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Chapter 1

A night guard shined his lamp along the uneven mguicand
sang tunelessly to a song bleeding through hisheags as his
feet crunched across the gritty asphalt.

Eyes hidden behind night vision goggles watchedl tim
guard had treaded on to the next set of buildirgfere moving
back behind the warehouse.

The noise of flying sand against the backside eftthilding
covered the sound of the small window being unkdchAfter
making short work to disengage the alarm, the deflgure
dropped into the dark warehouse. Landing in a dredc
position on the concrete floor, the figure pausedetdjust her
goggles. Her covered head moved slowly, scanniagtba for
any hot objects, then she pulled out a TD-53 rdbquency
transmitter detector to scan for bugs.

No change in the pattern.

But someone else’s sloppiness didn’'t give the ddru
comfort. If the gang being monitored was not sasiesit on
taping its own meetings with various business aates, the
intruder knew this visit would have been a lot mditicult.
Warily, she sniffed the air in the warehouse. Ssnéibm the
stacked goods and stale odors from sweaty labaried with
the distinct scent of marsh and ocean air, bloviun§om the
opened window. There was no sound from the air itioner
that had been running throughout the day to keephtmat at
bay. Not sensing anything that posed a threat, fidnere’s
attention moved back to the window to close it aggbngage
the alarm.

A faint whirling noise came from the thin stealthpe as it
shaked out and wrapped around a steel ceiling loeass. After
securing and testing the rope, the figure scaldd tre beam.
Once comfortably seated, the interior of the wauskeowas
inspected. Confident the equipment monitoring teding was
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disabled, she moved above the office and droppethanrope
down. She slid down, stopping just above the offiedow. A
pinhole video camera was installed above the warsho
surveillance equipment. Having completed that jbie, figure
moved back up the rope.

Not wanting to rely on one exit, her next job wasécure a
second in the roof. The rusted hinges on the geMmdow
required special attention without the distinctogor of WD40.

Finished with that chore, the intruder pulled backlack
strap covering a wristwatch.

Still have lots of time.

The figure dropped to the warehouse floor, leavirgrope
dangling, perhaps overconfident the rope woulda’'sben even
if the lights were turned on or perhaps not willbogget rid of a
backup exit. With bug detector in a gloved hands sioved
around the pallets and bulky stacks of goods, ukiam to hide
from any monitoring devices. Just inside the doutdivery
doors, a stack of empty pallets inconveniently gthgave the
figure pause.

She turned around, looking for monitoring deviceatisfied
the area was clear, she walked around the pallgisle object
lay inside the stack. Leaning in for a closer logtke could see a
folded envelope was pinned between the concreta fémd
stacked pallets. Reaching through a small opesing pulled at
the discovery, but it held firmly in place. With kaife, the
envelope was cut away, placed into a plastic bad, tacked
into one of the vest's pouches. Another plastic bame out,
and with the blade, the dark spot on the concrete scraped.
The curled black substance ended up on a swabegleca
plastic bag, and added to the pouch that contahednvelope.

Lights flashed through the front door window, illumating
the interior as far in as the stairs to the offieeom the sounds,
more than one vehicle had arrived at the buildihgo angry
voices argued, followed by two doors slamming shiie
insertion of a key in the lock caused the intrutbescan for a
place to hide. Behind the empty pallets was n@&cai® option.
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The sound of a click and the sudden blinding liggnt the
intruder dropping flat to the cement ground.

“No lights!” Danny Brucker’s voice barked.

“What are we going to do, wait for them in the ddrkmos
Anders, owner of the warehouse, demanded sardastica

“Turn the lights on in the office where someone sias
can't see it.”

“What's the big deal? | own this place.”

Visually, the two men were polar opposites. Danny’'s
muscle-building pastime filled his clothes impres$y. He had
no need to add gold or color to attract attentiwhile Amos,
thin as a rail, wore flashy clothes and expenssveejry.

The clanging of footsteps on the metal stairway wased
in the packed warehouse. The office hung abovect#ment
floor with the machinery, lockers, and break areakéd
underneath it. Another light came on, the main tligh the
warehouse went off, and a door slammed shut, mgttli
everything attached from the windows down to thetame
stairway.

Quickly, the prowler was up and moving into the ddhas,
confident there were no traps or security beamsgatbhe way
to her dangling rope.

Click!

Moving hastily backward and behind a stack of mdrke
boxes, a calf muscle was clipped on the corner cfamon.
Collapsing onto the floor in pain, the strangergded and
rolled until safely hidden behind some crates. Whiheading
the injured leg and hoping not to have made toolnmaise, her
ears strained to hear any further sounds from itteettbn of the
window. A cold breeze heavy with salt spray brougme
distinct smell of a newcomer. The strain to heajtlding other
than the arguing voices in the office was reward#@t another
click. Through the stacked pallets, night visiorggles picked
up a glow moving away from the window.

Awkwardly, the dark figure rose and limped to tlupe.
Instead of removing it, she climbed up. Less thamraute later,
she was stretched flat on one of the dirty stedingebeams
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looking down at the office. Eyes behind the goggipsned
wide at the sight of a man suspended outside obftiee wall.
Minutes later, the man dropped down and moved away,
disappearing behind fluorescent green shapes diimary.

The ebb and flow of sound from the angry voiceshe
office nearly covered the now familiar sound of some
opening a window. The dark figure studied the tisitors as
they struggled to fit through the small window. éddy it was
more popular than the much larger and convenieehiog,
commonly referred to as the front door. Just asatimelow was
closed, the front door opened and three figuresedayp the
stairs into the office as if they were familiar wihe route.

A gloved hand pressed the earpiece more firmly pidae,
annoyed that with the added watchers there was rabra
chance that something would go awry.

“Well, it's about time,” Danny’s sarcastic voiceegted the
newcomers.

“Y’all got somewhere else ya need to be, don'tnhet keep
ya,” a deep Southern voice drawled. The voice sxmlls
skittering down the intruder’s spine. Suddenly mnaer cut the
rest of the conversation off. The interloper stediio hear the
conversation coming through the thin walls.

“Just hand over the money. You keep changing the &nd
place like you don't trust us,” Danny continued.

“Trust...now that is somethin’ interestin’ coming o
y'all,” the voice drawled slowly. “Bo.”

There was a moment of silence.

A voice said something the intruder could not maie

“That’s crap. You owe us the full price,” Danny ebjed
hotly.

“Let me remind y'all,” the Southern voice rose, ihgaused
as if ready to make an important point. Whatevesshiel was
said with less volume.

“That’s full of...” Danny’s objection was cut off suddenly.
Furniture moved noisily accompanied by a heavy {hum

“Ah do think we need ta get a clear understandareli the
cold Southern voice rose. Again the voice droppedtere it
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could not be heard outside of the office. There wgsause and
more murmuring. Something heavy was dropped withremo
furniture being noisily moved about.

The next few minutes was filled with murmuring améew
expletives for emphasis, escaping through the wahs. Then
Danny’s voice rose again in argument.

“That’s just an excuse not to pay us the full pfice

“Ah won'’t argue with y’all,” the Southern voice m®salso.
“It's already been agreed 'pon by yer boss. Bo.”

A loud grab for the doorknob announced the endhef t
meeting, and two sets of boot steps clattered dihenstairs.
The outer door to the warehouse closed, and affluae, an
engine started and moved away.

Something slammed onto a table with enough forcaake
the listener cringe from the amplified sound thioube now
clear earpiece.

“Two days before this was going down and you didelt
me that Mike was out?” Amos Anders exploded. “Whdce
you get off running your own game?”

“Everything was well under control!” Danny conteste
hotly.

“Control is following the plan unless an unforesemrent
occurs. You were to call for new instructions ifuyoouldn’t
follow the original plan. Everyone in this orgartiva works
together and has no problem following those insione—
except you.”

“| adapted to the situation.”

“You stupid, kochon.” Anders sounded increduloushé
merchandise belongs to Bobby. You were the droon&img
more. You are out of this operation,” Anders stdtatly.

“They are thieves...and liars! That's how they make their
money. How do you think Bobby got to be second? binger
picked her up and on time. I'm not some amateuhéré was a
pause. “The Feds won't find any trace of her,” batmued in a
calmer and more confident tone. “With the recemgathere’s
no evidence left around the cabin.”
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“You hid her up in the Crest cabins?” Anders asked
disbelief. “Imbecile. Fou? That will be the firstape the law
will look. Does Mike know this? If Mark Scripts l&s into this
woman’s disappearance...” Amos Anders did not Hinibut
instead continued on another troublesome thoudtis bad
enough that those idiots kidnapped another FBI egtetl
witness, but it's worse that they did it in our kg&rd again.
Their private vendetta with the FBI will be a cumga us.” A
safe door slammed shut, then another. “Scripts’ssavohan a
hound dog on a scent,” he muttered disgustedly.

“Harper’s Pet? Mr. Shinny Badge Cop? He’s not gding
find a thing, and if he even gets close, I'll tadege of it.”

“You'll do nothing! Didn't | just say you're out? ¥ don't
knock off the local police. Then we’ll have Judgaker calling
in favors. Jesus H Christ. That's all we need ibdue the Feds
and every other law enforcement group here. Youodteto do a
thing. Do you hear me?”

There were a few moments of absolute silence, then
sound of a doorknob grabbed violently was heardhaut the
aid of the microphone. The office door slammed santl after
the noisy decent down the metal stairs, another taoged
shut. A heavy-duty eight-cylinder Ford truck engioared to
life, and big thick tires skidded on the sandy acef before
gripping.

Faint tapping came from the office.

“This is Amos..Yes, they delivered, but short...Chill out.
just blacklisted your buddy. Pass it around to alieers to do
nothing until we get word...No, nothingY.ou talk to the
imbecile...l don’t care! He threatened to take 8atipts if it
looks like he’s onto us.Yes...All right, you do that...l don’t
know, but when the Boss says this is going to bmébase,
that’'s what it's going to be come hell or high w&t&he phone
receiver dropped loudly into its cradle.

The lights went out, and a few moments later, tbatfdoor
was closed and locked. The intruder peered dowheafloor,
spotting two glows as they detached from behindestaoxes
next to the office and moved in an erratic pattermvoid the
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monitoring devices and back to the window. Afteotfigures
clambered out, the window shut with a slight bantdowed by
faint cursing from outside. The dark figure waifed the other
visitor to leave, who instead landed quietly on gtedr platform
and disappeared into the office.

The earpiece picked up little movement. After abten
minutes, the sound of a click from the safe wasdea

The second dark figure moved out of the officengsihe
front door to exit. The light above the outsidetloé door was
out, so without night vision goggles, not evenlaaiette of his
figure would be seen.

The intruder glanced at her RT device. There waking
reading at first, then the alarm light flickered. &vhoever it
was knew how to disable the system and get outréetre
backup came on. Now more concerned about getting ou
undetected, the intruder dangled above the officerevshe had
inserted her camera, pausing a moment when hearsaind.
The veiled head turned, surveying the area slowly.

Nothing.

The small camera was secured into a vest pockdairk
whirling noise came from the right. Twisting towatte noise,
the intruder’'s goggles showed the overhead warehausne
approaching quickly and almost silently on wellaged
wheels. Letting go of the rope was not soon en@agythe solid
bulky machine clipped a shoulder and sent her argsinto a
stack of goods. The overhead crane kept movingtorack
into a dark corner. She bounced off the plasticppeal toilet
paper boxes and dropped onto the hard concrete.

Her knees were wobbly and the goggles were dangling
around her neck. With both hands, the visor wadjuséed and
tightened. The tops of the nearby stacks were schr sound
from above made her move quickly, reaching up arapping
strong fingers around an ankle, she pulled the rofigrre
down. They grappled until she drove her uninjurédusder
into the midsection of the new visitor, then sladthe ground
limp. Something rattled on the concrete floor. M@nting to
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risk too much time and be discovered, she kickemivay and
darted behind another stack.

Loud slamming of doors and deep male voices frotside
the warehouse announced the start of the monthltiami
gathering. The one squeak that had not been eliedrfeom the
ceiling exit sounded loud in the warehouse. Thek dagad
cocked to one side straining to see who was usngxit.

Whoever that was knew | cleaned the joints to eélat With
the militia around, the front door’s out and thediawindow’s
out. | guess I'm going to have to go out the tod hope there
aren’t any surprises left behind.

Retracing her steps back to the dangling rope, duet
kicked something she was sure had not been thereresVith
a small light, the object was located, and she regcit in a
pocket. Retracing her steps to the rope, a shoseowas hissed
when the rope was found missing. Touching the kookthe
night vision viewer, the missing rope was shownexliion the
beam with part of it looped down for anyone to sedroad
daylight.

The second rope shot up and was quickly securstede
and scaled. Once back on the beam, the stolen wase
reclaimed. A careful inspection was made of thenbefaulling
a brush out, she brushed away any evidence of swmieeing
there. That completed, she opened the skylight @&xat with
equal caution, extended her body through the roidow.
Sensing nothing, she rolled onto the roof and guibsed the
window. Hugging the roof, she moved to the sideirsta
studying it for a few moments before climbing tee teandy
ground.

Glancing around for company and finding none, stedesl
the neighboring building to see where everyone gathering.
The wind buffeted against her as her Kevlar-gloveders
clung onto the roof and she hoped not to be spofikd men
were gathered at the edge of the marsh.

Sliding down the side of the building, a hiddenorgler was
collected and tucked into a stashed backpack avatig the
rope coils. Pressing against the warehouse wad, mered
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around the corner. A black and white cruiser witltamine
hanging out the window approached. The dog barked a
growled as the handheld spotlight swept across dtes,
revealing the SUVs, trucks, and one or two plaimicles
parked around two of the warehouses. The vehide thoved
off into the night.

At the sound of movement in the area, the darkréigook
refuge behind a trash bin. It was the sudden inthkeeath that
was warning enough. Instinctively dropping to omed, a rifle
butt whizzed overhead and crashed into the DumpBigfore
the camouflaged attacker could recover from miskisgarget,
she elbowed her assailant into his Kevlar-paddesstchlrhe
assailant recovered with a rifle butt to her sheuldut a spin
kick was made to the militia member's midsection in
anticipation. He went backward into the trash birgaking the
silence with a crash and a flood of curses. Scappip the
dropped rifle, she hobbled out of sight.

Once behind the trees that marked the beginninghef
marsh, she slowed down. Moving through the talsgea and
breathing heavy from the adrenaline rush, ammumitieas
removed from the chamber of the stolen rifle. Hgesekept
scanning around her, looking for specific hot otgecearby.
Pausing for the length of time it took to shove tlile barrel
deep into the soft mud, she moved farther intaytlasses.

A voice from her right had her dropping to the mhdping
the grasses would be enough cover. Something &pantthe
natural decomposing marsh life settled heavy ireihe

Smells like a dead body. Ugh.

A deep male voice from over a handheld communicator
penetrated the night. The voice was cursing the dha mud-
encrusted rifle and attributed it to the other team

The smell of the salty ocean foam gusted by. Reawgrs
direction, she headed toward the rocky beach, sigpjong
enough behind a dune to pull out a dark elastidlzard wrap
her injured leg. It took forty-five minutes to getthe beach.
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The pre-dawn sky lit the beach area, revealingrsolhere
there was once dark gray outlines. Agent Adisonrregzped on
a protected ledge on a cliff overlooking the oceatil dawn,
not wanting to arouse curiosity if she were notitegbing back
into town at such an odd hour. Her dark attire wmshanged
for a long-sleeved green sweatshirt that deepehedgteen
color of her eyes. The matching sweatpants hicc#itemuscle
comfortably wrapped with an Ace bandage. From laekpack,
she pulled out flat-soled canvas shoes, devoidassinmud and
dry. Studying herself in a small mirror, she wiphd off her
chin, brushed her shoulder-length blonde hair, tiehit into a
ponytail. She tucked the mirror back into the gpdeket of her
fanny pack and adjusted her water bottle. Her déothing and
tools were hidden to be picked up later.

The one-hour jog back into town allowed her to wdren
cold limbs and work out some of the soreness inlégrand
other body parts. Relieved at reaching her destimaiAdison
climbed the steps to Crimson Rose Bed and Brealfia#ing
when a voice hailed her from the street. Turnig, Brushed a
stray strand of hair out of her face.

A tall dark-haired man, dressed as a jogger, wasdstg
outside the gate with a gawky Irish wolfhound piagaround
his legs. The dog’s tongue lolled over the sideadbng jaw
lined with sharp teeth, panting. Her master’'s sva¢ained shirt
attested they had been on a long run. He lookeidanyilor ex.
It was not just because he wore his hair short,narte of the
presence about him.

Probably a cop now, she guessed. There was noussess
about him, nor wariness. Just self-assurance. $tleg up
something familiar about him and knew this was es@e she
needed to be careful around.

“Ma’am, out a bit early.”

“On the East Coast, this isn’t that early. Are gariorning
walks discouraged?” She gave an innocent smile.
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The man shook his head, still smiling. “No, ma’ajust
unusual. Most people like to sleep in on their vaca’

“Ah. Well, 1 do this out of self-preservation. ké& to eat
good food, and this place certainly has some temgpthenu
selections,” she responded, keeping in tune withcbeer, and
being careful not to be condescending.

“Yes. They have a good chef. Tiollie’'s Creations A
local favorite. Have a nice day.”

“You too, and thanks for the tip.” She didn’t wait watch
the two move off, not wanting to show any interestthe
runner.

Back in her room, a routine inspection was madasure
no one had come in while she was gone. She ha@seglino
maid service. Satisfied, she moved to her nexttaskeview of
her cover. She stood before the full-length midpehind the
bathroom door, looking for what could have led thaner to
pick her out. The only thing that stuck out was kanvas
shoes. They had no arch or heel support for ewgalleer. She
snorted to herself in disgust. No tourist wouldgfetr to pack
tennis shoes with an arch for walking, even it Was a hotel
to a shop or two. The shoes she wore were fromhanot
wardrobe—another face.

Not able to do anything about the mistake at thenemd,
she pulled on surgical gloves. Taking the envelbpen her
pocket, she removed the sheet within. The papérekbdike it
had been folded and refolded many times. The autefdthe
paper had ink marks on it, reminding Adison of genzarried in
a woman’s purse. Unfolding the paper, she heldpitta the
light. She picked off some lint and a few hairs ad them in
another plastic bag.

Carefully, she unfolded the rest of the page, lyindat
under a thin sheet of plastic. It was a list of rapmsome she
recognized.

1. Mike Learner]
2. Johnny Redfield *
3. Amos Anders’|
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4. Bob Mayhew/

5. John Melville *

6. Henry James *

7. Marvin Larimey *
8. Gene Blackmond™
9. George Matthews *
10. Mike Housten *

11. Thomas Meadows *
12. Jinks Wilde *

13. Al Brentwith *

14. Bill Prost[]

15. BJ Headers *

16. Sam Henry Adams]
17. Carl Gates *

18. Richard Mack *

19. Ed Carson/

Mentally, she marked off the names she knew—Mike
Learner and Amos Anders. No Mark Scripts, HarperJumige
Parker. Thirteen asterisks, four check marks, ame t
astrological signs for Leo. One skull and crossebavith an
asterisk.

Putting the names to memory, she focused on hetr nex
search. The Crest cabins. She remembered a brochure
downstairs advertising camping there.

Adison took a shower, and while under the warm wate
planned her next move. Out of the shower and dslkeé packed
her fanny pack with a camera, first aid kit, andranola bar.
For hiking, she pulled out what she needed andsddequickly.
Finished, she stood before the room mirror, chegkiar
anything out of character. She lifted her arms akensure her
P7K3, about seven by four inches snuggly tuckeceuadmpit,
didn’t show and turned around to check for anyditieat gave
away the harness. Satisfied that only what appessedbra line
could be seen, she headed downstairs for breakiadt a
brochure on the Crest.
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“Hey, boss, | sent you a draft for the travel stdfxpect a
package of knickknacks that | thought would be gerdmples
of the local talent. I'm checking out the surrourgliandscape
to see what else the town has to offer. I'll keegduch,” she
reported to the voice mail.

Adison hung up the battered receiver. She pulled he
sunglasses down the bridge of her nose, lookingrarder.
The pay phone was outside of the ranger’s officihatbottom
of the rock steps to the left. She avoided theafisse scrambler
on her conversation because it would alert Rangeyhdw that
she was more than a travel reporter, just in casddd the
phone tapped.

According to the brochure and Ranger Mayhew, th§. U.
Forestry Services oversaw a group of two dozennsaalong
the Crest, which the government rented out or kbémeg term.
There were a few privately owned cabins intermixetijch
Mayhew had not mentioned. While she was speakinty wi
Mayhew about the possibility of renting or leasiramother
ranger entered and mentioned one of the cabinsfovasale,
which seemed to give Mayhew a bit of a start. Thqued her
interest, so she said she would like to look afgiving the
excuse that owning was better than leasing. RaGgay Horse
retrieved the key while Mayhew gave her directions.

