry that I'm late. The traffic was terrible," I fibbed.

"It doesn't matter, dear. We're not going to be able to sign the papers today." Fisher was African American like my mother, and tall, elegant.

"Are the notary and my mother's attorney not here?"

"They are, but your mother isn't here. It's late in the day, and she's sundowning. You're going to have to come earlier in the morning next time."

"You don't understand. I have a demanding job. Let me speak to her."

Mrs. Fisher led me to a room full of comfortable-looking chairs, where my Mom was seated, her face more expressionless than usual. I nodded to her attorney, who stood by the window, chatting with the notary. As there was nowhere near to sit, I squatted so as not to tower over my mother as I spoke to her:

"Hello, Mom. I'm here with your attorney and the notary."

"What do you people want with me?" Mother's blank expression didn't match the sharpness of her tone.

"It's me, Megan." I smiled. "We're going to sign some papers today. You need to focus."

"I have to go out and deliver the mail. It's piling up everywhere. I hope it's not raining. I hate the rain when I have to go around my route." Mother was a mail carrier when she met my father some forty years earlier.

Mrs. Fisher fixed her eyes on me. "You're going to have to come back another day. In the morning, next time."

I looked alternately at Fisher and the attorney and said, "We should have done this a long time ago. Before she got this bad."

Mom looked around and said, "They don't treat niggers well here. People are always shouting at me." 

"That's not true." Mrs. Fisher looked mortally offended. "Your mother gets excellent care, just like all the other residents. She must be aware of what she's signing. It just won't work today."

Gene Decker has been Mother's attorney for as long as I can remember. He was wearing a suit and wire-rimmed glasses. I turned to him and said:

"Why have you put this off until now? Doesn't it strike you as negligent?" I turned to look at Mrs. Fisher. "I have a responsible job. I can't just leave any time of the day I want. What the hell is wrong with you people?"

The room had fallen silent. Everyone stared at me except for my mother, who looked off into the distance, absent.

I said, "Goodbye Mom," and retraced my steps out of the building.

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 31

 

 

KAYLA WAS ANXIOUS for more details of Matt's condition and had reluctantly agreed to meet Ananda at the Bluebird Café for lunch. Memories of her last meal there with Matt had soured the place for her. As an added insult, the café was packed with the Saturday lunchtime crowd, and they'd been forced to sit at the same table as she had with Matt on the morning he was kidnapped.

 Kayla had battled obsessive thoughts and behaviors most of her life. They began when she was a child, with frightening thoughts that wouldn't seem to go away. Counting had been a way to lessen their impact. The behaviors started when Kayla was a teenager, after the death of her mother. Soon she couldn't leave the house without touching the door handle twenty-three times. But by the time Kayla went to college, her rational mind was able to reject many of her thoughts and behaviors. However, the stress she was feeling now had brought them back, and the only way she'd been able to enter the café was to count the number of patrons three times.

Ananda was seated across from her, wearing skinny blue jeans and a neutral vest. "Someone severely beat Matt, and tried to strangle him, probably after he'd been tortured."

Kayla stared at her chicken salad sandwich, thinking she had to try to eat something. "What kind of animals did this?"

"Matt's injuries shocked the doctors and nurses in the ER. Even with gang violence, we rarely see that level of cruelty. He is showing some signs of stirring, so they are cautiously optimistic he'll awaken from the coma."

"He was reckless when he hacked people's computers, but he didn't deserve this." Kayla took a tiny bite of her sandwich. 

Ananda looked puzzled. "How did his attackers know it was Matt who'd hacked them."

"He was thinking he could get money from people, in return for not revealing their dirty secrets, but I don't know that he ever did."

"That's blackmail. He could have gone to jail, had anyone found out. Do you know what he discovered?"

"He gave me a USB flash drive to use in case anything happened to him. Some of the files are encoded, so I can't access them without a password." Kayla looked across the outside seating area to a man in a dark jacket, sitting alone at a table. It reminded her of another man, bald, with a stubble beard who'd sat there on the morning Matt was taken. She pictured him standing as she and Matt left the cafe.

It was the same man as she'd seen at the Spotted Owl when she stopped there for a drink before retrieving the flash drive. 

Was he following her? Did he know about the files Matt gave her? A chill ran down her spine, as she realized she could be in the same danger as her friends. Did he abduct Matt and steal his computers, ransack his apartment?

"Are you okay? You look as if someone walked over your grave," Ananda said between bites of her Chicken Caesar.

"Maybe they did. I'm sorry the whole thing with Beth and Ashley, and now Matt has got me on edge. I'm frightened people may be following me."

"I'm not surprised you're feeling jumpy if you're telling me you have the very same information which put Matt in a coma at the hospital. You must take it to the police. I've told you before about my boyfriend Scott Prentiss who is working on the case. He's a good guy. Why won't you speak to him?" Ananda's question brought Kayla back to the present. 

"I'm not ready to do that just yet—I have a duty to tell my readers what's going on in their town. I know you and Scott are close, but please don't tell him what I have." 

"I won't, but I think you're in grave danger. It's not worth risking your life for a misguided sense of duty to your readers."

"Ananda, I only told you in confidence. Remember, my life depends on no one finding out what I have. The police are not to be trusted. Some of Matt's information tells me that."

"Your secret is safe, but you have to start trusting someone. I know Detective Prentiss will get justice for Matt, so why not for you?" 

"One of the files Matt gave me is the police report from Jack Bennett's death. Anyone who reads it would conclude he was murdered, but the coroner ruled it a suicide. I'm convinced there was a coverup, and who better to do that than the cops?"

"You have police files? My friend, you're playing a dangerous game."

"I think the meat of what Matt gave me is in those encrypted files. He wanted me to have them, so it can't be a difficult password, but nothing I try works."

"You're better off not knowing, after what just happened to Matt. Have you thought of hiding somewhere until the cops capture the people responsible?" 

"I'm considering it. I won't say where, so you won't have to lie if you're asked."

As she munched the last of her Chicken Caesar, Ananda saw that Kayla had scarcely touched her sandwich.

 

THAT AFTERNOON, KAYLA felt drained as she stepped out of her RAV4 in The Examiner's staff lot. Her morning exercise routine had been to meet Beth and Ashley at Core Fitness Gym. But since their deaths, she hadn't felt motivated to go there on her own. Now Matt was in the hospital in a coma. She reflected how life had changed in the last week, as she climbed the stairs to the newsroom. 

Ananda had told her that the cop guarding Matt's room wasn't letting anyone in to see him. Kayla had to find a way. She punched in the code at the newsroom door. Once inside, she dropped her briefcase on her chair. 

The place was empty of reporters—where was everyone?

The sight of Matt's desk covered in computer parts and printouts brought tears to her eyes. Thinking that the password might be there, she rummaged through his piles of paperwork and fast food wrappers but found nothing beyond a half-eaten bagel which she deposited in his bin.

Seated at her desk, Kayla plugged the USB drive into her computer and began re-reading the documents she could open. A half hour later, she concluded she had enough material for several articles without bothering about the encoded files for now. Jack Bennett's name appeared in several documents, so Kayla Googled him and pulled up an Examiner article from when he died. 

It said the construction business he ran with Joey Sands was a tour-de-force in the community which would be missed. No one knew who would pick up the contract to build the new DMV building they were bidding on at the time of Bennett's death. She saw the article was written by her editor, Max Dixon, whose pieces often fawned on the local business community. It concluded by saying Jack Bennett was survived by wife Angela and daughter Emily. In the police report, which as far as she knew had not been made public, Kayla had read conflicting statements from Angie and made a mental note to speak with her. She remembered Mrs. Bennett fondly as her high school English teacher.

Pushing herself away from her desk and stretching, she saw Dixon bearing down on her. A shortish bald man with wire-rimmed glasses, he always wore a checked shirt and jeans. Kayla often wondered if he had any other style clothes. A look of irritation showed on his face as he spoke to her:

"Walk with me, Ellis." 

He led her into a small Japanese garden at the rear of the press building. Once they were outside, he paused to light a cigar.

"The police are chewing my ass for information about what your friend Beth Gervais was working on. I haven't looked what she has in process on the server, because according to the Tribute Newsgroup who own us, it's better if I don't know. Their wretched attorney, Schwartz, seems concerned I might commit perjury."

Kayla grunted, "Uh-huh," waiting for a shoe to fall.

"I've always given you the latitude to pursue stories at your own pace, but you're falling behind in your responsibilities. Your readers won't put up with an absence of articles for more than a couple of days, and neither will I. What's your next column about?"

"I have access to the source who was feeding information through Matt to Beth. I'm planning some hard-hitting articles, and the first will focus on police incompetence in the Bennett investigation."

"Is this the same information Beth had? The cops think that's what got her killed. Be very careful, young lady," Max admonished. Kayla wondered how many more people were going to tell her the same thing. 

"I'm on the verge of a career-changing story."

"You won't get a Pulitzer working in this city. If awards are what you want, you need to get a job at one of the nationals. You're not Woodward or Bernstein. We all need to know our place in the big scheme of things. The Examiner is a small-town newspaper, and we publish local news. You know—the fair is coming next week; Main Street is closed for repairs." 

"I have no problem with that, but I do need to follow this story to see where it leads." 

"It won't be a career-changing story if you're dead. I've already lost one employee, and another is in a coma. I cannot afford to lose you. If you insist on working on controversial topics while there are killers on the loose—killers who seem bent on attacking journalists—you should consider staying at a secure location. I own a secluded cottage that no one knows about. It's a little way out of town, and you're welcome to stay there."

"I'll think about it," Kayla fibbed. Max was a letch who was always eyeing up female reporters. He had put his hand on a few butts over the years, Beth's included, that much she knew for sure. But Kayla never knew whether to believe the rumors of goings-on at the cottage between Max and reporters, or ex-sports editor, Millie Price's claim that Max had raped her during an evening of heavy drinking there three years ago. Millie had shared with Kayla that she went to the police, and spoke to Detective Townsend, but was told it would be a case of he said she said. Millie had quit and was working in San Fran. They could all be lies—reporters could be fanciful, and Millie, in particular, was known to embellish stories—but Kayla didn't want to discover the truth first-hand. She resolved to move out of Brockway Apartments, but not into a place for which Max Dixon had a key.

"Watch out, young lady." Max's face was stern. "If you don't pull out of your slump, your career here will be in jeopardy." 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 32

 

 

I ARRIVED HOME from the hospital at 7 p.m., feeling exhausted, and more than a little dejected about Hildegard's escape. It was hard to believe he got on a work-release program without help from the prison staff. It was also suspicious that he escaped while working at Olsen's construction site. I was positive I'd seen Marcus Pascoe there, right before I received a bang on the head that knocked me unconscious. And now this. Was Hildegard already planning his escape when he had his girlfriend send the threatening letter? 

Once inside my cottage, I checked that the windows and doors were all locked before kicking off my shoes, removing the police badge from my belt, and tossing it onto the dresser with my flashlight and an extra clip for my Sig Sauer. Monday, Wednesday, and Friday evenings, I went to the local climbing wall; weekend evenings were for crashing.

Although I wasn't seeing Doctor Kate, the shrink anymore, I was trying to work on the healthy living ideas she recommended. Doing something to promote my personal growth was a bust. Not thinking of my work as my life was problematic when it took up eighty percent of my waking hours. Listening to classical music was an easy one as it has always helped me clear my head after a long day. I opened my laptop and kicked off the Brandenburg Concerto no 3 in G Major on Spotify, playing it through my Bluetooth speakers.

Needing to prepare something for dinner, I rose and stretched. My kitchen was tiny but workable. I sautéed a diced chicken thigh with sliced zucchini, bell peppers, onion, and mushrooms in a skillet. You can only heat so many chunks of meat and vegetables in a pan before boredom threatens your efforts. But that evening, I just needed nutrition.

It had been a mistake to listen to my messages right before leaving work. Townsend and the mayor were both demanding progress reports. If I gave them a data dump, it wouldn't look pretty, and Townsend would try to further micromanage my case. Sending detectives on wild goose chases was one of his specialties.

I sipped a glass of Sauvignon Blanc and reviewed my case notes, while I jabbed at the skillet with a spatula. Two women had been murdered—the mayor's assistant, Ashley Logan, and Beth Gervais, a journalist. She was writing an article about developers Joey Sands and Jack Bennett. Two years ago, the two developers were seeking to build an apartment complex on land owned by Buddy Olsen. The site was zoned commercial, so they needed a variance from the planning commission. The rumor mill said Mayor Vicki Whitehead took bribes to greenlight the project.

Marcus Pascoe claimed to be the bagman who paid off subcontractors renovating the mayor's house. When detectives threatened to send him back to jail for a parole violation, he agreed to tape Whitehead and Sands incriminating themselves. Then Pascoe suddenly vanished with a suitcase full of money. Investigators surmised he was either dead or hiding in a third world country.

I didn't know what to make of him surfacing today at the DMV construction site. Olsen was reputedly a mean bastard, and one of the people Beth had phoned repeatedly in the days before her death. Had Pascoe or one of Olsen's workers whacked me on the head, trying to deter me from investigating further?

Matt Baker was the IT guy from The Examiner where Beth worked. When I interviewed him, he implied he worked closely with Beth on her articles. I got the impression that his computer research methods were shady, to say the least. Did he find something incriminating online? Then, Baker was kidnapped, tortured, and left for dead.  

Crimes we rarely see in a city like Stockbridge. 

Beth and Ashley's execution-style deaths, the search of their house, the fire, and the torture all spoke of someone trying to control an incriminating leak. Pascoe's bribery allegations were thoroughly investigated at the time of his disappearance. But did Beth find incriminating evidence missed by detectives? Did Mayor Whitehead have the two women killed to silence them? I couldn't see someone taking such desperate measures to hide a bribery scandal. Unless it was a part of something much bigger. It would take a major operation with wiretaps, stakeouts, and warrants to thoroughly investigate the Mayor. Such an operation wouldn't be approved based on rumor and innuendo—which was all I had. My only course of action was to keep working the evidence from the killings and see where it led.

I transferred my dinner to a plate, set it on the table, and poured myself another full glass of Sauvignon Blanc.

The Bennett case likely had no connection to my investigation, but something about it nagged me. Was it because Jack had been partners with Joey Sands, one of my current persons of interest? Or how quickly Townsend pronounced his death a suicide? I resolved to look at the case file, the next time Townsend was out of the office, and to talk to Jack's wife, Angie. But I had to be careful. Working off the books on a closed case could get me fired.

Maybe I'd sustained a concussion at Olsen's construction site because the second glass of wine had more of an effect than usual. Or perhaps I was over my withdrawal from the Desyrel. After several nights of interrupted sleep, either was fine with me. I put my dirty dishes in the sink, took off my shirt and pants, and flopped onto the bed in my underwear. Moments later, I fell into a dreamless sleep. Neither Jake's death nor crashing helicopters troubled me all night.

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 33

 

 

ON SUNDAY MORNING, I scanned up and down the street before exiting my car. Dirk Hildegard could be anywhere. Despite Chief Kane's assurances, I knew it was only a matter of time before he came after me. There hadn't been any local sightings of the escaped prisoner, but his rap sheet was a testament to his ability to move around unnoticed as he burglarized homes and businesses.

Seeing nothing suspicious, I shut off the engine and climbed out. The semi-frosted glass front of Core Fitness Gym was at the end of a strip mall. I pushed through doors embossed with stick men and women exercising. The treadmills were mostly occupied, and several people were grunting in the weight area. At the reception desk, a young woman with spiky blond hair and a nametag reading Kat, rattled off the latest offers before I could introduce myself. She started to ask which membership option I wanted but stopped short at the sight of my badge. I gave her the names of the two dead women, along with their photographs. 

Kat typed into her computer and said, "They're not members here."

"Take another look." I lifted the glossies closer to her face. Detective's Assistant Jackie Orvar had tipped me off she'd frequently seen both women working out here with Kayla Ellis, the reporter.

"Um, I might have seen them," Kat said as if it was a great effort to retrieve her thoughts. "Talk to Wilkes. He's the manager here. He should know." She pointed a red, white, and blue fingernail toward the rear of the gym.

I found Wilkes chatting up a Kat lookalike. His hair was greasy and his beard like a tangle of dried brush. A look of annoyance spread across his face when I flashed my badge. 

"Did either of these women have lockers here," I asked.

"The blond was hot, but I haven't seen either of them in a few days. Their monthly payments are past due. I was about to clear both of their lockers out." Wilkes snickered to the Kat lookalike. 

"I want you to open their lockers up."

"You'll be needing a warrant to do that," Wilkes smirked.

"If I come back with a warrant, we'll take your computers apart to check and see what type of porn you're into; then we'll lock sniffer dogs in your office and car until they find your stash." The Kat lookalike stiffened, traded looks with Wilkes, and hurried out of the room. 

Wilkes swaggered over to a bank of lockers, pulled out a huge bunch of keys on a long chain, and opened two adjacent ones. Peering inside, he leered, "Mmm, you've gotta love those hot pink panties. I should have pulled those out earlier."

"Go and stand over there," I ordered and pointed to a spot twelve feet away. I guessed we'd find a stash of panties in Wilkes' office.

He obeyed grudgingly.

Both lockers held a change of underwear, gym clothes, and tampons. Removing a pair of jeans from Beth's, revealed a padded book with a floral cover design. The type sold by greeting card stores as journals. Donning latex gloves, I opened it and saw Beth had used it to keep track of her workouts and her menstrual cycle. I fanned the pages but didn't see much of an evidentiary nature written there. Near the back, I came across papers Beth had tucked inside. The first sheet was a typed list of first and last names, with a date next to each. There were about twenty in all, and the dates spanned the past fifteen years. Three photographs were inside a folded sheet—for protection, I guessed. The pictures were the type of snaps you'd get from a store at the mall, and each depicted a child. There were two boys and one girl, each with a toothy grin. Near as I could guess, they ranged in ages from about four to eight years.

Not trusting Wilkes, I slipped the journal and photographs into an evidence bag to keep with me. Then I sealed both lockers with tape and phoned Andrews to come and check for trace evidence.

Seeing a CCTV camera pointing at the lockers, I asked Wilkes about security footage, and he led me into his office. It was a pigsty, with discarded food wrappers and newspapers strewn on the desk. Three 1960's style pinup calendars adorned the walls; none turned to the current month. A razor blade with traces of white powder lay in a saucer with a cigarette butt. I eyed the gym video feeds displayed on the monitors facing where Wilkes sat and figured he liked to watch the ladies exercise.

"How long do you keep the footage?" I asked.

"It gets overwritten every two weeks." He was shifting uneasily from one foot to the other.

I sent a text to Andrews and said to Wilkes, "Someone will be here shortly to make a copy of the video. What can you tell me about either of the women?" I set the photos on the desk in front of him.

"She was always complaining about something." He tapped a nicotine-stained finger on the picture of Beth. "No paper towels, too hot, too cold, one of the members was bothering her. You name it."

"Who did she complain about?"

Wilkes sat and worked the keyboard to his computer, bringing up a screen which showed a member's picture and details. "This guy." 

It was Patrick Whitehead, the hospital employee who'd reported the home invasion. "What did she say he was doing?" I asked.

"Just checking her out as any normal guy would. She was a looker, you know."

"Did you speak to him about it?"

"Not really. No point."

Of course, you didn't, I thought. Wandering eyes and unwanted attention was something I often ran into at gyms.

My eyes drifted to a newspaper open on his desk. The headlines 'Police Incompetence' caught my attention.

Wilkes followed my eyes and smirked. "Another screw up by the cops, eh?" 

I picked up the paper and took it to a seat in the reception area while I waited for Andrews.

I read: 

POLICE INCOMPETENCE IN THE JACK BENNETT CASE

Exclusive by The Examiner's Investigative Reporter Kayla Ellis

As my regular readers know, this columnist has never shied away from controversy, especially when it involves our incompetent local police department. I'm writing today about a travesty of justice some ten months ago. After the shooting death of developer Jack Bennett, police were quick to rule the fatality a suicide, even in the face of eyewitness testimony showing beyond a shadow of a doubt that he was murdered. Was it due to police laziness, or was it corruption? Let us examine the facts: Jack Bennett was in his office on that fateful day when neighbors heard two gunshots. Two local heroes rushed toward the source of the commotion and discovered Jack seated in his office chair with a gunshot wound to his head, and a pistol lying by his left side. I should point out Jack Bennett was right-handed, yet he was somehow able to shoot himself in the right side of his head, then throw the pistol over to the left side of his body. His right arm was hanging down toward the floor where he would naturally drop the gun had he shot himself. Then there were the two shots. Did Bennett miss himself the first time? Really? Even the police report, which has never been released, says a nurse who treated the stricken man at the ER saw no powder burns around the entry wound. Burns that any rookie investigator knows would have surely been there if Bennett was shot from less than two feet away. Burns that had to have been there to conclude Jack Bennett killed himself. But that is not all. Jack Bennett was a regular at the local shooting range, but when he attempted this bogus suicide, he somehow shot himself in a trajectory which grazed the top of his head and brain in a downward direction. Seriously? If any of my readers had been the investigator, would they have entertained suicide, even for a moment? Adding to the weight of this evidence, the two heroes who rushed to Bennett's aid both reported hearing a motorcycle starting up and driving away at high speed.

But wait, you say, what would be the motive for Jack Bennett's murder? Newly discovered documents reveal he and his business partner, local developer and construction company owner Joey Sands, were having money troubles at the time. Also, exclusive to this column, are documents showing Bennett had discovered evidence implicating other local bigwigs in an illicit venture. Did those same big cheeses pressure the police department and specifically Chief Kane to push for the trumped-up finding that Jack Bennett killed himself? When you, my faithful readers, now know the truth.

Keep reading this column, as I delve deeper into this and other local scandals, including the current police investigations into the deaths of Examiner reporter Beth Gervais and her partner, Ashley Logan. Are police deliberately overlooking evidence in that case too? Stay tuned.

How the hell did the press get this kind of detail, I wondered? I made a mental note to read the Bennett report myself. My mind drifted back to the list I'd found. Something newsworthy must have happened to the people, but what did the dates mean? On my phone, I Googled one of the names and the corresponding date, but only spam appeared in the search results. I tried two more, with no success. Then I entered groups of dates without including the names.

Nothing.

Chris Andrews barreled through the glass doors. 

 "Have you read this crap?" I asked, waving the newspaper at him. 

"Yeah. I was on the Bennett investigation. Some anomalies couldn't be explained, like the location of the pistol. Granted, there was no note, and his death was a surprise to everyone who knew him, but we never found signs of anyone else being there." Andrews replied. "But they don't ask my opinion when they're deciding something like that."

I handed him the evidence bag holding the book and told him about the list of names and the photos, as we walked to the lockers. I watched Andrews dust them for fingerprints and helped him catalog the contents. I guessed Wilkes's prints would already be on file.

My phone rang, and it was Townsend. I waited for several beats before deciding to pick up.

"What the hell's going on with your investigation, Detective? Why is The Examiner promising details of it?" he fumed. 

"I don't know what they think they have, but I haven't spoken to anyone at The Examiner, beyond getting witness statements." I struggled to keep my voice even.

"A rat in the department is talking to them, and may God help you if it's anyone on your team."

I wanted to say, maybe it's your blue-eyed boy Prentiss talking to his witness girlfriend, but I bit my tongue. Instead, I said, "She's bluffing about my current investigation because, as I just said, I haven't spoken to the press about my case or any other for that matter." I often had to repeat myself to Townsend, as if he didn't believe me the first time. 

"Where would she get that erroneous information about Bennett?"

"Ellis was a friend of Matt Baker who is a known hacker and central to my investigation into the murders. Who knows where he broke into to get the information on Bennett?" I reckoned on the police department as the only source of the detailed information Kayla Ellis had.

"You're to leave the Baker investigation to Prentiss. Do you hear me, Riley? Give him something to cut his teeth on." Townsend's voice was clipped. 

"Yes, sir." It was pointless to argue on the phone. Better to present him with evidence connecting the crimes.

 "The information she has about Bennett's death is misguided. Are you stirring reporters up about that case and the Pascoe debacle?"

 "I believe I said in my last report I'd seen Pascoe, but I know next to nothing about Bennett's death."

"Well keep it that way. Those two people need to stay buried in the past. No good will come of resurrecting them." He abruptly disconnected.

Matt was quite possibly the conduit for Kayla's information about Bennett, but someone else was leaking information about my current case. If it was pillow talk between Prentiss and Ananda, I needed to address the problem. I also needed to ask Ananda what she knew about Beth's cancer article. I didn't trust Prentiss' explanation.

 

 

 

CHAPTER 34

 

 

MAGNOLIA PARK WAS 850 ACRES of tree-studded grassland and a twenty-minute walk from the station. I'd received a message from City Manager Jill Harvey saying she and another of Ashley Logan's co-workers wanted to meet me there. The email came with strict instructions to tell no one, least of all Mayor Whitehead. I still didn't know if Ashley, her assistant, was a primary target, so anything they could tell me would be a welcome change from the Mayor's complete lack of co-operation. 

On Sundays in September, the park and its swimming pool were usually thronging with people enjoying the last weeks of warm sunshine before fall. The overcast sky and the shower threatened for later may have kept some park-goers at home, but I still couldn't think of a worse place to hold a secret meeting. 