Back in the rental car, Adison pointed the vehigfe the
winding mountain road. Twenty minutes later, shes vgdll
slowly climbing, scanning the unpaved side roadsfty recent
passage by a heavy vehicle and making a recorstedf license
plates of cars leaving the area. Adison pulleddaerto the side
when her rearview mirror showed a dark blue Toyiaing
up fast behind her. Instead of passing and movimgip the
winding road, it pulled in front of her and slowtxla halt. She
slid the tape recorder into the leg pocket of hHealk pants as
she pulled to a stop at the side of the road.
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The tall runner from the morning now had a badggéal
over his waistband in clear view, with a leathelt belding a
holster and a semiautomatic. He wore a plain baseball cap
and walked slowly toward her car. She knew it watshecause
he was studying her vehicle; he would have alrehdg it
checked out before he stopped her.

He leaned in front of her window, motioning herrddl her
it down.

“Good morning. Are you following me?” Adison asked
politely.

“Nope. A woman traveling alone up here, though, ban
dangerous. Heading anywhere special?”

“I was looking into buying a cabin up this way.”

He nodded.

“That would be up along the Crest.”

Adison continued to smile while reading the copadyp
language.

“I'm Mark Scripts, detective with the Sunrise Phdayou
might be...?”

She held out a hand. “Kay Smith.”

“So,” he continued when she contributed nothingeméihe
cabin you're looking for is straight up this rodkhe dirt road
you want is marked with a bright yellow flag. Ifthllow you to
make sure you find it. Sometimes the flag isn't apd
sightseers get lost.”

“That's kind of you. | hope it's not interfering thi
something else you have to do.”

He smiled. “Not at all.”

Just greatAdison thought disgustedly.

At the road where she was to turn off, she couédvgey he
followed her. The rental car's carriage wouldn'tvbacleared
the first part of the entrance nor do well over li@avily rutted
road. The entrance either was intentionally kept thay or not
maintained regularly. Both could see a vehicle pasised over
the road during or after the rain from two nighteyious,
leaving deep tire marks now filled with mud.

“Want a ride?” he offered.
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“I would, thanks.”Bet that surprised you. | think I'd like to
check you out, Mr. Shiny Badge Cop.

Adison locked up the rental car and climbed inte lifted
truck’s cab, grateful she was agile. “You come epehoften?”
she asked casually, as the truck cleared the aiisinuand
moved through the mud.

“Often enough.”

Adison’s eyes scanned three scattered cabins fosigms
of life and found none. The truck bounced off inoter
direction, moving farther into the wooded area.

“That’s the Quintons’ cabin that’s for sale, Ms. i8n{

Adison turned her attention back to her driver emavhere
he gestured. “Oh. Looks...rustic.”

Scripts smiled, pulling up near the cabin. “The 1@oins
split up. Ed kept it out of spite, but the ruleg gou have to
keep it up and he’s been living in Europe to gedyaivom child
support payments. You're lucky. Besides not wantimg wife
to have it, he doesn’'t want the government to lbulf's one of
the few cabins that are privately owned and thbs¢ do own
are vehemently against government buyouts.” He dearea
quirky grin before opening his door and sliding.out

That's more than what | need to know. Somethindp s
button?

Adison climbed down from the cab. Before followitige
detective, she studied the terrain that could bidpers, snakes,
and bugs. At the door, she produced the key thgerahad
given her but paused to look around before opeiting

It felt as if she was being watched...through thessiairs
of a rifle. Hearing nothing besides birds and s®is; she
returned her attention to the door. Before steppmgAdison
swung the door open and peered in. The interior edidted
out and settled on them, smelling of unclean bodies

Adison heard a snap as the leather secure stratheon
detective’s holster was released. Scripts firmlilgglher back
with one hand and with the other pulled out his pea
Moving forward, he wrapped his hands around a 4n§fpeld
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1911A that fit comfortably in his large hands, exted before
him in the classic cop pose.

Adison waited near the door, simultaneously lisignto
noises from inside and outside the cabin, readyotoe to his
aid if needed and ready to duck inside the cabithef goose
bumps on her arms got worse.

Scripts came back looking grim. “This place is apéen for
viewing.”

Adison stifled her look of dissention. For a brrebment,
she entertained the idea of using her magazineentids to get
a look, then realized it was not in keeping withr lsever’'s
profile.

She followed the detective toward the cabin withoken
coming from its chimney. Adison could feel the Baim the
back of her neck rise. As she made a grab for #tective’s
arm to pull him down, he was reaching back for NAfith
greater strength, he gave her a firm push in thposipe
direction toward a big tree trunk while he rolleehbnd another.
It all happened so fast as each of them reactdhatisely to
danger. Both could hear a pop, as if someone waxg) us
silencer.

Adison hit the ground and flattened herself behantree.
Her insides were shaking from the narrow escape.\V@&iched
the detective move toward where the sniper had,deewing
by now he was gone. They could both hear branchagpsng
as if someone was running away in a hurry.

“Wait here,” he commanded and took off down a faiatl
in the direction of the sniper. Within the forete echo of a
motorcycle engine roaring to life told Adison theguldn’'t be
catching the shooter unless he ran into a treesokdstood,
letting her eyes search for movement. A faint sobekind her
had her turning quickly and dropping to one knee.

A white-haired man stood before her. His eyes érekl to
where the detective was, then back to Adison. “Qdeft four
nights ago,” he informed her softly. “Deliverediekswoman to
a dozen men dressed in camo he met along theofisk Heavy
on the armament side. Someone returned this mordinst
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about tore the place up looking for something. pt of either
group, though. He returned about an hour ago withedne
else.”

The old man looked past her at the approachingtiete

Adison busied herself with looking at her torn leaz

“Morning, Mark.”

“Good morning, Sam. Back from vacation early, 1.5éte
nodded toward the cabin where they had just coroen.fr
“Would have been here sooner, but | got an earlyning call
for a body on the beach.”

“Murder?”

“A couple of teens sleeping off whatever they Hael night
before. Ms. Smith, why don’t you go on and wait fioe in my
truck? I'll be but a minute.”

Along the beach?Adison replayed any unusual activity
along the beach early in the morning and couldrecall any.
I'll take a drive to the cliff and see just how sex my hiding
place is.

Adison’s attention moved back to the men. She ndddel
started to walk back to the truck, carefully placimer feet on
the uneven ground while she looked around. Shetespat
reflection from within the woods. Turning to look the men,
she decided the conversation was going to lastelotigan a
minute. Stepping into the shady part of the foréstr eyes
attempted to see beyond the darkness of the shadodszen
steps farther and the shadows disappeared, regealabin all
by itself in the center of the late morning lightom where she
stood, there was nothing around to show it was gotbs
habited, though it was well cared for.

Moving in for a closer look, she approached from piorch
side. The curtains pulled across most of the wirgl&ept the
interior dark from any peering eyes. Walking arotimel square
building, she found a small storage shed thirtydgaaway. A
solar collector was on top of the shed roof andghed door
was secured.

“Four rooms. One of the few with a basement. Ittt g
toilet, stall shower, new jacuzzi, small kitchemdaust was
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equipped with solar power. There’s a wind genergdor of us
share. Battery stores inside the shed. Great fer @ntwo
people, but only if you don’t intend on staying amds much.
Gets cold in winter.”

Sam and Scripts had caught up with her.

“Who owns it?” She turned to look at Sam.

“A writer. Used to do his writing up here, but hejstting
on in years. He’'s a widower with no kids. Chancestle’ll be
selling it soon, and if he doesn’t, his estate .wi¥ou
interested?”

“Yes.” Aside from her cover of coming up here t@koat
cabins, she really was interested, though she hadthe
slightest idea what she would do with a cabin. Wlea did get
vacations, it was usually to let off steam at soewort where
strangers only shared the carnal side of each ,ofitevided
safe sex was practiced. It was the type of shont-te
relationships that her job worked well with.

“I'll mention it. Got a card?”

Adison pulled out her card holder with her busineasls
and handed the old man one. Sam didn’t look at#né but put
it in his breast pocket. Adison knew the detectivauld have
liked to look at it but would probably wait untihe left to ask
Sam. Or would he?

The ride back to her rental car was bumpy and thdigk
short. Scripts was deep in his own thoughts. Hppmied her off
at her rental, and she drove back to the rang&omsti return
the keys. The detective was close behind her améired to
speak with Ranger Gray Horse. The other rangergeas and
so was one of the two U.S. Forestry SUVs.

As Adison left the detective and ranger talking,e sh
wondered how she was going to go back without #teative
on her tail. Ten minutes down the winding hill, tbark blue
truck caught up with her and followed her at a eesgble
distance. She made sure she was driving the spraigdwhich
was intended to drive him crazy. About five minutesside the
Sunrise town markers, he finally pulled ahead of dr&d sped
off.
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“It's about time,” she muttered.

Once the truck disappeared from view, she madeug $h-
turn from one of the turn-offs and headed backhgmountain
with the gas pedal to the floor. The rental madgkiant effort
climbing close to the speed its occupant was pugstior,
knocking and gurgling from the thin air and steepdin.

Once headed in the right direction, Adison pulled ber
cell phone. By habit, the conversation scrambles wa. She
had faith in the GPS attached to her cell that\wsbeld get a
clear signal on her first try.

“Hi, Mel, Adison here....Ah, Sam filled you in, eh¥es,
that pretty much sums it up. Did you get the lifSthames |
faxed you?...I found it in the warehouse. Three emrive
identified...Okay. So, what's the plan now®kay. Got a
resume ready?.. | can’'t wait to see what you hagedown for
this time...What?” She gave a short embarrassed lagis, |
told Sam | was interested in the cabin...I've staye@d cabin
before,” she returned huffily. “Well, yes, it has edoor toilet
and running water.” Adison chuckled, “Yes, it's gatreal
jacuzzi. You know | wouldn’t be interested in ititfdidn’t have
some hedonistic amenities.” Her expression becaer®us
when the conversation switched to business. Stenés for the
next few minutes nodding to herself and making uh-hoises
where appropriate.

“Roger that. Bye.” She folded up the thin phone sigpbed
it inside her pocket, making sure it was buttorred i

Instead of driving up the road that would take past the
ranger station, she took another that led behiadctbins. Her
topographical map of the area showed a way to #do& bear a
popular hiking path. Mel instructed her to havéhatavith Sam.
So far, she had no need to contact her backup;rgéneshe
preferred working alone.

At the bottom of one hiking trail, she pulled intn
available spot on a scenic turnout. Tourists wakeng pictures
and hikers were returning from their hikes. No doeked
particularly interesting. Exchanging her coat fosweatshirt,
Adison pulled out her fanny pack and two bottlesnafter to
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Velcro to her pack. As she snapped her pack arbendvaist,
she scanned the area for a motorcycle or anyorkenip@ut of
place. She approached a hiker putting away his yheav
equipment.

“Hi there,” she greeted the young man. She sizedup for
a college student with money. He had an expensareeca,
drove a BMW sportster with the dealer advertisemanthe
license plate holder, and a parking sticker for B&Zkley.

The youth nodded to her and slammed his trunk Shiif.
he replied, taking his time to check her out.

By the aroma that clung to his clothes, Adison ffieglihe
was determining whether she was a narc.

“Is the trail up this way moderate or for a morasmed
hiker?”

“It's easy enough. You look like you can make it topthe
top in about three hours, but it would be too daykthe time
you were halfway down unless you have a light.”

She nodded. “How far can | get if | didn't have a
flashlight?”

“The first ridge in about an hour. Nice view of tlEest.
Best time to start is early morning just as the isunsing. Not
many people on the trail then.”

Adison looked around. “Doesn’t look like many pemjire
up there now.”

“There’s another turnout around the bend. As you're
beginning your ascent, there’s going to be a lotpebple
coming down.”

Adison nodded. “Is there a less crowded trail?”

“Yes, but not a good idea to take it. Some of awug got
roughed up last weekend by some military typesd 8ai were
disturbing their games.”

“They dress up with war paint and all?” she asked
mockingly.

“I didn’'t see them personally. | was farther up thail. |
came back when | heard blowing whistles. The crespse
gone by the time | got to the main group.”

“Was it reported?”
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“The professor spoke to a ranger. She was oneegbeiople
they roughed up. Those good ol boys from the Saldh't
seem to like dyke types,” he grinned.

Adison lifted her eyebrows. “Did you see any of g0
characters today?”

He shook his head. “No, but we stuck to the bupaghs.
None of us wanted any trouble.” His smile grew widét
didn’t sit too well with the professor. She doeswant us to
take the busy trails.”

“Did you get anything?”

He shrugged his shoulders. “The usual—squirreigisbia
deer, and hikers. You better get moving if you wanat least
make the first ridge.”

“Yes. Thanks for the information and warning.” Aalis
moved off.

At the first chance, she left the winding trail anwved
straight up in the direction of the cabins. Thentliwas steep,
and she had to dig her toes into the rich soilomes places to
prevent herself from sliding back down. Before ste@ched the
top, she paused to catch her breath and drink seeer. She
leaned against the trunk of a pine tree, enjoyirggfeel of the
bark at her back and the noise of the forest artnamdWithout
closing her eyes, she focused on the sounds afitiek roaring
through the treetops. It brought to mind memoridsher
summer vacations with her twin aunties. Adison sa@yhShe
missed them.

Awkwardly, she dropped to her stomach and inchedhviag
to the top for the last yard. She paused to pudl particularly
annoying pine needle out of her waistband. Movirg t
binoculars around, she studied the area, theredhiiér sight to
the cabin below. A black pickup truck was pulled ngar the
Quinton cabin. She counted three men dumping throgs the
cabin into the truck bed.

A sound from behind her had her rolling to her leftd
bringing her leg up to kick.

26



“Hey! You could have gotten hurt!” she hissed, qriog
her leg and catching herself as she started todmNn the
slope.

“You need to be more careful,” Sam told her quietb/he
held onto her arm to steady her. He nodded to the below.
“They started to clear the place out right afteu yavo left.
They're stripping it of everything, not trusting yhing to be
gone over by Mark.” He chuckled. “The man has ttspmoked
into believing he’s a super detective. We needaptigey have
spotters around here.”

“Who?”

“The Jaded Amulet, the local gang. Too bad Mark twad
return to town for his evidence Kkit. | think afteday he’ll be
making sure he has one in his truck.”

Sam led her to her vehicle.

“Did you get a chance to look the place over befitre
evidence was destroyed?”

“Yep. Danny and a woman were staying there for dags.
The woman was sick. | found a needle in a cornéingethe
trashcan. Sent it on up to your headman, Mel. Ldides the
same MO as the others.”

Adison nodded. “The chemist said Ketamine is wihatyt
used to keep the first group manageable, but they e using
a cocktail these days.”

Sam grunted.

“Just how legit is the local PD?”

“The only two not to trust are Danny and Mike.”

“You said someone came back looking for something?”

“He had a different feel than the others. The sddone he
came up, he brought someone.”

“Were they here before you had a chance to chetkheu
cabin?”

“| slipped in after Danny left with the woman. Céuigip
with Danny midway down the mountain. It pays to wnthe
territory,” he told her.

By his tone, she got the impression he was giviag &
piece of advice. She readily agreed. Since her vjas to
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provide recon information to SID—Sensitive Issuagigion—
she knew how important it was to get details right.

Adison was silent for a moment, sorting through wélze
heard and knew.

“So you had a big audience last night?” Sam asked.

Adison glanced at him, surprised.

He shrugged his shoulders. “People tell me things.”

“Your detective friend was there. Two guys from ivaite
Knights came in before the party began, and a wocaame in
after everyone but me left.”

“Mark couldn’t peg you, but he spotted the two girgsnm
the White Knights.”

“He saw me?” She was surprised and disappointed. He
skills were obviously slipping.

“He said he felt someone was already there but Wwabie
to figure out who or where. He used his backup plésen it
was time for him to leave.”

“Shutting off the main power so there was a slightay
before the backup system kicked in,” she guessed.

Sam nodded.

“About the detective...it's a bit unusual that a dntatvn
cop knows so much about the spy business.”

“Ex-SEAL. He’s one of the good guys and so is hisd)
Chief Eugene Harper. Harper used to head the FBéd&uin
Cincinnati. That's where he met Mark, newly pronubt®
detective.” Sam gave a little smirk at somethingdualled.

“Something | should know about?”

“Mark was assigned to find a missing person whmessed
a murder. He found out the FBI was interested & rthissing
person, too. He got the runaround from the locanég and
instead of waiting for them to get back to him,vient directly
to the director, Harper. Harper was impressed ighguestions
and non-belligerent tone, considering how Harpagsnts were
treating him.”

“So Detective Scripts isn’t afraid to be bold whestessary.
His visit to the warehouse proves that.”
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“Harper learned about the local players about a #ga and
has been trying to put associations together sifbey don’t
know the gang’s name or their Southern businessagss, the
White Knights. They've only recently found a loc@nnection
to the kidnapped FBI protected witnesses and afiegtrto
collect information on its implications. What makeslifficult
is it's on federal property.”

“And they are possessive about their property,” sadi
murmured.

“Yep. Especially when one of them is part of thesloeh?”

Adison glanced at him startled, then nodded.

Mel, her boss from SID, had told her that Sam Beas a
retired operative for the CIA and did favors foetlocal law
enforcement in exchange for them alerting him ieythhad
something going on in his area. Sam may have dethat he
was keeping his finger on the pulse of things mreck of the
woods. Adison guessed he had enemies he likeddp #ack
of. She was to treat him as part of her team if Siauld need
him. From that remark, Adison guessed he was moae &
retired agent.

“According to last night's conversation, someoneytitall
the Bossintends on setting up a base camp here, and Mr.
Detective heard that. So | would say Chief Harpet Betective
Scripts will have their hands full.”

“I heard you’re staying a while.”

Adison stifled a sigh. “Yes. Hopefully, this doeistdke too
long to where it feels like I'm setting down rodtsshe
muttered, instinctively feeling this operation wgaing to call
for more detail than normal.

“That’s not good?”

“I like to keep moving.”

“Still interested in the cabin?”

Adison smiled, “Yes. Mel thinks if his agents haae
permanent address other than a P.O. box somewtiéraake
them more stable.” Adison glanced toward Sam amdaftew
moments had a disconcerting feeling he understoogk rihan
she intended to reveal.
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Adison stopped where Sam indicated he wanted touget

“Try Katie’'s Rentals. She operates out of her hpgseif
you're not too late, like after nine p.m., she’klp you out
today. Tell her | sent you,” he advised. Sam natiéelison’s
hesitation. “She’s honest, discreet, doesn't askeuassary
guestions, and doesn’t have ties with anyone ldareement is
interested in.”

Adison nodded. “All right.”

V552
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Adison knocked on the door to what was posted as
oldest and best apartment hunter in Sunrise. Tbhewas flung
open by a young boy dressed in a swimsuit withdaisip hair
standing up. The door would have bounced back onihian
elderly woman had not grabbed it.

“Matthew, dear, go on into the TV room. Your movge
starting,” she directed firmly, then turned hereation to
Adison. “Yes, dear, what can | do...oh! You're thavel
writer!”

“Yes. Sam mentioned you were the person to go tavéis
interested in renting an apartment in Sunrise.”

“Well, come on in.” She escorted her into her adfic

Bookcases on two walls were stuffed with books.réhveas
one out-of-place bookcase near a window that owkdd the
backyard. It held just children’s stories writteg bibby and
Kathy Mathews for the physically disabled. Libby svaer
physically disabled sister who died in her earlytiggs. It was
one of the many tidbits of information she learmddle trolling
the town for other information.

“What size do you want?” Katie offered her a seatai
reading chair.

Adison made sure her elbow didn’'t nudge the talliedp
high with books as she sat down. “Not big. One robmever
was good with cleaning.”

Katie’s brow was wrinkled as she studied Adison.

“Sunrise is a nice town,” Adison offered.
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“It is,” Katie agreed brightly. “So besides one maowould
you prefer living in an apartment complex,” sheeasK'a four-
plex, or something over a garage?”

After listening to what Adison wanted in an apanmmeshe
printed out a list of a dozen potentials and predukeys to
five.

“The ones with the picture of a car means the apart
comes with parking, the ones with the dollar sigrtrio the car
means parking is extra,” she explained. “On Mondey can
see the owner/managers for the keys for these affs@tments.
They're out of town this weekend. They fish togethe

Adison’s Sunday itinerary jingled in her pocketsie left
Katie’s.

ARG &
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Chapter 2

On Sunday morning, with the list of what was tdfdnend in
the bachelor pad, her fourth apartment, Adisort deé found
the right place.

Single pad above a store. Good location. No shavatls.
The living room is the size of a bedroom and liviogpm
combined. Nice big window with a view of the sky.

The only set of windows in the living room were opd,
airing out the paint smell and letting in the cockan breeze.
She took a deep breath of the ocean’s scent andgeet the
window, letting the breeze sweep her hair back. i®rs were
of rooftops for two blocks, a busy street belowgadfee/donut
shop, and small artsy stores across the street.

A different breeze whiffed by, carrying the scent o
doughnuts and fresh roasted coffee tempting hex and sweet
tooth.

Closing the windows carefully, she studied the Hat&
novice can open this with a card.