At the park entrance, I tossed a pocketful of change into the open guitar case of a long-haired street musician. Once through the wrought-iron gates, I searched for the bandstand. Concerts were held there throughout the summer, but I hadn't been to one in a long while. The instructions said to walk past it and continue to the picnic tables under the trees. I remembered playing there as a kid of ten or eleven with Beth. The stream slowed to a trickle in the summer, but the boulders and overhanging branches were made for adventure. At that age, we were both tomboys, more into carrying a stick and climbing trees than necklaces and dresses. Nowadays, parents and kids congregated exclusively in the safer, but to my eyes more sterile, Children's Discovery Area.

The wooded area was deserted save for Jill seated at a picnic table with a gray-haired fifty-something woman I didn't recognize. She introduced herself as Ramona DeLuca the City Clerk, and I sat next to her on the bench. I remembered that a man named Pete DeLuca discovered Matt's body. Her husband, perhaps?

My stomach was growling, so when they plied me with sandwiches, coleslaw, and fixings from a wicker picnic basket, I dug in.

"We have lunch here every day we can, even on weekends. That's my homemade sourdough bread." Ramona pointed to the sandwich I was eating. "We're only five minutes away from City Hall, and this area is always deserted. Ashley used to join us . . ." Her voice trailed off.

Jill poured me a glass of homemade lemonade. "I overheard your meeting with the Mayor and was frankly disgusted by the way she treated you."

"It's not uncommon. People often don't have time for cops. I'm used to it," I sighed.

"Ramona and I thought the world of Ashley, and we want to help catch the person responsible for her death. She had a promising career ahead of her."

Ramona said, "I just got back from Hawaii and was shocked to hear what happened to her."

"I already asked Jill, but can you think of anyone who might have done this to her? Perhaps, someone, she might have met in the course of her job."

"People we deal with can be a bit rough. Especially those in construction, but I know of no one who'd do that to another human being."

"Was anyone overly friendly or coming on to her sexually?" 

"Ashley was a beautiful woman, and men would flirt with her, but it was harmless."

Jill slid a USB flash drive across the table to me. "Perhaps this will help. It's a copy of Ashley's work emails, including ones she recently deleted. I heard you ask the Mayor for them. She would probably fire us both if she knew I'd given them to you. Please keep that in mind before you tell anyone else."

"I'll look through them. If I find something which leads me to the women's killers, I can't guarantee to keep them a secret."

"It's a risk we're both willing to take," Jill conceded.

Ramona nodded. "Detective Riley, sometimes we need to stand up and be counted."

"Please call me Megan. Ashley's parents told me their daughter was helping Beth with a story in her spare time. Do either of you know what she was doing?"

"Beth needed help interviewing a number of families, face to face. Ashley was good at that kind of thing," Jill said. "But I don't know anything about the story."

"Neither do I." Ramona shook her head pensively.

"Could Ashley have given any newsworthy documents to Beth, and put someone in a compromising position?" I asked.

"Ashley's integrity would have prevented her from doing that," Jill declared. "Nevertheless, some think the relationship between the mayor and local business leaders is too cozy. I don't know of anyone accepting backhanders. But there's always a certain quid pro quo in business everywhere, and the mayor's office is no exception. The press could find some of the situations we deal with newsworthy. But local scandals don't lead to murder."

You have no idea, I thought. Upstanding citizens like Jill and Ramona can never imagine the people with whom they associate are capable of crimes. They think murderers are a race apart, when in fact they move unseen among us. Perhaps my questions were too general for them to get their heads around. After seeing the emails, I might know better what to ask. I said:

"Thanks for your help. I'll read the messages. Is there a discrete way to contact you if I have questions?" I thought they were exceptionally courageous in snubbing the Mayor and coming forward. 

Jill and Ramona gave me their cell numbers and requested I called outside of office hours. I said goodbye and walked back toward the bandstand, hoping to get some traction in the case from what they'd given me. Despite my high clearance rate, Lieutenant Townsend only tolerated me because I had Chief Kane's support. I could lose that if I didn't get some results soon and find myself out on my ear.

 

 

 

CHAPTER 35

 

 

RAINDROPS HAD BEGUN STREAKING the glass when developer Joey Sands looked out of the floor-to-ceiling windows at the clubhouse bar. The tennis courts in the foreground were empty, and beyond them, he could see three golfers running across the 18th fairway for shelter. He'd already drunk more than he intended before their round of golf, and now his business partner, Buddy Olsen, the victor as always, was holding out two frosty mugs of Michelob.

"This place turned out alright, despite your misgivings," Olsen said, setting one of the mugs on the granite-topped table and taking a long drag from the other.

"When we built the clubhouse, Jack and I had a different look in mind for the bar," Sands replied. "The full-length windows, the low cantilevered roof over the outside seating all scream ultra-modern, so we were shocked when that interior designer persuaded the owner to go with a retro British pub-style bar. This is America. Why do we need to imitate styles from other countries?" Sands took a seat next to his friend.

"A touch of jolly old England is fine with me."

"The British racing green accent walls are overdone."

"We just made it round before the rain. You're off your game, pal. What's going on?" Olsen's voice was deep and gruff.

"There's a problem with some of the tenants at Brockway."

"Are they all protesting together? You need a thicker skin, pal."

"I've been trying for months to get them to leave so I can go in and renovate the apartments, but nothing seems to work. I thought the nosy reporter dying on their doorstep would make them want to move to somewhere safer, but all it's done is to get that mongrel detective and the press on my case. As if I had anything to do with cutting anyone's throat. Half the questions she asked were about you."

Detective Riley is out of her depth and flailing around. Townsend is running out of patience with her—I told him not to hire her, but he didn't listen."

"She even wanted to know about Jack. The uppity bitch needs taking down a peg or two." 

"What possible connection could Jack have to what she's supposed to be investigating? Her boyfriend was killed at that bank job a few months back. Maybe she's not getting enough sex, and a good hard poke would sort her out," Olsen snickered and gestured with his middle finger.

"The reporter gal who is the daughter of the apartment manager keeps wanting an interview. Kayla something. She's stirring things up about Jack's death. Did you see what she wrote?"

"Give her an interview. Just stick to the story, and we'll all be good. Jack killed himself no matter what people want to think." Olsen slurped noisily as he drained his beer. "I swear these glasses are getting smaller. Another one?"

When Olsen returned from the bar, he continued, "What have you done to persuade them to leave?"

"I've cut the electricity without warning on hot evenings; sent workman in to fix plumbing problems that didn't exist."

"You need to use more aggressive tactics, pal. Burglaries, for instance."

"Crime would only attract more attention from the cops." Sands could never keep up with Olsen who had almost finished his second glass.

"Menacing phone calls might work. Skip the plumbing repairs and have water pipes burst when no one's around to fix them. I know just the guy to empty out your apartments for a price."

"Flood my own apartments? I'm already worried the reporter gal will find out about the power cuts and mystery repairs."

"Buck up. You're going to renovate them, right? Where has my fearless friend gone to?" 

"I've told you I've been off my game since Jack died."

"That was ten months ago. You need to move on."

"We nearly didn't get the contract for the DMV building, when the state started looking into his death. I'd have been ruined if someone else got the contract after all the time Jack and I spent on the proposal."

"And who backed you and became your partner?

"Angie got all the life insurance money. I was Jack's business partner. I deserved something from him." 

"What did you expect would happen?" Olsen drained his beer. "Another?"

"I'm good for now." Sands watched the big man go to the bar and waste no time in getting the blond barmaid laughing at something he'd said.

When Olsen returned, Sands asked, "what's her name?"

"Phillis. She looks more like a Mandy to me. I thought life was easier for you since Shirley left with the kids."

"She's squeezing me for alimony and child support."

"Back to your tenant problem. I've used this guy in the past, and he's first-rate."

"Who is it?"

"It's best you don't know his name or meet him."

"I'm going to hold off doing anything more until things die down. I'll be good when the cops move on to something not connected to me."

"I can take care of the cops for you." Olsen chugged his beer.

"What do you mean by that? I've told you before I won't sanction violence of any kind."

Olsen laughed. "I've got friends in the force who can make sure the half-breed spins her wheels looking in the wrong place until she's fired for being ineffective. They can also neuter that little prick who works with her, no questions asked. You need to have the right people in your pocket, pal."

"Find out how much he wants to get her taken off the case," Sands conceded. 

"I'll also talk to the guy who can put the frighteners on your tenants and get them out. In the past, he's charged me five grand for a similar job."

"I can spring for that. It will cost a packet if I don't get started on the repairs soon, and the new building inspector sees what really needs doing to the place."

"Exactly why are you fixing them up? The Brockway Apartments are over twenty years old and will never pay their way. You should bulldoze them and build upmarket homes there. They're in high demand in this area."

"I still have a bunch of money, which I can't afford to lose, tied up in them."

"Who said anything about losing money, pal? They're insured, aren't they?" Olsen fixed his eyes on the other man. "Once they're empty, my guy can arrange a fire."

"Won't it look suspicious, if right after tenants leave, the apartments burn to the ground? Arson investigation is getting better all the time. They can get a person's DNA off a dropped cigarette."

"Workmen are always having accidents: propane heaters get knocked over, welding torches are left on. I know the place you're talking about. The apartment buildings are joined together, so it won't take much of a fire to get them all condemned from smoke damage. It happened to one of my properties before I moved to this area. Getting the insurance money won't be a problem—I know one of the state fire inspectors."

"I need to think about it first." Sands stood, and Olsen followed suit.

"Fortune favors the brave, pal. Just remember that." Olsen patted him on the back. "Are we still on for the range tomorrow at 10 a.m.?"

"You bet. I've had laser sights added to the Glock 19, and I'm anxious to try it out."

 

 

 

CHAPTER 36

 

 

I STARTED TO TURN THE 4Runner into my driveway and pulled up sharply. A tall, athletically built man, wearing shorts and a T-shirt, was leaning against a silver Toyota parked there. I wondered if he was someone who'd come from the prison to apologize in person. The day hadn't brought any more news about Hildegard's escape. I was anxious to know how the bank robber had come to be put on a work detail when he was supposed to be in isolation; how he'd managed to drop his tracking anklet and flee.

I parked on the street and walked to meet the stranger's outstretched hand. "Greg Gervais—Beth Gervais' brother," he said as I shook it. 

I froze. "Beth Gervais didn't have a brother. In the twelve years, I knew her, she never mentioned one. Her parents didn't either, and I know they would have said something if a brother existed. What are you really doing here? Are you press, because this is a loathsome way to try to get an interview?"

"Technically, I'm her half-brother, the black sheep of the family. Well, I used to be. When you were friends with Beth, she didn't know about me, because I left home when she was two. Her parents cut off all contact with me. Beth and I share the same father, different mother. She didn't find out about me until she was eighteen, well after she split with you."

"And you have some proof of who you say you are?" My hand was on the butt of my pistol, as he lowered a canvas satchel to the ground, and rummaged inside. He pulled out a blue passport and handed it to me. 

"And you just happen to have this with you?" I asked as I thumbed it open with my free hand. The picture matched, as did the name.

"I just returned from a business trip to China and heard what happened to Beth. You can't keep up with the news there like you can in the States. Look in the back. I want to talk if you have the time."

Flicking through the passport, revealed the Chinese visa. Under next of kin, the entry read Elizabeth Gervais. I only knew how to spot the poorer forgeries, but I couldn't see any reason why a reporter or anyone else would go to those lengths. I relaxed my stance and handed it back. "You'd better come in."

Ten minutes later, we were sitting in my living room, each with a glass of iced water on the coffee table between us. Greg was tall and tanned, his clothes loose on his lithe body.

I said, "I think you should explain."

"Of course. I'm sixteen years older than Beth. My Dad divorced my mother when I was ten and remarried soon after. Beth was born six years later. I hated her and her mother. I hated the father we shared, for leaving my mother. When I was eighteen and had graduated high school, I ran away and never contacted them again. Beth was two at the time and didn't remember me. I think her parents disowned me." 

Greg paused to chug water. He continued:

"Jumping to sixteen years later, I heard about the house fire which took Beth's parents. I reconnected with her at the funeral, and we've stayed in contact ever since. It worried me when she stopped replying to my emails. As soon as I got back from China, I came to town to see her. I'm staying at the Stockbridge Holiday Inn."

"How did you find my address?"

"The news said you were leading the investigation. I Googled you and didn't want to show up unannounced at the police station until we'd talked. I didn't know if your history with Beth was public knowledge." 

"Do you know anything about the articles she was working on?" I asked.

"Beth was investigating a conspiracy which caused several deaths. I know that much, but I don't have any details. It got her killed, didn't it? I warned Beth that pursuing the story put her in danger, but she wouldn't listen."

"Did Beth tell you why we never saw one another after being best friends for so many years?"

"She did. After you split up, Beth was in the depths of despair. She was in therapy for years, but she eventually got herself together and went to school to study journalism. But you have her all wrong, you know."

"How do you mean? She was responsible for Dad losing his job, his wife, his house, everything we had. She lied about him."

"I helped Beth clear out what remained of her parent's house after the fire. The place was mostly intact. The deaths were caused by smoke inhalation. We found emails from your Dad that she'd printed up and handwritten letters. They backed up what she said really happened."

"Tell me what lies she told you," I asked numbly.

"You should read these." Greg reached into his canvas satchel and pulled out a sheaf of papers and handed it to me.

I took it and began to read the emails. 

I ache to feel your little body naked next to mine again. I know you liked what we did on vacation . . . 

They all described intimacy between my Dad and Beth. From the dates on the emails, she would have been fifteen and sixteen. I read until the bile started rising in my throat.

I ran to the bathroom and vomited in the toilet. After rinsing my mouth, I went back to Greg shaking. I couldn't find the words to speak. He said:

"Whatever you think, your Dad raped Beth and had sex with her on numerous occasions while she was underage. She only recanted because the police chief told her she had to. He threatened to lock her up in a mental institute for good if she didn't."

"Get out!" The words exploded from my mouth.

Greg rose from his seat, his face ashen. "Beth said he took photographs of her posing naked. If you have anything of his, you should look for them."

"Get the fuck out of my house! Before I do something, I'll later regret."

I held the door open. Greg shouldered his satchel and slipped outside. He turned to face me and said:

"You're making a big mistake. Beth resented you for siding with your Dad and not believing her. She knew about the scar on his groin which he got in the military."

"We all went swimming together. You could see the scar when Dad's trunks hung low. Everyone knew about it," I lied and slammed the door. I hadn't seen the scar myself, though I knew he'd been shot in the abdomen.

 

 

 

CHAPTER 37

 

 

REPORTER KAYLA ELLIS COULDN'T understand why her head was pounding. It wasn't the muscle tension headache she often experienced from spending too much time at her computer, but a fierce stabbing pain which jolted her entire body. She was lying on a bed but had no memory of how she came to be there. The fluorescent lights set in the white ceiling were unfamiliar, as was the hum of conversation, the metal IV stand with saline bags, and the antiseptic odor. In the distance, a child screamed. Perhaps it was just another bad dream brought on by the stress of losing her friends. 

A face she recognized hovered over her. "You're awake," said Ananda, smoothing down her blue and white nurse's uniform.

"Where am I? Is any of this real?" Kayla's mind was racing as she tried to make sense of her surroundings.

"You're in the ER at Abbey Mount Hospital. You've had an accident. The police are here and want to question you, but they'll have to wait until I've checked you over." Ananda shined a flashlight in Kayla's eyes.

"Accident? What kind of accident?"

"You were attacked. The detective will tell you more. You've had a lucky escape this time, my friend. How do you feel?" Ananda's brown eyes registered disquiet.

"Like someone is hitting my head with a sledgehammer, and my shoulder is trapped in a vise."

"I'll get you something for the pain. You have a concussion and extensive bruising, but nothing is broken, so all you need is rest. Since you were unconscious for a time, the doctors want to keep you here for observation. Let's make you comfortable."

Ananda fluffed Kayla's pillows and raised the head of the bed. She returned moments later with pain medication and a glass of water. After taking Kayla's temperature and noting the readings from the nearby equipment, she said:

 "I'm going to let the police come in and speak with you for five minutes tops. Let me know if it becomes too much, and I'll get rid of them." 

Kayla drifted as the medication took effect. Movement near her bed startled her awake. Detective Prentiss was standing beside her bed with a uniformed female officer she didn't recognize. Instinctively she tugged down the hem of her hospital gown. She never thought them long enough to be decent. 

Prentice introduced himself and Officer Emma McAdams, before asking, "Do you remember what happened?"

"The nurse said I was attacked, but I have no recollection of that. The last thing I remember is leaving my apartment, but I can't even recall where I was going."

"Witnesses tell us you were in the parking lot of your apartment building when a man tried to abduct you in his truck. If it hadn't been for two quick-thinking high school students, who were visiting their grandmother, he'd have gotten away with it. They were on the football team and gave your assailant a beating before he made off. He wore a ski mask the whole time, so their description of him is limited to a tattoo. We don't have a plate number for his truck either, except it could be a dark-colored Explorer."

"I don't remember any of it. It's a blur from leaving my apartment to waking up here."

"Do you have any idea who might have done this?"

Either the people who abducted and tortured Matt, or whoever murdered Jack Bennett, she thought. 

Instead, she said, "No one specifically. In the past, I've had death threats, from people upset with my column."

Ananda, who had been hovering nearby, interjected, "That's enough questions, for now, Detective. She may remember more later, but right now, she needs to rest."

After Prentiss and McAdams said their goodbyes and left, Ananda admonished, "I said you were in danger when we last met, and then this happens. What is wrong with you? Why can't you tell the police the truth? If you don't, at least go and stay somewhere safe. The next time he comes for you, it may go very differently from today. You could end up in a coma like Matt—or worse."

"I'll do something about it when I get out of here, I promise. Is Matt still in intensive care?" Kayla asked.

"They moved him into a room as he's stable, though still unconscious." Ananda consulted her phone. "Let's see . . . it's room 320. There was a cop guarding him, but maybe you'll be able to see him when we release you." 

"Did the attacker do anything sexual to me?"

"A doctor checked you out, and there's no evidence of that. She just told me again she wants to monitor you here overnight. It's too late to move you to a ward, so I'm going to turn the lights down, and you should try to get some sleep." Ananda flashed her a smile and left the room, closing the door.

Kayla slept fitfully, dreaming about faceless men dragging her toward a precipice. Each time they picked her up to throw her over the edge, a child told them it wasn't time yet. But soon it would be. 

She awoke with a start. It took what seemed like an eternity to remember she was in the hospital, and why she was there. Kayla needed to see someone who wasn't a nurse or doctor. Poor Matt was in a coma. She could sit with him, talk to him even though he couldn't talk back. Perhaps seeing him would remind her of the time before all this crazy violence began. It couldn't be far to his room—Abbey Mount Hospital wasn't that big. 

A clock on the wall showed 3 a.m. Tentatively Kayla sat up in bed. The room spun for a moment, then stabilized. After pausing, she swung her legs over the side of the bed and slid into a standing position. Vertigo seized her, and bile rose in her throat, making her grasp the bed for support. After standing for several minutes in the semi-darkness, the symptoms dissipated, and she was able to search for her clothes. She found them in a cabinet, and dressed slowly, nearly losing her balance as she stepped into her panties and then jeans. 

Leaning out of the door to her room, Kayla could see the corridor was deserted. Remembering that the ER was in one wing of the main hospital building, she trudged toward the patient rooms. Kayla stepped inside the waiting elevator and stabbed the 'three' button repeatedly until the metal doors slid closed and the floor lurched upwards. She doubted the wisdom of her journey and thought that anyone who saw her would assume she was drunk. A bell chimed as the doors opened on the third floor. No one was in sight when she stepped out, not even the police guard which Ananda had mentioned. She shuffled along the corridor to Room 320 and slipped inside unnoticed. Only one of the beds was occupied, and the covers rose and fell, as Matt breathed rhythmically, assisted by a ventilator hose taped into his mouth.

Kayla sat on the bed in the darkened room, holding Matt's hand. She wasn't religious but said a prayer for his recovery. Just in case. She so wanted to see his smile and dancing eyes again. Hearing footsteps in the corridor, she stepped into the bathroom and stood behind the door. Leaving it cracked open gave her a view of the room, and she saw a man enter. He was well built and wore street clothes. Kayla wondered what he was doing there in the middle of the night. He looked familiar, but after the attack, her brain felt like it was made of cotton candy. 

When the intruder neared the light over Matt's bed, she saw his bald head and stubble beard, and an electric shock ran through her body. Kayla recognized him as the man from the Bluebird Café who'd followed her to the Spotted Owl. He couldn't be up to anything good. She wanted to rush out of the hiding place and alert people, but try as she may, her feet stayed rooted to the ground.

The man had a hypodermic syringe in his hand and was injecting something into Matt's IV line. Moments later, Matt abruptly tried to sit up in bed. 

The intruder pulled the breathing hose out of his mouth. 

Kayla tried to scream in horror. She felt the air exhale out of her mouth, but no sound accompanied it.

The man slapped Matt across the face and yelled, "What did you do with the hacked data? You stole something which didn't belong to you. Tell me, dammit."

Matt opened his mouth, but only a jumble of meaningless words came out.

Don't do that. Leave him alone.

"Tell me what you did with it. Now." The bald man shook Matt's shoulders violently until he collapsed back onto the bed, exhaling like a deflating balloon.

The monitoring equipment emitted a piercing alarm. The man climbed on top of Matt and started beating him with his fists. "No, no, you can't die. You have to tell me the truth." 

Fear squeezed Kayla's chest and stopped her breath. She thought she might faint, but her body was too frozen in place to do even that.

The door to the room crashed open. A doctor in scrubs and a nurse pushed a cart of equipment alongside Matt's bed.

"He's coding; he's coding," the bald intruder said. He was on top of Matt, performing chest compressions.

"You can leave him to us now," the nurse said. She yanked up Matt's gown and began performing CPR herself. Kayla fought the urge to retch, fearful of giving away her location.

The doctor greased the paddles and placed them on the bared chest, shouting, "Clear." Matt's back arched. 

"Nothing. Pushing one of Epi," the nurse said.

"Charging to 360. Clear." Again, the doctor shocked Matt's body, and it arched off the bed to no avail. He listened for heart sounds with a stethoscope, then looked at his watch and said, "He's gone. Deceased at 3:40 a.m. What's his name?"

When they had all gone, Kayla came out of her hiding place, gasping for breath and fell onto the bed beside Matt's body. 

Dying at the hands of the bald brute was no way for her friend to go.

She put her head on Matt's still-warm chest and sobbed herself into unconsciousness.

Kayla awoke and saw it was 4:15 a.m. She had to get back to the ER before anyone came looking for her. Something on the floor caught her attention. It was the syringe the bald man had used. She slipped it into her jeans pocket and peeked gingerly out of the door to the room. Seeing the corridor empty, she retraced her steps. 

Kayla was outside the elevator when she heard footsteps behind her. She hurried inside and stabbed a button, but the doors stayed open. On the corridor wall facing her, was a collage of headshots showing the senior hospital staff. A picture in the second row of a bald man with a stubble beard caught her eye. She read: Kent Brickman, Head of Hospital Security. The man who'd just killed Matt.

The footfalls sounded closer, as Kayla frantically stabbed the 'close door' button.

Finally, the sliding doors rumbled closed before whoever was walking down the corridor reached her. Brickman must have known it was risky to try bringing Matt out of his coma. Kayla thought what she'd seen was nothing less than murder. But how would anyone find out? She could go to the police, but it was her word against that of a senior hospital employee. 

Who was going to look for evidence on Matt—he had been comatose right before he died? Brickman would get the doctors to say she'd been hallucinating after a head injury. It wouldn't bring Matt back, and after witnessing the man's brutality first-hand, Kayla didn't want him to come after her. This wasn't his first rodeo, she surmised. Better to see if she could find concrete evidence of something criminal in his past. Something she could leak to the police and have the bastard locked up for good. 

The elevator shuddered to a stop, and Kayla stepped out. The corridor was darker than she remembered, and many of the fluorescents were buzzing and flashing, but she turned right and started walking back to the ER. 

Kayla hadn't gone far when she heard the same footfalls as she had earlier. How did the person from the third floor get here so quickly, she wondered?

She hurried along the corridor, past an equipment room decked out with warning signs. Kayla knew she hadn't seen it on her way out from the ER. Crap. In her haste, she must have pushed the wrong button in the elevator. From the number of storage rooms and the way the corridor zigzagged, she figured she must be in the basement. Unless she could find the stairs to the floor above, her only hope of evading the man was to find a place to hide. 

The first unlocked door opened into a room full of furniture covered in plastic sheeting. Kayla entered and threw herself underneath a conference table, laying on her stomach as far into the darkness as she could. After several minutes of watching the door, she began to think she was a victim of her overly vivid imagination. 

She was about to emerge from her hiding place when the door cracked open, and a figure stepped into the room. Dazzled by the man's bright flashlight, she couldn't see his face, just that he was tall and broad-shouldered.

Like the man who she'd watched murder Matt. The man she now knew was named Brickman.

He crossed to where she was hiding and stopped with his polished brown leather shoes inches from her face, while he swept the room with the beam of his flashlight.

Kayla tried frantically to think of sunny childhood days with her mother, but the picture came and went like a TV with a bad connection. As distraught as she was from Matt's death, she cursed him for the devastation he'd brought on her and her friend's lives. This Brickman character had quite possibly killed Beth and Ashley, she thought.