She pushed the windows back open. Turning aroumel, s
inspected the walk-in closet with the built-in dselsand mirror,
grateful she didn’t accumulate things. The bathrdwd an old
iron-clawed bathtub, deep and roomy. It had a rneawer stall,
toilet, and sink. The floor was also new with d oflcushy soft
green vinyl. The bathroom was a combination of @add dark
green, with a colorful underwater scene on a sifrijpil that ran
around the walls just below the ceiling.

“I don’t think I've ever had a bathroom this nicéitlison
said aloud.
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And last and least I'm interested in...the kitch&éarning
back into the front room and past the stairwelgé stood for a
moment looking over the kitchen.

Everything’s new here. But this lock to the ba@irstinto
the alley is interesting. A new deadbolt in a newsord.. |
wonder how many people have a key to this? I'll enav
changed.

Her RF scanner gave the apartment a clean bilkaltih: no
hidden cameras or monitoring devices in the smddema wall
sockets, mirrors, lights, air conditioner, ventswalls. That’s
going to change.

She nodded, pleased. Though it was over two busegtst
the walls were soundproofed, and it had two entanand
exits. According to Katie, in its previous life,had been used
by the landlord’s nephew for his band to practiceTihe back
stairs led to the alley where the store downstagrseived
supplies.

Adison mentally stored the measurements of theepéa
took pictures to pass onto SID. They would put tbge some
belongings for her, making it look like she wasealrperson.
Hopefully, Alice, who was into the frilly home deating thing,
was not going to shop for her again. Adison hagp@&onanent
address to keep anything personal and refrained femting a
storage facility. She had no wish to have anythinag reminded
her of the cases she worked on when she was readgttle
down.

Monday she would shop for her immediate needs ahdog
know more of the town from a different perspectwsile
waiting for Mel to cook up a deeper identity toith the job
he had in mind for her. It would also give her amte to flash
around credit cards that had the name she woultibg here
and explain why she wrote under a different name.

L

33



Adison had been waiting for a short time and waseeting
it to be even longer, but footsteps on the porath her looking
toward the doorway. The door swung open without@ck and
Chief Eugene Harper of the Sunrise PD steppedensgudckly,
closing the door behind him. For a few momentsy tsteidied
each other, each wondering how to make this colilom
work for their benefit.

Adison rose from the chair. “Chief Harper,” sheejesl.

“Agent Adison,” he returned. “Would you like somefiee
while we wait for Sam?”

“Wouldn’t mind it at all,” she replied.

The meeting place was one room with no windows. It
contained a chair, couch, two fold-up chairs, anched table
folded against the wall. Against another wall wasnaall table
that had a water cistern and propane stove. Thite cnates
stacked beside the table had food staples that daegp for
months at a time. She had looked.

The room had also been recently cleaned becasseeited
as if it was aired out and everything was dusteevas a safe
place and not for many people.

Adison didn’t sit down again, expecting the chief day
something about a federal agency strong-arming Hhito
sticking an undercover agent amongst his rank ged f

When the coffee was ready, Chief Harper pulledtbrge
Styrofoam cups from the top crate and filled theithwgtrong
black coffee.

The front door opened soundlessly, and Sam slipgedhe
room.

“I'll have a cup of that,” he said.

The two men sat on the couch, and Adison took the o
reading chair.

“I heard through the Sunrise telegraph that youbam
yourself an apartment above Ed’s Tinker Shop.”

Adison gave him a nod, thinking how much informatice
gave her in that one sentence: He let her knowshatwas of
interest to Sunrise residents, her name change was
acknowledged, and that he was aware she had thémaph
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before he had agreed to Mel's arrangement. Thestgadion
would have gone forward, with or without his pagation. He
knew the game, having once been a player.

“Sunrise is an interesting town,” she offered.

“Sunrise is a town of diversity,” he started slowly
“Tolerance is a dirty word to most folks here. miplies that
someone is better than another. We have our troaiers and
people who find it hard to fit, but Sunrise belisxdmmunity is
important and inclusion of its residents, even tmes who
disagree with our mandate, is what makes a headiiy
successful community.”

Chief Harper watched her for moments. Adison was no
certain if he expected her to say something, ofctwishe had
nothing to offer beyond what she had said.

“This gang that's settling in our town, | want thesat of
here, and | lack the resources to see that happem’t put you
in harm’s way, but my town comes first.”

Adison nodded her understanding.

“Do you have a problem with reporting to me instesdd
your headman?”

“My orders from Mel,” she stated, “are that | reptw you
first.” Unless | feel your orders are detrimental to Mgblan
and or my well-being.

“You have any questions?”

“Who knows about me besides you two?”

“Just us. As I'm sure you noticed, there are fewrets in
Sunrise and information passes quickly. If you wever seen
with a stranger, talk would reach the gang you'exehto
investigate. That's the real purpose of you repgrtiirectly to
me.”

“Okay.” You mean not because you want to stay in the loop
with a federal investigation that might find someoim the
White House involved in the slave trade and youwnto
sacrificed to keep it under wraps?

“Anything else?”

“Not right now. Once I'm settled in my role, wello from
there.”
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“Good enough. That's the plan then. Sam, do youehav
anything to say?” Harper asked.

“How long have you ever been undercover in onegitac

“Six months,” Adison replied, returning his grin.

“You'll be at this job longer than that and will et a safe
place of your own. I'll see about getting you agald

“Okay,” Adison agreed, all the while wondering wityelt
like she was being sold to a new owner.

“I'll start working on bringing you into the PD fdlthen.
Sam, you want to make sure she’s out safely?”

L)

Sam returned twenty minutes later and sat on thelco
while Chief Harper poured them a second cup ofesoff

“Well, what do you think of her?” Harper asked.

“She’s a survivor. Likes to work alone with her popt
team tending the perimeter, but I'd say her trashér support
team is earned.” He sipped his drink for a few motsestaring
at the tips of his feet that were stretched oubteehim. “I don’t
think Mel understands just how difficult it will der her to get
ensconced into a small town to appease the gajugtaanother
hire. They'll be keeping their eyes on her anditgsher.”

“According to Mel, this is what she does. So, ybink
she’ll be here longer than six months?”

Sam nodded. “How many undercover ops have you been
involved in that took less?”

“For the hard ones, years.” He rubbed his chin,lisgi
ruefully. “This will be a long haul. I have littlen this gang, and
| know Mel has drawers full of information. He’slgragreed to
let me know what his agent digs up.”

Sam grunted his comment.

“For the first few months, | want to see just wigte of
person she is. | take it you're going to be runnireg through
weekend games.”

“Just going to make sure she knows the differeretevdsen
a bear and a skunk,” Sam grinned.
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“Knowing Mark, he’s going to give her a mini-boctrop
drill to test her out.”

“Yep. She’s going to be needing a few months tasidjo
her change in life.”

“I hope she copes with the pressures because ferm dn
out, day and night with no weekends or vacatiorfs siie’s
Detective Alex Adison of Sunrise Police Department.
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Wednesday, Adison set up a bank account, madeséiere
would have the proper bills coming to her new asslreand
purchased a few more items, namely civilian weat tfit
Sunrise, underwear, and a few more sweat suitgitiatt clash
with her new running shoes. Running in the morrongn the
early evening was a good way to get a view of Senri
landscape and who was about at those hours.

By now, the residents knew she was starting a oévag a
detective and stopped her to talk about how shegtehg from
travel writer to a detective, trusting Chief Harperhave made
a good evaluation of her qualifications.

L

Thursday at seven in the morning, Adison was gitimthe
squad room in a new dark brown uniform of the SeiPD,
being introduced to her co-workers. Detectives dilave to
wear uniforms except maybe at funerals or officget-
togethers, so she was looking forward to the endhef
probation or the end of this assignment. Adisonlikesid
uniforms, seeing them as a bull’'s-eye to a shipecrazed
citizen.

“All right, everyone, listen up. This is Detectivalex
Adison, new addition to our SPD staff.” The chiebked over
the group. “Alex, over in the corner holding up thalls and
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looking like one tired alley cat is our full-timeight shift
officer, Gary Krieger. Full-time dayshift for weeky staff
consists of yourself and Lieutenant Harriet Samkp ws in
charge of new hires. Then there’s Officer Eric Burour very
own computer geek, and Detective Mark Scripts, whait for
the day but will be your immediate supervisor. @uo street
patrol officers for weekdays and whom we move adoas
needed are Mike Learner, who is on medical leand, Banny
Brucker, the big guy there.

“Harriet will introduce you to our part-time staffe who
work the weekends, Seda and Rajpal Arellano, Stehiad,
and Robert Gronlund. Harriet, you get Detective sidi first.
Show her the ropes. When you're finished, shuféie éver to
Eric. Eric, unlike some of our other co-workers,eshas
computer skills, which I’'m sure you're happy to heall right,
troop, dismissed. Danny, stay.”

Adison studied Officer Danny Brucker as he sat alonhis
own space at the oval table, indifferent to thaseiad him. His
arms and legs were crossed, but his gray eyesestumir with
intensity that could be read a variety of ways. timaturally
black hair was combed straight back, and bruisedkies were
tucked under his crossed arms. His starched unjfputted taut
over his muscular shoulders, had sharp creasdseoarms that
went through the arm patch identifying him as ar&enpolice
officer. His dark brown pants with the golden strigown the
legs also had sharp creases. His badge pinnedhiwaight
pocket shined as much as his black shoes. Shet djdh’'the
same feel off Brucker as she had with Scripts. f&erhad a
professionalism and command presence, whereas &rucks
just another soldier who kept his uniform spotlesd creased.

They filed out into the main office with the except of
Brucker, who sat heavily into the chair across fribv@ chief’s
desk. Lieutenant Sams closed the chief’s officer tb@bind her.
Adison’s new co-workers shook her hand and intreduc
themselves with more vigor. They seemed to be ptkake was
on board.
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Lieutenant Sams’ first stop was to show her the cahs
they had in the basement.

“Each cell has a camera monitoring it. Anyone wéh
password can check the cells from his or her coerptithe
chief determines who will be the monitor. If we keanyone
overnight, we have people who've been trained ttchvéhem.
There are motion detectors for the surrounding.dfegs to the
cells are in a lockbox near my desk. Come on,skbw you
where. Only three of us have the authority to axtlesse keys,”
she explained as they clomped up from the baserfidatk,
myself, and the chief.”

Harriet, as she liked to be called by friends, Weesperson
people called when they had a beef with a neighbdrwanted
a third party opinion. That was the impression Adiseceived
after listening to two hours of calls. Adison reddy that
observation to Harriet to see if that was the ideghimpression.

“Oh, yes,” Harriet easily laughed, waving a hanccasual
dismissal, “the chief calls me the department’steator. Looks
nice on a résumeé. These adults squabble like kidsesmes,
but all in all, we're a nice community that’s closgardless of
differing politics. In the fifteen years I've beguart of this
department, I've been called out for attempted idag all of
five times, family squabbles a dozen times...but et before
the counseling staff for the House got established.

“The House?”

“It's the women'’s shelter in that beautiful resiiictorian
house on the other side of Town Square. They haveeaty-
four-hour hot line with trained counselors to handlomestic
situations.”

“Most women'’s shelters like to have their exactaloen
unknown.”

“In this town, there are few secrets. That's vemportant to
remember when you talk to anyone or hear anythihg.House
is for out-of-state women who are fleeing their sdig. We
don'’t feel it’s right for them to have to hide idsi when they
aren’t breaking the laws.”
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They were interrupted by a call, which Adison waseg to
handle. Her typing skills came in handy as sheeristl and
typed in what the caller was reporting. Withoutaodpye, the
caller hung up when he felt his complaint was taken

“So how do you code male underwear disappearing fhe
rest home’s laundry room? Is it under the umbreifathe
disappearing sock phenomena or probable misplad@hen
Adison asked as she typed in the last part of thkerts
comments.

“Well, first off...you don’t want to call Ocean View
Retirement Community a rest home. The residentsvarg
vocal and have a lot of pride. They may hang yowefiigy.
Though, they do save that kinda stuff for once arye
Lieutenant Sams rested a hand on Adison’s armki® dat the
sting in her correction. “This phenomena of undemve
disappearing has been occurring for about two years goes
to the detective queue, which | see Eric hasn’eddgbur name
to yet, so it'll probably go to Mark’s queue. Seewhthe
Sherlock Holmes hat there—that’s the detective-epops up
telling you what it will do with the call? Normallyt would
beep Mark since his name’s the only one under [Sigzlock
right now, but he has this coded as miscellaneltigsso old
and not an emergency.”

“So if it were an emergency or a new case...?”

“Mark’s beeper and his PC will get a message tleahds a
new case. If it's an update, depending on the cibdall beep
him or just flash him when he signs on. See theses? Those
are what the automated voice will tell him the aallabout
when he checks in. You have to get the right caatethe
software labels it correctly and will tell him whhé needs to
know. Then he can decide what action to take: metarthe
office, go to follow up a new lead, or ignore it ihe moment.
You don’t have a pager yet, but it will be a teagpr where you
can type in a response, send in an email, or tegé [someone
else. The detectives, myself, Eric, and the chrief the only
ones who get these fancy things. Lots of do-dads.”

“I've never seen a program like this before.”
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“Eric and Angie Burns wrote the Sherlock progranthvihe
help of some of the high school kids.” She laugladthe
surprised look on the blonde’s face. “Projects likis keep the
smart kids out of mischief and give them some mdoeyheir
participation.”

“Just how secure is this?”

“We use Secure ID, an outside vendor. We foundtoet
hard way that sometimes people just aren’t to bstéd. There
was a rape case about a year and a half back comgea
wealthy socialite. Some freelance writer got a cotaphacker
to hack into the PD server. It just about turnedrgone’s life
upside down. It wasn’t pretty. That was before veg Bric
Burns.”

“Rape even in a small town, huh?”

“I see you have that misconception about small towat
having the same sins as the city,” she smiled Hyefu
“Actually, this was up at the campgrounds we cofa@r the
forestry service. Getting the FBI involved is toambersome,
and they have an unwritten agreement to let Chaper take it
unless it's some real public eye opener. You knsewmething
that will bring in the news cameras, then the FBhps in.
Except this one, no one wanted to handle. The waserather
interesting and would give you a good idea of hbimgs can
go topsy-turvy around here. It would be a good idead it.”

“Okay,” Adison nodded. “So, just what does everyalte
around here?”

“Well, you know pretty much my part: training peegpnd
keeping our department business in order. Sometirfesd like
a glorified secretary, but | make arrests and givietickets, too,
so don't forget to give me a card on secretaryig dshe joked.
“Chief Harper and Mark Scripts do the investigaijoes in four
counties, and when not busy with that, Mark hangiebkce
work. Eric Burns manages processing the evidenads g
updated equipment necessary for investigationshandles all
the computer stuff for this department and for &en€ity Hall,
with the exception of the Web page for our towne Bparks’
handle that from the tourist bureau. They also thm local
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tattoo shop. Tourist office is the one upstairsvabour workout
room. The workout room is right there, through tthabr.

“Mike and Danny do police patrol work, like writeckets,
do arrests only with the okay of myself, Mark, be tchief, and
walk through the business parts of town, keepingyaout for
thieves during the weekdays, direct traffic, andsvesr
guestions the tourists have. They have to keep luapay face
for the tourists.”

Adison grimaced at picturing Danny making nice with
tourists.

“Yes. You haven't met Mike yet, but they have itrder
than any of us. It doesn’t come natural to those tiwbe tourist
friendly.” Harriet chuckled and moved on withouwigig any
further information. Adison guessed she would dwet inside
story soon enough.

“They also secure an area after a crime until Markhe
chief arrive. Seda and Rajpal Arellano, the twitiey only
work the weekends doing daytime patrol work. Ndvase two
are our tourist faces. Not only are they nice amehély, but
they always know where and what is going on angmiday.
Tourists love them and drop off notes on how grdtefey were
for their assistance. Stender Hall works the secsimft on
weekends and Robert Gronlund works the nights arkemds.”
She smiled impishly. “You'll also be working the @keends. As
detective, you'll be on call. My suggestion is walle beat in
your uniform to get a feel for what's going on, afut the
residents to get to know you, that way when yogaéed out,
you’ll have some idea of who and what the callbew.”

Adison nodded.

“I've learned to never take a call at face valuBlarriet
continued. “I’'m sure you know never to relax on twene, like
a firefighter, thinking a fire you worked so hardcantaining is
a done deal. It doesn’t take much to reignite drés kindle
nearby, so I'll just repeat it for safety sake.”

Adison nodded while her mind was running with thermy
of what would happen if she were called out at mglkdnand the
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person didn’t recognize her as a new hire. As &dneg her
mind, Harriet laid her hand on Adison’s arm.

“When you go out this weekend, I'll be assistinguygust
so no drunken fool forgets you work for SPD. Theetland
Mark will be out of town on court business this wesed,
otherwise one of them would be backing you up. Té&ysome
sensational murder trial going on and they've beamking
with the DA on getting it nailed down,” she explath

Harriet returned a wave to one of the people whikedaby
the glass doors to the SPD office, then contintidtk used to
have twenty-three full-time officers and now itiglet full time,
four part-timers working the weekends and six reseafficers
when we need assistance.”

“Twenty-three officers to eight? That's quite auetion.”

“Money and politics. Those on the counsel who werng
for a big police force were voted off, and the nawer is ‘use
part-time and reserve officers when necessaryurarge and
the like make it expensive to keep a large numibdulbtime
staff,” she explained. “We do get investigationlsdfom the
court in Bales that covers Bales, Brisbane, Antioamd
Sunrise. Because of Chief Harper and Mark’'s baakupls,
they are used for serious cases that the surrogidimns and
forestry service don’t have the depth to cover.e€CHarper is
the court’s official investigator. We prefer not ¢all in big
guns from the city. Small town pride, you can dagtting real
talent in the detective field for a small town dandifficult with
the reward not being in the pay.

“Come on and I'll show you around our workout rodBest
time to use the gym is in the mid-morning hours mwheke and
Danny are just starting their foot patrol. The vaker fire
department and city employees, including the Spadgde
authorized to use it but only during weekdays. tasae
doesn’t cover them for the weekends, but the anizdle sure it
does cover the PD.”

Lieutenant Sams pushed opened the door to theisserc
room. It was a comfortable-sized gym. It had twdfedent
types of treadmills, three lifecycles, and a niatlection of
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weights with three workbenches. There was one newghw
pulley center, where every muscle could be workad The
floor was padded in some areas, concrete arounavéights
and under the two punching bags. One was a boxgabd the
other a long one that was ideal for kickboxing.

“Rules of use are up on all four walls and in theker area.
If you don't follow them, the chief bans you froimet place for
six months. Insurance,” she said.

There was one shower room with enough room to ahang
clothes and a door that could be locked for privdayckers
with names on them lined the small room adjacettiécsshower
room.

For lunch, Harriet took Adison to Mollie’s CreatmnTheir
time waiting for their meal was filled with towngkostopping
and introducing themselves. If they meant to imprAdison,
they did with their genuine warmth for a strangemownow
worked for their city.

After returning to the station, she tapped on tH&'sP
server’s secure room for her next set of lessotis Biic Burns.
Angie Burns, his wife, taught computers, sciencel math at
the local high school during the day, and at nige, two gave
computer classes to local geeks and wanna-bes. sBurn
encouraged her to take some additional classé®ifvanted to
pep up her skills. While he chatted, he took hegdrprints and
iris scan for her to gain access into the servemro

L

Adison spent Friday walking the beat with Harriet.

“Now it's important to talk to all the shopkeepeiGake
your time. If a tourist asks directions or somegiiom like you
were a sales clerk, it's no big deal. It's impottéam know the
people you're hired to protect.”

Harriet shaded her eyes and waved. “There’s thestwow.
They have lunch with a few other teachers abowg time,”
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Harriet said as they headed to the benches tldedithe center
garden.

Se brushed crumbs off her dress and nodded to Adiaj
stuck out his hand to Adison.

“Welcome, Detective Adison. I'm sure you will find
everyone.."

His sister cleared her throat and gave him a mtyin
expression. “He was going to say everyone is fteralt they
aren’t. Welcome, Detective Adison.” She wiped hegérs on a
napkin and shook Adison’s hand.

“Nice meeting you two.”

“This is Alyson, Jay, Carson, and Halley. They teat the
high school,” she introduced the others sittingtredir lunch
table.

Harriet had been pulled aside by a young boy wikdd
happy to see her.

“Okay, Grandma!” he said, then took off to join fiends.

“Grandma?” Adison asked.

“He calls all women that are older than his mother,
grandma. We’ll see you two later,” Harriet wavedts group
and headed toward the shops.

Harriet was taking her to meet Stender Hall nex.whs a
graphics designer with his small office over Graatmrlools
hardware store.

“Alex, this is Stenie. Stenie, this is our new [tiee, Alex.
Don’t you think he looks like he should be a polmféicer?”
Harriet teased.

‘I thought | was a police officer who moonlights as
designer,” Stender returned. “Nice meeting you,xAlan glad
to say that it's nice the chief finally filled theetective slot. |
think Mark was going to out on a recruitment jaifnHarper
didn’t hire by the end of this month.”

Harriet laughed. “He’s kidding. Linda, Mark’s wifgyould
have gone out and done it herself.”