There was no shortage of dirt about prominent members of the community on the USB flash drive. It also held an enormous database of patient surgery records. She'd scanned the last few years' worth, and while she'd seen things people wouldn't tell their friends or neighbors, there was nothing anyone would murder over. Matt must have found details of something terrible. It was either in the password-protected files she couldn't access, or he hadn't had time to put the documents on the flash drive. If she got out of there alive, she had to find out what it was.

 Kayla held her breath as the beam from Brickman's flashlight swept past her hiding place.

The man seemed to linger forever before finally leaving the room. After he'd gone, Kayla waited another half hour, before daring to come out from under the table. She sat on the floor for several more minutes, shivering from a combination of fear and the cold, and counting the light fixtures to calm herself.

Kayla peeked out around the door. When she saw no sign of Brickman, she hurried to the waiting elevator and boarded. 

Once the doors opened on the ground floor, she ran back to her room in the ER, oblivious for now of her injuries from the previous day. She climbed fully clothed into bed and pulled the skimpy blanket over her head for warmth. 

Had this Brickman character come after her because he'd seen her in Matt's room? And was he connected to the guy who'd jumped her in the apartment parking lot? What was the head of security trying to hide—something damaging to himself, or to the hospital? One botched surgery wouldn't be enough for the lengths to which he seemed willing to go. 

Kayla tried to calm her frayed nerves and heaving stomach—the surges of adrenaline from the chase through the hospital basement had left a lingering ache in her muscles. Did the crazed Hospital Security Chief know her name, and where she lived? As soon as the doctor released her, she would go into hiding, before she became another victim. But where could she go?

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 38

 

 

WE HAVE RENTED A CABIN on the coast for the three of us – Beth, Dad, and me. Mom has stayed at home on this trip. As usual, Beth and I are sharing a double bed, but when I awake, she is nowhere to be found. The clock says 3 a.m. The only sound I can hear is the ocean—waves crashing on the rocky shore and receding. Drunk with sleep, I stagger down the short hallway to the bathroom. I relieve myself but don't flush. It's our custom not to do that in the night unless we really need to. As I walk back to our bedroom, the door to Dad's room opens. Beth steps out naked. 

She sees me and stops short; her hair damp with perspiration; her face seared with guilt. 

In vain, her hands fly to her breasts and crotch trying to cover herself, even though we see each other naked all the time. I go back to our room and get into bed, my sleep-clouded mind not comprehending what I have just seen.

I awoke with a jolt as if a thousand volts had passed through my body. My heart rammed against the inside of my chest. I gasped for breath as I rushed to the bathroom and dry heaved into the toilet. 

Greg Gervais was right—I had repressed it. Dad had molested Beth, possibly raped her when she was sixteen. Damn him for being a pervert, and damn him for lying to me, and to the police. Beth had to hang her head in shame when it should have been him. What a travesty of justice. Beth and I could have stayed friends. Perhaps if we had, she wouldn't be dead. Damn him to hell.

Afterward, I sat on the cold bathroom floor, my mind numbed by the recollection. I tried to rationalize why the memory had stayed hidden in my mind for so long and wondered whether there might be other memories still repressed. I didn't remember Dad ever touching me, but then I had no recollection until now of what he'd done to Beth. 

Did Mom know what he was up to? 

Was that the real reason she left him? 

Should I ask her about it the next time she was lucid?

With no answers, I dragged myself to my feet, knowing what I had to do. At the bottom of my closet was a metal hamper, used by Dad when he was in the military. I think he'd fashioned the wooden lid himself. Later, in civilian life, he'd used it to store his personal stuff, right up to the time he died. In truth, I'd never taken a proper inventory of the contents. I slid it from the closet and upended it onto the carpet. Out fell the junk my Dad spent a lifetime collecting. Watches, binoculars, a couple of novels, books of matches, a program from my school event – a mountain of bric-a-brac. 

Several large rolled-up photographs landed beside it on the carpet. Dad had been an amateur photographer with his own darkroom. After Greg's warning, I unfurled them tentatively, unsure of what I'd find. At the sight of two seascapes and a landscape, worthy of framing and hanging, I breathed a sigh of relief.

Then, I noticed a pull ribbon in the bottom. I tilted the hamper for a closer look.

A false bottom. I lifted it up, and a couple of dozen snap-sized photographs spilled onto the floor. 

Photographs of Beth in her mid-teens, naked, posing.

After the first few, I couldn't look at any more. It wasn't just the sleazy nudity. Her eyes were those of a frightened, cornered animal; a girl forced into something she didn't want to do; nevertheless, trying to please my father. Seeing her like that was horrible—worse than seeing her mutilated body outside Brockway Apartments. I haven't cried in a long while, but I fell on the bed and sobbed loudly until I fell asleep from exhaustion.

 

 

THE FOLLOWING MORNING, before heading out to work, I burnt all of Dad's photographs in the sink and flushed the black remains down the garbage disposer. I tossed the hamper with the rest of its contents into the trash and made a vow to put the mental movie of my Dad and his sickening behavior in a box. Close the lid, just like Doctor Kate told me. 

She would be proud of me. To ruminate on his behavior for any length of time would be corrosive. 

At any rate, that was the plan.

My call to The Holiday Inn was a bust. Beth's half-brother Greg Gervais had checked out right after meeting me. I hoped he'd be at Beth's funeral, so I could give him a sincere apology. 

All this time, I had been so utterly wrong about Beth. 

I owed her an apology too, but that boat sailed last Monday. 

If only I had returned her calls.

 

 

 

CHAPTER 39

 

 

LIEUTENANT TOWNSEND POUNCED on me the moment I entered the squad room:

"Whoever killed the two women will have previous form for a sex crime—attempted rape, sex with a minor, exposing themselves to girls. You should be checking the sex offender list. Time to step up your game, Riley, or I'll find someone who can do a better job." 

He breezed out of the door without waiting for a reply. Before I could point out how different the murders were from the anger and drink fueled sex attacks we often dealt with. Had he stayed for my reply, the neckless wonder would doubtless have sent me on a wild goose chase, so it was just as well. 

No one else was in the squad room, which suited me fine. I felt sleep-deprived after the events of the previous night. It was a struggle to keep a lid on the mental box holding my Dad's despicable acts. 

I flashed back to him, yelling at Beth and me because he couldn't find anywhere to park the car, then taking us for ice cream to make up for it; the odd looks and winks between him and Beth I'd thought nothing of at the time. I hated him.

Instead of coming clean, he allowed an innocent teenage girl to suffer humiliation and rejection, her life possibly ruined, to hide what he'd done to her. I wished he was still alive so I could throw his miserable ass in jail. Not a healthy sentiment, I know, but on the plus side, it distracted me from thinking about Jake.

I needed to find why Jack Bennett's death was ruled a suicide. I typed his name into the police database on my computer. From the long list of documents which appeared, I selected the final police report on his death. 

Did Matt hack this document from our server and give it to Kayla Ellis?

The case was assigned to Townsend, but why was a lieutenant investigating, when it looked like Bennett killed himself? It must have seemed a strong possibility for Townsend to pull suicide out of his ass. 

I skimmed through the photographs. A general view of the crime scene showed the pistol on the left side of Bennett's body, and arguably too far away from the victim to have been dropped by him. The gun was missing in the closer-in photos of him slumped forward in his desk chair—a finding unusual enough to raise questions of what happened. 

In the write-up, Townsend stated the position of the weapon in terms of its distance from the walls instead of relative to the deceased. Without access to the room, it was meaningless. I wondered if he had deliberately written it this way to cover up the true nature of the scene. The report went on to say the pistol had bounced or rolled to where investigators discovered it. I ejected the round from the chamber of my Sig Sauer and tried dropping it in many different ways, but never did it bounce more than an inch or two.

Next, I read a summary of Angie Bennett's statement stating that her husband had been depressed in the days before his death. Not trusting Townsend's interpretation of what Angie had said, I searched for the full text of her statement, but it wasn't there, although it was listed in the index. 

A photo showing a clip of ammunition was included with pictures of items removed from the scene, but there was no photo of the pistol which killed Bennett. Was Townsend just sloppy or did he have a darker motive? Three rounds were recovered—from the door, the desk, and the floor. Due to impact damage, the techs could only say it was possible they had been fired recently by the weapon found on the floor. 

Jack Bennett's own revolver was still in his desk drawer. The report gave no explanation of where the pistol which killed him came from.

I clicked through the pictures of other items in Bennett's office. The photographer must have been paid by the shot, as there were pictures of staplers and documents from Bennett's desk including a draft agreement between Bennett, Sands and The State of California, to build the new DMV center. Bennett and Sands were about to sign a high dollar construction deal, making suicide seem even less likely. 

The next document sent a chill through me. 

It was the exact same list of names Beth had in her gym locker. Was she investigating Bennett's death? I hit the print button and heard the LaserJet whir in the distance. Moments later, the report vanished from my monitor. A small dialog box in the center of my screen told me the report was offline, and to try again later. I logged back into the database and found I could pull up any report excepting anything related to Bennett's death.

Who could have done that? Townsend? Who else?

Detective Prentiss came into the squad room and set a cardboard tray of fast food on his desk. I waved him over and said, "you need to see this. Bring your lunch." 

"No breakfast today, eh, Riley? What a surprise." He set the fries on my desk so we could share.

"Most days, two cups of coffee are all I need in the morning."

When I told him about the vanishing police reports, he responded, "Have you seen the server? It must be fifteen years old. It's always crashing and losing files."

Rather than press the point, I said, "We found this sheet in Beth's gym locker. Does it mean anything to you?" I placed a plastic evidence bag with the list of names inside next to the fries.

"Not at first sight. Oh wait, there's an Asha Willis on it. That's the name of Ananda's daughter. She had leukemia."

"Is the date next to her name significant?"

"It could well be when she died. Ananda told me it was three years ago."

"Have some more fries, Einstein. Now look at these pictures and tell me what you see." I fanned out the three photographs from Beth's journal, in front of him.

"That's her." He tapped the picture of a smiling girl aged about six, dressed in a T-shirt and jeans. "That's Asha Willis. Ananda has pictures of her everywhere."

"Here's what's odd. When Jack Bennett died, he had the exact same list in his possession. The crime scene tech cataloged it." I placed the copy of Bennett's list next to Beth's.

"It is curious," Prentiss admitted, "But I wouldn't attach too much significance to it. What connection could there be between the death of a developer nearly a year ago, and the deaths of a reporter and her girlfriend recently? Perhaps the picture was misfiled.

"And the death of a young girl three years ago. I don't know, but there is one, and I will find it. Do you think Ananda is home? I'd like to get her reaction to the names and the photos."

 

 

TWENTY MINUTES LATER, we were crossing from the parking lot to a side entrance of the Brockway Apartments. I thought how grand the building must have looked when it was first built, with its light gray stucco and white trim, it's faux gables and brick facing on the first floor. I guessed a combination of substandard building materials, shoddy workmanship, and neglect were responsible for it looking run down so quickly. 

We climbed the stairs to the second floor, and Scott pounded on Ananda's door. After a beat, I heard bolts sliding, and she appeared wearing a blue bathrobe. She squinted at us through half-closed eyes, looking like she had just awoken.

"What do you want, Scott? I was sleeping. You know they've got me working a night shift at the hospital tonight."

"It's difficult to keep track of your shifts." Prentiss was unrepentant. 

"Our apologies. We had some questions for you, but we can come back another time," I offered.

"I'm awake now. You'd better come in." Ananda held the door open. 

I asked her to sit next to me on the futon and expressed regret for the need to talk about her daughter.

"It's okay. I love talking about her. What do you want to know?"

"Is this her?" I showed Ananda the photograph Prentiss had picked."

"Yes, I gave that picture to Beth. Where did you find it?"

"It was in her things at the gym. Why did you give it to her?"

"She was doing an article on parents who have lost children to cancer and other illnesses."

"Does this date mean anything to you?" I showed her a copy of the list of names.

"It's the day my little girl passed." Ananda caught her breath and pointed to her daughter's name on the sheet.

"Did you give Beth the date?"

"No, she already had the list when we spoke."

"Tell me if you recognize any other names."

"Yes, three maybe four of them. They are the names of other children who died. I know their parents from the support group." I wrote a check-mark next to the ones she indicated.

"Could the dates be when they died?"

"I couldn't say for sure, but it's possible."

"Have you heard of Jack Bennett? He was a local developer."

"I think it was in the paper a few months ago that he shot himself. What's this about?"

"He had a similar sheet with your daughter's name on it."

"Whoa, that's creepy." 

"You can't think of any reason why he'd have information about your daughter? You never met him that you know of?"

"No. Was this Bennett guy some kind of pervert?"

"It's unlikely that was the reason he had her name. Was Beth on her way to see you on the day she was murdered?"

"She didn't say she was coming."

 "Who was your daughter's doctor?" I wondered if the list was about malpractice.

"Dr. Walker at the hospital pediatric department. He's wonderful." Ananda's face lit up.

"Did he say there was anything unusual about your daughter's illness?"

"He just said it progressed more quickly than he'd ever seen before."

We thanked Ananda and apologized again for disturbing her sleep. On the way back to the car, I said to Prentiss, "You were quiet in there."

"You found the evidence, and it looked like you had thought of all the questions. She was pissed at me for waking her."

"There's more to this list than names for Beth to contact about a human-interest story."

"There you go again." He drew out the words.

"Think about it. Beth was using a list from a guy who's been dead for ten months. Do you really still think the article was going to be about grieving parents?"

"So, what was the story about?" Prentiss asked coolly.

"I don't know yet, but I'm going to discover what the names meant to Bennett."

"He's been dead for ten months, so good luck with that."

"We need to talk to Walker again. Beth's article could have been about medical malpractice. If that's the case, I should be looking for a link between Bennett and Walker."

"I don't have time to get involved. I need to press on with the investigation into Matt Baker's kidnapping."

"Townsend says someone is leaking inside information to Kayla Ellis. Have you told Ananda anything about the case I'm working on?"

Prentiss's eyes flashed with anger. "What kind of question is that? What do you take me for?" His tone walked the line between resentment and disbelief. 

"I'll take that as a no," I said and left it there. 

We rode back to the station in silence.

 

 

I HAD TURNED ASHLEY'S EMAILS over to Detective's Assistant Jackie Orvar to sort through after emphasizing the need to keep them under wraps. Now she was back at my desk holding a sheaf of printouts. She said:

"Most aren't relevant to the case. Online purchases and the like. The daily emails she traded with Beth are the most revealing. The closest she gets to telling us what they were up to is when she says she'll interview one of the families on the way home. The emails mentioning that are all in the last three to four weeks. The emails in the same timeframe, talk about Beth's stress level and getting away somewhere when this is over. But there's no indication what 'this' is."

"That's all?" I'd hoped for something more conclusive.

Jackie smiled. "Not by a long way. Ashley took out a restraining order against Patrick Whitehead. There's a whole series of emails from about eight months ago. In them, she and Beth discuss what she should do about him."

"It's almost a week since the murders, and we're only now discovering that one of the murdered women had a restraining order against a guy?" I couldn't keep the annoyance out of my tone.

"Judge Francis, who was hearing the case, granted a request from Whitehead to seal the ruling. He claimed his job at the hospital would be adversely affected if news of the case got out. One of the clerks to the court agreed to speak to me, because the case may have a bearing on our murder inquiry. We need to be careful not to get her into trouble."

"May have a bearing," I repeated, a bit too sarcastically. "Did the clerk say what he was doing?"

"She only gave me the basics. The emails talk about an assault. We don't know if it was rape, attempted rape, or if Whitehead groped her. Ashley talked to an attorney who advised her the assault would be a case of she said, he said. It was easier for her to get the restraining order, as it's a civil action and she had evidence of him stalking her on tape."

"Does she mention Whitehead's name in the emails?"

"Yes and no. Ashley calls her assailant prickhead." Jackie snickered.

"If it turns out Whitehead is connected to her death, and we base our case on the emails, our friends from City Hall will be fired. Alternatively, if we say we discovered Whitehead's stalking from the court clerk, she would most likely lose her job. Let me think if there's another pretext to apply to the court to unseal the restraining order. But either way, we need to have a conversation with Whitehead."

 

 

 

CHAPTER 40

 

 

THE FIRST SHOT SHOWERED ME with glass. A jagged hole appeared in my windshield where moments earlier my head had been. I had reached over to double-check the message on my cell phone. If I hadn't, the slug would undoubtedly have taken my head off. 

Thirty minutes earlier, a text had vibrated the phone in my pocket. The message came from Prentiss saying he'd discovered Matt Baker's computers at Lightning Self-Storage, and there were things I needed to see. When I phoned him to verify the location, the call went to voicemail. It was unusual to see a text from him. Although he had an aircraft carrier size smartphone, he always claimed his chubby fingers made it difficult to type on the tiny keyboard. 

My 4Runner sped onward at thirty miles an hour. Only the two-inch bullet hole afforded any visibility through the crazed windshield. It hit me that my partner probably hadn't sent the text. I wasn't completely sure, because I didn't entirely trust Prentiss or anyone else. But the technology was readily available to spoof a cell phone. To send bogus text messages, which didn't come from the apparent sender. I was sure Beth's killers used a similar method to lure her to the apartments. The message would have appeared to come from Ananda and likely said something about needing to see her urgently.

If the text, which brought me to Lightning Self Storage, was spoofed, then Dirk Hildegard, the escaped bank robber, didn't send it. The necessary planning and technical ability were beyond him. But I was sure he was the figure crouched low on the storage unit rooftop taking pot-shots at me with a rifle.

I braked hard and swung the 4Runner to the left, hoping to disrupt the bead Hildegard had on me. Hildegard's second shot went through the passenger seat and blew out the remaining windshield glass. It improved my visibility, and in an instant, I saw that my 4x4 was hurtling toward a concrete wall. I wrenched the wheel to the right. 

Nothing.

For the next few seconds, I saw everything in slow motion. 

The 4Runner careened forward, taking aim at the wall. I braced for the inevitable impact, knowing the gunman would find me trapped or unconscious in the wreckage and kill me. At the last moment, the wheels gripped, and the back end swung around, scraping the concrete as I went by with a screech of protesting metal. Loose gravel hit the underside of my 4x4 like machine gunfire. 

The facility's offices were housed in a one-story to the side of the storage units. If I could make it there, it would offer some protection. 

Provided I kept my head down. 

Once the 4Runner was lined up with the gravel road running beside it, I gunned the throttle. The would-be assassin's next shot went wide, as the SUV lurched forward and disappeared from his view behind the low building. Once in its shelter, I braked hard. The shattered vehicle slid sideways to a standstill. 

Finding the driver's door jammed from the collision, I scooted across the bench seat and rolled out of the passenger side with my Sig Sauer pistol aimed at the roof of the self-storage units. 

The locked office door showed signs of being forced before and yielded to my shoulder. I tumbled into a darkened room and took refuge beneath a window facing my assailant's last position. As far as I could see, we were the yard's only inhabitants. 

The gravity of my situation became apparent when I pulled out my phone to call for assistance. The screen was displaying only flashes of light—a crack ran right across it. The damage must have happened when I rolled out of the 4Runner. 

The room held a single battered desk behind a long counter. Whoever worked there must use a cell phone exclusively, because there wasn't a landline phone in sight. There would be no rescue—no one knew where I was. Whatever direction I tried to escape from the facility, Hildegard could pick me off. I had no choice but to neutralize him myself. Only one of us would be leaving Lightning Self Storage alive.

But how could I get the upper hand? I was pinned down while Hildegard had the height advantage. Plus, he had a rifle with a scope sight, accurate over much greater distances than my pistol.  

I tried the door behind the counter. It was unlocked and let me into a small break room. There were a couple of chairs, an aged coffee maker, three stained mugs, and an old-style television with a "rabbit's ears" antenna. To my left was a bathroom with a toilet and sink; in front of me a door to the outside. 

Could I sneak through it? 

I cursed when I saw that it swung outward. Once opened, it would be as visible from the shooter's vantage point as me waving a flag at him.

I looked up and scanned the acoustic tiles. My eyes stopped at a coffee stain high on the wall behind the toilet, originating from some point above the drop-ceiling. Had someone spilled it while working on the flat roof? I climbed onto a stool perched atop the toilet lid. With a hand on the wall to steady myself, I was able to push one of the tiles up and aside. It revealed an access panel, but it opened upwards onto the flat roof. The office building was lower than the storage units where the gunman crouched. 

At least the last time I had seen him. 

He'd notice the panel swing up before I could even get my weapon through the opening. Damn! I jumped down, feeling not a little discouraged. 

The door I'd come through faced away from the gunman. My only option was to retrace my steps and exit through it. I cursed my lack of forethought in entering the office.

 I slipped through the door and kept myself pressed flat against the outside of the building as I moved along the wall. The roof overhang afforded some protection, provided I kept my eyes and weapon trained upward. I'd brought a chrome ashtray from the desk. When I reached the corner, I used it to look beyond. Seeing no threat, I ran to the shelter of a steel dumpster. There, I used the ashtray trick again, and made it to the side of the storage-unit building, flattening myself against the wall. The gunman would have to lean over the edge of the roof to fire at me. It was a gamble as my vest would afford me little or no protection from a shot fired from above, and I hadn't seen him for a few minutes.

I planned to work my way around the building until I found where Hildegard had climbed to the roof. I'd have the choice of clambering up to take him on or ambushing him when he descended. 

A loud thud preempted my plans. Looking up, I saw Hildegard had jumped down onto the covered walkway roof bridging the two buildings. He faced away from me with the hood of his blue windbreaker pulled over his head. His rifle was held at waist height. He came fully into my view when he stepped forward onto the office building roof. 

 I raised my weapon and quickly got a bead on him. 

"Police, freeze. Drop the weapon."

Hildegard snapped his head my way and swung his rifle around, taking aim at me.

I put two shots into his chest. 

In a reflex reaction, his arm jerked, and his weapon discharged. 

His shot struck the stucco wall above my head, showering me with plaster. Hildegard swayed on his feet for an instant. Then his knees buckled, and he fell backward off the roof. 

I raced to the front of the building and trained my pistol on the body. Dirk Hildegard was lying on his back, his eyes fixed. Dead. A pool of blood was spreading from where his head hit the paved parking lot.

The rifle by his side was a .308 bolt-action Winchester with a scope sight. After moving it away, and ejecting the rounds, the tension inside me unwound like a clock spring. I threw up in some bushes away from the body. 

How had my phone been spoofed? Who had given him the rifle? Like his brother Kidd, Dirk Hildegard was as dumb as a rock. He'd never risen above the rank of private when serving in Afghanistan, but he'd clearly gained some shooting proficiency there. No way could he have sent the bogus text which lured me to the storage facility. Someone had to have helped him.

The murderers I was pursuing. 

A warm sensation ran down my left arm and I saw blood trickling from an ugly gash. Hildegard's final shot must have ricocheted and grazed me. Adrenaline had kept me pain-free in the heat of the battle, but now the injury was starting to throb. 

The sound of gunfire brought a man out of a store across the street. His hand held a silver snub-nosed revolver. I walked calmly toward him with my shield high and told him to drop the weapon. I hoped for his sake, he didn't go and point it at me.  

Once I'd convinced him I was a detective, he let me use his phone to call for assistance.

Ten minutes later, the cavalry arrived in the form of a patrol SUV followed by two sedans, and the crime scene van. I would have my work cut out not to get suspended pending an investigation. 

Lieutenant Townsend was the first to reach me, and he surveyed the scene with a look of distaste. "What the hell do you think you're doing, Riley? How do you justify hunting down and killing an escaped prisoner? All because he sent you a threatening message? This is a paperwork nightmare."

"Hildegard lured me here to kill me," I replied testily.

"Lured you here? How exactly did you fall for that? The guy doesn't have two brain cells to rub together—"

Townsend hesitated, as Chief Kane joined us and said, "One fewer escaped prisoners for you to worry about, Detective." 

Crime scene techs Chris Andrews and Tom Mason went to work on Hildegard's body and his discarded rifle. Officer Smith flashed me a reassuring look.

Townsend continued to look at me as if he'd smelled something unpleasant. "You need to leave the scene, Detective. I'll get a statement from you later. Rest assured, I'll get to the bottom of your actions here," he sneered.

Chief Kane eyed my ruined 4Runner and said to Smith, "Take her home, Officer." 

 

WE RODE IN SILENCE, and I reflected on the speed with which the day had turned to shit. I was angry at a system which persecuted its own when they acted in self-defense; when they ridded society of a menace. No way was I going to sit at home waiting another month or more to return to duty. In aiding and abetting Hildegard's attack on me, Beth and Ashley's killers had thrown down a gauntlet. I was more than ready to take it up, even if I wasn't a serving police officer.

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 41

 

 

REPORTER KAYLA ELLIS STEPPED through the open French doors onto the paved patio and scanned Angie Bennett's garden. Sunshine had replaced the recent rain, the clouds had blown off, and the ground was drying fast. Camellias and Rhododendrons filled the terraced beds either side of the stone steps leading down to a seating area carved out of a well-kept lawn. A dense stand of trees surrounded the house and garden on all sides, save for a long gravel driveway leading to the road. Kayla took deep breaths of the damp air, feeling a new lease on life. The seclusion was perfect for her purposes. 