Robert was their next stop, and he was trying laisdhat
building a model car out of toothpicks.
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“Robert, this is Alex, our new detective, and, Aléhkis is
Robert. He’s a transfer from New Jersey.”

“Hi, Robert. Nice meeting you.”

“Likewise. So, you're the newbie. | hear you took a
sabbatical from police work for a while. Welcomekanto the
fold.”

“It was nice to travel around and get paid forbiif you're
right, it was just a sabbatical. There are somes jttat are
difficult to get out of your blood.”

Robert laughed. “Have you met the other part-tiérsen
you know how true that statement is.”

L

That night, Adison felt exhausted. She had beenirig up
her character and her face felt tired from smilifig.fit in with
Sunrise, she was outgoing and pleasant, yet disaleeut
herself, giving just enough truth to not feel eglfirmade up.
After all, Alexandra Kay Adison was her real namaed she
grew up in Washington state not that far from Nerth
California. Though young Kay was timid and movedusd a
lot due to her mother's personal problems, SID lumhe
enough extensive background research on her bsfeewas
hired to know that Kay Adison in her youth was nret
memorable person, and therefore they didn’'t needvdory
about her past getting in the way of her coverigassents.

On Saturday and Sunday, Adison met the twins irothiee
and got a briefing on what to look out for and wtiate to take
lunch to beat the crowd. Harriet stopped by pedailtly to make
sure she was okay.

Adison was watching some kids who kept glancinguado
as if they were up to no good. They moved alongtéisée of
one street vendor who was occupied with a customery had
not seen her yet as she was standing next toa.gibwever,
Harriet's sudden appearance had them moving onriddar
watched them, then turned to Adison.
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“Found me again,” Adison remarked. “It's got to thes
uniform and the crowd it attracts.”

“I think it's because you're an attractive womaesked in a
uniform, with just enough leather that they'll keepeir
distance,” Harriet teased.

Adison was speechless for a few minutes.

Harriet laughed at Adison’s expression.

“Those kids,” Harriet nodded, “their parents rue thicycle
shop on Atherton. All of them are adopted. Theiy kids
and having a problem adapting.”

“Something wrong with their home?”

Harriet smiled at her. “My exact question. Carl &#llie are
into work and believe the kids should be, too. Thegn't into
repeating things twice and demand more than wigabdys can
give right now.”

“Counseling,” Adison replied.

“They need something more immediate. How's yourk®al

“More than what | usually do. In my other job, logte or
flew to my interviews,” she laughed.

“Well, you're going to have to build up on your \kalg
muscles. Even Mark does foot patrols.”

L

Monday morning, Detective Adison sat in the smadleting
room off the chief's office with Chief Harper anderhnew
partner/supervisor, Detective Mark Scripts. Feeloggter in a
less starched uniform and warmed up with threengite days
of inquisitiveness, she thought she could facedtective with
more ease. Her character was nearly finished with t
unsuspecting assistance of Sunrise’s residents.

“Alex Adison, Mark Scripts. | understand you twovkea
met,” Chief Harper said.
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Adison nodded and smiled at the detective whosk elges
were openly appraising her. She wondered what he wa
thinking.

Chief Harper clicked on an audio jammer.

“Mark will show you the ropes and see where yotergjths
and weaknesses are. His job as your supervisotbwitb build
on what you know and add to your repertoire oflsKilThe
chief gave Adison an amused look.

“We have ten open investigations that you can tgadn,”
he continued. “Two are a priority. The first—tendogumented
Mexican nationals were found buried in a mass graa open
field between here and Brisbane about a year dgosé&€cond is
that we've had five women disappear around the drelge
Parker calls his territory. These disappearances loacurred
over a one-year span. Three were supposed to lemreib the
FBI's protective care with new identities, whicletRBI has not
officially admitted to, so the investigation is bedcally ours.
This other problem.”. he indicated the audio jammer, “Mark
will fill you in.

“Every second Saturday of the month, five of us hieea
three-hour meeting on what's new in law enforcemant
review cases that we’re not making much progressbDam’t
forget to keep each other briefed on whatever cysese
working on since I'm sure neither of you will watd be
bothered on your days off.

“Alex, you'll be taking Wednesdays and Thursdays oir
two slow days. Weekends, as you found, are prettyid with
the tourists and keep our part-timers busy. Haymg working
the weekend means we can get to theft reportsrfastecover
areas the twins can't, like the warehouse and ethatea. Mark
gets weekends off with no calls, unless you need.”"hHe
glanced at Mark who grinned at the news.

“I don't like surprises, and | don’t like having g before
the town committee about objectionable police tactior
behavior. Don't forget you work for these people.”

He studied her for a moment. “l expect you to famite
yourself with the town by attending these meetinfswever, |
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don’t expect you to sit through them all the timelé smiled a
little. “One of the disadvantages or advantage$vafg in a
small town is that there’s not too much that isserst here, so
be careful about what you say to anyone. Howevesugh
gossip flows easily, there is little in the way roglice. If you
should hear of it, bring it up to Harriet, Mark, oe. It's usually
a problem that if we get to the source we can preaesmall
dispute from becoming more serious.”

Adison nodded.

“Do you have a vehicle?”

“No. In my previous job, it wasn’t practical,” sisaid. “It's
on my shopping list.”

“Purchase a vehicle that’'s going to do well oved beads
like a four-wheel drive that has an oil pan withodoground
clearance. Since there’s no long-term parking avétd’'s shop,
you can park in the police lot. Max, our mechahias enough
alarms and cameras there to frustrate a car tMiafk, get her
settled in. Have a fine day, detectives.”

“Will do, Chief,” Mark responded.

“Likewise, Chief,” Adison replied as she gatherezt kbup
of coffee and rose to follow her new partner out.

“That will be your desk,” Scripts gestured. “You adready
been cleared to look through the closed and opsescao like
the chief said, they're a good example of what kagpin
Sunrise and the other three counties we cover. réaoset you
up with a Secure ID,” he handed her the key fob,thumb-size
device that changed numbers every 60 seconds. (¥ dhe
second new hire | know who got access to our databafore
probation was over. You have some pretty impressive
references,” he said. “So you a Smith or Adison&~fimally
asked.

Adison’s lips curled into a smile. “Both. | writender Kay
Smith.”

He smiled, too. “Write any romance?”

“Nope,” she said, nearly shuddering at the thoufhist
travel stuff.”
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“We have two resident romance novelists who give
workshops should you ever get the inclination yoitt¥ Scripts
offered, not missing her quick dismissal of the idopnd
wanting to see what she would do with his dig.

“Not even in my dreams.”

He picked up a flyer and handed it to her. “Oustfjpb for
the morning. We'll be visiting the women’s shelt®ve give
talks on self-protection, how to recognize a staleead how to
search for surveillance equipment. You have ange&pce on
those subjects?”

“Yes,” she murmured, studying the list of discussidhe
SPD would be giving at the shelter and on what dayghe
month.

“Good. Before we go there, you're going to havehange
out of that uniform into civvies. Some of the resits get
nervous about uniforms in their safe space. Thetl Wwead
over to the coroner in Bales. They have the remairs hand
found in the mash a couple nights ago. Dr. Fishptwh head
coroner, doesn’'t have the PMI yet, but he has duongtof
interest. Think your stomach can handle it?”

“I'll bring a barf bag just in case.” As glib aseshwvas, she
didn’t do well with looking at or smelling corpsesbody parts.

L

The three-level Victorian house had a curving dsiag that
opened to a parking area to the left of the hoéseScripts
parked the car, Adison studied the front yard that more
garden space than lawn. Along the base of the ibgildhe
plants had one thing in common—they all had needles
thorns. Stairs led to the second story, which hedvared porch
crowded with flowerpots and no space for a chairalquick
glance, Adison spotted two surveillance camera$ aitsign
that warned anyone that the place was wired faurstgc

Detective Scripts gave a tug on the bell that aerntchoing
ring within the house.

50



“This place used to be a Catholic nun retreat faardifty
years. A little over two acres were donated byrailfato the
Daughters of Charity,” Scripts explained. “The attusold the
property. The developer who purchased it went besbre he
could do anything with it. Claire, the manager amdher of the
shelter, bought the convent and half an acre arourd an
auction. The city and another developer boughttlodf rest of
the plots the land was divided into. Their smalapél,” he
nodded to the building on the next lot, “is now diger town
functions.”

The door opened to reveal a medium-height womalm thi
roundedness of someone who had reached her mitide.
faded orange hair was pulled back in a ponytaihwaitbandana
wrapped around her neck. The tails of her shirtghoat over
faded blue jeans. Her tennis shoes were all thaweti as new.
She faced them brandishing a broom and lookeddiie was
ready to use it more as a club than for sweeping.

“What are you doing, Claire? Giving housekeepirgstss
or transportation?” Scripts quipped.

“I'm working on how to scare the living daylightsitoof
that blasted mouse that insists on chewing upHowme and
Gardenmagazines! | plan on transportitg You must be the
new detective. How are you?”

“Claire, meet Detective Alex Adison. Detective, mee
Claire, manager of the shelter.”

“Fine thanks. And you?”

“Just fine and dandy. Come on in.”

“Are the gals ready for us?” Scripts asked as fioipwed
her into the long entrance way.

“Yep.”

Claire led them past two closed doors on eitheg sidthe
entranceway. On the left was a stairway and imntelgiacross
was a large sitting room. On the other side ofdtars was a
dining room with a large table and the last doorwlayn the
hall was the kitchen. The baking smell of cake ptdu
memories from Adison’s childhood into her conscroess—
happy memories of baking with her aunties.
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Claire opened a door across from the dinnng roowh an
waved Scripts and her down a staircase. They ehtrarge
room where a dozen chairs were set up with womémegzad in
small groups chatting amiably. Three PCs linedviiaé with a
posted class schedule. Conversations became |@asdiellos
greeted Scripts.

Introductions were given, and everyone welcomedséwli
to Sunrise. By Scripts’ relaxed manner, there wasurry to
get this meeting started. Some of the women Adisongnized
from stores she had visited when she was playingamae
writer and later in an official SPD uniform. It remded her of a
phrase her aunties used—"Remember to be nice begaus
may be back.”

“These classes on abuse are open to any of the wame
town,” Claire said for Adison’s benefit. “If the meare
interested, we give a few next door in the meelially The last
time the men asked to participate, it was to balkadn defense,
so we dressed some of the men who volunteered aseth
padded outfits...they wanted action rather than diste a
lecture.”

Adison got the distinct impression that these worledinthe
classes should only be for women. Abuse was nofpjasticed
by men and not just by adults.

Scripts pulled out boxes with different types omeaas, all
small and difficult to look for if hidden correctlyPinhole
camera, smoke detector camera, radio camera, aclevk
cameras, clothes camera, a fern in a pot camethaadamp
camera.

When the class ended, Adison met Genie, Clairefsvpa
She rolled in with refreshments from the elevatortioe other
side of the room.

“So you're the new detective they're talking abattthe
coffee shop. Nice to meet you.” Genie gave her ran fi
handshake, sizing her up as she did. “Looks like yeed some
time with a good cook. You're too skinny, Detective
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“She means that, too,” Scripts told her betweeashdf his
cake. “She hates anyone who doesn't look like gleads time
eating.”

“I've been eatingoo much good food around here,” Adison
disagreed.

“Ah, now we have the truth. The reason she decidestay
was the food. Hi, is it Adison, detective or Alek® name’s
Cindy. | work in Grandmother’s Gift Shop. You boughset of
wind chimes the other day. You know, that’s the kmafra true
cop,” Cindy told her.

“You're getting food confused with the doughnutogh
theory, Cin. She doesn’t look the chowing down oughnut
type. Hi, I'm Ellen, | own Grandmother’s Gift Shop.

“Any of the names will do. Just what type do | loldie?”
Adison was hoping she was not stepping into somegthoo
deep, but she needed to know what impression shewmg.

“Greasy foods,” another woman nodded confidentGogs
like greasy foods. Hi, Alex, I'm Leslie Hill. I'm aeal estate
agent if you're looking, and artist and the locadfly for the
Sunrise Daily.

“That would be Harry’s Sandwich Shop, where if dedn’t
drip, it isn't a good sandwich,” Claire added.

The women laughed.

“So what do you think?” Claire turned to Genie. \tldayou
sized up Detective Adison yet?”

“Given the chance and opportunity...she would eat out
every day. Hates to cook. Her method is to buydaygantities
of take-out and nuke leftovers for the rest of theek. For
desserts, chocolate is her first choice.”

Adison felt slightly uncomfortable. “Well, you gthe part
about not being the cooking type right, but forsd anything
sweet with coffee to help cut it is fine by me.’agghg with her
cover as a travel writer, she had sampled all soirtsvenus,
including desserts, so she wondered how Genie dantkat
conclusion.
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“Genie can read anyone’s gastro desires and héakiis's
like a diviner. She’s doing about ninety-nine petcevith only
one error this year,” Scripts said.

“I don’t want to bother arguing with you on thatimpo but |
got that right, too,” Genie informed him.
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The ride to the morgue in Bales was silent, andséwliwas
fine with that. She studied the landscape aroumdnthThere
were a lot of official turnoffs and possible plagesar would
pull off for a picturesque view, leaving people netlable to
predators...the human kind. Weeks earlier, she had bser
the sites and others numerous times in a rentaloc&ing for
clues.

When trees began to give way to a few farms, tinem a
suburb, Adison memorized the terrain, streets, landmarks,
should she have to come here on her own. Scripkegat the
back of a hospital where a sign identified the mergn the
basement and had a parking space reserved forepathd two
for the coroners.

She had to just about trot to keep up with long guoitk
steps of her partner. “Hey, Detective Scripts,libdy part isn’'t
going to walk away. Can you slow down a bit?” shited from
behind.

He stopped suddenly, surprised. “Sorry, | was timigK
When she was even with him, he continued at a sipaee.
“This body part was found by John Malstron’s doglvatore.
He lets the hound run loose around the marsh bedaeis sure
Sal won't bother anyone. What | retrieved was prétird to
recognize as a hand.”

A dog? So none of the militia members mentionetf It.
could smell it, I'm sure they did. Is John Malstraimember of
the militia?
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Scripts didn’t stop at the guard station but pulbed his 1D
from his waistband, flashed it, and continued phst guard
who had been eyeing them since they came into view.

“Hold on there, Dee-tect-ive. Ah don’t know who ygat
there with ya.”

Scripts muttered something under his breath buetliback
to the slightly overweight guard.

His uniform had two patches, one for the company he
worked for and the other with the hospital’'s namelison
watched his eyes as he squinted at her, movingnbigh in a
disagreeable expression. His cap was askew whicdjusted,
as he did his belt that had a holster for his flghh a noisy
collection of keys, and two small black pouches.

“I'm Detective Adison of the Sunrise Police Depagtm
And you are?”

“North-side guard Pearligyls. Adison. And Ah got ta see
yer credentials before Ah letcha in. Yer not drdsiee a po-
lice officer.”

Adison pulled her new badge with ID from her wadstt to
give him a better view. Just then the door to tleegue swung
open.

“Good day to you, Mark.” A tall ebony-skinned woman
with her hair pulled back showing off a nice facpbofile,
dressed in slacks and a pullover sweater camdistyalut. Her
ID was clipped to her shoulder. She had a thiclidplof notes
that she shifted to her other arm.

“Morning, Doc. Dr. Fishbach asked if we could stpp..”

“Yes. He said you would probably stop by when retsa
meeting so he asked me to brief you. Come on ovemy
office. | just picked up his notes for what we’veng so far. It's
been busy lately. Full moon.”

The three turned away from the door and walked hack
the ramp.

“Hey there! Dr. Sher-wood! | can’t let you leaveeth
premises with official papers!” Pearlie hollered amnd moved
to follow them.
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“Mr. Pearlie..” the doctor enunciated as she turned back to
the man who came to an abrupt stop before herobled few
steps back to put more space between them. “l lbhee
authority to walk in or out of that building with hatever |
chose, as do all the morgue doctors.” She turnednar and
continued back up the ramp with the two detectfeewing.

She looked back at Adison. “l suggest you don't tise
entrance if you're alone. Try the longer route tigio the
hospital. Better he be employed than unemployed.”

They passed through an office reception area wlaation
of offices. Dr. Sherwood pushed her office door ro@nd
gestured the two to precede her. The detectivesdf@eats in
front of her desk. The doctor opened the file anlled out two
sheets. She handed one to Scripts and another ismrAd‘A
severed right hand. There’s markings of a tattagsigiheon the
wrist. Also something circular burned in the palithe two
pictures you're looking at are different types diopos to pick
up the designs on the skin.”

“It's not quite like the other four we found.” Markoved to
pull out his notepad.

“'m Dr. Mandy Sherwood, by the way. Mandy to my
friends.”

“Detective Alex Adison. Alex.”

“Sorry,” Scripts apologized, looking up startled.

The two women nodded.

“So you know about the severed hands from a yeaP"ag
she asked Adison.

Adison nodded. “A dozen documented Mexican workers
a mass grave, all with their right hand missing.”

“That’s right. This hand was in a freezer for a \ahbefore
it was dumped,” Mandy said. “It also differs frotnet others
with a tattoo on the wrist and the circular markrad in the
palm.”

“Retaliation? Usually if one gang attacks anothlee, other
evens the score quickly and you get more bodieglisan
offered. “This is only one.”

The two nodded.
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“All that is the same is that it's the right hanat off at the
wrist. This one has burned into the palm what cdadda coin,
whereas the other four hands we recovered hadnawraipped
in the hand,” Mandy said.

Adison noted in her pad that the right hand usuatig the
one used to strike or represented “doing.” So wthBee coins
meant to be something like the Greeks with thein stuffed in
an orifice of the corpse to pay his or her way ssrthe river
Styx? If so, the person was robbed before he rehdhe
destination.

L

When they left Dr. Sherwood’'s office, Scripts toek
different route back to Sunrise, giving Adison dmsot
perspective of the area they covered.

“So what’s with the jamming equipment in Chief par's
office?” she asked

Scripts glanced at her, then moved his eyes bacthdo
winding road. “We think a local gang is listening on the
conversations. We also scan the office regulamyptms and do
a visual. We don't find them like we used to.”

“Do they know you’re spying on them?”

“It's hard to say. It's not often the chief turna the voice
scrambler. We know when they’re listening in, areltell them
what we want them to hear. That way, they arerdtlyesure if
we know.”

Scripts pulled into a camp turnout,and they bunmgledg a
rough road until they reached a small parking aveare three
SUVs were parked. One was marked with the U.S. Rariger
sticker.

“The ranger station had a call this morning. | wamsee if
they need any backup from us.”

Gray Horse was surrounded by young girls and aaieuits.
He waved at them and excused himself from the group
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“Detective Alex Adison, Ranger Gray Horse,” Scripts
introduced. “Gray Horse, Alex Adison.”

“How are you? | hear you’re interested in the Mdlth
cabin,” Gray Horse remarked.

“Fine, thanks. Yes, the Mitchell cabin looks wedked for.”

“Itis. It's also a nice area for someone who likestude.”

“Gray Horse knows this area like the back of hisdcalf
you get lost, just bang on a tree and he’ll find.yo

Gray Horse nodded and added, “Remove the conaatksy
people lose their way.”

Adison chuckled, identifying herself as one of énpgople.

“Any cautionary bulletins we need to know about2tifts
asked.

“We had a report that there was a man exposingdiintde
could have been relieving himself, or he could hdeen
getting off with so many young females in one placeray
Horse answered. “| followed his trail to an abarethicamp. It
looks like he left in a hurry.”

Scripts grinned. “He must have realized you werehtm
trail.”

L

Back in the car, Scripts described the type ofscétey
received from the U.S. Forestry and what SPD a&skbist. At
the office, Scripts went over cases with Adisorkiras her
opinion. She appreciated that because if the rolbere
reversed, she would be curious to find out about gatner
who she suspected was more than what she claintss to

Upon reaching her apartment, Adison changed into an
oversized T-shirt and shorts and rolled into heeging bag
exhausted. Each evening, she reviewed her covesm\ver, this
night, she fell asleep in the middle of rehaskangpnversation
she had in the women'’s shelter with...
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Chapter 3

While Adison was doing early morning stretches it
day and imagining how nice it would be to havea bed and
coffee maker, she heard a knock on her back ddue. dnly
reason she was up this early was that she couldsbeép for
short periods on the hard floor.

Taking her semi-automatic with her, she peeked tbat
bathroom side window that had a mirror she placeshbw her
who was on her stairway without exposing her imfrof a
window. She sighed. Padding into the kitchen, siheetd on the
outside light, unlocked the door, and pulled it ope With
pursed lips, she studied the dog and her masteradteasy to
figure out what Scripts had in mind.

“You want me to run?! This early?”

“Best time. You're up, so you're halfway ready.” deiffed
the air, “And you don’t have coffee. By the time get back,
all the places that serve early morning coffee wdlve it
brewing.” He grinned at her expression. “As youpeswisor, |
need to know about your physical limitations.”

She waved them both in while eyeing his outfithkimg
how lucky she was to have had the foresight to hew
workout sweats and at least had two days to breaker
running shoes.

While Angel wandered around the apartment sniffiraut,
it took ten minutes for Adison to dress in her nemeats and
shoes.

Once on the streets, it didn’'t take long for hefind that his
long strides were going to kill her. He gave hedsraak when
they reached the beach, but then the only breakthatsshe
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walked to catch up with him as he sat waiting snck. He was
tossing a ball for the still energetic Angel to sbaown.

After she caught her breath, she began, “If you mm
ragged before we start work, I'll be slumped in omair for the
rest of the shift...and no telling how I'm going te lvalking
the next day.”

“Well, you do have tomorrow and Thursday off. Calesiit
boot camp. Which means there will be training ie tym
downstairs and some night training, too.” His gainthis hour
was not contagious.

“Ah, gods!” she moaned softly.

“Not a morning person?” he surmised. “How abouaaa?
You don't have to wear the uniform you spent youstf
paycheck on during weekdays.”

“Geez! You just comprised me with a bribe!” shedsai
mock horror.

She didn’t have time to discuss it further becausevas up
and started an easy lope for him and Angel backtdwown.

Adison found her way back to her apartment alond an
grumbled through her shower. Seldom did she workctly
with a partner, and this was one good reason wieys$iould
continue with that. This was probably his way oftigg back at
her for suspecting she was not who her job apphicahade her
out to be.

She pawed through the few clothes she had to cHomse
ignoring the three uniforms hanging with her onsibess suit.
She found a pair of loafers, brown slacks, one urkled not
too casual top and a sweater to wear over it.

She walked quickly to the PD station. There weletaof
early morning risers, mostly shop owners prepafanghe day.
Those who spotted her smiled and nodded as if khney her
well. She would have stopped at the Donut Shogdfiee and
a bagel, but the line was long and she felt she lat@s She
forgot to put on a watch and had not spared a glatcher
travel clock.

“Good morning, Lieutenant Sams,” she greeted hehat
front desk.
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“Morning, Alex. It's Harriet. Remember we’re notgocity
formal here. Coffee’s fresh and the doughnuts allewarm,”
She smiled too brightly for this early hour.

“Okay, Harriet. Coffee...and a sugar fix.” Adison isped
up the stairs and hung her coat on the rack neaddsk and
glanced around to see who else was present.

“Morning, Scripts.” He looked up at her grinninge Kvas
sending sheets of paper to the printer they sh&ked.glanced
at Gary Krieger from the night shift who was leanivack in a
chair nearly asleep.

“Chief, we about ready for the meeting?” Harriellexh as
she walked into the office.

“Yes. Gather your mugs and doughnuts and lets,stagt
said.

Krieger, Harriet, Burns, Scripts, and Adison satuad a
table in chairs that had a lumpy appearance akey twere
castoffs from someone’s office. Officer Brucker, agse new
start time was ten, was absent.

“Eric, the mayor asked if you can stop by and labkhis
computer. He thinks he has another virus. Hardetyou have
anything to remind us of?”

“Yep. The town meeting for this Friday is at fivenp.we
all need to be there. The mayor will be readingpegi and
compliments about our handling of calls.”

“And | don’t want to hear any noise from any of yaten
Mrs. Edna gets her list out,” the chief warned ntimedded to
Harriet to continue.

“We need donations in the kitty to buy more coftee to
keep the doughnut supply coming. If you don’t gividl.bring
in veggies and.”.

Boos followed and Harriet grinned. “I see | got ydull
support.”

“Gary, anything you need to update us on?”

“Nope. Quiet as a church mouse.”

“Mark, have you planned your day out?” the chief
continued.

“Yep. Something to add?”
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“Fit in a visit to the retirement community. Mr. &ty wants
to speak with the detective working on his case.”

“Well, that won't be me, Chief. That's one of thases I've
reassigned to my partner here. | thought a fresk & the case
may help.” He nudged the papers he brought with twmer to
her.

Adison caught the muffled laughs in the room. “Tase of
the missing underwear,” she remembered aloud.

“I's good to see you keeping up with your cases,
Detective,” the chief said. “We’re facing a thregycoliday, so
don’t forget to remind your loved ones you'll be oall and
wearing your uniforms. Alex, on your two days afét a lot of
rest. You'll need it. You'll be on call for the swwd shifts
except your days off, and Mark will be doing theelashift
except on his days off. We’'ll test that scheduleand see how
that works.

“Okay, troops, start practicing those smiles foristh
weekend. Get your uniforms freshly pressed and sskbaed.
Everyone wears a uniform for the tourists so thay tind us
easily in a crowd,” he explained to Adison. “I’'mreuyou’ve
already discovered that on your weekend shift. yoee, have
a great day.”

As the group rose from their chairs, Scripts leamegr and
dramatically whispered. “Don’t forget to take a peamd
notebook. Mr. Grady expects you to take notes. danit want
him to complain to Mrs. Edna that the detectivagussd to his
case was unprepared and inattentive.”
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“Now, Mr. Grady, you said the last time you saw you
shorts was when you put them in the washer at onea

“That’'s what | said!” He tapped his cane tip on fleor,
nodding and moving his mouth as if he were playmth his
false teeth. Adison noticed the end of his cane igasing
marks on the linoleum floor.
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“And you didn’t see anyone in the laundry room hessa
you didn’t wear your glasses.”

“That’s what | said.”

By the look of his glasses, she doubted he wouldlbe to
distinguish much without them, and by his loud egihe
wouldn’t hear anything short of a boom.

Adison took a deep breath as she figured how slsegeing
to word the next suggestion. Her eyes caught sagla small
Chinese woman who pushed a finger against her Agson
thought about it.

There was Mrs. Edna’s list to consider. If the pidn did
take offense and he mentioned her to Mrs. Ednagpéeteef the
list, and her name appeared at the next town ngeetihat
wouldn’t be good. This was her first official cas®hat could
possibly be going on for about a year with thisecamissing
underwear? What had Harriet said? She had onlylis&ghed
to Harriet's sketchy but amusing tale of a year noén’s
undershorts going missing at the retirement home.

“Do you do your laundry on a schedule, like the sdime,
same day, Mr. Grady?” she continued.

“Time? What's time when you'’re retired?” He raisbis
skinny wrists and turned them around for her to geg¢ he
didn't wear a timepiece. He resumed tapping thes cam the
floor waiting for another question.

“But you remembered this particular time. Why, sir?

“The Mystery Readers Group got together and detexchi
the time. Mrs. Kingsmen said she heard me closelooy two
times around one a.m.” He leaned forward. “Shel\wagb
complaining I'm closing my door too loudly. Candkie her too
seriously 'cause she’s hard of hearing.”

“So, uh,” she looked at her notes to think whae ets ask,
“why did you call for a detective to visit, Mr. Gitg, when all
this information had already been taken by Officér...

“Gary,” he said. “Mrs. Kingsman was wandering ardun
that see-through nightgown, getting the lad nervdbke’s
gonna give someone a heart attack looking like thatl at her
age!”
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“Mr. Grady, about your underwear disappearing... haue
thought about setting a trap for this thief?”

“Eh?” His head came up and his eyes magnified tehu
orbs.

“Well, you said you have a group of mystery fanattpet
together...maybe y’all can think up something to kadtgs thief
in the act.”

The cane rapped a few times as the old man appé&atss
somewhere else.

“What if it's one of us?” he demanded.

“Go by elimination. Who would wear men’s shorts? &Vh
does laundry when you do yours? You might consudeen
you purchase your next pair, buy something no dse bkere
would buy or write your name on the tab. Then yau stake
out the laundry room to see who is washing yourtshaVith
enough of you...you can rotate shifts.”

The old man appeared to be thinking about the siiges.
He was moving his mouth and twitching his eyebrofdison
wondered if it was from medication or just him.

‘I never saw a label on my shorts, so there’'s noehe
write. Now for getting shorts nobody wants...what you
suggesting? That | get pink hearts or somethinthem?”

“Uh,” Adison gulped back her giggle. “That’s....goddy.
Grady. You're getting the idea.” Her mind came ujthw
something to change the direction of the convesesatiHow
many residents in this...apartment complex?”

“Don’t know.”

“How many people in your mystery group?”

“Enough for four tables of bridge. We play bridgekieep
our minds sharp for our detective skills.”

Adison asked if he had anything more to bring bpntleft
him to his cronies who wanted to know how it wenthwthe
new blood. Adison went in search of the Chinese ammnthe
spotted her getting a class ready for exerciseorBeAdison
could exit unseen, the woman gestured to her teedam

“Hi, I'm Mai Oberman. | hear you're the new deteet’

“Hello, Alex Adison. Yes.”
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“Would you like to join us for Tai Chi? We do son@hi
Gung before practice.”

“Il keep you healthy,” one of the residents pibep as she
noisily shucked her shoes into the corner and Eudifinto the
floor.

“Edna swears by it!” another added in an equalbdl@oice,
“but it's more than that!” the quivery voice conied. “Gotta
do some walking. Get in some golf!”

“There aren’t any golf courses around here, Abiel there
isn’t going to be anytime soon. So drop the hindésbther said.
The old man turned to her and added, “He’s beetepeg the
city council to put in a golf course to draw in radousiness.
He’s a retired real estate agent. Still thinks bke.”

“Come on, Detective. Surely, you don’t think yougeing
to look any more ridiculous than us,” another oldman
taunted.

“I haven’t done Tai Chi for a long time, but I'ling it a

try.”
If she was going to get background on this undenilgaf,
she was going to have to bond with the group.

Adison shucked her shoes and socks, laid her ogat @
chair, and joined the group. Her holstered gun stafied so it
was snug against the small of her back. She thdnsao
gracefully moved along with the others into slowuing poses
that were centered on breath and balance. Sheingdsbly the
time they finished the Chi Gung exercises, justmaps, she
was told. By the end of the class, she was gratgfiel was
surrounded by people familiar with the routine amolved slow
enough for her to follow. She had forgotten a lot.

“What is nice about Tai Chi is that you learn bysetving,
much like we do in our ordinary lives about moshgjs,” Mai
told her as the two walked through the parking lot.

Adison read the door to a van marked “Clinic” tN&i was
climbing into. Words circled the name indicating ias a
holistic clinic. “I like how you explain the purpesf each Chi
Gung exercise. Have they been doing it long?”
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Mai smiled. “No. A month now. They've been doing thai
Chi longer. They had another teacher who was letig® to
budget cuts. He taught just Tai Chi. | do it fotlmong, so I'm
within their budget. | teach Tai Chi every othey d@d the hall,
next door to the women’s shelter, if you wish totooue, or
you can join your new friends every day at thisetifihe one at
the center is thirty dollars a month and more is¢erit lasts
about two and a half hours.”

“I don’t think Chief Harper would think it too pressional
for me to take more than an hour off for persordéxation
during work hours, so | would probably continue hwithe
practice at the hall. It's nice to get back intd it

Mai smiled. “I don’t think Eugene is worried too ofu
about how you go about gathering information onearyold
case that has the town amused and the men whosswesat
goes missing, befuddled. Besides, the way Mark Bangene
work, they never are off duty, and I'm sure, Detegtyour life
will be similar.”

“What makes you think I'm gathering information?”

Instead of answering, Mai smiled and drove off.

L

Friday was just a warm-up to Saturday and Sundahef
Labor Day weekend. As tired as Adison felt, sherated the
infamous Friday night town meeting and found it wext so
bad. Maybe because she was new. Danny Brucker whs n
getting good marks, though there were some grumgy who
put in a word for him. It was his militia buddiesdison found
the meeting unusual and surprised that the childreme
obligated to participate. By their expressionsyth@uld have
preferred not to.

For Saturday and Sunday, Harper, Scripts, and firicin
an appearance during the afternoon hours whenwims and
Adison took a lunch break so there were always ntwga two
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visible officers available. Adison noticed Danny swanot
required to put in the extra time.

The stores that were open were busy during the thag's,
and there were no available parking spaces in fsbany of the
stores. A lot of illegal parking in red marked zera yellow
loading zones was occurring, bringing in revenuetielsets
fluttered under windshield wipers. Saturday mid-niog was
when the moving van arrived with Adison’s furnitusend
whatever else her handler felt was necessary tgpleten her
cover. Harriet and the twins waved her off to tadee of
moving in.

“Just park it in the alley,” she told the driver.

The back of the van door slid opened and Adisorpldpn
to see what was in the back.

“I can get this,” she huffed as a medium-sized hoxed
out to be heavy.

“Computer stuff,” John laughed. “Here, this is kien
stuff...the lightweight kind.”

She delivered the box marked kitchen in the frooim and
began to unpack until she found a coffee makefodhd it!” It
was promptly plugged in, and coffee poured intofilter.

“You guys hungry?”

“Yes!” they said in unison.

“While the coffee’s getting ready, I'll get us some
sandwiches. | know a place that makes them realbg g

For the guys, she purchased the largest size tady dnd
for herself, half that, expecting to save somddter.

Running back up the stairs, she found the two R&hg
engrossed in the setting up of her PC.

“Figures you two would do the techie stuff firssfie teased.

“What do you have there?” Eric asked.

“Meatball sandwich. Two big ones.”

They ate in silence. Once the edge of her hunges wa
appeased, Adison settled in front of another boskethkitchen
and investigated its contents. It seemed there wemee than
enough boxes marked kitchen.
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“Dishes,” she muttered as she unwrapped what she wa
going to get rid of the first chance she got. “Tisigoing to the
swap shop,” she concluded. “Oh eech! Pink and yeflowers
on cups and plates? Does she think I'm giving t@digs at a
church function?”

John chuckled and left for another load of beloggin

Adison looked up at the sound of grunting and John
shuffling backward into the room. The angle wasmgraovhen
they first tried to get the frame in, so they it up at one end
and took tiny steps to maneuver it into the frayam. Adison
was nearly dancing with joy. Her bed!

They then went back downstairs for the pad whilaséual
hummed to herself and rearranged the bed so ilagamst the
wall but in the center of the room. That way, iesshould be
sitting up at night, she could see right out thedaiw.

The men moved over to the futon couch frame angdprd
the brand new, five-inch thick cotton stuffed pauitop.

“Oh, yes,” she warbled.

John laughed. “Not into the sleeping bag thing,*iuh

“The appeal disappears after a week on a hard.floor

While she sipped her coffee and dug through thegothe
men laughed over the knickknacks she presentdteta before
rewrapping them.

“Come on, John. Let's get to the more fun stufim&ito
wire you for sight and sound.” Eric nudged John whas
peering out the window.

Adison returned to the two remaining boxes markethes.
“Now this is where Alice is good,” she muttered.

Keeping with her character, not much was packeardh
was one silk pantsuit, winter vests, four skirtslcazen blouses
with warm shirts, and T-shirts. No shoes. With tamping
equipment and gear she had recently purchased,wsise
quickly filling up her small closet.

Adison’s beeper went off as she was storing hehifftssin
the built-in bureau.

“Your new phone’s already connected. You can goadhe
and use it,” Eric informed her. The secure phong it& own
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countermeasure circuitry hidden inside to prevamgging or
tapping attempts, and Eric wanted to test it. Heagawith his
own bugging equipment to see if he could tap intr h
conversation.

Before she could pick up the handset, it rang. édigut it
on speaker. “Hello?”

There was heavy breathing, then panting, followgdha
sounds of someone getting off.

Adison snorted in disgust, “Get a life!” then hung

“Your first call is from a public pay phone,” Erread off
the caller ID.

“Looks like you got someone interested in asking ymwt
already,” John teased.

“Not how | wanted to initiate my phone.” She pickepg the
phone and called into the office. The recorded agsstated a
tourist reported that her purse was stolen. The awmwas
waiting inside Toys for Adults.

“If you have a pencil sharpener camera, | want 'oske
hinted. “No one thinks of the pencil sharpener geimore than
a sharpener. | better pick up some pencils to ntd&ek right,”
she said.

“We’ll leave a list of what and where we set up #teff on
your PC,” John said.

“Perfect. Have a fun day, guys.” She hurried dowe t
stairwell. Before pulling open the front door, sheished off
her uniform pants, adjusted her gun belt, made lIsershirttails
were not hanging out, and did a quick toe shoeeshsing her
trousers.

“I hope I'm not leaving a black smudge at the batkny
pants,” she muttered, remembering too late the lpnobwith
using that shortcut to clean her shoes.

Martin McBride, the owner of the shop was ringing a
sale, engrossed in conversation so he only cowkl fgger a wrist
flick toward a group of women.

“Hi, I'm Detective Adison. | heard one of you haduwy
purse stolen.”
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“Hello. I'm Angie Wells. Actually, 1 found it. Notimg
stolen. | called back, but the line was busy sothaight we
would wait until you arrived.”

The speaker wore expensive clothes, all the wayndowhe
dark brown leather shoes. Angie’'s smile was nicd #me
attraction the woman felt for her was just at theface to be
recognized as a polite inquiry if she was interdst&he was.
However, the chief had said no flirting or pickingp on
tourists...while on duty. And as a detective, she wasduty
24]7.

By the time she left the group, Adison was countihg
days until she could take a trip to San Franci$te. bar one of
the women mentioned was Girls Night Out

When she returned to her apartment late that niyiton
spent time getting settled in her new residence &nd John
had left a cleaned and secured apartment for her.

Pleased with what she saw, she went to an impaitemtin
her new place—the PC. She powered it up, and vithileoted,
she unfolded the futon bed frame and fell ontooit & few
moments, her arms splayed out in bliss.

“Wonderful,” she moaned. Sighing regrettably, sbéed
off the cushion before she fell asleep and wemt the kitchen
to boil water for tea. While she waited, she openelox of
crackers. With tea and crackers she settled irt fobmer PC,
intent on finding out just her team left behind ke her
apartment secure.

Pinhole cameras gave her views all around her mpatt
down the alley, and under the stairs in the back.

“Nice,” she hummed. She clicked on the icon to dprihe
stairs into better view. Satisfied, she reviewee ihterior
cameras and monitors, then checked her softwaspy#kare,
shadowware, and counterware for anyone who thatugéduld
be nice to come unbidden into her PC. SID had tivegers in
her system, but it was embedded with enough alaand
whistles to fool anyone who was smart enough tdlgstfar.
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Adison was awakened Sunday at four a.m. by anbibavy
breathing phone call. Since she was too irritatedd back to
bed, she sat in the comfort of her reading chgpisg coffee
and mentally organizing her SID duties and SPDegutUntil
she was further embedded in Sunrise life, her éeekgould be
devoted to establishing her character.

“Character?” Adison muttered startled. “Gods, buatts
funny. Who is Alexandra Kay Adison anyway? | didei¥en
know her as a child.” She snorted and took ano#ierof
coffee. “As an adult, I've put on more faces thamaltiple
personality can handle. The last time | was Adistime
assignment didn't have a good ending.” She sighad a
thoughtfully plodded onSo who isthis Adison going to be?
According to Agent Sinclair, when you create a eleser for a
long haul, don’t create one that is too differerani who you
really are. What if | don’t really know who | am?

By the time Scripts’s tapping on the back door staah she
was dressed and had completed her warm-up streténgel
naturally was excited by the new smells in her tpant and
promptly sniffed around as did her master, thoughin the
same obvious manner.

“Nice setup...l noticed your PC is old stuff. O#icBurns
can help you put some pizzazz into that and saveaytot of
money.”

“Okay, I'll look into it, though, it was mostly famy writing
job. Is it common to get obscene phone calls i tibwn?”

“Who reported it to you?” By her expression, hehgagd it
was her who received one. “They have your phonebeum
already? That's interesting.”

She nodded. “Started yesterday about twenty miraftes |
plugged my land phone in, then again early thisnimoy.”

“The calls started about a month ago. We think its
teenagers. Panting?”

“Yes.”
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“As of yet, we haven’t been able to get a recordighe
voice.”

“I'll see if | can oblige you.”

She wondered how much Scripts saw as he lookeddrou
the room. She handed a cookie to Angel as theyapeepto
leave. She never had a dog and had no idea whlatwath one,
but on her foot patrol, she had visited a pet shiop.a
conversation with the clerk, who was cute andiffigtwith her,
she wound up buying dog biscuits. She was glad Alikged
them. As they were leaving, Scripts studied thersitho

“A security alarm. You worried about something?”

Adison snorted in mock disbelief. “Let’s just sayhat goes
on at the station, | don’t want to bring any ofvith me here.”

As they began their run, she went over in her mvhéther
it was too heavy-handed to have so much securitjhan
apartment. It didn’t take her long to decide it was.

There has to be one place | can feel safe. Besidldse can
see is the alarm in the door frame and that's sggpoto be
obvious.

L)

The next weekend, Saturday morning, was Adisomst fi
attendance at a monthly departmental meeting. Nevdrer
entire law enforcement career was she aware of sue&tings.
As she pushed open the door, she could smell goffieieh led
her to the break room where Scripts and Chief Hawpere
filling their mugs and picking out doughnuts.

“Morning, Alex,” Chief Harper nodded.

Scripts smiled. “How’s your calf muscle?”

“Itll survive. I'll carry a first aid kit from nowon.”

“You take her over some rough terrain?” the chefeal as
they headed to the meeting room.