She had phoned Angie Bennett right after getting home from the hospital, hoping for an interview. After her husband Jack's death, the press had hounded Angie ceaselessly. She had become adept at fending off insistent reporters who just wanted to sensationalize his death by connecting it to anything from adultery to bribes. They wanted a sound-bite to fit their sordid narrative and were not interested in Angie's insistence that a miscarriage of justice had occurred; that Jack's death was a murder, wrongly treated as a suicide by the police. 

Angie read Kayla's column faithfully and felt vindicated when the latest article criticized the investigation and made the same points as she had tried unsuccessfully to raise. Moreover, Angie remembered Kayla fondly as an exemplary student in the high school English class she used to teach. 

So, when Kayla called and requested an interview, she had listened patiently. Angie had read of the reporter's ordeal in the morning paper and asked how she was feeling. When Kayla broke down in tears, saying she feared for her life, Angie invited her to look at her basement apartment to see if it would work. It had been unoccupied since the death of Jack's elderly mother, several months previously.

At the front of the house, the apartment was hidden below ground level, due to the slope of the land, while at the rear, it opened onto Angie's well-maintained garden. Kayla's new living space couldn't be seen from the driveway, and she could enter and leave through her own back door. 

The only catch Kayla could see was the danger of Angie's daughter Emily revealing her whereabouts. The daughter's friend Sophia seemed to hang out at the house, and Kayla wasn't yet ready to trust either of them. They had sworn to keep her presence a secret, but Kayla remembered well how teenagers could be. She also remembered telling Matt it was inappropriate for him to fool around with someone as young as Emily. Kayla didn't know if the girl bore a grudge.

Kayla had no sooner settled at her laptop to work on her column when the girls knocked on the connecting door. She agreed to talk to them later in the day. Since she'd been interrupted, she followed them upstairs to see if Angie was free.

Angie poured two cups of coffee and asked if they could talk while she folded laundry, as she was behind with her housework. Glad of someone to whom she could speak openly, Kayla told Angie everything that had happened in the last week. She only omitted what was on Matt's USB flash drive, and the scene she'd witnessed in his hospital room. Kayla revealed she'd seen the police report on Jack's death but said she couldn't disclose how.

Angie said, "a week before he died, Jack suddenly turned secretive and began locking the door to his home office, to prevent me from seeing the papers on his desk. He said it was for my protection, which never made any sense to me."

"What happened to the papers he didn't want you to see?" Kayla asked.

"The police came and took everything. When they left, his desk was empty. I hear they cleaned out the office in town he shared with Joey Sands. After finding him there, shot in the head, I never wanted to go near the place again."

"Have you discovered what Jack was hiding?" Kayla asked. 

"He was suddenly racked with guilt and told me his only option was to come clean to the police. I still don't know what he'd discovered. All he said was that if a situation from many years ago became known, it would reflect poorly on him. But he insisted he'd done nothing wrong. "

"Do you think it could have led him to kill himself?"

"Absolutely not. Jack loved Emily and me dearly, and always said suicide was a coward's way out. He kept a revolver in his desk at the offices he shared with Joey but only for protection. I still have it as it's not the one that killed him."

"I must have missed that in the report." 

"In the days before Jack died, I saw a strange man hanging around outside his offices in town, but the police took no notice of such inconvenient facts. They never tried to find the man. Nor were they concerned that Jack didn't kill himself with his own gun. The investigation by that Townsend asshole was a farce. As if Jack's death wasn't enough, I've been receiving threatening letters and emails ever since."

"What do they say?"

"They try to frighten me with all manner of horrible things, like rape and mutilation if I don't keep quiet about Jack's death."

"Did you take them to the police?"

"In the beginning, for all the good it did. I don't bother anymore. Some days I'm afraid to go out of the house. Whenever Jack is in the news, I get new threatening messages."

"I'm sorry if I set the trolls off with my latest article."

"Don't be. The truth of what happened needs to come out. If you find anything new, you should print it. I won't be scared into submission by the cowards."

"I'd like a piece of them myself," Kayla said as she hugged Angie tightly.

 

Later in the afternoon, Kayla was in her apartment and reread the article she'd written:

MURDERS AND MAYHEM—POLICE INCOMPETENCE OR CORRUPTION?

Exclusive by The Examiner's Investigative Reporter Kayla Ellis

This columnist will never shy away from her duty to keep you, our readers, informed, even when her safety is threatened. Two days ago, the evildoers who murdered three of my friends, viciously assaulted me in a failed attempt to keep their dirty secrets hidden. They know my investigations are getting too close to the truth behind the murders and fear I will reveal their names and crimes here in my column. After trying for a week to find the perpetrators, our crack police investigators have little to show for their efforts, beyond a suspicion the crimes are connected, sources say. I must ask you how hard are they looking?

 After the daring prison escape of Dirk Hildegard, it's not only the press that has the lead detective on the case, Megan Riley, ducking for cover. The soon to be tried bank robber has vowed to avenge his brother's death at her hands, and fears for her safety have hampered investigations. Now, there is late news that Detective Riley will be sidelined while her involvement in the shooting death of Hildegard at a local self-storage facility is thoroughly probed. Lieutenant Townsend has refused to comment on rumors that poor performance was the real reason for her removal from the case. Let's hope her replacement is more effective.

In the short time that this investigative journalist has been on the triple murder case, she has unearthed secrets and motives missed by investigators. Thanks to my sources, I now know about local goings-on like theft, corruption, and bribes, to name a few of the problems plaguing our city. Problems that may have resulted in the untimely deaths of three young people. 

Criminal dishonesty is rampant among our community leaders, while the city hands out parking tickets to financially strapped citizens like confetti. Is there one law for the rich and one for the poor, I ask you? 

But you know what the response from the police will be if I present detectives with my findings. The same as happened when we called on them to investigate reports that Mayor Whitehead was receiving bribes in return for letting her bigwig developer friends build what they want, where they want. A big fat nothingburger! 

A case in point is the variance she awarded local developer Joey Sands when he wanted to build apartments on land zoned commercial and owned by contractor Buddy Olsen. We know both developers were major contributors to the Mayor's re-election fund. For those who may have missed the news, the city recently awarded Olsen a $50M no-bid contract to put up a new building to house the Department of Motor Vehicles. But I have new evidence suggesting the election funds may not be all they gave the Mayor in return for her consideration in the rezoning matter. 

I have been beaten, put in the hospital, and threatened because of what I know. But the thugs who jumped me will not silence me. I'm writing this report at a secret location out of their reach. My readers who are concerned about the accusations I make in this column should note that it is not libelous to report facts.

Next time, I will tell you how a major computer security breach at our local Abbey Mount Hospital has put your personal medical information at risk, even if you were never treated there.

 

Kayla stood and stretched. She was still bruised and sore where the punches had landed and found it uncomfortable to sit for very long. The article would be fodder for the anonymous haters who attacked her on social media. But Max, her editor, would approve. He liked stoking controversy. 

Hiding in Angie Bennett's basement was fine for now, Kayla thought, but what if the police never caught the man who'd tried to kidnap her? She hadn't testified against anyone, so she wasn't eligible for witness protection. 

There was no alternative—she had to solve the murders herself, using Matt's hacked information.

 

"COME IN GIRLS." Kayla opened the connecting door to Emily and Sophia. Both girls had long blond hair and wore sundresses. The smell of marijuana on them was unmistakable, but she knew it wasn't her place to say anything. Angie had told her Emily was seventeen and Sophia eighteen. Kayla remembered being just like them, fifteen years ago, but she'd had pulled it together and gone to college.

Emily spoke first. "Sophia knows who tied her up."

Kayla looked at them impassively and waited for more.

Sophia said, "A man broke into Patrick Whitehead's house when I was there and tied us both up. I was frightened that he was going to rape me—but he didn't. He left me in a dark closet for hours, and I peed myself."

"You're the victim of the home invasion I heard about?" Kayla asked.

"It was horrible. The guy wore one of those ski masks and funny-looking goggles. The police didn't seem to believe me when I said I had no idea who'd done it." Sophia's blue eyes flashed with excitement at the notoriety the event had bestowed on her. "Patrick wants to keep seeing me, you know, but Emily and I think he's into something illegal. My mom has grounded me, but I can come here. It's my dad who frightens me. If he ever finds out I've had sex with Patrick, he'll kill both of us." 

Emily said, "He's violent to Sophia and her mom, while her two younger twin brothers do whatever they want."

"So how do you know the person's identity if he wore a ski mask?" Kayla asked.

"She recognized his voice," Emily explained.

Sophia continued, "I was screaming after he tied me up. He called me a stupid little bitch, but he said he wasn't going to harm me, and help would arrive soon. He had a distinctive New York accent. I heard the same voice at the supermarket checkout when I was bagging groceries there after school." 

"She took a picture of him. Show her the scary looking dude, Sophia," Emily elbowed her friend.

Kayla gasped when she saw the picture on Sophia's phone. It was none other than the bald man with a stubble beard again—Kent Brickman.

 

 

 

CHAPTER 42

 

 

WHEN I ASKED OFFICER SMITH to drop me off at the station, he tried to insist that Townsend had told him to take me straight home from Lightning Self Storage where I'd shot Hildegard. But he saw I was in no mood for arguing.

In the squad room, I found Detective's Assistant Jackie Orvar speaking excitedly to Prentiss. When she saw me, she said, "I've made an interesting discovery about the names on the list you found in Beth's locker. It's taken me hours to figure it out. But it finally came to me."

"Spit it out, Jackie." I wasn't in the mood for guessing games.

"Remember I discovered the names were all children who died on the dates shown on the list. Well, they all died of cancer. Not just Ananda's kid." Orvar looked like a dog awaiting a treat.

"So, the lists are about something medical?" I retorted.

"Malpractice, maybe?" Prentiss suggested.

"But why did Jack Bennett have a copy when he died?' I asked. "You have to admit the cases are connected."

Prentiss gave me a blank look and shrugged.

"Did Beth or Matt discover something wrong with the treatment the kids received?" Orvar fixed her eyes on me.

"I can't imagine that's what Beth was onto, because of the difficulty in proving it," I said. "Unless it's blatantly obvious: a doctor taking out the wrong kidney, amputating the wrong foot. But even then, the medical board investigates, not the police. Dr. Walker's patients are very sick, and a percentage of them are going to die. Others may stay sick for a long time. How would anyone prove his patients are not getting better as quickly as they should?" 

Prentiss said, "If Beth found evidence of crimes, we can too."

"Yes and no. A reporter isn't bound by the same rules of evidence as we are. She could have come by the information illegally. Or what she had might not be enough to stand up in court at a criminal trial. Let's pay another visit to Dr. Walker and see what he has to say." Maybe Beth had found something rotten about the doctor. I picked up Prentiss' desk phone and dialed the hospital. Anna answered the call. I told her I wanted to speak to Dr. Walker, and she replied:

"If it isn't the impatient Detective Riley again. Dr. Walker is on his way back from surgery. Oh wait, he's here now." After a pause, she continued, "You're in luck. A procedure was canceled. He'll see you if you can come over right away."

As we headed to the hospital in Prentiss' car, I related the events at the self-storage facility. "Townsend now has a perfect excuse to suspend me."

"Suspension from duty is standard procedure after an officer-involved shooting death," he replied.

"While I'm out, Townsend will give you my case, but I'm going to keep working on it. I must see this investigation through for my sanity. Just don't tell him what I'm up to."

"Do you honestly think you should be doing that? He'll fire your ass if he finds out." Prentiss fixed his eyes on me for a moment, narrowly missing another car.

 

Ten minutes later, we were walking out of the elevator on the second floor of the pediatric building at Abbey Mount Hospital.

This time, the waiting room was crowded with anxious parents and sick-looking children of all ages. Anna came to the window and directed us to a nearby office. I knocked on the closed door, and Walker called us in. We found him seated in an overstuffed leather chair at his desk. He closed the file he was reading and waved his hand for us to sit while flashing his perfect white teeth. 

"Thanks for seeing us, doctor," I said.

"A surgery was canceled at the last minute. What can I do for you?"

"How long have you worked here?" 

"I was appointed the head of the pediatric unit just over five years ago."

"And before that, you worked at UC Davis Medical Center?" Scott asked.

"Correct."

"If a local child has cancer, what is the likelihood you will be their doctor," I asked.

"One hundred percent will come to this hospital. But no patient sees one doctor exclusively. Cancer treatment is lengthy, and in the course of their disease, a child will see interns, residents, and attendings. Their treatment dictates who they see."

"But would it be safe to say you oversee every patient's treatment."

"Yes, but I don't see why it's a police matter."

"Bear with me, doctor. Can you please look at this?" I handed him a copy of the list we'd found in Beth's locker.

Walker's eyes widened for a moment, then he seemed to catch himself. "What is this?" 

Had he seen the list before? I wondered. "Each of those names is a child who has died of cancer, and the date of their death is shown there. A good percentage have died in the time you've worked here."

"I've told you before, I can't comment on specific cases and names. But in general, although we're making inroads into curing childhood cancers, the mortality rate is still quite high. You'd expect to see a list like this in a demographic like the one we cover."

"Let me ask my question another way. If I told you a reporter had a list of your patients, who'd died, what would you think?"

"I'd think there'd been a data breach because there's no other way they could get the information."

"Do you send data on local cancer patients anywhere else?" Scott asked.

"We send a monthly report to the Department of Health. They track rates of diseases in the country. Hospital Management also gets statistical information, but there's no legitimate way for anyone else to see it." Walker was unruffled.

"We think this list is a very significant piece of evidence. Is there any way of finding out what type of cancers they had, and if anything about their illnesses was out of the ordinary?" I fixed my eyes on Walker.

"Not without a court order. The judicial system is very protective of medical information, particularly that of children."

"I might get one. The two people who had this list in their possession are both dead. The reporter was murdered, and the businessman's death is suspicious. 

"Alright, but I still don't know how I can help."

"Can you tell me what the most common childhood cancers are?

"Leukemia and tumors of the central nervous system are the most frequently seen forms. We've seen an uptick in the aggressiveness of some of the common cancers, and an increased incidence of the rarer ones like kidney and bone tumors."

"Beth Gervais, the dead reporter, was investigating something about these children. I don't know if it was the treatment they received or the causes of their cancers." I was hoping for a reaction.

"The childhood cancer survival rates at this hospital are as good as anywhere in the country, and I must warn you that to suggest otherwise will open you to litigation. Abbey Mount Hospital is very protective of its excellent reputation. As for causes, some are genetic, and others are environmental. For many cancers, we just don't know why patients get them. Factories and cars dump an enormous quantity of toxins into the air we breathe and the water we drink. That's a fact of life. Is it criminal? Certainly, in the broadest sense of the word. But not in the context of crimes investigated by police, such as yourselves." Walker's politeness bothered me. By the second interview, people usually get testy, especially those with as tight a schedule as a hospital doctor.

"Is the uptick you've seen anything like a cancer cluster or hotspot?" Scott asked.

"Goodness no. Certain parts of the country have higher rates of particular types of cancer—pancreatic in the southeast, uterine on the east coast. We can't explain these variations. There are also smaller locations with higher than average overall cancer rates. What we've seen here over the past twenty years is slightly higher mortality rates in childhood cancers than surrounding areas. You expect to see variations like that in any random process. It doesn't mean anything."

Walker looked at his pager. "I'm getting summoned to a sick child. I hope this discussion has cleared up your questions. You're wasting your time looking here for the people responsible for the crimes you're investigating."

 

 

 

CHAPTER 43

 

 

"WALKER DIDN'T TELL US ANYTHING NEW." Detective Prentiss drove his Toyota Highlander out of the hospital parking lot and turned right onto Abbey Way.

"He's seen the list before," I said. "Did you see his reaction?"

"If you say so, Riley. Where to next?"

"Drop me at my house. I don't want to give Lieutenant Townsend the pleasure of giving me another earful. I need to stop and pick up a phone. Being without one is nearly as inconvenient as not having a car. I hope they release my 4Runner soon, so I can have someone look at it. It's six years old, so I don't know whether it will be worth fixing."

"When you get home, you need to stay there, like Townsend said. Do not work on the case."

"The people who helped Hildegard lure me to Lightning Self Storage with the fake message knew it was heads they win, tails I lose."

"How do you mean?"

"I shot Hildegard, and I'm off the case—an officer-involved shooting. If it had gone the other way, I'd still be off the case. They couldn't lose."

"Maybe Hildegard sent the message. It would make more sense than someone faking it."

"What might the message have said if it was from a moron like Hildegard. Did you think about that?"

After dropping me at home, Prentiss rolled his window down and said in an overly reasonable voice, "Hang tight and don't do anything stupid. You'll be back at work in no time."

 

I SAT AT MY BREAKFAST BAR and unpacked my purchase. Prentiss had stayed in the Highlander while I picked up a prepaid smartphone at Target to replace the one destroyed in the gun battle with Hildegard. While it charged, I opened my laptop and created an online account, so I could top it up with a credit card. The folks who lived in the old Victorian kindly let me use their Wi-Fi. 

My first call was to retired Detective Mark Davies. I gave him the short version of the shooting at the storage facility, and my 4Runner's demise. He offered to lend me an older model Jeep SUV. He would be at his house for another hour; otherwise, he'd leave the keys under the back-door mat. 

A skinny guy with greasy hair and a protruding Adam's apple Ubered me to the outskirts of the city. When he pulled to a stop in front of a palatial hacienda style villa, I had to double-check Mark's address. 

At an iron gate set in a stone archway, I rang an ornate bell-push. Beyond, I could see a fountain in the center of a flagstone paved courtyard. Shrubs in oversized terra cotta planters were everywhere. 

How had he afforded this place? Not on a police salary, that was for sure.

An ebullient Mark opened the gate and greeted me. He ushered me across the courtyard and through a door into a farmhouse-style kitchen. Bronze pots hung from the ceiling, and the white walls were covered with sombreros and colorful ceramic platters. He showed me to a seat at a table and poured a glass of lemon water from a jug, setting it in front of me. 

Mark looked me in the eye. "How are you holding up?"

"Okay, everything considered." Mostly the revelations about my Dad were what weighed on me, but no way was I going to discuss them with Mark. "Wow, your house is amazing. I never imagined—"

"That I'd live anywhere so grand? My father-in-law was a wealthy man and left us the place when he died."

"You haven't spoken about your wife."

"Martha died two years ago, but it still seems like only yesterday. She loved to turn pots and made all the ones you see around the house and courtyard. Her pottery wheel and furnace are still in the barn with her tools. I don't have the heart to let them go." A nostalgic look flashed across his face. "But tell me more about what happened to you."

I gave him details of the gun battle and my suspicions that Hildegard was helped by the people I was pursuing.

Mark fixed his eyes on mine. "You've kicked over a hornet's nest and upset some powerful people. You need to be very careful. I don't want to see on the news that something has happened to you."

"What are you saying?"

"That you should enjoy your time off. Go for runs. Leave the case to others for a while."

"So everyone keeps telling me." I wasn't entirely sure of Mark's motivations in advising me to stay away from the case. But I may have become too suspicious for my own good. He said his villa had once been a working farm and showed me rooms done out in a traditional Mexican style.

"No children?" I asked.

"We kept putting it off. Then Martha became sick and couldn't have them. She fought ovarian cancer for ten years before she passed."

"I'm so sorry."

"Don't be. We enjoyed our time together. It does get lonesome on my own in this big house. I've thought of moving to something smaller, but there are too many memories here for me to leave."

Mark looked uncomfortable, so I changed the subject. "I've been looking into the Bennett investigation."

"I thought I said to stay away from that case. If you must, you should speak to Jack's wife, Angie. She has a story to tell. But only when you're reinstated. Until then, don't let Townsend discover you're working on any case—yours or his closed one—or he'll come down on you like a ton of bricks. You have a promising career ahead of you."

"He needs to get in line with everyone else who wants me gone. What do you know about a pediatrician at Abbey Mount Hospital, named Walker?"

"Not much. Good at his job, I hear. Golfs with Olsen and Townsend. I'll see what I can find out if you want."

"That would be great."

"Have you seen this yet?" Mark handed me a newspaper folded to show Kayla Ellis' latest article.

I read it in stunned silence, then said, "How is she discovering this stuff about me so quickly? And where did she learn the details of my investigation? There must be a direct pipeline from the station to her. I should look her up and ask for the name of the mole."

"I'll bet there's no shortage of people who want to talk to her. If she has any sense, she won't be easy to find."

"Did I tell you I'd seen Marcus Pascoe working at Olsen's construction site? I recognized him from the posters, right before I was 'accidentally' hit on the head."

"I heard all about it. Chief Kane said it sounded like a false memory due to your concussion."

He'd had been talking with Kane about me? I should be less open with Mark. Who knew what else they were discussing?

He held the back door open for me, and I stepped into the late afternoon sunlight. Chickens were pecking at the ground in front of a barn. Beyond them were stacked bales of hay. It was clear Mark had bought into the farming lifestyle. To my left stood a newish three-car garage. He pulled a tarp off a boxy Cherokee 4x4 parked in one of the bays. Two late model Beemers occupied the other spaces. The Jeep's red paint had oxidized in places, and when I opened the door, the interior smelled of mold.

"It's fifteen years old, but don't let the appearance fool you. I service it myself, and it's in tip-top running order. It won't give you any problems." He handed me a set of keys. It wasn't a guy magnet, but I didn't want to rent a car. It would suit my purposes.

As I drove away, I called Chris Andrews and left a message for him to retest the pistol which killed Bennett, for fingerprints and DNA. I told him to keep it strictly between the two of us. Chris wasn't someone who'd let my suspension get in the way of what he needed to do. 

Next, I placed a call to Angie Bennett and was surprised when she answered.

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 44

 

 

AFTER THE ATTACK at Buddy Olsen's construction site and the shootout with Hildegard, I felt safer sleeping in the loft. My landlords, the McKenzies, had converted it into a tiny second bedroom. The only disadvantage was the single bathroom on the ground floor. A nuisance if you or your bed partner drank too many beers right before bedtime.

At 9 o'clock, I checked the doors were locked, and the windows latched, before climbing the steep stairs. Due to the slope of the roof, I could only stand upright in the center of the room. I set my pistol on the nightstand and crawled under the covers of the queen size mattress laying on the floor. Running always lowered my stress level, so I wore my shorts and T-shirt as pajamas for a quick getaway in the morning. Most nights, I would listen to Coltrane and fall asleep while he played. But my mind was too active for sleep to come quickly.

My street dead-ended a quarter mile beyond my cottage, and vehicles rarely passed after dark. When I heard a car pull to a stop nearby, my ears pricked up. My elderly neighbors seldom ever returned home late. No headlights had played on the ceiling—someone had turned them off well before the car passed my cottage.

I was instantly wide awake and grabbed my Sig Sauer, plus a spare clip. Trees restricted the view from the loft's gable end window. But in the amber glare of the streetlights, I could make out a dark-colored SUV, idling at the roadside. I half crawled to the stairs and descended to the living room as silently as possible. At night, a couple of squad cars were supposed to be patrolling the city streets. Most of the time, they parked at the Seven Eleven on the other side of town. But I felt more than prepared to deal with the possible threat and wasn't about to call for help. 

My cottage and the Victorian main house sat in the middle of a huge lawn punctuated by shrubs and towering cedars. Somehow, the McKenzies managed to keep the grass green and mowed throughout the summer, even in drought years. A quarter moon had risen in a sky of scudding clouds. Standing in the center of the darkened living room gave me a decent view through the windows on all four sides of my home.

The minutes ticked by and I saw nothing.

I was about to give up and return to bed when movement near one of the shrubs caught my eye. A shadow darted from a rhododendron bush and took cover behind a tree.

Pulling on my running shoes, I slipped out of the front door and into the shadows on the porch. The night air was crisp and thick with the fragrance of honeysuckle and lavender. I waited a minute for my eyes to fully adjust to the blackness, listening intently. The only sound I could hear was the rhythmic thwok-thwok of sprinklers on a neighbor's lawn. 

There were no trees or shrubs between my house and the McKenzie's. Nothing for the intruder to hide behind. Would he break cover or try to circle around and approach from another direction?

I squinted into the gloom. 

The answer came when a skulking figure dressed in black dodged along a hedgerow in a crouch and disappeared behind the old summerhouse. Something in his hand glinted in the moonlight as he ran. Could it be a can? A bottle? Was he planning to torch my house? I guessed he intended to approach the back of my cottage under cover of a line of tall manzanita bushes. 

I crept toward his position sweeping the blackness with my pistol. The summerhouse's rustic wooden structure was open on the side facing a small lake. A waterlogged rowing boat was tied to a jetty that extended twenty feet into the inky black water. The McKenzies told me they used the area for parties when they were younger but hadn't in a long while. Beyond the lake was a field of dense brush—mostly blackberry bushes—with no way to traverse it without getting ripped to shreds. It left the intruder with only one route to approach my cottage.

Was the prowler's mission to cause trouble and frighten me, or did he intend to kill me? Either way, he would be disappointed. I aimed to block the man's advance and apprehend him when he tried to retreat to the dark SUV idling two hundred feet away on the street.

I reached the back of the summerhouse, but the prowler was nowhere. I followed the smell of gasoline to an overturned bottle with a rag stuffed into the spout. Light it with a match, and you have a simple but effective firebomb. I shivered, partly from the cold of the night air, but mostly from the realization of what might have happened. My would-be attackers were nothing if not persistent.