“Nope. All flat land. Agility is not her strong pai...we’ll
work on that next week.”
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Adison glowered at the back of Scripts’s head. ‘duid
have been fine if that rabbit hadn’'t decided toldeuback to
avoid Angel.”

“Rabbit?” Harriet asked, stirring her coffee, attgasettled
at the table with Burns.

Scripts started to laugh, hastily setting his maglee table
to keep from spilling it. Harriet and Burns lookédward
Scripts for explanation.

Adison groaned to herseBhe adjusted her gun belt to fit in
the chair and sat down to her doughnuts and coffee.

“We were about twenty minutes into the run when @éng
takes off after something. | called her back, theere’'s this
rabbit hopping between Angel and us. It wisely desinot to
go toward Angel, so it bounces past me, and whéunrried
around, there goes my partner running the other wifty the
rabbit chasing her.”

The group hooted.

“l was trying to get out of the way. That's a biggd With
her hot on the trail of that rabbit, she would Basin me over.”

That only caused them to laugh harder.

“Okay...” the chief took a deep breath, chuckled some
more, then opened a folder in front of him. “Lesgrt with
previous evidence the coroner has on severed hamdisvork
our way to the more recent, bringing Alex up toedaand
refreshing our memories.”

The pictures that were spread on the table wena fifee
coroner’s office. The shots were of different hanihen the
most recent, with dates at the bottom of each mctbkor the
next hour, they went over old photographs of thainsl
Salvadorians who were identified as Mexican fielorkers and
how it could tie in with the recent hand. Then &eotset of
pictures were spread out on the table.

“Who'’s this?” Adison pointed to one picture of agan she
tailed for SID, wondering if they had more informeat on him.

“We don’'t have a name. Meets once a month with enbes
of our local gang,” Scripts explained.
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“And him?” She held up a photo of another man skie’'t
recognize, but he met on occasion with her Whitagkin
targets.

“Officer Mike Learner. He was knifed in a bar odtsiof
San Francisco some weeks ago. He’s a lieutenatiteirgang
we’re investigating,” Scripts informed her.

So that's Mike Learner:When did you get the idea that
something was worth investigating?”

“When we found Judge Parker’s chambers buggedalt w
during closed doors discussions for charging allobaracter
for abetting the kidnapping of an FBI protectednegs,” Chief
Harper explained.

“It led us to check our own office, and we found were
bugged, too,” Scripts added. “From there, we’'venbswly
making connections and trying to figure out whatsng on.”

“That would give me a healthy dose of paranoia,’isad
said. She continued through the folder, recognizdaome and
memorizing those she didn’'t. “This guy..She held up one
photo. “I saw him at the airport in San Franciscskie told
Chief Harper. It was the White Knight messenger Ishe been
tailing and that led her to Sunrise.

“How long ago?” Scripts asked interested.

“A month. He stuck out because he was so big asd hi
briefcase small. He reminded me of someone onidtetdhe
slid the picture back into the file and pulled camother.
“Ranger Mayhew and Officer Brucker®&h unlikely pair.

“That’s from two days ago. They were at a sleazeiba
Bales,” Scripts said. “They’re not the type to lmmwersational
buddies, even at a drinking fest.”

“You tailing Officer Brucker for a reason?” she adk
curiously. She wondered if Chief Harper would rdwea many
departmental secrets so soon, thus creating mepmcson with
Scripts.

“He does odd jobs for the local gang. We believiaae ties
with another gang that does business with our Igoalip. The
two groups are involved in kidnapping and transgarh of
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stolen goods, we just haven't been able to catemthwith
anything...yet.”

And by these pictures, it's not because you haveed.
Adison continued going through the folder. Maybés ttvas
why Mel loaned her out to Harper. Through her oaitirtg, she
knew the two groups on the whole were meticulousuab
covering their tracks so the photos from the fiked Ho have
been taken from a powerful camera. She was relsled was
not in any of them.

ARG &
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Chapter 4

Sunday, Adison was looking through the crowd ofgeat
Mollie’'s hoping to spot at least one seat availadieghe bar.
Mollie’'s was her favorite eating place due in lamgt to the
atmosphere. She could not explain what it was, tjhust it felt
right. The coffee shop was divided into three smsti—the
main dining area where families gathered; the patea; and
the center area that had one wall with bookshedwnetsplenty of
books where you could curl up and read, sip yoworite
beverage, and munch on baked goods or share a cozy
conversation surrounded by friends.

“Alex, come and join us,” a voice from the din ofd.
Adison was going to automatically say no when she
remembered her role in Sunrise was to blend inyvéen and
friendly. Her eyes sought out who it was addressiag when
Genie from the shelter stood and beckoned to hemies
resettled next to Claire on the bench seat.

“If you don’t mind me intruding,” Adison said.

A waitress appeared at her elbow. “Can | get you
something, Alex?”

“Number four on your menu and-..

“Vanilla nut coffee, two creams, two syrups, two
butters...will that be all for you?” she asked smugly

“Add an orange juice,” she added, just to be unptedle.
However, coffee, orange juice, and creme were iniabely
placed before her.

When the waitress left, Adison let out a puff of. &How
does she do that?”

“You're predictable. Whenever you order number forau
ask for the same,” Claire said. “Even we know that.
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Adison looked at them annoyed. She didn’t know vthair
likes and dislikes were; however, she would if tlvegre her
targets. Then all the details of their life would bmportant.
“Well, next time I'll ask for three syrups or thréeitters.” She
really had to be more careful in all levels of hewver.
Predictability was not good.

“You sure don’t like being figured out, do ya?” €&
teased. “Why do you want her to work so hard fartip®”

The first question took Adison off guard. Under firetext
of sipping her coffee, she thought about it. Beprgdictable
was deadly, but this was not something vital omeserious. In
fact, most people were predictable because repgedimgs
gave comfort. But this was not a major point. le geconds it
took to take two sips. she determined the besttavdnandle this
observation. To cover for her lapse, she startestosy that
occurred to her.

“I heard of this guy who always ordered the samagth
because someone anticipating what he wanted gave lsense
of importance...” Adison grinned over her cup of eeff

“Certainly, that's not your failing,” Claire mockedith a
grin.

“Eating the same thing every day is boring,” Genie
commented.

“He went to a dozen different restaurants. At Eju@i, he
always had salmon with rice pilaf, white wine, nesdert. At
Leonard’s, it was steak and lobster, red wine, medcream;
Cordon Bleu was chef’s salad, white wine, chocolatusse,
and so on. His control was never going to the splaee on the
same day the following week. Lunches, much the same
habit...but breakfasts—now, that was his downfall.eifv
day...same place, same time, same meal.”

“Downfall?” both women asked.

Adison nodded.

“Was he a mob boss or something?”

“Just a guy that hated to cook, clean, and be dlone

“Your father,” Genie guessed.

Adison blinked at that, then smiled. “Nope.”
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“A relative of yours?” Claire asked.

“No,” Adison laughed.

“If one of us guesses it, what will you give?” Gemisked.

“What are you willing to sacrifice if you don’'t witi
Adison countered.

The two women glanced at each other, then at Adison
grinning as if they had a prize.

“Here’s the wager, we lose, you get three lunclersneek,
dessert included, for a month,” Genie offered.

Adison’s eyes opened wide. “If you're cooking, ke that
bet.”

Claire smirked.

“What happens if | lose?” Adison asked suspicious.

“Now that's not a sacrifice on our part,” Claire ffad,
looking offended. “A month of you disturbing our gueful
kitchen with all that noise of purring and hummiwhen you
bite into one of Genie’s cakessaunding like a woman in the
throes of passion.”

Adison nearly choked on her laughter. “Hey! Thesa'ti
one person in that weekly class SPD gives at ytarepwho
doesn’t make noises over Genie’s snacks. So winay'doss,
should | lose this wager?”

“It won’t embarrass the bejebees out of you,” Gexssured
her, but the snicker and smug look on their faedis Adison
unsettled.

“I like to know just what it is I'm giving away,” dison
insisted.

The discussion was halted when their meals arrivedthe
next thirty minutes, they ate and made small talk.

“Well, are you going to take it?” Claire asked afieey had
their dishes cleared and coffees refreshed.

“All right. You have my curiosity piqued. But youahe
only two guesses.”

“All right.”

Genie looked at Claire. “You go first, hon.”

“Is it a fictional character?” Claire asked witlyan.

“Yes,” Adison sighed, resigned to her losing theyera
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“Albert Hindson in Crimes Against the Innocentby H.
Clark. The movie star fell in love with the waitseat the diner
who was twenty years his senior,” Claire rattled audickly.
Genie excused herself and went to pull a book fom@ of the
shelves. She came back and dropped said book dabktlee

“You knew,” Adison said.

“Of course. | prefer to make sure bets. Paybacksaeet,”
Claire said.

“And she does love her sweets,” Genie assured the
crestfallen detective.

“I've been suckered,” Adison moaned.

“Doing anything Monday night?”

“No,” she admitted, wanting to get her loss paid a$
quickly as possible.

“Come on over for dinner. At five,” Genie smiled.

“Why?”

“So we can collect on our bet. We need one morsqgoeior
canasta after dinner. You don’t have to know hopwl&y.”

“I hate card games,” she whined.

“Good. The loser has to suffer a little bit. Thatleat makes
winning worthwhile,” Claire chuckled. “We have tam.gThe
counseling staff should be finishing up with theidents about
now.”

The two women slid out of the booth and left.

Adison shook her head, grinning at the exchangesHhed
her coffee, and followed in their wake. She wadwey to the
cash register when she realized she left her Tilining back,
she was stopped by a waitress. Connie.

“Genie paid. She said she didn’t want you to feel bad
about losing to Claire. You know, you shouldn’t beth her,”
Connie confided. “She’s got this twitchy thing. Yknow what
| mean?”

Adison looked startled. If someone was referrindpeo late
aunties, it would mean they were clairvoyant. Tdidh't bode
well. Adison needed to rethink her strategy in &eif she
were dealing with psychics.
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Every town had its odd psychic community as it itdnhuts
and obsessive habits. It was her job for SID td timese things
out and assess whether it had anything to do wiitsS3nterest
in that community. She allowed herself some leeway
criticism in her forgetfulness because this wasg/ drdr second
job that required over a six-month stay. But aftes reminder,
she was going to root out all the oddities this wamity of
gossips had. It helped that Sunrise residents lavéalk.

L

To Adison’s amazement, though she was terribleaatl ¢
games, she had fun on Monday night and acceptauvaation
to come back the next week. Mondays were game sjight
Tuesdays were for Mai's class in self-defense, Vésdays
were for baking, Thursdays were for discussing kpaknd
Fridays were movie nights. The shelter had othévities, but
those were what stood out in Adison’s memory.

She never heard of a women'’s shelter being rundikecial
club, though it was members only with a cop thromfor good
measure. It also filled in her evening time sinice dared not do
any skulking about until she understood the rhytirthe town.
Between soaking up the gossip in one local cofteapsand
listening to the shelter’'s residents banter, shgabeto get a
picture of the town and its residents’ peculiar lhieb and
pastimes.

ARG &
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Chapter 5

After two months of learning the internal workingé the
SPD, adapting to Scripts’s morning workouts, gosigpe
hunting with Sam, experiencing the quirks of Suiss
citizenry, and assuring herself she was not bealigvied or
watched by any villainous nosers, Adison was retadiegin
her covert duties.

Adison rapped her knuckles on the chief’s officeorddy
the grumbling all day, she gathered he was workiftfy the
office budget. When he thought he had it, Harriaswiven it
to review and shot it down for some deleted netessi

“Come in,” Harper barked. On seeing who it was)dienis
face relax into a grin. “Has Harriet gone?”

“Yes, said she had too much fun for the day and gaasg
to stop at the salon,” Adison teased.

“Every two months, she has me run an audit on the
department, so by the end of the year, | don't hagatmares.
Remember, when you ask for help, be ready to do the
unpleasant—change.”

“I'll keep that in mind.” She gave Harper a nod,igfhhad
him pulling out his jammer and Adison keeping tleodopen
to see if anyone came into the office.

“I'll be busy Wednesday night,” she told him.

He nodded his understanding.

She walked to his wall map and pointed to a b&dles.

He nodded again.

“Good night Adison.”

“Good night, Chief.”

L
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Adison’s target for surveillance was a bar in Bdlest she
had identified as a meeting place for Jaded Amahet White
Knight visitors and was confirmed by Chief Harpes the
militia’'s favorite hangout. If fights didn’t breakut in the
parking lot on a busy night, it was unusual.

Wednesday was chosen because Jaded Amulet met with
their customers then, a normally slow night forsb&unning
into Detective Scripts was not a worry, Harper ssguher,
since he was on call and would be sticking closgunrise.

One street over from the bar and separated by anvdaot
was a two-story parking structure that marked tbginning of
the newer business section of town. On the secarel, lwith a
field scope attached to her camera, she would hay@d view
of the entrance and parking lot of the bar throtigh metal
lattice work that encircled the structure. Besittegping out
taggers and homeless, the lattice prevented anfyomeseeing
her should someone glance that way; however, offifsewisit,
she discovered that the night guard did periodimds through
the structure. For that reason, she left a remomtéralled
camera that gave her a panoramic view of the lear. ar

Dressed in genderless clothes that were uncleasraatled
like it, Adison moved in the gait of a person whasatired and
wary of his or her surroundings. At the base of paeking
structure was a vacant lot that had a chain-limcéeclosing it
off to vagrants, as well as drug dealers and dtherlife. She
cautiously slid through the cut in the fence, nedoking her
precious bundle. Regripping the small bulk underdwersized
jacket, she moved toward a spot close to the ogemin away
from the others. A dirtied hand with broken nailglaeddened
fingers from the cold clasped the bottle of beetting out a
small noise of glee at getting a chance to setite enjoy what
was in the plastic bag. The other homeless cabghtaunds of
the plastic bag and quickly gathered around her.

“What do you have there?” a gruff voice demanded,
followed by a dozen pairs of hands pulling her afrayn what
she was clutching.
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“Nothing. Get your filthy thieving hands off me, rauffled
voice gurgled. She kicked out and head butted, Her
adversaries found the bag of partially eaten frieeamburger,
and half a quart-sized bottle of beer.

“Hey,” she yipped as she was pushed aside wherbdgr
was fought over. Peace was returned when one of tezided
everyone there but her could have a sip from théeb&he lay
on her side, panting and waiting for the men to enback to
their places, hoping some of them would also eat fties.
There were plenty. After an hour, she looked aroimed,
pleased the muscle relaxant had done its job. Righterself,
she faced the bar, watching the customers comgand

From the films of the place, she knew the bartereftra
bottle or two outside after he closed up to awael Homeless
for not pestering his customers. After the barterdeked up,
the group in the lot descended on what was leftinggh
including going through the trash for leftover foothen
retreated to the lot to find a space to squat amdyethe
treasures.

Adison noted the patrons paid little attention toe t
homeless and viewed them as nothing more than samce.
Her eyes focused on two cars she recognized a¥f gtdte; but
her angle prevented her from seeing the licensegplaearly.
Unconcerned, she knew the camera on the buildingdvget
that view.

By two thirty a.m. when the bartender left, the@svone car
still parked in the lot, and she was sure there wae than one
person inside the building.

Adison lifted herself stiffly from the ground aralpng with
two others who managed to come out of their stupedged to
the bar parking lot for the booze and leftover food

While one man searched the trash for food, therdtioked
in the usual place for the alcohol. Adison limpesvard the
back door, flopping down with a partial burger. Histening
device picked up voices from inside. Someone wémge

“...John, and it's not up for discussion!” a womariege.

“Mari, it...”
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“Shut up and do it!” the voice ordered.

Adison could hear someone angrily heading to the dbe
was sitting in front of. Restraining her impulsejaonp out of
the way, she forced herself to remain sitting. e sshould
suddenly get up, it wouldn't fit her cover. The kscbeing
pulled back were her signal to get up, and clughhrer
sandwich, she fell against the trash bin. The nrablged her by
the coat and shook her, dislodging the sandwich.

“Hey,” she objected, and moved to grab the meattardd
that scattered on the ground. She could feel she heng
watched as she gathered up her meal and shookeodirt. The
man shoved her to the ground and stepped on heishamd
food. He kicked her a few times before getting ihts truck
and driving off.

Adison moved slowly to get up, holding her handht
chest and looking over the remains of the burgdro&Vver had
been at the backdoor slammed it shut but not befbesheard
another name.

“Listen, Margo,” the voice started and was cut with the
closing of the door. Adison thought it wise to maféand did.
She stumbled across the corner, not faking the iwhpre she
was kicked, glancing to where the guard to the ipgrktructure
sat in his shack. He was dancing to music on haléet. She
melted into the darkness.

Blocks away, she paused, listening to what could be
footsteps, more than one person heading her wayfasgt pace.
She ducked behind a trash bin. Two women passedhby,
stopped in front of her car, staring at it for avfemmoments. She
could not hear what they were saying and didn’tehder
listening device handy. Instead she took pictufehi@m. They
moved on. After a few moments, lights from a cameaon
farther up the block. As it approached the cas)atved down.
The sound of smashing glass reached her, therathgped off
with no squealing tires.

Now what was that about?

Adison squeezed off a few pictures of the Toyatakr The
light above the license was out. She pulled outkémphone.
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“I need a car replacemenRoger that,” she murmured,
then hung up. Harper and her had agreed that there some
things SID support would be needed for, and this wae of
them. She argued with Harper that her backup teasdiscreet
and had been with her for a long time. Expectingn $a him to
back her up was not practical. To her relief, hevad her that
point.

She drove the Volkswagen to a turnout where shehmet
contact, Agent Adam, and picked up another nongsscr
vehicle.

“Hey, this doesn’t have any bad karma like the \es
it?” she asked.

“This one was bought off a used car lot in Oregon.”

“Where was the VW last?”

“Well,” he drawled, “seems | recall when it was ideted,
the gent said it was used for surveillance in SewtiCalifornia
on a branch of the Jaded Amulet.”

She took a deep breath, then expelled it, “Jaded|&m

“Guess HQ was testing a theory bringing it up héieope
it doesn’t mark you or you’ll soon be dancing oaerot plate.”

“No kidding,” she snorted.

On her drive home, she thought about the coincieleBbe
shook her headdog gone, Mel' When you set me up, tell me.
She rubbed her forehead tiredly. “Well, he got wiatvanted,
if that's the case. We ID'd them,” she murmured.ntther
collection of potential members to the Jaded Amul&hat
gave her a good feeling. She now had twenty-foumbess
identified to SPD'’s six. Harper should be happye3dwomen,
she didn’t recognized from Sunrise.

L

Just before dawn Thursday on her second day ofisohd
received a wakeup call from Linda Scripts. Scripes down
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with the flu and Adison was to fill in for him. Threewas no way
she was going to go running that morning if shedidave to.

“At my time, when the body is strong and the wahit
weak,” she muttered, falling back into bed withghs

Two hours later, her watch alarm woke her; she dvgsto
breakfast in fifteen minutes. No matter how late skayed up
the previous night, she made sure she was alwaysy upne.
Sunrise coffee shops were buzzing with informabgrthen.

Her morning consisted of breakfast at Mollie’s, tieg all
the latest gossip, which ranged from social issiwesvho is
going to get cited if they didn’t clean their septank, then
walking the shops to “make nice and chatty” withe th
businesses. Those stores she knew Danny wouldret pkatrol
around since the owners were predominantly gaybides
transvestites, and transsexuals. It was nicknamietbow row,
though not all the stores were gay owned and operdt was
the most decorative of the streets and difficulinies.

After she had walked off her breakfast, she rewrtoeher
apartment to do some paperwork. An advantage okingron
her day off was not having to go into the statibmaling into
the SPD server on her PC and working on the pageras her
cases was her first priority. While waiting for tikennection
with the SPD server, Adison glanced around her tayant,
giving herself a few moments to enjoy the cozinaesd the
familiarity. It certainly was a nice life, until ¢hmidnight calls
came in, she thought wryly. Taking a sip of her, &8 began
her report on the shop thief. Finished with thhg ®irned to the
photos from the previous night.

Darn. The pictures aren’t very clear. John isn'familiar
face, even as a blur. Mari and Margo are new naarasfaces.
I'll see if Harper recognizes them. They have tonbportant to
the bar because the bartender let them close up.

Under each photo, she added date/time/location and
attached it to her notes on the incident. SID Inedtéchnology
to sharpen up the photos, but they would have tahgaugh
Harper first. If this was the only thing she dide tdelay would
be annoying, but her day job kept her busy enough.
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When the photos are returned, I'll see if | canaguize
either of the women. A Toyota truck. How commotinas up
here? | can eliminate two-thirds of the truck paidn in the
surrounding towns. Harper may recognize it. Too baely had
the license masked.

Adison glanced at her clock.

Time for another spin around town, then dinner vénie
and Claire. Let's see, tonight is a discussion oarndWhich
book was | supposed to have read? Oh, here itabehdy read
it. One book ahead of their reading list. How fumnyhat?

Speed reading was something she found to be amtzdya
in her line of work. Adison smiled wryly. Sunrisad strange
customs. At this point, she didn’t think about entwrow where
a new assignment would take up her time and atienand
those she met on this job would be put away justtlne clothes
in a theatrical closet.