At the sound of rapid footfalls, I wheeled around. The man must have seen me, dropped the Molotov Cocktail, and was racing for the safety of the SUV. He raised his weapon, trying to get a bead on me as he ran. The slug thudded into a tree six feet from my position. I returned fire, but the chance of us hitting one another as we raced through the blackness was remote. The gunfire brought the lights on at the main house and started a cacophony of barking dogs. I was faster and gaining on the prowler. But his lead gave me no chance of catching him before he reached the getaway car. 

My shouts for him to stop were of little use. Short of shooting the fleeing man in the back, there was nothing I could do to prevent him from escaping. Once he was through the passenger door, his accomplice gunned the engine, and the SUV lurched off into the night, with a squeal of tires. I stared after it, bent over, with my hands on my knees. My lungs were burning, hungry for air. Mud covered the tailgate, making it impossible to read the license plate. It could have been a black Explorer, but I was left with no means of Identifying the vehicle or its occupants.

"Who is there? Show yourself." Mr. McKenzie was standing on the porch of his Victorian, backlit by the light from the hallway. A shotgun held at his waist was pointing my way.

"It's Megan Riley. We had an intruder. He's gone now," I shouted at the top of my lungs, knowing he had difficulty hearing.

"I'm calling the police," McKenzie replied.

I managed to dissuade him from that course of action, telling him it wasn't procedure for me to fire my weapon in the darkness. It could get me into more trouble. He thanked me for keeping him and his wife safe and returned to bed. I didn't let on that I had attracted the armed man onto his property.

I retrieved the bottle of gas with a rubber glove—we might get lucky with prints, but I was doubtful.

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 45

 

 

ON TUESDAY, EIGHT DAYS after Beth and Ashley's murders and the first full day of my suspension, I'd risen at 5.30 a.m. Half a banana helped to get my blood sugar flowing. Before setting off on my run, I left a quick voicemail for chief tech Chris Andrews, telling him where to pick up the bottle of gas, left behind by the prowler.

Running pre-dawn on the Springhill Trail often rewarded me with breathtaking skies as the sun rose over the Sierra Nevada Mountains. The intruder from the previous night now seemed less of a threat. Still, I'd been skittish enough to take a completely different route around the local San Juan Reservoir and to carry my Sig Sauer.

I'd called Angie Bennett on the way home from borrowing the Jeep from Mark Davies. Angie said she was an early riser and to come to her house around 8 a.m. After a long steaming hot shower and three cups of freshly brewed coffee, I was feeling no pain as I drove there. Even though I didn't have to show up at the station, my to-do list was long.

 Right on time, I pulled to a stop in front of the gate at the entrance to Angie's driveway and rolled down the Jeep's window. Watched by a security camera high on a pine tree some distance ahead, I announced my presence into a microphone next to a keypad. The barrier swung open, and I drove down the bumpy driveway, parking in front of Angie's two-story farm-style house. Ivy covered many of the tall pines and cedars encircling the property. The ground floor curtains were drawn, and iron bars fortified the windows. A common sight in major cities, but unusual in Stockbridge. More cameras watched me from under a second-floor balcony as I pressed the button beside a stout oak door.

Angie Bennett was a fair skinned, ample woman of about fifty, with ash-blond hair and haunted eyes. She led me into a well-appointed kitchen. The windows here overlooked the rear garden, and the bars were more widely spaced, but they still ruined the view. Angie Bennett had built a cage around herself.

She noticed me looking. "You'll have to excuse the security, but I've had nothing but threats since Jack died. They come in the regular mail, in text messages, and phone calls. If I change my number, they seem to find out. I can't use social media without someone reminding me they know where I live. I used to report them, but it didn't go anywhere. I'm afraid Jack's killer may still be out there, and if I make too much of a fuss, he'll come after me." 

"Thank you for seeing me. I was investigating another case when I came across some . . . ah, inconsistencies in the police report of Jack's death."

"Anyone who can help get justice for Jack is more than welcome. It's been quiet since the inquest, and now you're the third person asking about him in the last couple of weeks."

"Who else has been here?"

"Two reporters, but I'll keep their names to myself for now."

Beth? I wondered. "As I said on the phone, I'm currently suspended pending an investigation into an officer-involved shooting. It's standard practice even when it's justified, as it was in my case. But I fear someone in the force may use it to try to silence me. I've been warned off looking into Jack's death, even when it appears connected to my current investigation."

"Everyone who tries to find out what happened to Jack gets similar treatment."

"What can you tell me about the days leading up to his death."

"As I told the reporter yesterday, a couple of weeks before he died, Jack suddenly got very guarded. Said he'd discovered something which wasn't his fault, but which would reflect badly on him if it came out. He didn't want to tell me what it was, for my protection. I've always wondered if Jack was killed to silence him."

"I read the report, but parts of it are missing, including your statement. I gather you found the body."

"I went over to the office he shared with Joey and found him sitting in his chair, slumped over his desk. No one else was there. He didn't kill himself, Detective Riley." Tears welled in Angie's eyes.

"Please call me Megan. Lieutenant Townsend's summary in the report says you told him Jack was depressed."

"I never said anything of the sort to them, because it wasn't true. On the morning he died, Jack bought tickets to see the latest Spiderman movie for himself and Emily, our daughter. Who does that and then kills themselves?"

"Do you remember seeing the gun he was shot with, laying on the floor?"

"I only saw Jack. The sight of him covered in blood made me run out screaming and want to throw up."

"Was your husband ambidextrous, because the gun he supposedly used was lying on the floor to his left?"

"He had arthritis in his left hand. He could barely pick anything up with it." 

"The autopsy report says Jack likely was not shot from close range. It may have taken two or more attempts to hit him."

"I read that in the recent newspaper article, but I didn't know whether to believe it."

"You should keep what I'm telling you to yourself for now, especially if you speak to reporters again. My visit today is unofficial," I cautioned her.

"There's no one to tell—I barely have any friends. I used to be a teacher. Now, I'm often too afraid to go out of the house, let alone hold down a job. It was a Godsend when Jack's life insurance came through. He had the policy for years, but it took a lot of haggling to get them to pay up. The doctors say I have post-traumatic shock, but they don't seem able to do anything about it. The medications they prescribed made me more tired and sluggish, so I threw them down the toilet."

"Can you tell me if you've seen this before?" I handed Angie the list from Beth's locker in an evidence bag.

"Why, yes. The reporter who was killed recently showed it to me. What's her name?"

"Beth Gervais?"

"Yes. Nice woman. What happened to her was tragic. You said it might be connected to Jack's death?"

"Quite possibly. What else did Beth say? It's important as it may have a bearing on her death."

"She said it was a list of children who'd died, and that Jack had a copy. I told her I'd never seen it before. Why would Jack have a list of children, I asked her. He wasn't weird or creepy, you know. She thought it wasn't anything untoward like that."

"I don't believe it was either." So, Beth knew Jack had a copy of the list. She must have seen the police report, which she could only have gotten from Matt. Now Kayla Ellis seems also to have it. And Townsend thinks the cases aren't related.

Two young women entered the room. Emily Bennett was Matt's girlfriend when I interviewed him at his apartment. I recognized Sophia from a photograph that Prentiss had as the girl sleeping with Whitehead at the time of the home invasion. 

Right away, Emily gave me a look, which I took to be asking me not to mention I'd seen her sitting semi-naked and stoned on Matt's bed. 

I greeted the girls without letting on.

Angie told them I was looking into the death of Emily's father, Jack, but I cautioned them to keep it to themselves for now.

"I overheard you two talking," Emily exclaimed. "Matt hacked quite a few people. If he found anything juicy, he gave it to Beth."

"Do you have the names of the people he hacked," I asked.

"He was always bragging about the number of computers he'd broken into, but he never told me who they belonged to."

"Patrick told me someone hacked the hospital recently and stole patient records. Maybe it was Matt's doing," Sophia interjected.

"Patrick Whitehead? Were you at his house the evening of the home invasion?" I asked as innocently as I could.

Sophia blushed and looked to Angie. "Maybe I was." 

And Whitehead's in his 40's, I thought. I made a mental note to ask him about the hospital hack.

"Mom, Matt knew about the operation you had, from your patient notes," Emily said.

"Good grief," Angie muttered.

"Hello, Megan. We need to talk." The voice came from behind me. I turned and saw Kayla Ellis standing in the doorway to the kitchen.

"How about right now, if Angie will excuse me." I wanted to seize the opportunity to find out what she knew.

 

WE SAT IN THE BASEMENT APARTMENT on either side of an occasional table. Kayla said she wanted to make a statement, so I set my phone between us and turned it on to record. She had a purple bruise on her jaw, and I could see scratches on her inner forearm. From the scuffle with her attacker, I guessed.

"You should know I'm suspended, so this statement is unofficial," I said.

"I trust you more than anyone else in the police force."

"Despite what you wrote in your column recently about my incompetence?"

"It sells newspapers and online subscriptions. Look, I'm hiding down here because I fear for my life. The same people who killed Ashley, Beth, and Matt are after me now." 

Fighting back the tears Kayla told me about seeing Brickman at the Bluebird Café, and how he followed her to the Spotted Owl on the day, Matt was kidnapped. She told me Sophia had recognized the voice of the person who had tied her up. As Kayla related how she'd seen Kent Brickman give Matt a lethal injection, the tears streamed down her face. She placed a plastic bag with a syringe inside on the table.

"He followed me into the hospital basement," she continued. "I was terrified and had to hide." Despite Kayla's attacks on me in The Examiner, it was difficult not to have sympathy for her.

"Why was Brickman trying to wake Matt?"

"I overheard Sophia tell you Matt had hacked the hospital. It sounded like Brickman wanted Matt to tell him what he'd done with the stolen files. " 

"You'll need to make a formal statement before we can arrest him. Sophia should too, for us to proceed with charges relating to the home invasion. They recovered the attacker's DNA. It didn't match any we had on file. With your statements, we can arrest Brickman, and get a sample from him. He won't get away with whatever else he's involved in."

"I can do that, but I don't want anyone to know where I am. Someone else may have killed Ashley and Beth, so I may still not be safe after you arrest him."

"Let me see if I can get Detective Prentiss to meet you somewhere. I'll try to be there too. Have you seen this before?" I placed a copy of the list of names and dates on the table for her to see.

"Matt got it from hacking into somewhere. I think Beth could have been using it to write an article about children who died of cancer."

"There's more at stake than a human-interest story. Jack Bennett's police report shows he had a copy when he died. But you already know that. Beth also had a copy and was investigating it. Something about it was important enough to get three people killed."

"You're right, I've seen Bennett's police report, but that's not where I remember finding the list. I'm sure Matt got a copy from somewhere else. I looked at Beth's files on The Examiner's server, but there were no recent ones, so I only know what she told me she was working on."

"If Matt hacked the list from another computer, then it is even more significant. Do you know of anything else Matt passed along to Beth which could have got her killed?"

"No, I don't. It could be the list, or we may not have found it yet."

"There's no 'we' in further investigations. You need to promise to leave that to us from now on," I said. I got the feeling Kayla wasn't coming completely clean about what she knew. 

How did she know the names on the list were childhood cancer victims?

Before I left the house, I got Sophia to send me the photo she snapped of Brickman at the supermarket. Despite my suspension, it felt like I was making progress. Some parts of the conspiracy were becoming more evident, but others were still very murky. Apart from the new information about Brickman, all I had were wild-assed guesses, but I sensed they were leading me in the right direction. 

Two people had killed Beth, and most likely Ashley. If Brickman was one of them, who was the other? I needed to talk to Prentiss about detaining him, and to Whitehead about the hack at the hospital. 

 

BEFORE I DID ANYTHING else, it was time to visit my mother's nursing home. We were going to try again to have her sign papers giving me power of attorney over her financial and medical matters. Everyone was hoping that mid-morning would be a better time for her. 

Fifteen minutes after saying my goodbyes to Angie and Kayla, I followed the sweeping driveway at Belleview Nursing Home to the thirty-minute lot. I felt lighter as I climbed the stairs to my mother's floor. Even the disinfectant odor wasn't bothering me this time. 

Karen Fisher, as elegant as ever, met me at the nurse's station, looking happier than when I last saw her. She shushed me when I began to apologize for being ten minutes late, saying:

"I have a good feeling about your mother this morning. Everybody's here. Come through."

My mother was seated at a dining table with her attorney, Gene Decker and a mousy woman who Fisher introduced as Belinda Moon, the notary. 

My Mom's face was as expressionless as usual, but she was talking to Mr. Decker about the time I'd fallen off my bicycle as a child and needed stitches. When she saw me, she said:

"How are you today, my dear?"

"Hello, Mom. You know who I am?" I asked in astonishment.

"Of course, I do. You're my daughter, Megan. Why wouldn't I?"

The signing went off without a hitch.

Progress, finally. 

After everyone had gone, I spent time with my Mom looking at a family photo album I'd brought with me. It was wonderful to laugh and joke with her about the happy times, before my family's world turned upside down. She even put a bony arm around me and gave me a hug—something she didn't often do when I was little. 

I couldn't bring myself to tell her the truth about Dad. 

Perhaps she left him because she found out about him molesting Beth. Though if that's true, I must question why she left me with him. I was the same age as Beth, and just as vulnerable. 

In the end, I preferred never to know.

 

 

 

CHAPTER 46

 

 

AT MIDDAY, I WAS HOLED UP in my car with Prentiss, outside Patrick Whitehead's house. He had condescended to join me in Mark Davies' ancient Jeep Cherokee 4x4, but he was surveying the shabby interior with a look of suspicion. Or maybe his expression was in response to what he was hearing on the recording of Kayla Ellis implicating Brickman in Matt Baker's death.

Prentiss waited for a beat after the audio finished before insisting, "She's going to have to come in for a formal interview."

"You'll need to use your charms—she's suspicious of cops," I warned.

"Townsend will come after you if he finds you're still working."

"I've just made major inroads into your cases, and all you're worried about is what lieutenant dick-head will think?" 

"You'll worry about it when he fires you."

"That won't happen if I solve the three murders and prove him wrong."

"You think he'll ever admit to making a mistake? And now you're poking around in Jack Bennett's death—one of his old cases—implying he screwed up."

"No, not a screwup. Try fixing a case for whoever killed Bennett. I will have him for that—you wait and see."

A concrete truck thundered by, drowning out Prentiss' retort.

"We need to speak with Whitehead about another matter," I told him.

"Now what?" Prentiss's voice had the irritated tone some men reserve for women they think are slow or stupid.

"Ashley Logan had a restraining order against him after he stalked her and assaulted her. Possibly raped her. He needs to provide an alibi for Ashley and Beth's murders."

"Let's see what he says about the hacking first. He may clam up when we ask what he was doing on the morning of the murders."

Whitehead's single-story residence stood apart from its neighbors as if it had been built in the middle of two lots. Trees and mature shrubs almost hid it from the road, but I could see the lights were on. When I'd called ahead to make sure he'd be there, he invited me over with unusual affability. I'd heard about his frenzy at Core Fitness. As we climbed the steps to the front door, I wondered which persona we'd meet. 

"Can you check CCTV to see if you can place Brickman near here on the night of the break-in," I asked.

"I will, but I could lose my job, for involving you in this." Prentiss pushed the doorbell.

Despite my phone call, and it being the middle of the day, Whitehead opened the door wearing a blue and white striped toweling bathrobe. He ushered us into the living room, his eyes leveled at my chest. We sat on a sofa opposite a giant television atop a low table. A similarly attired woman, pretty, early twenties, with shoulder-length black hair, lay in a La-Z-Boy thumbing the screen of a phone. She seemed to attract plenty of Prentiss' attention. 

"What can I do for you?" Whitehead sat in a recliner. On a coffee table beside him, was a collection of empty wine glasses and bottles. Discarded chip bags and food wrappers littered the floor.

We want to speak to you alone," Prentiss said.

"You can say anything in front of Tracy. I have no secrets from her." Whitehead tried to drain an empty wine glass. Finding the nearest bottle also empty he left the room and returned a couple of moments later with a fresh one. He twisted off the top, filled his glass, and said, "Can I offer you some wine?"

We both declined, and I said, "We have a witness statement saying someone hacked into Abbey Mount Hospital while you were working there. Hospital management denies it ever happened. The witness quoted you as saying the hack involved patient records and was perpetrated by Matt Baker."

"That little harlot, Sophia, has been talking to you. As I no longer work there, I can tell you it's true. It took us two weeks to discover the culprit was Baker. Until recently, I was head of Hospital Support Services. Three days ago, they told me I was no longer needed." Whitehead's eyes crawled up my legs and lingered on my crotch. The guy gave me the creeps.

"How did you discover it was him?" Scott asked.

"Finding him was all Andrei Petrov's work," Whitehead recalled. "Baker used the name 'Jabberwocky' in the ransom email sent to the CEO, Lewis, and we intercepted—"

"You mean senior hospital management has known about the hack since it happened?" Prentiss asked.

"No, we intercepted the ransom email and didn't let it reach Lewis. Do try to keep up." Whitehead leaned back in the recliner and sipped on his wine. I just hoped the slimeball was wearing something underneath the bathrobe. 

"What happened then," I asked.

Whitehead explained, "like all hackers, he bounced his connection to us through servers in other countries around the globe, many of whom are unfriendly to the US. We couldn't see his IP address, and we needed it to locate him. Andrei searched for anyone using the same online handle 'Jabberwocky.'' He found a user by that name on an online bulletin board popular with hackers. We were able to read his posts. In them, he boasted about expecting a life-changing payout from a hospital, which we took to mean Abbey Mount."

Whitehead paused to drink his wine, then continued: 

"Hackers are trolls who like screwing with people, doing pranks, but many times they are too smart for their own good. Baker usually bounced his connection around the world to disguise his IP address when he wrote on the board. One day he slipped up and didn't. We're not the police, and couldn't just ask the bulletin board administrators for Jabberwocky's IP address, so Andrei hacked in and retrieved it. That gave us Matt Baker's name and address. I was going to visit the little turd and talk some sense into him until that brute came into my home and tied Sophia and me up." 

I didn't buy Whitehead's affable persona. He had stalked and assaulted Ashley, and I knew from complaints we'd received that he preyed on young women.

"Did you see who did that to you?" Prentiss shuffled in his seat.

"I know now it was Brickman." A preoccupied look swept across Whitehead's face.

Tracy started giggling. "You have to see this video, Pat. Cracks me up."

"Shut the fuck up, Tracy," Whitehead glowered at her. He turned back to me, and his forced smile returned.

"You recognized Brickman?" I asked him.

"Sophia saw him at the supermarket. She recognized his voice and sent me his picture. He was always bullying people, like when he learned Baker's name and told Andrei he was going to kill the little moron. It seems Brickman tied me up while he did just that. You should check with Andrei. He has my job now. When I got back to work after the home invasion here, the one Brickman perpetrated, he threatened to kill me if I spoke to anyone about the hacking."

"You didn't tell us how Baker was able to break into the hospital mainframe computer."

"The oldest hacking trick there is. The victim is induced to click on a link in an email by some fake advertisement. Win a free vacation, for example." Patrick said, his voice brimming with the excitement of a professor explaining his latest research. "In our case, it took her to a fake webpage and infected our servers with malware. After that, Baker could enter our computer network with no restrictions on what he could do." 

"Did you know an Ashley Logan?" I asked. 

Whitehead's smile froze then vanished. "I may have met someone by that name once or twice."

"Isn't it true you assaulted her? Afterward, you stalked her, and frightened her to the point that she was forced to take out a restraining order against you?"

"Now hold on," Whitehead snapped. "The lying little bitch said a lot of things to the judge which weren't true."

"Sounds like you have a lot of anger toward her. Where were you on Monday the 6th, between 6 a.m. and 10 a.m.?

"It's time for you to leave." He began to rise.

"Not so fast. If you don't tell us where you were, we'll take you in for questioning." Technically I couldn't while I was suspended, but Prentiss could.

"Let me see." Whitehead sat back down and pondered with a faraway look. "I got to work at 7:30 a.m. and didn't leave until the evening."

"Can anyone verify that?" I demanded.

"Andrei Petrov will—he's the leader of the Networking and Infrastructure Group at Abbey Mount Hospital. We were both working crazy hours to uncover the name of the hacker. Check with him."

"We will be speaking to Petrov. Where were you before 7:30?"

"I would have left home at around 7:15. It's only a short drive to work. Sophia will tell you. I can't remember her last name, but you seem to know how to find her."

"What make and model car do you drive?"

"It's a BMW 3 Series. I bought it yesterday with my severance money. You don't seriously believe I killed Logan?"

"What did you have before that?"

"A Ford Focus," he snapped.

"We'll need a sample of your DNA, for elimination purposes."

'This is beyond ridiculous. I'll be speaking to an attorney."

As we left, Tracy was laughing and trying to show an agitated Whitehead something on her phone. We walked back to our cars, and Prentiss said:

"Do you think he killed the women?"

"He's a creepy boob-and-ass-staring guy, but my intuition says no. He would make a better suspect if there were a sexual component to the murders. You should check out his alibis, though."

"All his talk about hacking could be a way to get back at the hospital for firing him."

"I suspect he's bitter for being let go—who wouldn't be? He also plays the victim card well, but everything he said sounds plausible. It might be worth checking his social media accounts. If you need confirmation on the hacking, you can ask this Petrov character when you check Whitehead's alibi. But you have enough to arrest Brickman with Kayla Ellis' testimony. Testing the syringe, I gave you should help to substantiate her story. Just remember I was never here when you speak to Townsend."

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 47

 

 

WHILE DRIVING HOME FROM the meeting with Whitehead, I received a call from Detective's Assistant Jackie Orvar wanting to discuss her research. I cautioned her that being seen with me would not help her career. She was insistent and suggested an early lunch at Pablo's, an authentic hole-in-the-wall Mexican place, where English was the second language in the kitchen. It was far enough out of the way, to be assured of not meeting anyone from the police department. The place was pure kitsch. The murals covering the walls and ceiling depicted Rancho San Francisco, imagining what the Bay Area might have looked like in the 1800s.

The Maître d' showed us to a table for two, and the waiter quickly brought a basket of chips with mouth-numbing salsa. Jackie ordered a guacamole salad, and I went for a steaming bowl of chicken tortilla soup, which came with a plate of fixings.

"I've been researching the list you gave me, and it gets stranger and stranger," Jackie began. "Remember I told you all the children on it died from cancer."

"We talked about malpractice, which wouldn't be a police matter," I said. "And we know Beth was working on an article about parents who had lost children to illnesses like cancer. That's what she told Ananda Willis and Doctor Walker."

The waiter arrived with our meals, and we both attacked the freshly made dishes.

"That's not the weirdest part," Jackie continued. "I was searching for a common factor linking the children. The dates on the list span fifteen years. In that time, hundreds of children in the area have died from cancer. So, what is special about these thirty children, I wondered."

"Just what did you find?"

"Something that might answer the question of why the children were on the same list. We already know they were all treated by Dr. Walker at Abbey Mount Hospital. I'm aware it's already a line of inquiry."

I nodded and drank my soup, wanting Jackie to hurry up and get to the point.

"I looked into their parents, where they lived and worked, what they were involved in. I found that all the children had at one time lived at the Brockway Apartment complex for a year or more. Every one of them was living there in the months leading up to the child's cancer diagnosis. Odd, don't you think?"

"It is curious. You think something there could be giving them cancer? If it's in the environment, it wouldn't be a police matter," I said. "Environmental Health would investigate. From what I've read of Beth, it would be the kind of story that would get her attention."

"What if a nearby factory is dumping toxic waste and it's seeping into the groundwater, poisoning the kids?" Jackie regarded me with a raised eyebrow.

"Wouldn't they have other symptoms like dizziness and trouble breathing long before they got cancer? And the parents would be affected too. I'm not a doctor, but I had some medical training in the military."

"I suppose you're right. It seemed like such a good lead," she conceded.

We spent the rest of the meal discussing Jackie's love life, my lack of one, and we solved most of the country's political disagreements.

 

I ARRIVED BACK AT my cottage with less certainty than I'd shown Jackie about what could have caused the children's illnesses, and how it related to the Brockway Apartments. The connection seemed to quash the idea that Beth was looking into medical malpractice. I spent the next hour Googling environmental cancer causes and looking into Dr. Walker's background in pediatrics.

A call from Prentiss interrupted my thoughts.

"I don't know why I'm telling you this when you're suspended," he said, "but Andrei Petrov has confirmed everything Whitehead told us about the hack. Brickman did threaten the lives of several people, including the Baker kid, so we're going to pull him in for questioning. I also met Kayla Ellis and got a formal statement from her. Brickman will need a cast-iron alibi for the night of Baker's death, for me not to arrest him for murder."

I told him what I'd learned from Jackie at lunch, but he dismissed it saying I saw dark conspiracies everywhere I looked.

After I hung up, I cursed Prentiss for his narrow view of policing. From my online search, I'd found one possibility. It seemed farfetched, but it would be easy to rule out if I borrowed the right equipment. 

 

I MET CHRIS ANDREWS in the deserted parking lot of Tony's Beverages. Tufts of dead grass growing through the cracked pavement were choked with fast food packaging and condom wrappers. It was a popular place for young people to hang out after dark. The liquor store had gone out of business three years earlier after racketeering charges were brought against its owner, Tony Duvaletti. The building was tainted by the scandal and had stood empty ever since. 