L

Friday morning, she was up at the usual time Scrgotd
Angel would come over, but Scripts was still tooksilnstead
of running his strength and agility type of coursiee started out
at an easy jog with the intention of going for asuhbefore
turning around. During this time, she could thinkthout
structure and let whatever case was bothersome nsaik out.
Like the incident with the VW bug. Shadows werentng into
recognizable objects by the time she was out ofriSeirand
running up the road toward the forest, farmlandgd afiff
homes.

Adison waved at the white pickup containing Marsteey
and her family packed in and the pickup bed fillath supplies
for their pet shop. She made a turn onto the aldrdad that
wound around a knoll, taking her back to town, or she
guessed by the topographical map of the town sheé ha
purchased. However, the map didn't show the fehet tan
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along the property that had a “Do not trespassh gigsted
every twenty-five yards with a picture of a shotgun

Unconcerned, Adison doubled back along the sami, pat
grateful it was sloped downward. A rustling in theshes to her
right caught her attention. She lost her footingrae uneven
ground and skidded on her side, falling in a rantihg, she lay
still, letting the blood and pounding heart calm s could
concentrate on the rustling. A pitiful whine camenf the bush.

Pulling herself to her knees, she crawled to thavhe
underbrush trying to see what was causing the sba&nd
whine.

“Hey, what's going on?” she asked softly. She pmlitee
brush back, nearly releasing it when she was sthlilyethe
rough branches. Tiny little eyes stared back at gy, little
one.”

Reaching in. she found the small dog held in plagea
twisted collar that was caught on a thick branche Tdog
whimpered again.

Adison reached under the dog’s throat to unbuckie t
collar. “You are lucky this is a buckle and notteoke chain. |
would have had to hack this bush down with my baaeds,”
she mocked as she wiggled for a better angle t@nsédand to
undo the clasp. Her other hand was holding thedbres away.
She could feel a cramp beginning in her back froenawkward
position.

The small dog started to wiggle out of the brusth iato her
face as she held the brush wide enough for the yptpmet
loose. It tucked itself against her throat andexidp.

“How did you manage to get in there?” she asked.

“Probably chased by a bigger dog,” a voice behired h
answered.

Adison rolled on to her back and sat up startldak Soked
up into the palest pair of eyes she had ever seen.

“I was driving along and couldn’t help but wondehat a
grown woman was doing in the dirt.”

Adison cleared her throat. “Well, | heard this dagne and
stopped to see what it was.”

89



“I thought you had tripped.”

Adison burst into laugher. She was intrigued.

The tall women knelt to look at the dog. “Hello, pmy.”
She gently ran her hands over the dog, brushinghlaad
against Adison’s skin. The woman lifted the skinfgsinching
it, then let it drop. Obviously, she had done tlisfore.
“Dehydrated. Looks like she’s been here for a whillot a
Sunrise dog.”

Adison raised her eyebrows.

“‘Good morning. I'm Dr. Sandra Rogers. Local
veterinarian.”

“Ooh. Timely arrival.” Adison extended her hand.d&l
morning, I'm..”

“Detective Alex Adison. You're the newest Sunrise
resident, therefore one of the most discussed thege”

“Oh.” Adison noticed her hands were dirty, and wpi
them on her sweaty and equally dirty T-shirt wostdl not
have made them presentable to a very attractiveSandra
Rogers. She would shake her hand another dayhbuhbught
was dropped as her eyes spotted the wedding band.

“Don’t worry. I'll leave off how | found you and gt
embellish the rescue,” the observant doctor told \weyly.
“Would you like a ride back to town?”

“Yes. If you don’t mind. What are we going to dothvihe
dog?”

“We?” she teased. “Well, you rescued her and dedovdner
to a vet. We'll post her picture on the lost andrfd column in
a few newspapers and offer her up for adoptiomibne claims
her.”

“Sounds like a good plan. If you need money up tfrantil
you find the owners...”

“We have a rescue fund we could use donationsTius is
a purebred puppy. A Basenji, to be exact. Therelsreeder
about an hour outside of Antioch. I'll contact zerd see if she
sold a pup recently. Would you like to pick her'up?

“Yes.” Embarrassed at getting caught staring awitbean,
Adison picked up the animal.
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Dr. Rodgers dropped Adison off in front of her apant,
insisting she could handle the sleeping puppyterriext three
minutes, the length of time it would take her to teher clinic.

Adison shook her head at the images her mind was
conjuring up about the woman. She ran up the staitake a
shower.

L

“Adison,” Chief Harper waved her in his office. ‘@e the
door.”

Adison balanced her coffee and bagel in one hardl an
closed the door quietly behind her, noticing whoswa the
office.

Harper’s listening devices were pulled out alonghwa
jamming device.

“You have a report?”

Adison smoothly pulled out the encrypted CD she had
burned her report on. She had thought it would dsy ¢o pass
her information to Harper, but it did bother heheSeminded
herself she was on loan and needed to focus omigson.

“Detective Scripts will be out for two weeks. Orfees over
this flu, he’ll be working in Bales with Judge ParkWe have a
big case coming up.”

Adison nodded.

“He wants to know if you have any problem with tphappy
you found being adopted by Martin.”

Adison looked startled at the question. “His sofrisnd.
No. Why would he think | would be?”

“You've been over at the animal hospital every tay.

“I did find it, so I'm partly responsible for it @it finds a
good home.”

“And probably also heard that Dr. Jane McLaughbn,
Rodgers business partner and spouse, is takingss ah the
city, learning to use laser surgery.”

91



Adison’s lips curled into a smile. “I learned that
breakfast. Seems a lot of people just wanted nkadav that bit
of information. However, the ring around her fingeas a dead
giveaway.” She pointed at the disk, “New faces aadhes to
add to your group.”

“Like | need more,” he grunted. “You still lookinfpr a
vehicle? Check with Burns. His brother works foe tBan
Francisco Police Department. They just had a bug ¢hust and
seized the assets of a man claiming to be a cotaiar drug
business. He had twelve brand new vehicles, sorie avily
enough mileage to cover from the car lot to hisagar Just
don’t come back with a Humvee or BMW sports coupe.”

“Oh, and don't forget to check Mark’s files, taeill you?”

Adison snorted in disbelief. “He assigns me theesalse
wants to hand over to me before the beginning efddly. Rain
or shine, vacation or out of town, he checks hiskwgqueue.
The guy is too perfect.”

Adison tapped on Burns’s computer room and letdierns.
“Morning.”

He looked up from a book he was reading, pushinghep
thick glasses before grinning at her. “Boy, have faend the
right SUV for you. How does a Discover Il, loadedthw
everything money can buy sound?”

“Sounds beyond my budget, but tell me about it anyiv

“I'll give you the phone number. Don’t bid everytig in
your piggy bank,” he hinted. “They owe us.”.

“Okay.”
It was a good deal, so on September 30, she betizene
proud owner of a nearly new Discovery Il. It wouldve

emptied her savings if two favors were not called@ne with
SID and one between two PDs.

A

s

The first Friday of the month was militia nightdison
sat high up in a tall tree hidden within its leavEsrough long-
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distance night vision goggles, she was viewingagrof men
practice hunting, using three of their buddiesaagdts. Officer
Brucker was one of them. As obnoxious as he wassohd
readily admitted he was very good at these games.

Shifting, she moved her binoculars to the periphafryhe
games.

Gotcha! Only two. Blast. The tree’s in the way. \iley
aren’t together.

Boosting her depth vision, she tried again to sttty two
figures, losing one but quickly recognizing Scriptsthe other.
| think Harper and | will have to come to an undarsling
here. Too much overkill in surveillance, and thieykhow
they’re being watched.

V5512
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Wednesday, Adison followed Officer Mike Learner @o
nearby airport. Her nondescript car was left ingh®ll parking
lot, close to the exit.

“This guy is not what | would call the sharpestfknn the
drawer,” she muttered. She would give him somekstaat he
was slow due to his injuries, but his sloppineskaoking for a
tail was not commendablé.thought this Jade Amulet group
was slick.

Nervously, she looked around her, alert for beiag .
Maybe he was a decoy. Adison caught sight of soméaaiing
behind a pole, too intent on Learner handing anrogbt case
to someone else to spot her.

Now who is that character8he laid her newspaper down
and picked up the last of her stale sandwich. Treeca in her
ring was angled to catch everyone in the airpamde.

A copy of her photos and notes were burned to aa6®a
copy emailed to Harper. Scanning her own email,febad a
reply to her inquiry on the list of names she foundAmos
Anders’s warehouse. Since this was evidence sheegat
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before she was put under Chief Harper, she wasisedoMel
had a notation to pass on the results.

Okay, Mike Learner, presently employed with theriSan
PD as a patrol officer, spent five years in the grmischarged
as permanent inactive. He had been charged withdchi
endangerment, but the charges were dropped. His
commandant’s daughter? Sixteen!

If that happened on my watch, you would have bested
and served time with a record so you would haveetpster in
every state you live in.

From the military, he bummed around for some yegad,
involved in the Jaded Amulet in the L.A. area, andntually
came here. He’s risen in the ranks from soldieti¢otenant.
He must have some value to be in that positiorersgnally
can't see why. The guy’s a slob.

Johnny Redfieldshe moved onWent to a private school
during his adolescent years. His father's moneyrsskto have
gotten him out of a lot of trouble. Likes...liked ghusex. He
was found dead in a ditch. Heart attack. All tigal and with
whip marks on his body. He was out of town on aness
meeting.

| would think if someone is going to play like tha¢ would
do it with someone he trusts. He died a couple ayfsdago.
Let's see...that would be OctoberHeart attack. | wonder if
Chief Harper can get a copy of the autopsy.

Next. Amos Anders is from New Orleans. Joined theyAo
get away from home. Served his time and got outelldo
California. Joined the Jaded Amulet seven years. &pught
the warehouse and has been busy since traffickingtalen
goods. ATF and FBI have a file on him. So far, treyot been
able to find evidence linking him to anything ikégHe knows
how to stay clean or he has someone on the insitiad him
know when he’s going to get raided. Connections.

Bob Mayhew. U.S. Forestry Ranger. Following in his
father’s footsteps. Moved to California from Oreg®oves not
have any gang ties...interesting. Is believed to lmaven false
information to the FBI in a case involving a womamo
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disappeared about eight months ago. Nothing definjust a
notation in a field agent’s notes...but his supemnvidn’t seem
to think it was important enough to follow up oid like to
know if that agent has been transferred. Okay. Hefamily
man, has two sons who go to school in Bales, dedyrbut lives
in the same house as his ex-wife, new husbandhen#ids.
That's an odd affair.

John Melville. White Knight. Messenger. No kiddiivgu
are the fella who led me to some very nice poteeatend of the
rainbow. You get gold stars from me. Bet you'dfget! in the
real sense if they knew how helpful you've beeméyshe
chuckled

He was initiated into the White Knights at eighte8hould
| ask what that entailed? Spent two years in thenyArHmm.
Just what was his specialty? Armaments. So heis bwenb
maker.

She footnoted the document for some questions douds
with Chief Harper.

Henry James. Truck driver. He’s served time for imgv
stolen goods. Has a long record for brawls outséi®ars. Has
problems with alcohol and uppers. Bad mix. Doesméntion
what his route is.

Marvin Larimey also drives a truck. Doesn’t work ¢hubut
seems to have a lot of money. Not inherited. Ha® lobarged
with driving with stolen goods, but the charges evdropped.
They couldn’t prove he knew what he was carryings H wife
and a kid, but he left them five years back. Steoking for
him.

Next. Gene Blackmond, an MD. Worked for an Alabama
prison, got busted for selling drugs to the inmat®bably got
busted because he was charging too much. Whereabout
unknown since he was released after serving a fewthm of
his time. He’s the one with the skull and crosslksoh&onder if
that’'s a symbol for MD. Why would they use thatlsgifh Must
mean something else. Deceased maybe. Could albedagise
he’s a drug addict.
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George Mathews. Another member of the White Knights
Someone important. Attached to one of the nextrgtoe
leadership hopefuls. Served in the Army. I'm sul® Bas
already noted this coincidence. Looks like quifeva have been
going into the Army for training in things one do&get from
civilian schools.

Mike Housten owns the topless bar and was a trubkéore
that. Has five kids and had been married three sinlresent
wife manages the bar with him. | guess she wariteép an eye
on him. Another trucker.

Thomas Meadows. Been in and out of prison for petty
crimes since he was a kid. Very tough guy. Prefigs he’s not
one to play with. He’ll more than likely cut yourroat than
argue with you. And he’s only been jailed for petiynes?

Jinks Wilde. Nothing.

Al Brentwith and his family run a Web site thatlsel
survival gear, legal and illegal weapons on theesidNice
family. Fourth cousin to our favorite gang, the ¥hKnights,
and we all know it's family only.

Bill Prost, bought a liquor store in Sunrise. Halsoved
around the U.S. without having any real job untiuf years
ago. Became an official member of the Jaded Anmabetut
three years ago. Kind of old to be recruited. Wanddat
talents he brings to the club.

BJ Headers is an unknown.

Sam Henry Adams is the manager of a lab at Balespitid
and the local lab. He has a wife and one kid on\lag. He
works part time because he has a girlfriend in &&mrwho’s
also pregnant. | don't think lab techs make thatcmmoney.
I'll have to check up on the girlfriend and wifedasee what
they do.

Okay, next. Carl Gates is a warden in Alabama. @sed.
That's it?

Richard Mack is the chief guard at the same prison.
Deceased. What's up with that? Not much more inddion.

Sighing, Adison made another notation of questishe
would send to Chief Harper.
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Ed Carson last worked in Vegas as a lab tech. Taok
vacation and didn’t return. Divorced and skipped oua child
support payments. Has a detective looking for him.

So, what have all these men in common besides loging
someone’s list?

Adison tiredly stretched, then sent off a note thie€
Harper. Unless it had direct effect on her assigrimghe knew
getting updated information on the list was nilnfr&ID, but
working with Chief Harper may be different. Mel di& his
agents focused on their assignment and not gedtadejracked
with issues not pertaining to their job. Of courske was not
playing a waitress or auto parts dealer here. Sieancop who
may need the information to prevent her demise.séwli
laughed to herselDon’t get melodramatic on me, Adison.

She began to prepare her PC for shut down: baakintp
her zip, removing the drive, erasing evidence.of it

That night, her dreams were busy reviewing everyame
chasing one of many dark-clad figures only too laalizing
she was chasing herself and the real crook got avayever,
there was a clue left behind. She just could noiember where
she put it.

V5512
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Thursday night, Adison was back at the bar, takingures
of the same clientele, with Learner and Brucker rgso them.
They came with a group of men that Adison identifias
members of the militia. This was more like it. Reglities and
names she could now add to pictures.

ARG &
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Chapter 6

“Alex.” The chief gestured to her to meet him irs loiffice.
His tone indicated something was up.

Adison hung up her coat and shifted her gun beit. gD
Monday morning, just about anything could happencé&she
worked Sunday, she knew it wasn’t from her shifigl &cripts
was due back from Bales late in the afternoon,hst meant
something came up that morning that called fortaadie.

“Chief,” she nodded as she stepped into his office.

Chief Harper handed her a piece of paper. “This juat
called in. It's in the forest. This will be an omgghter, and it
looks to be raining later this afternoon or tonigBtay Horse
will meet you at the turnoff near Piles Trail witl the
equipment you'll need for camping. Ever ride a rille

“No.”

“It's going to be a two-hour ride in. It gets reabld up
there,” he warned. “Garrett’'s always in his stdies tearly and
will open up for you if you need anything. Call hbmefore you
head over.”

“Okay. I'll get on it.”

After picking up a crime scene investigation karfr Burns,
Adison happily headed for Murphy’s Sports Outfitfer rain
gear. She loved visiting that place.

L

Adison could not miss Gray Horse. He was surrounaed
people with cameras who appeared to be fascinaitd tiae
three mules.
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Gray Horse raised his hand that held a radio, aglauging
her arrival.

“Good morning, Gray Horse. Lovely day for campingtie
said as she held her hand out in greeting.

“Good morning, Alex. It's going to be a good day favel.
Genie said she fixed our dinner for tonight—andakfast,” he
grinned.

“I have to get used to this town and its telegraphvice,”
Adison told him ruefully. She began to remove hguipment
from the back of the police vehicle, handing iGQrmay Horse to
secure on the back of the pack mule. He fastenetdukpack
that had a camera and lenses onto her saddle. Sde sure
they were accessible should she suddenly need them.

“This is Angie,” he gave a pat on the mule’s darkvin
neck, thick with her winter coat. “She’s a veteddrihese trails
and old enough to not be spooked by squirrels drftating.”

“Angie,” she acknowledged, tickling the nose of beast.

Adison pulled out her skullcap, remembering howlghi
got this high in the forest. Her boots were too toidit through
the stirrups, so Gray Horse gave her a leg up aodved her
where she could slip her feet, just above theugsrin the
leather.

“Who found the body?”

“A hiker.”

“Anyone from the coroner’s office going to meet'us?

“Mandy. They're already on site. Her team is congubsf
three trainees they’re hoping can be transitiom#d the CSI
department that the next budget is financing. Theyn't be
staying for dinner unless you mention it's Genitsw.”

“Not a word from me,” she promised. The thermosndid
look like it had enough for that many people, arehi@’s stew
was always good for second helpings.

Adison spent the first hour admiring the trail, mgdalling
asleep from the rocking motion. She ended up gewih her
ride periodically and walking to stay alert.
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“Hold up.” Gray Horse held up his hand. Angie stegp
immediately behind the pack mule. “Got a camerah vat
telephoto lens?”

Adison pulled out the camera from her pack, remaotexd
close-up lens, and put on another with practiceddp“What is
it?”

“Point it in that direction. Tell me what you see.”

“A line...from a parachute.” Adison clicked pictures
what she was seeing.

“How about you stay here with the mules and I'll g@e
what we have?” Gray Horse slid off his ride, niakred Chief
because he always wanted to lead.

Adison quickly exchanged the distance lens foraseslup
and handed it to him. She pulled out a set of hitevs and
studied the area while he made his way througtbtbsh. Her
best view was on top of Angie, so she balancehénsaddle
with her leg wrapped around the pommel, lookingdoything
out of place.

Gray Horse returned after a while.

“Find anything?”

“Equipment for setting up a camp. Looks like either
someone lost it or the intended recipients nevetamniaback.”

“Why would someone parachute equipment down? Why no
pack it in?”

Gray Horse smiled. “You're the detective. I'm juite
guide.”

“Right. Gotta remember the pecking order,” she saigy.
“So what do you suggest we do with the equipment?”

“Leave it for now. We'll pick it up on our way bactkHe
held up an item.

Adison stared at the .223 caliber bullet, then tdgokom
him to look closer. “Just what kind of camping gesait?”

“Whatever it is, it's illegal. There’s no huntingp uhere.
Three rifles. Dakota Magnums with lots of ammumitibke
that. The tent equipment was used to protect ihftioe drop. It
also has canteens, packs for hiking, food and ogpgear that
were packed on topwell-used gear.” He handed her camera

10C



back to her, and she repacked it. “ took lots iofyres. | hope
they come out.”

He waited until she had her camera put away beliere
handed her a second item he retrieved—a detonator.

“Jesus H. Christ!” she yelled. “You could have gathurt!”

“Nope. | know better. The parachute line was a leencprd.
Its used when someone is jumping from a plane with
equipment he doesn’t want to be separated fronpudées the
package out of the plane and jumps behind it. Tiregbe cord
is attached to his harness. When almost to higtang cuts the
cord to the package and drops himself nearby.”

“Then why this? It has compound on it, so | knowvas
armed.”

“It fizzled. The wire came Iloose from the C-4
plastique...maybe due to the drop.”

Adison looked back at where the package was. “Havy |
has it been there?”

“I don’t know exactly but not over a month.”

“That means whoever dropped it off was not ablestarn,
and the tamper button was left to clean up theemad.” She
looked around her.

“There’s too much animal life around for anyone ke
watching it,” Gray Horse assured her.

Adison put both items in plastic evidence bagsgelied
them, tucked them safely in the saddle bag, amdbeld back
up on Angie. To make up for the detour, Gray Hdrad the
mules pick up their pace. It was bumpy for the ofshe ride.

The sound of mules braying shortly ahead let Adisoow
the crime scene was near. That was a relief. Mcéese into
view. Their backs empty of gear. Dismounting, Adiseas
pleased she was not feeling as stiff as she ma.h

Adison spotted Mandy up in a tree, dangling nosedse
with a corpse. On the ground were three interneciihg and
tagging. One of the interns looked up at their epph, laid
aside a light with a magnifying glass and came ¢twdénem.

“Can | get a look?” Adison asked.

He clicked on a radio and called up to the dangiioigner.
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“Come in, Doc.”

“Go ahead.”

“The detective wants to know if she can approaehsite.”

“Not unless you're finished up with the area. Héyex!
Great to see you again. How’s your bottom?”

“Fine...” she called up at the dangling coroner.

“Max, give them the scoop ,then finish up. We wambe
out of here by noon.”