"Are you sure about this?" Andrews set a carryall holding the tools and equipment I'd requested on the concrete. "If this is the problem, the State Environmental Health folk need to investigate."

"I need to check out the possibility," I said. "I can't just leave it hanging out there."

He showed me how to use the gadgets, then helped me load everything into my backpack.

"Have you seen Townsend?" I asked. "I like to keep my enemies close. Now I'm not going to the station every day, I've no idea what he's up to."

"I haven't seen him, but I'm keeping an eye on your interests. Prentiss isn't always the sharpest knife in the drawer, but he's not Townsend's boy either." He handed me a snub-nosed revolver and a box of ammo. "I didn't know if you had a backup weapon, so take this. Everyone misses you. Just be careful—okay?"

I thanked him and drove back to the main road but hadn't gone more than a couple of blocks before a black SUV—possibly an Explorer—caught my attention in my rearview mirror. Something about the driver didn't look right. Pascoe? I executed a right turn at the next lights, and the SUV followed. 

Time to shake him off. 

In the downtown where Church Street crosses Canyon Creek Road, there was a junction without a left turn filter arrow at the lights. The place was notorious for traffic backups, and locals knew to avoid it like the plague. The City's response to complaints was that a left turn lane would require demolishing several buildings and just wasn't feasible. I was first in line at a red light there, with my tail right behind me. As soon as the lights turned green, I gunned the Jeep and turned left, narrowly missing an oncoming truck. It was the first vehicle in a long line of traffic preventing my tail from making the turn and following me. Two more quick turns ensured that he wouldn't know which way to go to catch up. As soon as I was in the clear, I drove to the Brockway Apartments.

The sun was low in the sky by the time I'd parked the Jeep between two abandoned cars at the back of the parking lot. I crossed my fingers that the wheels would still be there when I returned. After checking both weapons, I stashed the smaller gadgets in my jeans pockets and hoisted the backpack onto my shoulders. 

My first stop was to be a maintenance shed I'd previously seen behind the apartments. Perhaps noxious chemicals stored there were leaking into the ground, poisoning the kids. To hide my movements, I ducked down and jogged to the tree line beyond the piles of discarded trash. The dense foliage gave me excellent cover, as I threaded my way through the pines and cedars. A noise from behind made me freeze, and I scanned the darkening woodland, listening intently. Hearing nothing more than squawk of the chiquitas, and the thumping of my heart, I pressed forward. After my precautions, any sound was more likely made by deer than humans.

The shed was mid-way between the tree line and the Brockway Apartments. The maroon paint had mostly flaked off, leaving the wood siding exposed. I froze when a pair of blue jays startled me as they took flight from a nearby oak tree. The roll-up door facing me was large enough for a riding mower. I tried pulling it up by the handle, but it was firmly bolted inside. 

I walked around the perimeter and found a door secured with a padlock. It looked recently oiled. A crowbar from my backpack made short work of prying off the hasp and lock. As the door creaked open, a wave of hot air carrying the stench of gasoline and chemicals assailed my nostrils. Just inside, I found a light switch, and a double fluorescent blinked into life, casting a green glow on a riding mower and a tractor. The shed was about twenty feet square. Dust covered everything, making it seem like I was stepping back in time. I swept my flashlight along shelves of abandoned gardening and rodent control supplies. The rusty cans hadn't been touched in a long while, but there were no suspicious leaks. In places, the dust was smudged, showing more recent human activity. 

At the far end of the shed, someone had pushed a workbench against the back of the roll-up door. When my flashlight beam hit it, a chill ran through me. Three cans of lacquer thinner and a coil of pyrotechnic fuse sat next to two plastic water bottles filled with a clear liquid. The type of container you might take on a picnic. A short length of fuse protruded from the straw-hole in the lid of each one. All readily available materials. I carefully unscrewed one of the caps and smelled the contents. The noxious smell confirmed they were filled with the lacquer thinner, a highly flammable solvent. It was an amateurish way to start a fire, as the plastic bottle would leave a residue. But the result would be as damaging as anything a professional could do. 

It was imperative that I call it in before the arsonist went to work.

I reached in my pocket for my prepaid phone. Nothing. Damn, it must have fallen out in the Jeep.

Hurrying, I stepped out of the shed door and into the gathering darkness. The first blow glanced off the side of my head. I bent sideways to absorb the impact, as another blow hit me hard in the midriff, doubling me over. Pain radiated throughout my body, and shooting stars shot across my vision. How had I been stupid enough to walk into a trap?

There were two of them. The short one in front of me looked a lot like Pascoe.

"Stupid bitch couldn't mind her own business," a voice from behind said, as his fingers encircled my throat and squeezed. I tried to pull them away, but my assailant was too powerful.

My vision blurred as I tried in vain to breathe while my hand searched for my pistol. 

Then my knees buckled, my legs gave way, and everything went black.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 48

 

 

PRENTISS PARKED HIS TOYOTA behind three police cruisers and a Highway Patrol car blocking Brickman's car from leaving. The security chief's black Honda sat on a lawn, twenty feet from the entrance to the pediatric building at Abbey Mount Hospital. All four doors were wide open after responding officers searched it for weapons. 

It was a curious end to a pursuit that had begun in the downtown area, thirty-five minutes earlier. Officer McAdams had spotted the wanted vehicle and tried to stop it. But Brickman sped away and led her on a meandering chase through city streets, often doubling back on himself. The area was built up, and there were too many pedestrians to employ a pit maneuver to stop the fleeing vehicle. Brickman was not driving excessively fast, though he was blowing through red lights and stop signs, causing several fender benders. 

Other officers had joined in the pursuit, and their radio traffic buzzed with guesses as to where the fugitive might be heading. But they were all proved wrong when Brickman's car turned into the hospital entrance. The Honda came to a halt on the lawn, and the driver jumped out. McAdams chased him on foot into the nearby pediatric building, but he blended into a crowd of parents and children in the foyer. No one was able to tell her where her quarry had gone. She'd stood on tiptoe scanning for his oversized head and shiny pate, but Brickman had vanished.

Prentiss was met in the foyer by Doctor Paul Walker who was in a heated exchange with Officer Smith. Walker turned and jabbed his finger on the detective's chest. "This is outrageous. We can't have you people racing around. There are some very sick children here, and they need peace and quiet."

"There's an armed fugitive in the building. You need to gather everyone you can find and lock yourselves in a room while we search for him," Prentiss said. Without waiting for a response, he addressed Smith. "Where are the other officers?"

 "We have four—one searching each level, but there's no sign of him. They are all we have for now, but more are on the way. I've shut down the elevators, and I'm watching the stairs, so he can't escape from the floor he's on."

"Are there any other ways out of here?"

"The fire exits are alarmed, so we'll hear if he tries to leave that way. We are spread thin in a building this size until reinforcements arrive."

"What's in the basement?"

"It's just storage rooms. I've searched the open ones, but we need a key for the others."

"Who has keys to the basement rooms?" Prentiss turned to Walker.

The doctor led him to a janitor's room, which he opened with his key. On a wall inside, a board with room numbers held corresponding keys on cup hooks. Great, thought Prentiss, a different key for every room. He pocketed all the keys for the basement, and hurried down the broad staircase, leaving Smith to guard the entrance.

The lower level had fewer rooms than the floors above. Prentiss unlocked the first door and flicked on the lights. They revealed a storage area of about twenty-five feet square. Floor-standing pieces of medical equipment, organized in rows with aisles between, filled the room. Much of it was new, and still in its original plastic wrapping. The contents of the second room were similar but included rows of file cabinets, numbered alphabetically. The remaining six rooms were smaller, each holding an assortment of dusty furniture which clearly had not been used in a long while. 

He climbed the stairs and entered the lobby where the rest of the search team had assembled. Smith shook his head—somehow Brickman had slipped out of the building unnoticed.

Prentiss called Andrews and asked him to trace Brickman's phone. After receiving a reply, he disconnected and said, "Our guy's phone is still in the building. They can't say any more accurately than that, but it's here somewhere. It's possible he left it behind to throw us off, but I want you to repeat the search making sure to look in every nook and cranny he could hide in."

"With respect, sir, without tossing the place, it's quite possible we could miss a concealed phone, but no way could we miss a grown man." Smith's comment was met with murmurs of agreement from the rest of the team. "Brickman must have skipped out of a back door. If we hang around inside, we'll lose him again."

Prentiss was reluctant to admit they were right, but he finally said, "Okay, Smith. Take your team and search the grounds while I have another look around inside." As they left, he checked the fire escape doors and opened one. A shrill alarm sounded, and it didn't shut off when he closed the door. Next, he checked the ground floor windows and saw they were all tightly closed with sensors that would trigger the same alarm. 

Brickman had to still be here. But where?

Prentiss stepped outside and walked around the brick building, looking for an exit they might have missed. There had to be a reason Brickman fled here after the chase. He saw it on his third lap around the perimeter. The land sloped down at the west end of the building, and the first-floor windows there were higher off the ground. He could see there had once been a row of smaller windows beneath them. The openings were bricked up, but at one time they would have let light into an area below the ground floor. He remembered the basement ended a good fifty feet short of the wall where he now stood. 

A sizable room had been sealed up.

Prentiss gave Smith a shout. When the officer appeared from behind an adjacent building, Prentiss explained his discovery. Together they strode into the foyer and found Dr. Walker pacing like a caged animal.

"Do you realize what you did when you set the alarm off?" The doctor fumed. "A surgery was in progress. If they had evacuated due to your thoughtlessness, the life of their patient could have been jeopardized. I had to rush to the operating room and tell them the alarm was the idiot police playing around. Otherwise, they would have ended the procedure early. 

"What used to be in the basement at the west end, before it was boarded up?" Prentiss was in no mood to debate Walker.

"What are you talking about?" He glared.

"It's a simple question, doctor."

"I've heard that the cancer therapy center used to be down there, but the area was abandoned and sealed up twenty years ago—long before my time here." 

Prentiss called Andrews again. "Is Brickman's phone still in the building?"

After a pause, Andrews replied, "Yes. It moves a few feet now and then. If I were a guessing man, which I'm not, I'd say it's closer to the west end of the building. But there's no way to tell which floor it's on."

Prentiss disconnected and took the stairs two at a time, with Smith following.

"There must once have been a way into the area from the far end of the corridor, or from one of the end rooms at either side." The prospect of capturing Brickman himself excited Prentiss—perhaps then people would start to take him more seriously. 

The wall at the end of the corridor felt solid. But in one of the two large storage rooms, a line of filing cabinets backed up against the wall separating Prentiss and Smith from the disused treatment center.

"Look there." Smith was pointing to his feet. Marks on the concrete floor showed where the middle two cabinets had in the past been moved away from the wall. When he gave them a pull, they rolled out on casters revealing a hidden door.

"Dollars to doughnuts Brickman is in there, but we'll be sitting ducks if we go through the door," Prentiss said. "He could pick us off one by one."

Thirty minutes later, reinforcements in the form of Sergeant Patterson and his SWAT team were poised in front of the four-foot-high door. He motioned for everyone to stand to the sides. As the door creaked open, Prentiss saw a black void illuminated by distant lights. Patterson raised a bullhorn to his mouth and said, "this is Stockbridge SWAT. Come out with your hands raised, Brickman. We know you're in there." After a short pause, he continued, "You have five seconds to show yourself before we fill the area with tear gas. Rest assured, you will end up complying. It's up to you how uncomfortable it gets."

A brighter light clicked on, and moments later, Brickman appeared. His large frame was stooped for him to see through the opening. "Okay, I'm coming out. Don't shoot." He ducked under the low lintel, then stood with his hands raised, nervously scanning the array of weapons aimed at him. Patterson pulled the security chief's arms roughly behind his back and handcuffed them.

"What's this about? I've done nothing wrong," Brickman spluttered.

"We need to have a conversation downtown about the death of Matt Baker," Prentiss told him.

Brickman shrugged and was led away by two uniformed officers. The SWAT leader insisted on his team first inspecting the hideaway for booby traps and explosives. 

When they were done, Prentiss and Smith stepped through the low door and into the disused therapy treatment center. It was a single large room. The only light came from an office area in a far corner. A cot with blankets and a cabinet full of hanging clothes stood next to a desk covered with an array of computer monitors. The rest of the room was empty save for a couple of pieces of what Prentiss took to be old medical equipment. Faded inspirational posters on the walls were a hangover from the room's former use.

The real-time surveillance images displayed on the four monitors drew their attention. They appeared to be views from other parts of the hospital. Unlike a typical CCTV system which might show corridors and lunchrooms, they cycled through close-ups of employees' desks, and nurses' stations. As the images flashed from camera to camera, Prentiss caught sight of Whitehead making out with Tracy in his home. 

"Look at this." Smith had pulled out a shallow drawer. A black ski mask lay next to a laptop and several pistols and revolvers.

Prentiss lifted out the laptop and powered it up. The Windows login screen was for Patrick Whitehead. "Looks like we also have him for the home invasion." 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 49

 

 

I DRAGGED MYSELF TO MY FEET, but the dingy room gyrated around me, and I had to lean against a wall to keep my balance. The only light came from a narrow window some ten-inches tall set close to the ceiling.

What was I doing here? My memories were fragmented and missing.

Feeling my way around the walls, I found a switch. It brought on overhead fluorescents. The room was bigger than I had first thought—maybe fifteen feet square, with discolored white walls. A few full and opened boxes lay below the window. 

My feet felt like lead as I stumbled to the door and tried the handle.

Locked. 

The door was sturdy and unyielding—throwing my weight against it did nothing more than bruise my shoulder. The narrow window wasn't a possibility either. I'm slim, but there was no way I could squeeze through it. I was trapped in a basement storeroom. How had I let Beth and Ashley's killers lure me here? 

After nine days, I was no closer to uncovering their identity. I didn't doubt they intended for me to die in that room—but how? 

I felt my hair, and my hand came away covered in bright red blood, explaining my throbbing headache and amnesia. My clothing was filthy and wrinkled, but still intact—bra and panties on, jeans zipped, T-shirt tucked in. The men had the opportunity to do whatever they wanted with me, but I told myself I'd know if they had. My trusty Sig Sauer pistol was missing along with the silver revolver Andrews lent me. My radio and cell phone were also gone. In the pocket of my jeans was a piece of equipment that looked vaguely familiar—my attackers must have overlooked it.

Frustrated, I tore into several boxes but found nothing more useful than cleaning supplies. The delivery labels said Brockway Apartments—the scene of Beth's murder. Was there a connection? Peeling my way through layers of fuzzy thoughts, it proved impossible to make sense of what had brought me to the grounds of the apartment building. 

Who would know to look for me here? Chris Andrews for one. I had worked with him for years. When I needed help to continue to investigate the case after Townsend took my badge and weapon, Andrews had been there for me. Was it for show, until I got too close for comfort? And where were the tools, he'd just lent me? I remembered the backpack I was carrying, but my captors had taken it.

The killers had been one step ahead throughout the investigation, and I was forced to ask myself how they'd been able to keep tabs on me. Scott Prentiss, my partner, was relaying details of our inquiry to his new girlfriend. 

Who could I trust?

My hand found a more urgent problem—the door felt unduly hot, and smoke was curling up from the gap at the threshold.

So that was how my captors intended for me to die—they had torched the building.

 

 

AT 8:30 A.M. ON THE DAY after his visit to Patrick Whitehead with Megan Riley, Prentiss used his lights and siren to weave the Police Ford Explorer Interceptor through the congested traffic. His passenger, Chris Andrews, had received an alert saying a fire at the Brockway Apartment Complex had gone to three alarms.

"Tell me again why Riley went to Brockway yesterday," Prentiss asked.

"Remember the list of children's names she found. She believes it's linked to the apartments in some way." As they rounded a corner, Andrews saw a thick pall of smoke rising above the trees a mile ahead. 

"The reporter was using the list for a story on child cancer victims. It's not complicated, but she always imagines some big conspiracy," Prentiss snapped, his voice edgy. "Damn her for putting herself in danger. All she had to do was stay home, and not work on the case."

 Cars and trucks coming the other way were filled with hastily collected possessions—televisions, mattresses, and suitcases. Prentiss braked hard, as the traffic in both directions slowed to a standstill.

"Only emergency vehicles should be driving toward the fire." Prentiss blipped the siren, but nobody moved.

"Go around them, man." Andrews' voice was urgent, nervy.

When the car in front inched forward and stopped, Prentiss yanked the wheel to the right and jolted the Explorer over the curb. The wheels straddled the sidewalk and the grassy verge as they passed the hold-up. Andrews saw that cars in both directions had rear-ended one another. He grabbed the PA system's microphone and announced:

"If your cars are drivable, get them off the road. Do not block emergency vehicles." Andrews repeated his message until they were past the holdup.

Prentiss steered back onto the highway and spurred the car forward. He looked in his rearview. "Some vehicles are complying." 

"Main Street is sealed off a quarter mile ahead," Andrews warned.

When they reached the roadblock, a uniformed officer flagged them down and directed Prentiss to park off the street, so as not to block emergency vehicle access. Andrews counted five ladder engines and three water tankers. Two more were just arriving from the opposite direction. 

They exited the vehicle and jogged toward the seat of the fire. In the parking lot, they passed a line of waiting ambulances.

 "It's the block where Ananda lives." In the distance, Prentiss saw flames licking out of many first-floor windows.

As they neared the conflagration, Andrews recognized the Fire Chief's red helmet and hurried toward him. "Did everyone get out? We're looking for an officer who may still be inside."

"We assisted the elderly folk, then went room to room looking for stragglers, before conditions inside forced us to leave. Everybody is out as far as we know. It's fortunate, so many residents were at work when the fire started. We're using the old picnic area as an assembly point." The Chief pointed to where they'd seen the ambulances. "You should check there."

"Any ideas about how it started?"

"We'll have to wait for the state investigators, but there are multiple points of ignition, so it's intentional for sure."

The picnic area was thronging with people of all ages, many clutching bags brimming with hastily collected possessions. There were women nursing babies, and small children running around unchecked. A few people sat in the back of nearby ambulances covered with blankets, oxygen masks clutched to their faces. Prentiss was relieved to find Ananda seated on a picnic bench.

"Have you seen Detective Megan Riley anywhere?" Prentiss' voice was edgy.

"I haven't. Who was she visiting?" Ananda asked.

"That's the question of the moment, but Andrews is sure she is here somewhere, and she's not answering her cell."

"I have no idea, sorry. I managed to grab some photographs as I ran out. Beyond that, I only have the clothes on my back. I don't know where I'm going to live. They won't let me back in even if they save my apartment. That happened to someone I know. The whole thing is a tragedy."

"You can stay with me for the time being," Prentiss offered.

Andrews appeared with his phone to his ear, and told them, "I can't find Riley. I'm having Mason trace her cell."

"You know she has a new phone. The old one was trashed when Hildegard came after her,' Prentiss said.

Andrews spoke into his phone, then said to Prentiss, "Mason's located her new cell. It's about one hundred feet toward the fire from here and not moving. Let's go and find it."

Prentiss was reluctant to leave Ananda, but at her urging, he raced after Andrews. The first building they reached was untouched by the fire. As they rounded it, they found Danny Ellis staring at the blaze, clutching a handkerchief to his face.

"Danny, have you seen Detective Riley?" Andrews asked.

"No, I haven't." 

"Do you have any idea how the fire could have started?

"I saw two men at the back of my block early this morning. It was barely light, and they seemed to me to be acting suspiciously." 

"Had you ever seen them before?" Prentiss asked.

"It was too dark to tell. Shortly after seeing them, I smelled smoke."

Andrews lifted his phone to his ear and listened. "Mason says we're getting closer to her cell." He pointed at two firefighters who had their hoses trained on a pile of smoldering refuse. "We're going to have to circle around them to reach it." 

They picked their way through the undergrowth and trash, emerging near the maintenance shed, which so far was untouched by the fire. 

"He says we're almost on top of her phone." Andrews searched the ground as he walked around the shed. He caught sight of the broken door lock and picked a crowbar off the ground. "This is mine. It's marked with blue paint. I gave it to Riley yesterday. She was here."

They combed the long grass. Prentiss found the phone ten feet from where Andrews had recovered the crowbar. 

Andrews stepped inside the shed and flipped the light switch. "She's not here, but her backpack with my tools inside is on the floor. Riley must have gone into the apartment building. But why would she leave all this behind? Something must have happened to her."

He stared at the nearest apartment block. It was generating most of the smoke and was the only one with visible flames at many of the windows.

"If she's in there, she's gone," Prentiss said.

Andrews ran to one of the firefighters who had their hoses trained on the back of the building. "One of our colleagues is inside. You have to do something."

"Not much we can do at this stage, pal. The upper floors are about to collapse onto the ground floor. We're letting the structure burn and concentrating on preventing the fire from spreading to the surrounding vegetation. Our biggest concern is a wildfire threatening the city," the fireman replied.

"Can't you look inside. She may be unconscious." Andrews' voice was cracked and raw.

"If your friend is still in there, she's already dead from smoke inhalation. I'm sorry, pal."

Andrews fixed his eyes on Prentiss and said, "If he doesn't look for her, then I will." He ran down the bank and through the open doors into the building, ignoring a chorus of shouting from Prentiss and the firefighters.

The smoke which had seemed thin on the outside seared Andrews' eyes and his throat as soon as he was inside. The heat was intense, and he pulled his shirt over his face for protection. He darted into the nearest apartment and managed to find his way to the bathroom. Andrews stood in the shower and turned it on full, gasping at the cold as the water soaked his clothes. 

Back in the corridor, his flashlight scarcely penetrated the dense smoke. Barely able to take a breath, he dropped to his hands and knees, gasping hungrily at the clearer air near the floor. 

"Riley, hang on. It's Andrews. I'm coming for you," he shouted.

He cleared the next two apartments he came to. The sound of the fire was all around him, a hungry, roaring monster searching for victims. He wondered if this was what death was like. Then he heard a noise that could only be from human activity. A rhythmic banging and rending, separate from the rumbling of the fire.

"Megan Riley," he shouted. "It's Chris. I'm coming for you." The swirling smoke thinned for an instant, and Andrews saw a dark shape cross the corridor in front of him.

"Megan, over here," he gasped as the hot choking smoke enveloped him once again, searing his eyes and lungs. Andrews felt his strength ebbing away, and he collapsed prone onto the concrete floor of the corridor. 

He tried to protest as two pairs of hands picked him from the floor, pulled his arms over their shoulders, and dragged him toward the exit. 

"She's in there. Megan Riley. I saw her," Andrews' voice was a hoarse whisper, inaudible to the firefighters over the roar of the fire and the hiss of their bottled air. Out in the sunlight, they laid him on the grass. Someone clamped a mask over his blackened face and adjusted the flow of oxygen.

"Do you have a death wish, you crazy idiot?" The firefighter fixed his eyes on Andrews. "That was the stupidest stunt I've seen in a long while. You jeopardized my life and my partner's."

"But she's in there, and she's still alive, I tell you." The mask muffled Andrews' voice. His face was smeared with soot and his clothes blackened and disheveled. His eyes looked around frantically.

"Easy, fella," The second fireman said, "If she's in there she's dead, I'm afraid. We think we see people in the haze all the time, but it's just the smoke billowing. You have to let her go."

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 50

 

 

DIRE SITUATIONS WERE no stranger to me—serving as an MP in Afghanistan had taught me, they are a fact of life. My tour of duty had long since ended, but the lessons lived on—along with the flashbacks and sleepless nights.

The smoke was billowing around me, adding urgency to my escape. I figured that two of the walls must be adjacent either to other rooms or to the crawl space under the ground floor. After clearing boxes of cleaning supplies from the nearest wall, I lay on my back and pounded it with the soles of my hiking boots. After breaking through, I switched to bracing my feet against the sheetrock and pulling chunks of plaster away with my hands. It was painfully slow work, and the smoke burned my throat, making me cough and wheeze. When the hole was big enough for me to fit through, I pulled orange fiberglass insulation out in chunks—then stopped short.

I was staring at a concrete foundation wall.

I looked at my other options. The wall beside the door would take me into the smoke-filled corridor; the wall under the window would lead to more impassable concrete. I could only hope the smoke hadn't penetrated the space beyond the remaining one. I attacked the sheetrock as I had before, first punching a hole with my feet and then pulling pieces out with my hands. This time, when I took the insulation out, I had another layer of sheetrock to pummel. When I broke through, a delicious stream of smoke-free air assailed my nostrils.

As soon as my bleeding hands had ripped a large enough hole, I shimmied through and fell into a room housing a line of water heaters and air handlers. Spider webs drifted off heating ducts crisscrossing the ceiling. Trees must have shaded the high window because this place was darker than the storeroom, and I couldn't see a switch for the overhead fluorescents. It felt hot, and I was hit by the realization that there may be no escaping the fire. Exhaustion hung over me like I was walking through molasses as I groped the semi-darkness for an exit.

I tripped over something immovable and went sprawling across the concrete floor, grazing my hands and elbows. Pain shot through my right hip and leg and a wave of weakness threatened to overcome me. I pulled myself into a sitting position and examined my immediate surroundings. I had tripped on the bottom of a flight of wooden steps and landed on a metal toolbox.  

There was a glimmer of hope. 

I pulled myself up and climbed the stairs to a small landing at the top. Ahead of me was a solid door.

Another locked door. 

I clambered back down the steps and found the toolbox. The top was full of boxes of screws and nails, but when I dug deeper, my hand closed on a hammer, then a screwdriver. It took a supreme effort to climb the steps one more time to the door, but I was able to use the tools I'd found to tap the pin out of the bottom hinge. 

It rolled off the wooden landing and clattered on the concrete floor. Moments later, the pin from the middle hinge followed suit. The top one was more problematic. It was a challenge to hold the screwdriver in place and bang it upwards without hitting my hands. After several frustrating minutes, and further skinning my knuckles, the pin was almost out. 

I positioned myself to the side of the doorframe and tapped it the rest of the way. The pin followed its brethren to the floor.

The door didn't move. 

I pried with a screwdriver between the jamb and the hinge side. The door appeared to hang for a moment at an impossible angle, before crashing flat onto the landing and sliding down the stairs. 

The blast of smoke and hot air which enveloped me from the corridor tempered my relief. But this was my only possible escape route from the dungeon where my captors had left me.

Fighting exhaustion, I pressed forward, out of the room, and into the unknown. 

The heat burned my eyes, making it difficult to see much, but I was in the corridor running between the ground floor apartments. A shaft of light came from the open door of the nearest one. Covering my nose and mouth with my shirt, I ran inside. 

The swirling red and blue strobe lights of the fire trucks created a ghostly scene, but the firefighters working the blaze were too far away to see or hear me. I shouldered a chair and hurled it against the window. 

The legs splintered, but the window held fast. I felt I was going to choke from the smoke, as I searched for something hard enough to penetrate the tempered glass.

My hands closed on a weighty glass ornament, and I pitched it at the window. A spider's web of cracks spread across the pane. It shattered and fell to the floor in a myriad of pieces. I placed my foot on the sill and used my last remaining strength to boost myself over it.

All I remember after I landed on the dry brown grass outside, was smoke billowing over me as voices shouted, and hands lifted me. Then, mercifully darkness overtook me once more.

 

 

 

CHAPTER 51

 

 

MY FIRST NIGHT IN THE HOSPITAL was the worst I could remember. After the trauma of my imprisonment and escape, my dreams jolted me awake every thirty minutes. The disturbed sleep was compounded by the noise in the ER, and by doctors and nurses who felt the need to wake me at regular intervals to administer medication, or just to ask how I was. 

I'd fall back to sleep, only to relive Jake's death. In this version of events, he died not at the entrance to the bank but pulling me from the burning Brockway Apartments. We'd reach safety, then Marcus Pascoe would come from nowhere and toss the pair of us back into the fire. Sometimes I'd escape, other times I wouldn't be so fortunate. It was an endless video loop that threatened my sanity, relieved only by the advent of daylight. 

The bandages on my hands complicated the simplest tasks, from eating to relieving myself. Apparently, I'd completely lost several fingernails and broken the rest. My hands had sustained deep cuts. The smoke inhalation had harmed my lungs, and I was covered from head to toe with bruises and abrasions. But I settled for being alive.

After breakfast, such as it was, I figured daylight had vanquished my nightmares and closed my eyes. The nurse had given me another dose of pain pills, and I thought they would help me to catch some dreamless sleep.

It seemed as if I'd only been snoozing for moments when Doctor Jenkins showed up to listen to my chest. He was an old school doctor with a thick head of gray hair, a deep raspy voice, and a twinkle in his eye.

"I'm okaying visitors for you so long as they respect your need to rest. There's one waiting to see you, and I'm going to tell him that. Your lung function is still down, but it will improve in a week or two. I'll check back later in the day, and you should be able to go home then. But you must stay away from work for a minimum of two weeks, and after that, desk duty only for a month while your lungs recover. Your GP will okay your return to full duty. No more burning buildings for you, young lady."

Moments after he swept out of the room, Prentiss walked in. "How are you feeling? They weren't allowing any visitors yesterday. Now the doc says I'm not to tire you out." He pulled a chair to the side of my bed.

"Pretty rough. You don't want to hear me cough."

"We need a brief statement from you." Prentiss was all business.

I told him what I could remember—finding the home-made incendiary bombs in the shed; the assault by Pascoe and another man. But I held back on my real reason for being there.

"So, Pascoe was the arsonist? We didn't see any incendiary materials in the shed when we came looking for you."

"Maybe he used them all when he burned down the apartments," I retorted, trying not to sound a smartass.

"We have some results back from the autopsy on the Baker kid. They collected two DNA profiles. One matches Pascoe, and there's a warrant out for his arrest for kidnapping and torture. We can add arson and attempting to murder you. The second set matches the unknown DNA recovered from Beth Gervais. We'll have to keep looking for a match."

"What's happening with Brickman?"

"He has been arrested, and Whitehead's laptop was found in his hideout, so in addition to Matt's murder, he's been charged with home invasion. But he's not a match for the unknown DNA."

"Makes you wonder what him tying up Whitehead, and his girlfriend was about."

"We may never know." Prentiss shrugged. "Why did you go to the apartments?"

"There's a connection between the lists recovered from both Bennett and Gervais, and the residents at Brockway. All the children on the list lived there at one time. That's all I want to say for now." 

"It's just a coincidence. Hundreds of kids have lived at the apartments since they were built. The rent was low, and people stayed for as long as they could put up with the crappy conditions. You're always reading things into cases that no one else sees."

"So why were Pascoe and his partner so intent on preventing me from going there? They tried to kill me."

"It was just a convenient place to grab you. Who knows what was going through their minds?"

"We still don't know who killed the two women or the motive behind it."

"Ananda has remembered seeing Pascoe from her apartment window with another man on the morning the women were killed."

"What?" I said too loudly. "Ananda said in her statement she never looked out of her window. So, who was the other man?"

"She must have been repressing what she saw, because she only just remembered Pascoe. She has no memory of what the second man looked like. Townsend thinks they were all mixed up in a drug deal gone bad."

"Is he just making stuff up now?"

"You know he's going to fire you for working on a case while suspended, and for gross disobedience regarding the Bennett case."

"And I have questions for Townsend about his behavior on this case, and the Bennett investigation."

"Acting contrite may be a better approach with him."

"Nothing I've done calls for an apology."

"If you're discharged today, Chief Kane wants to see you in his office tomorrow at 1 p.m. It's not looking good for you, Riley."

Ananda appeared at the door dressed in street clothes and said:

"Can you come and find me when you're ready to leave, Scott, so we can drive to your place together."

Prentiss nodded to her.

I said, "Watch out. Townsend will have you for socializing with a witness while on duty. How contrite will you be when he asks you about that?"

Prentiss left without saying another word. Chief Kane had always been my number one supporter, but getting summoned to his office didn't sound at all good. I had a defense for my actions. I didn't trust Prentiss' allegiances enough to share it with him ahead of time. But I wasn't at all sure it would be enough to save my job.

By 2 p.m., Doctor Jenkins had released me. Nurse Perino was helping me get dressed, when Kayla Ellis came into the room, holding the string of a silver balloon.

"Oh, I came to see how you are, and it looks like you're leaving." Kayla looked to have aged a decade since my interview with her nine days earlier. Her hair was mussed, and dark circles ringed her eyes.

"The doctor says I can go home, but I'll have to get a taxi or an Uber. The Jeep Mark loaned me is still at Brockway, if the fire didn't destroy it. Anyway, I couldn't drive with these bandages."

"I can give you a lift. I haven't been completely candid with you, and I want to set the record straight."

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 52

 

 

AS KAYLA ELLIS BACKED her Toyota RAV4 out of the hospital parking space, I said:

"Do you know what my biggest regret will be when I'm fired tomorrow? Not putting away the people who killed Beth and Ashley."

"You've given the police brass far more than they should expect from you. The loss of three close friends is my biggest regret."

"Marcus Pascoe and whoever helped him torture Matt is as guilty as Kent Brickman. They left him for dead in a deserted house, for heaven's sake. And they're still out there. I hope the department will be relentless in pursuing them. It's already strapped for resources, and my leaving won't help one bit." I kept an eye out for anyone following us using the passenger door mirror.

"You need to find a police department where people respect your abilities."

"I'm so worn out after the last few days. I can't think about the future."

"It's not surprising, but you'll bounce back."

"No one else will hire me after they see disobeying an order on my record. They won't care that the person who gave the order was covering up past crimes." It was tough to keep the anger out of my voice. 

"Maybe Kane wants to see you for another reason." Kayla was trying to sound upbeat, but I knew the reality of the situation. And I still didn't know how much I could trust her.

"For all Chief Kane's nice guy facade, when push comes to shove, he will support Townsend," I said. "The lieutenant will be at the meeting to gloat. He's got away with fixing the Coroner's verdict in the Bennett case for his friends."

"Have they offered protection after what just happened to you at the apartments?"

"I figured requesting it would only hasten my departure from the force. They wouldn't do more than have a patrol car drive by every hour. It wouldn't fool my attackers for one minute. I should be safe once I'm a civilian again. I won't be a threat to anyone anymore." I was bone-weary but tried to keep my tone cheerful.

"I wouldn't be so sure about that. These people are cruel and vindictive. You should come and stay with me in Angie's basement. It's out of the way." 

Before I could insist I'd be fine at my cottage, she was speaking to Angie Bennett on her hands-free. When Kayla told her about the attack, and how she felt I was still in danger, Angie wouldn't hear of me staying anywhere else. 

After disconnecting from the call, Kayla said, "We could share the bed if that's okay with you. Otherwise, I'll take the sofa."

"I have no problem with sharing." In the last hour, my opinion of Kayla Ellis had begun to turn around.

 

WE STOPPED AT TARGET to pick up a supply of Band-Aids and dressings. I bought yet another pre-paid phone. I hoped it would survive longer than the last one. Next stop was my cottage, to pick up a few toiletries, clothes, and my laptop.

We were soon both seated on the sofa in Angie's farmhouse basement, waiting for the coffee to brew. Kayla was re-wrapping my hands and fingers so I could use them for the necessities of life. I hadn't experienced anyone taking care of me in a while. While she worked, she said:

"Tell me more about your friendship with Beth."

"When we were children, Beth and I did everything together. We liked the same food, the same movies, the same boys. In our senior year, she accused my father of molesting her. My Dad denied her accusations, and three weeks later, Beth recanted saying she made the whole thing up. I always thought Dad was innocent. I never saw her again until we found her body outside the Brockway Apartments. Life was rough after Dad lost his job, and Mom left. For the next fifteen years, I blamed Beth for our misfortune, convinced that she lied—until four days ago when Beth's half-brother showed me proof my Dad molested her for over a year. I still didn't believe Greg and threw him out of my house. 

I paused for a mouthful of coffee, then continued: 

"That same night, I had a flashback of Beth coming out of Dad's room in the middle of the night, and I knew she had been telling the truth all along. I found nude pictures Dad took of her posing. It was horrible and sickening to see Beth naked and lost. How could he? Had I known the truth, I'd have stayed friends with her, and she'd still be alive. I'm so angry at him—it feels like he violated me too, though I have no memory of him physically doing that."

 "What ifs can threaten our sanity," Kayla said. "Especially if we ruminate on them. I had similar feelings of regret after my mother died when I was twelve. It didn't bring my mother back and caused me all manner of mental problems in my teenage years. I'm mostly over them now, but it took many, many years."

"I'm so sorry to hear that. In my heart, I know you're right."

"How did you end up a detective?" Kayla asked.

"After the turmoil in my teenage years, the army offered stability. I was in the Military Police. Later, the civilian police force seemed a logical progression. My jobs haven't allowed me to form anything but casual friendships. I've never given any consideration to what I would do instead. Now it looks as if the Chief will fire me tomorrow."

"No boyfriend at the moment?" 

I told Kayla about Jake.

When I had finished, she said, "What a tragic story. I am so sorry."

"His death follows me around and won't let go. Jake keeps showing up in my dreams and encroaching on my thoughts."

"My relationships are more um . . . transient. Nothing long term. But I've known some of my sex partners for a while." Kayla finished my hands and regarded me with sympathy. She'd done an expert job, and I could wiggle all my fingers. She poured two steaming mugs of coffee and set them on the table, together with a USB flash drive, saying:

"Maybe this will help. It's Matt's, and he told me where to find it before he was abducted. He didn't want the fruits of his hacking to go to waste. I'm sorry I didn't bring it to you sooner. I've never held a high opinion of cops, but you're different, honest."

"What's on it?"

"I'll show you as long as I can keep the contents for articles."

"I'm about to become a private citizen, so what I say doesn't mean anything. The police can't prevent reporters from reading information, regardless of how they came by it."

"Some of the files require a password. I've searched for one without any luck. I can open Bennett's police files, but you've already seen them. There are also emails between the Mayor and several developers. So many that I haven't had time to read them all."

"Even if I stay in the police force in some capacity, I can't build a case based on illegally obtained evidence. It would be thrown out of court. But possession isn't a crime, so I'd like to read everything you have." I fetched my laptop, booted it, and plugged in the flash drive.

"You're still talking like a cop, Megan. Attagirl. " Kayla gave me a wan smile.

"I'll need cop-speak in my next job. As a night security guard. Or maybe I'll work as a store guard, watching for shoplifters." I clicked on the new drive and folders appeared on the screen. I'm wondering what's in the ones needing a password."

"I've tried his birthday, his middle name, anything I can think of. It can't be a complicated password if he wanted me to read the files."

"There's just one picture here, and it's Matt, isn't it?" I clicked on the thumbnail and turned the laptop for Kayla to see.

"That's Matt and his kitty. I couldn't find her anywhere when I was in his apartment. She must have run off when his computers were taken. I hope someone's feeding her."

"Funny there's just the one picture. What's the cat's name?"

"Marmalade . . . what is it?" Kayla saw an idea had hit me. A look of realization crossed her face. "You don't think that could be it?"

"Let's try." I clicked on one of the encoded files and typed Marmalade into the password prompt. It opened, and a page of email headers filled the screen.

Kayla clasped a hand to her mouth. "Oh, my God. How was I so stupid?"

We spent the rest of the day reading the files and printing out the ones most relevant to the case. A discussion between hospital executives and developers about the sale of twenty acres of land known as The Devil's Pasture on the south side of the hospital campus piqued our interest. The more we read, the wider our eyes became. 

"Matt must have given everything that's here to Beth. She was killed when the people in these conversations got wind of what she knew. They had to silence her," I exclaimed. "As I've said, I can't present information hacked off a computer as evidence to Chief Kane."

"What if I publish what we know in The Examiner? It's hot enough for other news organizations to pick it up."

"Ordinarily you'd be opening yourself to legal action," I said. "But everything I've read tallies with what I already know. I do want to be careful the killers aren't tipped off by a newspaper article, giving them time to flee before the police can apprehend them."

"What if it's published in The Examiner the day after tomorrow, and I give you an advanced copy for your comments." Kayla made air quotes with her fingers. "You can give me the usual bullshit about police looking into it." 

"I'll be able to wave the advance article in Chief Kane's face tomorrow. I'll have to downplay Matt's hacking, for now, so don't reveal your sources in the article. We might also need an extra day to round up the suspects."

"I never reveal my sources. Why don't we pool what we know and write it together but publish it under my name? Kayla Ellis, crime reporter extraordinaire."

"You'd have to keep my hand in it a secret until your dying day."

"Deal." 

At dinner time, Angie put together a sumptuous meal of chicken with roasted vegetables. We were both famished and swilled it down with beer, as we drafted the exposé. When we were done, Kayla called her editor, Max Dixon, and told him her plan, without mentioning my name.

After hanging up, she said, "I've always wanted to say that—hold the front page." Kayla's eyes sparkled, her voice trembled with excitement.

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 53

 

 

MARCUS PASCOE FINGERED the silver snub-nose .38 revolver in his ankle holster. If the man wearing the red bandana didn't zip up his pie hole, he would zip it for him.

"The Price is Right is starting on channel thirty-three." The man exclaimed, reaching for the remote on the low table. He was bald under his headscarf, and an overgrown walrus mustache drooped from his upper lip. 

"Pick that up, and I'll break your fingers." Pascoe intoned in a clipped voice. Or maybe I'll really hurt you, he thought. Permanently.

He leaned back in a shabby chair that must be older than the once grand building housing the Stockbridge Hostel. Back in the day, he thought, the house must have been a fancy place full of wealthy people. As a boy, Pascoe had imagined himself living somewhere like that, but nothing ever worked out the way he wanted. Things had been going downhill ever since he borrowed the one hundred grand from the construction advance. The shit-for-brains public defender didn't tell the judge the money was just a loan. The kid was straight out of law school—barely old enough to shave. It was all a big misunderstanding for which he spent three years inside, much of it in solitary.

After he got out, Detective Davies convinced him to testify against the Mayor and Joey Sands in return for not turning him in for a parole violation.

 Thankfully, Buddy had rescued him and given him the money to set himself up in Mexico. Leaving his car in San Francisco to confuse the cops was a stroke of genius. Townsend had been following him, but Buddy seemed to know how to buy the cop off. Pascoe remembered Detective Townsend, as he was then, was nowhere to be seen when he made his getaway. 

Pascoe grew up in Guanajuato, Mexico and that was where he returned after escaping from Detective Davies. He was going back there any day now, as soon as his money came through. Back to where he'd be safe. The Mexican authorities wouldn't extradite him to the US for a capital offense to face the death penalty. But right now, he was stuck in this dump surrounded by morons like bandana man and the young couple in the corner. It was a small consolation that Buddy was paying his room and board.

"You need to learn some common decency. Give and take makes the world go around." Red bandana slapped his lips when his mustache caught in his mouth as he spoke.

Marcus Pascoe rose to his feet and towered over the man, his fists balled, ready to strike. "I'm not going to warn you again." His words were slow and deliberate. Two kinds of people stayed at the hostel: those who put on airs and graces like this guy and those who behaved like animals, like the couple in the corner. The girl had her hand down the boy's bulging pants, while as his arm moved rhythmically under her skirt.

Red bandana saw a dark rage behind Pascoe's pale blue eyes and shrank back in his seat. "No problem, pal."

The Channel Four News jingle played, and the camera cut to the anchor. "Good morning, this is the news at nine. I'm Kelly Walsh." Pascoe thought she was hot for a woman of her age. Perhaps he should look her up. "Topping the news at this hour, a manhunt is underway for two men who kidnapped a Stockbridge detective and left her for dead in an apartment complex. It is believed they started a fire that destroyed the Brockway Apartments. Police are speculating it was to hide their crimes. Stockbridge's Detective Prentiss told Channel Four Live News that Detective Megan Riley is recovering from her ordeal and is expected to make a full recovery. He warned that one of the men, Marcus Pascoe, is extremely dangerous and should not be approached. They have yet to identify Pascoe's accomplice."

The bitch detective was still alive.

Pascoe clenched, as his booking photo from six years ago flashed on the screen. He looked younger back then. People wouldn't recognize him now.

"That guy could be your twin brother," Red bandana said in a gravelly voice. "You're not from around these parts, are you?"

Pascoe walked over to the man and pulled him out of the chair. An uppercut to his chin made the loud crack of splintering bone and teeth. The man collapsed to the floor and lay motionless. He should have gone back to sneaking glances at the blond chick and her boyfriend groping one another in the corner, instead of annoying him, Pascoe thought.

On this trip back to The States, his streak of bad luck had continued, he reflected. The bitch detective seemed to have nine lives. Like a fucking cat. The whack on the head at the construction site was enough to take her out of the game. Then, he could have sworn she was dead when they left her in the storeroom. But he didn't bother checking, knowing the fire would finish her off. She had no right to even be at the Brockway Apartments. He'd tried to torch her house, the night before. Somehow, she knew he was there and chased him. Marcus Pascoe had twice let a girl run him off and escape from his clutches. He was oh-for-three with her. He'd lost his touch.

Then there was the oriental reporter bitch. She had asked too many questions and somehow seemed to know what they were up to. He'd pulled her into the back seat of the Explorer—heck, she was light as a feather—but she could kick and scratch. Until those two overgrown schoolboys stepped in. More people who ought to have minded their own fucking business. That was the problem with California. Everyone was in your face, trying to push their way into your life. It was time for him to head south. Buddy had promised to give him travel money. With any luck, he'd be back in time for the Cervantine Festival—an excellent time to pick wallets from unsuspecting tourists who ventured that far south. And to enjoy the beautiful women. Californian chicks were stuck up, disrespectful, and needed to be taught a lesson. Mexican girls were much more accommodating, willing.

He didn't fit in here.

Red bandana lay on the floor, not moving. Blood streaked from both sides of his mouth. Pascoe needed ciggies and a bottle from the mini-mart. He was thinking it would be an excellent time to get them when a commotion at the hostel entrance drew his attention. Red and blue strobe lights swept the front windows. Two uniformed cops came through the double doors, their guns drawn and ready for action.

 "That's him." The blond girl from the corner of the room was with them and pointing his way. Pascoe pulled his collar up, his baseball cap down, and hurried toward the door leading to the rear garden. Once outside, he ran across the lawn and vaulted over the back fence.

He didn't quite clear it and landed heavily on the sidewalk, twisting his right ankle. Pain shot up his leg. Crap! His truck was only two blocks away. Pascoe held onto the fence and managed to stand. His foot wouldn't take much pressure, but he could hear the cops in the garden, trying to figure out which way he'd gone.

He'd made it to the street corner by the time the first cop cleared the fence. He started to go for the revolver in his ankle holster, but the young officer had the drop on him and yelled:

"Freeze, asshole. Reach for the gun, and you're dead."

 Pascoe saw the young patrolman look down the sights of his pistol and for a moment wondered whether his best choice was to go for his revolver and have the cop shoot him dead.

Then he raised his hands above his head in surrender.

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 54

 

 

"DETECTIVE, I HAVE A PROBLEM." Chief Kane's gray eyes scanned me like an animal sizing up its prey. He was sitting behind his desk with what looked like my personnel file open in front of him. Off to his right side, Townsend regarded me impassively with his elbows on the arms of his chair and his fingers steepled. Kane continued, "Glen here thinks I should fire you for working while suspended and for disobeying his direct orders. In the past, I've always found you to be a valuable member of the force."

"Please, let me explain," I shuffled in my seat, not at all confident I'd escape from the room with my career intact.

"My spies tell me you have news about the spate of crimes vexing us. Why don't you start there, while I decide which way to go?"

"Five days ago, I found a list of names in Beth Gervais' gym locker. We discovered they are all children who died of cancer. The dates of their deaths are shown on the list. Jack Bennett's police report shows he had the exact same document in his desk when he died."

"This is preposterous." Townsend exploded. "You heard what she said yourself, Wes. She's been investigating a closed case after I suspended her from duty. Keep digging, Detective. They won't be giving you a medal for any of this."

Kane raised two fingers to silence him. "Lieutenant Townsend has a point, but do continue, Riley."

"We believed Beth Gervais was using the list for an article and we looked into whether she was investigating medical malpractice. Another theory had her writing a piece on parents who lost children to cancer. Neither explanation answers why Bennett had the same list. We found that the children all at one time lived at Brockway Apartments. Perhaps Gervais discovered the environment there was making them sick. To rule the possibility out, I took a Geiger counter to the apartments, where, as you know, two men attacked me and left me for dead. My assailants foolishly left it in my pocket. I'd set it to record, and it continuously chronicled the radiation level during my imprisonment there." 

I placed the device on Kane's desk and pressed a couple of buttons, then continued: "You can see it shows dangerously high levels of radiation at the Brockway Apartments."

"She was at Brockway illegally. Anything she found is inadmissible," Townsend exclaimed.

"Be quiet, Glen, or I'll ask you to leave." Kane nodded to me to continue.

"I was inside the apartment building because someone left me there to die in the fire."

Kane said, "I understand, Detective. Please continue."

I pulled two sheets of paper from a file folder, set them in front of Kane, and said, "Kayla Ellis, the reporter, gave me the preview of an article appearing in tomorrow's Examiner for my comment. So far, I've declined to give her one. It tells the history of why there is radiation at Brockway, the illness and deaths it caused, and who is responsible. Ellis got her information off a flash drive, given to her by Matt Baker, the murdered hacker. He stole it from the computer of Abbey Mount Hospital CEO Bill Lewis. It cannot be used as evidence because the information was illegally obtained. So, I spent the morning finding legitimate sources that verify what is in the article. Kent Brickman is in custody, and when I interviewed him, he was exceptionally forthcoming. His testimony, together with documents retrieved from his hideaway in the old radiotherapy treatment center, independently verifies everything she's written."

"She did all this while suspended. No part of it will ever be admissible in court," Townsend grumbled.

"Shut the hell up, and let her speak, Glen." Kane fixed the lieutenant with an icy stare.

"I'll paraphrase what Ellis wrote," I continued. "Twenty-two years ago, Buddy Olsen's construction company built a new cancer treatment center for Abbey Mount Hospital. New radiotherapy equipment was purchased, so the old treatment equipment, from the space they were closing, needed to be decommissioned. Because it held radioactive materials, the disposal was going to cost tens of millions of dollars—funds the hospital didn't have. Olsen and CEO Lewis came up with a plan. They would bury the machines in an undeveloped piece of land next to the hospital, called The Devil's Pasture. Apparently, it got its name when a family of seven died after picnicking there in 1890. The current theory says they died from food poisoning. To buy Olsen's silence, Lewis sold him the twenty-acre site for a dollar. Olsen collaborated with Sands and Bennett to construct the Brockway Apartments on the site. No one ever considered that the radiation could be a health hazard—until Doctor Walker emailed Lewis alerting him to a spike in the number of rare childhood cancers at Brockway. Lewis was naturally concerned and had Walker update him regularly with details of the cancer deaths there. He kept a list of the names of the children who'd died because of the decision to bury radioactive equipment. As it turns out, children were the most sensitive to the leaking radiation. Doubtless, adults were affected, but he only tracked children. Matt Baker found the list among the files from Lewis's computer. When he read old emails, he realized the list's significance and passed the information to Gervais for a news story. We don't know how Bennett got hold of the list, but it led to his death."

"What do we know about Walker?" Chief Kane stepped to a side cabinet, poured a glass of water from a jug, and handed it to me.

"We don't have any evidence that Walker had knowledge of the radiation problem at the apartments. As far as I can tell, only three people knew from the beginning—Lewis, Brickman, and Olsen. Jack Bennett found out shortly before his death. His wife, Angie, says he became very distressed and talked about coming in to make a statement. He was killed to prevent that, and the murder was covered up as a suicide. There are discrepancies in the police report. In this crime scene photo, you can see the weapon is on the wrong side of Bennett's body for him to have killed himself." 

I handed a glossy to Kane.

"Also, no one knows where the weapon that killed Bennett came from," I continued. "His own revolver was loaded and in his desk drawer. I had the pistol retested, and Jack's fingerprints aren't even on it. However, there is contact DNA on the trigger which matches the unknown DNA found on Beth Gervais and Matt Baker. Whoever killed Bennett also murdered Gervais and tortured Baker."

When I paused for a gulp of water, Townsend said:

"I thoroughly investigated Jack Bennett's death, and everything pointed to suicide. If there's fresh evidence contradicting that conclusion, I'll look into it."

Ignoring the Lieutenant's weak attempt to wriggle out of his predicament, I said, "Beth Gervais must have questioned the wrong people for her article. They murdered her to prevent her from writing about the radiation problem. Ashley Logan was killed after she saw the person who searched their house. When the killers discovered that the reporter's information had come from Matt Baker, they took his computers and tortured him, trying to get him to tell them where he had stored the data."

I gulped another mouthful of water and said:

"This is where the story gets complicated and why the case took so long to solve. Two people knew about the hack from Lewis's computer, and that it would reveal the conspiracy. They were both trying to contain the situation, but neither knew what the other was up to. The first was Brickman, who killed Baker when he tried to revive the hacker from a coma. A second person with Pascoe as his accomplice killed the women and tortured Baker. Neither assailant knew that Baker had left details of the conspiracy for Kayla Ellis to find in case of his death, and it became their undoing. When they did find out, they made a clumsy and unsuccessful attempt to abduct her."

"And do we know the identity of this mystery person?" Kane leaned forward with his elbows on his desk, while Townsend looked disengaged, a grim expression on his face.

"We picked up Marcus Pascoe overnight, and I just came from interviewing him with Detective Prentiss. When confronted with the DNA evidence linking him to Matt's kidnapping and torture, he confessed, saying he did it with Buddy Olsen. Pascoe is effectively telling us the mystery DNA belongs to Olsen, which puts him squarely in the frame for both women's murders, and for the shooting death of Jack Bennett. Pascoe is trying to paint Olsen as the ringleader saying he was paid for his involvement."

I paused again for a gulp of water, and Kane said, "This is excellent work. We must put out a BOLO for Olsen forthwith."

"Already done, sir. Pascoe also admitted torching the apartments with Olsen. He says Joey Sands paid to have it done so he could rebuild up-market homes. Pascoe is claiming it was Olsen's idea to leave me there after setting the fire. We'll see what Olsen has to say. They both wanted rid of me because I was getting too close to the truth. Pascoe won't admit to anything else, but the evidence says he also assisted Olsen with Logan's murder."

"We need to bring Olsen in to hear what he has to say. Nothing good I imagine,' Kane said. "You've uncovered the culprits behind the crimes that have puzzled us all. You're reinstated retroactively, and you need to get back to work immediately."

"But Wes, she's seriously breached policies; done all this work while she was suspended. She went off in the wrong direction too many times." Townsend insisted.

Kane turned to the lieutenant. "It's Chief Kane to you. You tried to take the investigation in the wrong direction, Townsend. Riley found the culprits and closed the case."

"There's a reason for that," I said and handed two printed sheets to Chief Kane. "This is a series of emails Baker got from CEO Lewis' computer. In them, Olsen and Townsend discuss what to do about the nosy bitch detective. He's referring to me, of course. Townsend asks for the usual payment for taking care of her. We can only imagine what he intended to do to me. The emails won't stand up in court, because of how we came by them. However, the tech guys are close to unlocking Lewis's computer and recovering the originals."

"Do I need to read these?" Kane asked Townsend.

"I can explain everything," The lieutenant began, his voice thick with guilt. "Dottie is sick, and her treatment is going to cost a fortune. I just pointed the bitch in other directions. I never intended to harm her."

"Stop right there," Kane shouted, his face red. "I don't want you wriggling out of this because you haven't got legal representation." He pulled a pair of handcuffs from a drawer and slid them across his desk to me. "Arrest him, Riley, and get a full statement. And I mean full. This isn't his first rodeo, but it will be his last. And see if you can talk Kayla Ellis into delaying publication for a couple of days while we sort out this unholy mess. Promise her an exclusive if you must. We don't want to see any details of this case in the news until we've arrested Lewis and Olsen. You know the drill."

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 55

 

 

THE MORNING AFTER my meeting with the Chief, I didn't know my reckless courage that day would threaten my life and my career. 

The squad room was buzzing with activity. With Pascoe, Brickman, and Townsend all in custody, inspectors and state attorneys to coordinate, and search warrants to execute, there was a mountain of work. We had so much to do that Chief Kane assigned Detectives Turner and Chaplin to me full time. I grudgingly accepted their assistance and sent them to bring in Abbey Mount Hospital CEO Bill Lewis for questioning.

Jackie Orvar and Chris Andrews had willingly taken on assignments outside the scope of their jobs. As lead detective, I used the squad room whiteboard to coordinate everyone's tasks. The Chief had floated the idea of getting help from Sacramento, but I'd rejected his offer for now. Wes Kane was not a micro-manager and accepted my decision while offering to use his position to cut through roadblocks.

Forty-five minutes after he'd left, Turner called to say they had found Lewis dead at his home. He was slumped over the desk in his study, after apparently shooting himself in the head with a small-caliber revolver, registered to him. I managed to locate Medical Examiner Cliff Jackson in the mortuary and dispatched techs Kramer and Mason to meet him at the crime scene. I recalled Chaplin—we didn't need two detectives attending a death which was almost certainly a suicide.

In the mid-morning, I received a call saying Officers McAdams and Smith were in pursuit of a truck owned by Buddy Olsen and were requesting back up. I was still driving the loaner Jeep from Mark Davies, so Prentiss and I jumped into his Toyota Highlander. He attached a magnetic dome light to the roof and hit the gas.

As we sped past the Brockway Apartments, I saw a State of California trailer parked near the charred remains of the buildings, and figures in radiation protective suits combing through the debris. Kane had called in cleanup assistance from Sacramento—buried radioactive medical equipment was not your typical toxic spill and was well beyond the city's capabilities.

Emma McAdams reported the vehicle they were pursuing had turned into the site of the new DMV building. Moments later, she said Olsen had fled into the part-built structure, and they were taking fire. She also warned us to watch out for a group of angry construction workers, who seemed to want to protect Olsen. By the time we arrived, a dozen of them were sitting on a telehandler and a couple of front loaders blocking the entrance gate. Prentiss stopped the Highlander some distance away and said:

"Now, what do we do?" We could hear sporadic gunfire from behind the protesters. On the radio, McAdams was saying Olsen had her pinned down with Smith, behind the doors of their patrol vehicle.

"There's another way in at the back. They probably think we don't know about it. Are you able to see if it's clear of workers?" I asked McAdams. 

"I can just make it out past the side of the trailer," she told us. "I don't see anyone there, but be advised Olsen has climbed high up on the unfinished structure. From there he can lay down fire over a wide area."

"Copy that."

"We need to wait for SWAT," Prentiss insisted.

"I don't know how long McAdams and Smith can hold out," I replied. "Let's head to the back way in and see if there's anything we can do to draw fire away from them."

I had Prentiss drive another quarter mile down the street and turn left onto a dirt road. We were soon barreling down trails, barely wide enough to accommodate the SUV. Prentiss weaved the vehicle around fallen branches and trees until we arrived at the rear of the site. The gap in the fence wasn't wide enough to drive through, so we jumped out and ducked in on foot to the sound of gunfire.

I yelled for Prentiss to keep his head down, which brought back memories, none of them good, of my service in Afghanistan.

"This is crazy. Can't we wait for SWAT?" he shouted, once we were inside.

"Stay here and make sure he doesn't escape this way. I'll go in and see what I can do."

Prentiss took a position behind a pile of lumber. I zigzagged my way to the rear of the structure, darting from one stack of building materials to another. My breath was coming in wheezes, no doubt due to the smoke damage to my lungs. I thought Olsen hadn't seen me until the dirt around me kicked up from gunfire. Once I reached the back of the structure, I flattened myself against the plywood sheathing and kept my Sig Sauer pointed toward the roof. I was counting on Olsen having to lean past the overhang to fire on me. 

On my last visit here, I'd noticed that the walls of the main stairwell were concrete, to preserve the exit for the building's occupants in case of a fire. They would offer me some protection while I figured out how to climb to Olsen's position on the roof. Sweat dripped from my forehead, and ran down my chest and back, as I inched my way there, following the same path as when I chased Pascoe almost a week earlier.

 By the time I slid through the rough opening for the building's main entrance, my breathing sounded ragged. Maybe the hospital doctor was right about taking time off. The stairs would get me as far as the second floor, but I'd need to climb a ladder left by workmen to reach Olsen's position.

I kept my pistol aimed high, and my back pressed to the wall, as I crab-walked up the first flight of stairs. When I reached the landing, a hand and half a forearm appeared over the top of the concrete. It held a semi-automatic pistol, which Olsen fired blindly into the stairwell. 

Come on, show your head, Buddy.

Then, my army training came into play. I Ignored the rounds thudding into the boards where I stood and took careful aim. My second shot hit Olsen's arm as evidenced by his squeal and his pistol clattering to the plywood at my feet.

It was round one to me, though he undoubtedly had a backup weapon. I climbed the ladder slowly, keeping my pistol aimed at the top of the concrete where I'd last seen him. Four feet from the top was a plank, suspended between a beam and a rung of the ladder. Holding my pistol at eye height, I crouched on the plank and backed away from the wall where I'd last seen my quarry. Once in position, I palmed the sweat from my face and jumped up with my pistol sweeping the roof, ready to fire at him. 

Olsen was nowhere in sight.

I climbed onto a joist and squatted, all the while sweeping my weapon left and right. A trail of bright red blood showed me where Olsen had retreated across the partially sheathed roof. There was little protection for me up there—too many opportunities for a chance shot between the openings in the trusses. To minimize the profile, I presented to my adversary, I stayed low as I moved snake-like across the ceiling joists. Several of the Band-Aides on my fingers were oozing blood.

I found Olsen at the far end of the roof, straddling one of the roof trusses. He'd removed his shirt and wrapped it around his injured arm.

I yelled for him to drop his weapon. Olsen replied with two erratic shots fired left-handed from a silver snub-nose revolver.

If he was looking for suicide by cop, I wasn't about to oblige.

Again, I yelled for him to give up, but he responded by firing wildly in my direction, striking the rafters above my head. I'd counted six shots, and he began fumbling to reload the revolver.

I'd had enough.

Lying on my belly across the two by eight lumber sent stabbing pains through my bruises, but it allowed me to take careful aim. I wanted Olsen able to speak, so I fired and hit him in the leg. It wasn't police procedure which would have had me put two rounds into his chest. He yelped, dropped hard onto a beam, then disappeared from my view. I scrambled to my feet and stepped across the joists. He was face-down and motionless on the plywood floor of the second level. His revolver had fallen some distance away. 

To reach his prone body, I hung from a ceiling joist, then dropped the last six feet to the floor. Olsen was groaning and holding his injured leg with his left arm. I pocketed his little .38 revolver, handcuffed him, and patted him down. He wasn't carrying any other weapons.

My captive would die from blood loss if I didn't do something quickly. The relatives of his victims deserved more than his quietly slipping into unconsciousness and death. I pulled off my shirt and tore it into strips using them to apply tourniquets to his leg and his arm. He begged me to let him die but didn't have the strength to fight me off. After securing the field dressings, I turned him over and called for an ambulance.

The dispatcher informed me an ambulance was already in route to my location to pick up a wounded officer. Smith? McAdams? It took all my restraint not to vent my anger physically on my captive.

"I had to kill them. Baker hacked Lewis's computer, and they knew everything about what was going on at Brockway. It was a mistake to bury the old equipment on the Devil's Pasture, but by the time we realized kids were dying, there was nothing we could do without exposing ourselves." Olsen's speech was halting, forced.

"Why was Bennett killed?"

"Lewis was an idiot and told him everything. Gave him the list of children's names. Stupid, stupid. Bennett was going to the cops. He had to be silenced."

"Did Joey Sands know what you buried under the apartments?

"No way. Joey is a boy scout."

"It was you who tried to kill me with Pascoe." I heard the whoop of two approaching sirens.

"It was nothing personal. You were getting too close to the truth." Olsen's ice-cold eyes sent a shudder through me.

"Why did you murder Ashley Logan?"

"She was there when Pascoe went to search the house. Marcus is a crazy bastard. He probably enjoyed what he did to her." His voice was becoming shakier and more strained.

I'd heard enough and managed to half drag, half walk him down the stairs. His head was bowed.

Beyond the vehicles blocking the entrance, I could see an ambulance and a firetruck waiting to enter the site. The twenty-five-ton engine was moving forward to engage its front bumper with the telehandler when a construction worker backed it away, allowing the emergency vehicles to pass.

Smith was bent over McAdams near the open door of a bullet-ridden squad car. A bright red plume of blood had mushroomed over her white shirt and down her loosened pants. Smith's face was grim, and we both could see Emma needed immediate surgery to stem the bleeding and save her life. 

Olsen would have to wait for the second ambulance.

 

I HAD BEEN IN THE EMERGENCY ROOM for two hours holding vigil with a group of officers and Emma McAdams' husband until she was out of surgery. Clambering around the DMV building, and tending to Olsen's wounds had ruined my outfit. I'd changed into a t-shirt and jeans I kept in the car for just such an emergency. 

We finally got word that doctors had stopped the bleeding, and McAdams' injuries were no longer life-threatening. They expected her to recover fully.

It was time to see what more I could pry out of Olsen, before returning to the station to start on paperwork. He was in a room by himself, the door guarded by a uniformed officer I didn't recognize. When I entered, Olsen's eyes were closed. A maze of cables and orthopedic slings supported his wounded arm and leg. His uninjured limbs were secured by handcuffs to the bed frame. Nurse Ananda Willis was bent over him. When she saw me, she looked up and spoke in a hoarse whisper, her face seared with guilt:

"Olsen's dead. He must have had a stroke from a blood clot. The injuries he sustained are likely the cause."

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 56

 

 

IT WAS A RELIEF TO SEE Emma McAdams out of recovery and able to take visitors. She was still woozy from the anesthetic and shrugged when I told her about Olsen's death. Rather than tire her out by going into the details of the case, I headed back to the station. 

Chief Kane met me as I entered the squad room and told me to accompany him to a press briefing with Jill Harvey. He fixed his eyes on me, his brow furrowed, and he said he needed to speak to me afterward. 

When I asked the city manager about the Mayor's absence, she would only say she was unavailable and likely to remain so for the foreseeable future. If Vicki Whitehead wasn't eager to answer questions from the press about her close ties with Olsen and Abbey Mount Hospital, she needn't have worried. I didn't expect the Chief to mention either at this meeting. He told me he was going to honor the promise he made to Kayla Ellis. I couldn't see the point of holding the press briefing ahead of The Examiner article. But it wasn't my decision.

Reporters and cameras packed the ground floor conference room. Harvey and I followed Kane to the stage and stood at his side as he stepped to the lectern. Scanning the assembled crowd proved difficult in the face of the bright television lights, but I recognized news reporters from Sacramento and San Francisco television stations. I didn't know what information the Chief intended to give them. From Harvey's puzzled expression, I could see she was as much in the dark as I was. Maybe we were strictly window dressing.

Reading a brief prepared statement, he introduced me as the lead investigator and Harvey as standing in for the Mayor. He said officers chased one of the suspects in the deaths of Beth Gervais, Ashley Logan, and Mathew Baker. The fugitive had climbed on a roof at a construction site and opened fire on the police. One of the officers was being treated at the hospital for a non-life-threatening injury and was expected to recover. The suspect later succumbed to injuries he received in a fall after being disarmed by an unnamed detective.

Bracing his hands on the sides of the lectern, Kane said, "With that, I will open the meeting for questions." The shouts reached a crescendo, drowning his warning that we were not ready to release all we knew.

Questions from reporters came in rapid fire.

"Chief, can you confirm that you are holding suspects, and can you name the person killed today?"

"We have Marcus Pascoe in custody He is cooperating with our investigations into the deaths of Elizabeth 'Beth' Gervais, Ashley Logan and the torture of Mathew Baker. We're also holding Kent Brickman, and he's facing several charges which include killing Matt Baker. I'm not at liberty to release the name of the person who died today, pending notification of his relatives."

"Rusty Beck, Channel Two News. Chief, how does the shooting relate to the people in hazard suits at the site of Brockway Apartments? Have they found something dangerous there?"

"The State EPA is investigating a toxic spill at Brockway. You'll have to wait for their report," Kane replied. I knew for a fact that they had already unearthed radioactive medical equipment.

"Jim Deakins, Sacramento Union. Was the fire a terrorist incident, and do you anticipate more attacks?"

"We know it was not terror-related, but I can't give you more details at this time, beyond saying it was deliberately set, and two local men were responsible."

"Kelly Walsh, Channel Four News. Who is the lead investigator?" 

"As I said previously, Detective Megan Riley led a team of professionals to a successful conclusion. They all deserve your thanks."

"Bill Petit, Stockbridge Examiner. Chief, was Lieutenant Townsend, not part of that team, and where is he?"

"Lieutenant Townsend has been relieved of duty and arrested. The charges he faces are serious, but I'm not yet ready to disclose them."

Reporters tried to and coax more information from Kane by rephrasing the same questions, but he refused to be drawn. When reporters asked about the mayor's whereabouts, he feigned ignorance. I expected he would catch flak from the broader press, after the release of Kayla Ellis' article the following morning.

After ten minutes of dodging questions he didn't want to answer, Kane ended the meeting. The shouting continued as we left the multipurpose room and was still audible as we climbed the stairs to the squad room.

Once we were out of earshot, Kane pulled me aside. "Your actions today were both courageous and incredibly reckless. They'll probably give you a medal. But if you ever don't wait for SWAT again, you'll be out of the police force on your ear. Understood?"

I nodded meekly.

"I'm going to the hospital to visit Officer McAdams. When I return, I want a full debriefing from you, as will the investigators from the Force Investigation Division."

The meetings with the Chief and FID ran late. I declined the offered representation, as the interrogations were standard for an officer-involved shooting resulting in death. 

Afterward, I went to Dirty Mick's Tavern and sat at the bar. I ordered a beer and a burger from Juan, the barman. When my food came, I attacked it voraciously, pausing only to swill it down with beer. I couldn't remember when I last ate.

"Hey, steady on there." Juan fixed his brown eyes on me.

"It's been a hell of a day, I replied.

"Do you want to talk about it?"

"Not really."

"What happened to your hands?"

"It's a long story." I saw more blood had seeped around the Band-Aids.

"I've got time." Juan's smile displayed perfect white teeth.

"You wouldn't believe me if I told you."

"Try me." Juan rested his elbows on the bar and leaned in. His after-shave smelled good.

"I was kidnapped by a couple of bad guys and had to force my way out of a room to escape a fire."

"You're a cop?" Juan was staring at the shield I'd forgotten to remove from my waistband.

"Does it make a difference?" My eyes drifted to his broad shoulders and muscular arms.

"Not at all. My sister is one. Some bastard shot her today."

"Emma McAdams is your sister?"

"Technically my half-sister. Same mother, different father. Were you at the gunfight where she was shot?"

"You could say that. What time do you get off?"

"Becky can take over from me whenever you want."

"Do you want to come back to my place? It's nearby." Jake's specter, and the cloud of sadness that had hung over me since his death had left, at least for the time being.

"On the way, we'll need to swing by the hospital to check on Emma."

"Deal," I said, suddenly feeling free. No way was I going to spend the night alone.

 

 

 

 

EPILOGUE

 

6 Months Later

 

TIME TO MOVE ON

Special by Kayla Ellis, The Examiner's award-winning investigative journalist.

 

Today's column is a recap of my writing over the six months since the Brockway Apartments were destroyed by fire. My regular readers may want to skip it.

On September, the 19th of last year, four days after the disastrous fire at The Brockway Apartment complex, I revealed the horror perpetrated on the residents there and this community by a handful of evil people. Four men—Buddy Olsen, Bill Lewis, Kent Brickman, and Marcus Pascoe—put their financial greed ahead of the welfare of hundreds of people. 

Since then this columnist has kept the public informed on the progress of the investigation, and the punishment of the wrongdoers. I've also tried to answer health questions that residents might have and to point them toward the available resources. My commitment began with a series of world exclusive articles in the immediate aftermath of the fire, for which I was recently honored with a Pulitzer Prize for Investigative Reporting.

 Thankfully, the attention of the world's press has moved on to other matters, and the carnival atmosphere they brought to Stockbridge has subsided. Now seems the right time to step back for a moment and summarize the news I reported during those trying months of uncertainty.

Has there been progress by the government investigations? It's a question deserving more honest answers than we have received thus far.

The radiation hazard at Brockway is still under investigation by a host of government agencies, including the Federal EPA and Cal EPA. To quote from their latest joint report:

The illegal dumping of radioactive materials in the ground at the Brockway Apartments produced a level of radiation that was insufficient to raise the number of health cases above what is considered statistically normal.

The more sensational press reports of mass deaths were premature and inaccurate, but early on, doctors like pediatrician Dr. Paul Walker noticed an increase in rare cancer cases at Brockway. Walker has since refused to comment, citing his cooperation with government agencies. Echoing the more sensible postings on social media, this reporter believes the government is covering up the true magnitude of the past and future illness inflicted on residents. I used to live at Brockway, and time will tell what lasting effects the miscreants foisted upon us. But I can say first-hand, that the monitoring of our health is wholly inadequate. The annual checkups instigated by the state are too infrequent and will cause delays in diagnosis and treatment. For some people, those delays could make the difference between life and death. It's time for the California Department of Health and Human Services to step up their game and institute monthly checkups for everyone who lived at the Brockway Apartments.

People stop and ask me what became of the perpetrators.

Kent Brickman is currently serving a life sentence for the murder of Matt Baker. Marcus Pascoe received three life sentences for the deaths of Elizabeth 'Beth' Gervais and Ashley Logan, and the attempted murder of Detective Megan Riley. Disgraced Ex-Lieutenant Glen Townsend was found guilty of trying to steer the police investigation away from Olsen and Pascoe. He is serving five years for corruption and racketeering. 

The investigation into the death of local developer Jack Bennett was re-opened. When it concluded, the Coroner said that Hospital CEO Bill Lewis told Jack Bennett about the scandal at the Brockway Apartments. When Bennett threatened to take what he knew to the police, Buddy Olsen murdered him. With Lieutenant Townsend's help, Olsen succeeded in making it appear that Bennett had taken his own life.

The investigation into Olsen's capture ruled police actions were justified and praised the efforts of Detective Riley. His parents, who are currently in hiding, requested a second autopsy. The outcome was no different from the first one. The coroner ruled Olsen's death a direct result from the injuries he sustained in a fall at his building site and dismissed the parent's claim of foul play at the hospital. The bodies of Bill Lewis and Buddy Olsen had to be exhumed and reburied at an unknown location after the repeated desecration of their graves.

Police have yet to decide whether to file charges, which could include racketeering, against Joey Sands for his alleged part in the fire at Brockway. In the face of mounting legal costs, he filed a complaint alleging police harassment. The following day his construction firm filed for bankruptcy. For their part, Brockway residents filed lawsuits against the city, the mayor and even the police force. 

When the scandal became public, Abbey Mount Hospital's board and senior management resigned en bloc. The New CEO, Andrei Petrov, is looking for a suitor to buy the hospital and inject much-needed cash. Petrov claims that not a single stolen patient record was ever made public. Conspiracy theories about what became of the medical records abound online.

Work on the DMV building ceased when the scandal was revealed, and it has now stood idle for six months. Unless someone puts in a bid to finish construction, the city may have to tear it down.

Finally, my friend Detective Megan Riley is a local hero, and congratulations are in order after her recent promotion to Detective II.
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