“Roger. Out.” Max turned to Adison. “We found bogarts,
bones, and bits of clothing around the ground utiderbody.”
He gestured to the inside of the taped area. “Hrers, you can
see dangling parachute lines,” he pointed to amdtke farther
off. “Our corpse is not wearing a parachute, ana Baid to
leave you something to look for, so we’'ve only beerking
around here. Anything else?”

Adison shook her head and Max returned to his work.
Adison noted that Gray Horse had disappeared. 8Sheed
around slowly to get a feeling for the place. Exdep the soft
mutterings of the three on the ground, an occakibind call,
and squirrel chatter, it was peaceful.

Adison turned to face Gray Horse who reappearethd‘F
anything?”

“Yes. Near the parachute lines. You can carry thmeara
and I'll carry the crime case.”

“What are we looking at?” she asked, noting that th
entangled lines had been cut pretty high up inrde and there
were no remains of a chute.

“Spent bullet casings and some not used. Like the lo
showed you.”

“Pretty careless.”

“Not if you're panicking and loading as fast as yeere
firing. Place your feet where | place mine and Wwatat for the
branches, some have thorns.”

The two made their way into the forest with Adison
mirroring the moves of her guide. She stopped wihen
motioned.

“Here is where the panicked shooter was.”
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“How can you tell?” Adison laughed embarrassed. The
fallen tree trunk was riddled with bullet holes.

Both dug for bullet casings, dropping them into $Aglison
supplied.

A bit of cloth was dangling from a thorn nearby, ie¥h
Adison collected.

Gray Horse squatted in one area and gestured hat ov
“Someone fell here. Caught his boot in the undevgid

Adison tweezed from the tip of a broken branch wtwatld
have been gouged leather from a boot. The persdntdhde
moving fast to make that much of an impact.

For the next thirty minutes, they worked around #mea,
with Gray Horse finding things and Adison recordingking
samples, and labeling.

“We’ll need Mandy to look over this place. She’sndaso
many body retrievals up here she’s getting almgsg@od as
me.”

“I doubt that.”

Both looked up.

“That perch in the tree has a good view of thigrerdrea,”
she explained. “We’re going to lower the body, seither of
you want to get a look before we do, you might warget over
there. The kids don’t want to spend the night Hesiee grinned,
“and neither do I. So what do you want me to lobkGray
Horse?”

“Alex, why don’t you skinny up the tree and do your
detective thing? Mandy and | will look over thisapé. We'll
use Mandy’s camera.”

Adison nodded, though not really wanting to dangithin
reach of a corpse, but there was no reason forahger to
inspect it.

With guidelines fastened to the harness around $iee,
moved slowly up the tree as awkward as it was. IFjinahe
leaned back against the trunk and eyed what wasotethe
body. Not much. She took pictures of the surrougdanea,
getting a good shot of where Mandy and Gray Horseewn
relation to the corpse.
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The deceased had a good view of the area arountlethe
S0 no possibility of a surprise visit. It had tovhabeen from
sniper fire.

The angle of the body suggested it died from thecfwre of
the tree limb right into the chest or maybe the agento the
back of the skull did it. Adison looked farther tie tree, then
searched the surrounding trees. She took more regtand
then checked the camera’s memory stick.

Back on the ground, the trainees began the prooéss
bringing the corpse down. The head was the onlythat was
not held together in the camouflage jumpsuit, ahdvas
collected separate when the body was lowered. hedto the
hands were probably what Mandy's crew found under t
corpse.

Adison photographed the process until they sectiietb a
body bag. That done, she walked around to inspket t
surrounding trees. She found a rifle partially bdri perhaps
dropped. She lifted it and checked its chambewds$ empty.
She returned it to its resting place, wanting Grayse to give
his input. She moved around the tree, looking uputh the
branches. It looked easy to climb. Broken branarethe trunk
were noted and photographed. She moved to the ttbes,
keeping an eye on the twitching ears of the mudagive her an
anchor of where the crime scene was.

Adison shined her SureFire light on a tree trurdt tboked
like it had taken shots. Gently, she stuck the tlawel into the
hole and followed the line of shot, marked it opaal, then did
the same with the other bullet holes. Gray Horsgipearance
reminded her that she wanted him to look at somgthefore it
got too dark. She tucked her notepad, pencil, aid In her
pocket.

“We need to set up camp,” he said.

“Okay. Do we have time to look at another placstfit

“Briefly. Tomorrow, we’ll look at it closer.”

Gray Horse squatted by the partially covered rifiot like
the others in the package. This is a sniper Mle.used it in the
Army.” He lifted the weapon and checked the chamined
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exterior, then moved around the tree, looking ugh glancing to
where the body was, with Adison pointing her light, they
both could see the trajectory. He nodded. “Good.fin

They set up camp five minutes from the crime scene.
Adison was sure the mules liked the idea of bewgyafrom
the place. Their ears were still twitching but astnervously as
they had been, or so her imagination said.

“Well, at least it didn’t start to rain like the iefi thought it
would.”

“Tomorrow. Hopefully, we’ll be headed back by then.

“I bought some rain gear at the Outfitter. Be ricdest it
out.”

The stove was boiling water and warming Adison’$dco
hands. Contents of one of the thermoses was dumpzed pot
and heated. Gray Horse had French bread and halaeg with
the stew.

She rubbed her hands in anticipation as Gray Hooseed
a generous portion of the stew into a bowl and kdntto her.
It smelled stomach-rumbling good. Adison chewedewoity on
a chunk of lamb with one hand wrapped around thel lbor
warmth. Though the air was near freezing cold,reffished the
clean air that filled her lungs. All she needed nake it
complete was a nice warm cabin with a roaring tiireeturn to
instead of the hard ground and sleeping bag. Siteedj still
content.

V5512
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Adison crawled out of her sleeping bag into thedcol
morning. She flashed her light in the directionGrhy Horse’s
bag. Empty, and it was cold to her touch. She ezt her way
out of the tent to find the spot Gray Horse dedigthas their
waste dump.

By the time she had the water boiling for morniruifee,
her hands were beginning to thaw. Instead of runimga
Gray Horse’s supplies, she went over to hers. Sicb Her
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coffee in small packs so all she needed to do was Ipot water
over it.

It was not the noise that caused her to look upjais the
sensation of being watched. A dark figure headeatd her.
By the way he carried himself, she knew it was Gtlayse.

“Morning. How are the mules?”

“Good and hungry. Coffee. Hmm. You don’'t want tg tr
mine?”

Adison tipped her head at him and tried to see what
smile in his voice indicated. “Sure. | didn’t wantgo into your
stuff.”

Adison returned to the inside of the tent to graime gloves
and roll up her bedding. By the sounds outsideyGtarse was
getting breakfast ready.

“I hope you don’t mind if | do the cooking,” he dawhen
she returned.

She took her place on the handy log they had poNed the
previous night. She sniffed the air appreciativéifope. |
thought maybe you heard the rumor that nuking feed as far
as my cooking talents went.”

Gray Horse handed her a cup of steaming coffeea8ted
cold water to cool it down, desperate for a sip.

“Arggh!” Her eyes opened wide and she tried nospd it
back out. “What...grmmph...what did you make this with?

“Nuts, grains...all natural stuff without the sidefesfts of
coffee.”

“Wow! It will turn my peach fuzz into coarse hairsShe
held up her hand. “However, a strong hot cup of.. ething to
counter a cold morning in the wilderness is a gibitg. How’s
the food?” She didn’t think too much harm coulddme to a
breakfast of...she sniffed again. “Pancakes?”

“Yep. Syrup is right there. Butter pecan is in thex.
Genie’s special.”

“That’'s what was in the other thermos,” she guesSéd
knew my campouts were to be supplied with a coak smart
guide, I'd go on more,” she smirked. “But then,abin would
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have to be part of it. This sleeping in a tentas the more
hearty.”

Gray Horse nodded, flipping a pancake on a plai lie
handed to Adison. She breathed in the scent of fpamcakes
that provided warmth in its smell.

Both ate quickly, not exchanging any more conveéreat
Camp was efficiently broken down and packed, wittlis&n
showing she was not entirely without skills.

Light was just streaking the early morning sky wtikay
returned to the crime scene.

“I was thinking that there had to be at least thpeeple here
for the shootout. The person in the tree, the pexgbo was
running, and the person who lived long enough tasehthe
second person and maybe kill him or her.”

Gray Horse agreed. “The person in the tree may baes
shot with the rifle you found. The angle is rightandy thinks
the victim was wearing some kind of hard hat, mosly a
motorcycle helmet, so most of the impact was alesbthy the
helmet, like grazing the hat but with enough impacstun the
wearer.”

“So if where the rifle was found was where the sbpwas,
he or she may have had their aim interfered wittabse it was
a good clean shot to the person in the tree anddhave gone
right through whatever head covering the victim wasaring.
Instead it grazed the head covering, knocking tleesqn
forward. And there’s no evidence of a helmet yet.

“The area Mandy and | were studying around the tineek
had what could have been fabric. She took sampleshably
won’t show much due to the exposure and time, beitcan
make an assumption we can’'t prove. Mandy said sbeldv
send over the pics and her findings to your depamtras soon
as she can.”

“How nice and tidy if we can connect the cache of

equipment to the body in the forest. It would makase why
no one returned for it,” Adison said.
“FBI or ATF will be asking that, too.”
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“Yes,” she agreedParkland is federal territory. This is
something they’ll send agents over to collect ewide Wonder
if Chief Harper and Mel have influence to slow dotineir
arrival. You can’t have more than one gang opemtin a
territory. So which gang is this? If someone in tRBI is
tipping off the White Knights or Jaded Amulet, enick will
disappear if either is involved and Harper's teanill vbe
blamed. The bright side is then we know one ofetlggeups is
connected to this drop. So just what was goingere

For the next two hours, Adison watched Gray Horsekw
the area, pointing out things she needed to notaker pictures
of. By ten, they were ready to start their way bathkey still
had to pick up the abandoned gear along the trail.

“Hey, | felt a drop,” Adison called to Gray Hors@nce
said, the sky opened up and poured on the twosrigied mules.

Adison kept her face down, her hands tucked in doat
pocket and hummed an off-key tune. Suddenly, tlaagecto a
halt.

Adison peered through the rain at a dark figure wiadked
toward her.

“It's through there,” Gray Horse pointed.

Adison slid off the mule and stumbled to keep halabce
on the slippery ground.

If it was a trail Gary Horse was following, Adisdidn’t see
it. From behind a decaying log, he dragged a lotkewhere
Adison could assist.

“Oh, boy,” Adison grunted with the weight, but gdgne
carried her share of the load back to the muleghBytime they
returned, the downpour lessened to a steady rain.

“I hope we get a chance to look this over before Beds
claim it,” Adison said as she steadied the loadevhe secured
it on the mule.

“I can delay my report until tomorrow, but no lat¥ou can
also take custody of it and deliver it over to lale first chance
you get.”

“Sounds workable.”
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“Think it has something to do with Chief Harper'ang?”
Gray Horse asked.

“Only one gang per neighborhood. Unless this istna¢u
space,” she added. “I gather all the rangers wibvk about
this.”

He nodded.

When they reached the turnoff where the horseetrahd
her vehicle were parked, Scripts was waiting inthusk.

“Hey, Detective. Do you like sitting out in bad wear?”
Adison yelled above the noise of braying donkeyd &ain
pounding his rooftop.

“Go take a look at your patrol car,” he holleredclka
grabbing the lead rope of her mule.

Adison peered through the rain and went for a clések,
shining her SureFire at the tires. She drew heyefiracross the
slice.

That took a big knife to make that slit.

Adison returned to Scripts’s side as he latchedtthiger
hitch.

He looked over his shoulder at her. “I drove bynoyn way
home yesterday to make sure you didn’t drive youW Sit's
too vulnerable to vandals and car thieves.”

“As if | wouldn’t think of that,” she sputtered, me from
the rain in her face than disbelief that he wouttbally think
she would put her pride and joy in jeopardy.

“What's this?” Scripts asked.

“Someone’s camping and hunting gear,” Gray Horse
responded. “The kind of gear that's illegal to haye here.
Detective Adison is taking custody of it for saterage until
the FBI or ATF collect it.”

“| see,” Scripts drawled. “Is it part of the crinseene?” he
asked, glancing at Adison.

“Don’t know. But it has promise,” Adison told him.

“I'll drop it off with Mandy tomorrow,” Scripts oféred.

The gear was dumped into Scripts covered truck dretl
everyone moved into their respective vehicles, larapup the
heat.
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“So what did you find?” Scripts asked, after he &uison
were settled in his warm cab and heading home.

“At the crime scene: a corpse, decomposed badhg fiace
down on a limb too high for some predators to redchuma to
the occipital bone. The blow left a nice crack b#ukre. Also
trauma to the chest. It could have been as a rgeuitthe blow
to the back of the head with the victim falling tre branch.
The hands were all that were missing. Mandy dodhirik they
were cut off but rather fell off from natural decposition of
tissue. The jumpsuit held most of the torso togetHéne
coroner’'s team found bone fragments, plastic, amdesother
stuff beneath the body in the tree and will letknsw if they
belong to the corpse. A M14 was found within snipew of
the corpse, and we found evidence of a shootout.

“The load you have in your pickup bed Gray Horsetigul
on our way to the site off the trail. It was attedlto a bungee
cord. Gray Horse found three Dakota Magnum riflex23
caliber, camping gear, and a tamper button with. G-e
detonator pulled loose so it was a fizzle.”

Scripts whistled.

“I'm curious why the bungee cord wasn’t spotted reag’
Adison said.

“We’ll check out the pictures.” He gave her a quglknce
and raised his eyebrows in question. She noddekl that she
did take pictures. “Off hand, it could be that thimd blew the
cord into sight or it was hanging where people radlyndon’t
look. It's not a popular trail because it's rougbirgy and it
takes nearly a day to get to a space where a campbe set
up.”

“So why would anyone go up there?”

“Survivalists were the last group five months agwove
Gray Horse nuts because they were starting camspiiiehin
the forest where they aren’t safe to be. How didryeew gear
hold up?”

“The rain gear is tops. In this downpour, having gants
and head is very important to me. As for the slegiag, I'm
going to have to get one for polar environmentswat made
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you stop by, and don’t give me that ‘just makingesyou didn’t
drive your SUV'?”

Scripts shrugged. “Just thought | would.”

“Well, for whatever the reason, I'm glad you dichahks.”

L

The next day was Wednesday, Adison’s day off.dkta lot
of focused determination to get up for her run v@tripts. She
rewarded herself with breakfast at Mollies and leeldp to the
forest for her meeting with Sam and Chief Harper.

So, how does this fit in with WK or JA? It doesN& one
returned to clean up the evidence. Definitely duatdit the MO
of either. Does this mean there’s another gang ngpwmn? Or
does it mean neither WK or JA know about it yet%/béal’'m
jumping to conclusions. It's a big forest and angyp@an have
his own private party.

She parked in a turnout and pulled out her backEauk
added two water bottles to the side pockets. Tettas on the
path, she heard a loose rock.

“Not real subtle,” she muttered.

Sam dropped on the path next to her and grinneglstl
wanted to know how noisy | had to be before yourthene.
Ten to one, ten being the best, you got a seven.”

“You watched me from the boulder that was sittinghe
curve of the road, so you can see the traffic frboth
directions. It has a great view about ten milesand down the
road. You then gave me a walking start five minuteshe trail
and followed me along the tree line. The loose naels just a
confirmation that you were going to join me,” shéormed him
with a smug smile.

“Humph. You're just guessing,” he accused.

“Maybe. So where’s our meeting going to be thish

“Around,” he answered shortly. “What are you camgyiin
your pack?”

“A laptop. | have pictures to show.”

111




“Then I'll have to get some popcorn,” Sam answeldd.
pointed to a tree off the trail. “Wait there. Yoatdpinoculars?”

Adison nodded. She climbed the slope, trying noketwe
too much of her passage visible. From her packpsiied out
her binocs and studied the area. Five minutes,léam
gestured for her to continue up the trail. He jdirfeer at the
fork where she waited.

There was the remains of a shack about ten yafdthef
path. Vines overlapped the worm-eaten wood, but Sasn’t
concerned about bugs and lifted a corner of a bdbhad
revealed a cellar cover.

While Adison clambered down, Sam checked the agama
and followed her.

“Aren’t you worried someone will see you in the tigigt?”
Adison asked.

“The whole place is peppered with surveillance pmént,”
Chief Harper said, “because of Sam’s paranoia.”

Sam snorted and went to unfold a table in the sowllar
space.

“Who owns this property?” Adison asked, to keep amp
who all was involved with her undercover operation.

“Me,” Sam said. “It's where | had my first cabinaH a past
acquaintance pay me a visit while | was out. He lef calling
card.”

Adison unpacked the laptop and powered it up. Shieg
out three CDs.

“You're not paranoid. You're damn dangerous, Sam,
Adison said.

“So what have we here?” Harper asked.

“Pictures of Officer Mike paying off someone, angdt a
good shot of someone following him. No one | recpgd.”

For the next forty minutes, they studied the piesurof
Mike, his contact, and his tail, discussing variposts.

“I recognize the guy he’s delivering to,” HarpeidsdHe’s
a clerk at the court, but not assigned to any efjtidges. He’s
in the pool where a judge’s office will requestistssice and the
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manager will pull a name from the pool. Usuallyw lastudents
working on their degrees or clerks work the pool.”

“We’re assuming there was money or something unlawf
going on,” Adison pointed out. “So if you want thie be
evidence, it won't work.”

Harper snorted in disgust. “If you noticed in thied you
looked at, that’s all we've got. So what else?”

“Well, I was hoping one of you had ideas aboutlibdy in
the forest.” She pushed in the next CD to showupés she and
Gray Horse took of the site.

“You know of any sharpshooters with contracts fhist
area?” Harper asked Sam.

“I know of five who Interpol lost track of. With Hoeland
Security hamstrung with lack of leadership, | dotfiink the
FBI who normally tracks domestic shooters will lideato give
an accurate accounting. Especially with their owimovwhave
gone rogue. They aren’t about to admit to that.”

Adison nodded in understanding. “Any that you hawe
worry about?”

Sam looked at her surprised.

“Not that I'm not concerned about your welfare, bdion’t
want to get caught in crossfire.” Sam didn’t voket anything
further. Adison turned to Harper. “How many gangses a
small town average anyway?”

“If there’s more than one in Sunrise, it's not slyvin our
crime rate. We have better stats than our neighlfusrise
residents are a lot more active in reporting amghinusual,
which is to say they are more aware of what goemaheir
neighborhoods.”

“Chief, did you get a chance to study the listnaimes |
sent you?” Adison asked.

“I got a glance. Gave a copy of the list to Samu$aid you
found the list, but you failed to mention where.”

Adison hesitated, then grinned. “It was before toae.”

“Does it put you in a sticky situation to give méiat?”

Adison glanced at Sam, then back at Harper. “I dbitrin
Amos Anders’s warehouse. It was under a stack ligtpd
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“Amos, huh?” Harper was quiet for a few momentsm®|
going to introduce your list in our next monthly etieg. | want
Bret to have a go at it. He’'s amazing when it cotoeerreting
out information from Internet sources.”

“Okay by me. | thought the information was too skgt”
Adison looked at Sam.

“I can’t say | have anything to add to the list.uviigure out
what it's a list of besides men’s names?”

Adison shook her head. “Since | sent the originaMel, |
was hoping he would have identified fingerprintsnmw or had
information on the hairs | picked from the foldstlve paper.”

Harper indicated that he had not received any méion.
“I'll give him a call.”

L

Friday, Adison was back at the usual mundane work,
wondering if Mandy would get upset with her if stedled for
information on the corpse and crate Scripts dropgfédwWhen
the Feds step in, everything would be seized amk ttvould be
a lot of unanswered questions bothering her.

“Hi, Mandy, this is Adison... she laughed at Mandy calling
out to someone in the background. “I guess | dbaite to ask
because Detective Scripts is there...| won’t bothau.y Sure,
you too.”

Adison sighed after hanging up. Now she would htave
wait until Monday unless Mark sent what Mandy foundan
email to Harper and her.

Saturday, dressed in her neatly creased uniformsofid
headed out for her ritual breakfast at Mollie’seféd she joined
Jane and Sandra, the two veterinarians, rather lz@infor a
table. They were midway through their meal whensadis
pager vibrated against her stomach. She muttered in
exasperation as she pulled it out to see who wais@er.

“Gotta go?” Jane asked as she speared her paneakg h
with butter and syrup.

114



“No. It can wait,” Adison said, as she tucked tlager back
in her belt pouch.

“Girlfriend?” Sandra asked, knowing like everyoriseein
Sunrise that she didn’t date anyone in town.

“No. It's from the retirement home. Theyre all too
old...err, | mean too mature, for me.”

“Ah. The disappearing underwear thief! She’s stragkin,”
Jane whispered dramatically.

“You didn't hear that from me,” Adison told themptn
wanting to leak any departmental information.

“Mum’s the word. Right, Jane?”

“Oh, yes. | hear the boys are training Lady Holrtee$ind
things. Maybe you can let her nose around and fookhe
missing items.”

“The dog’s still a puppy. Besides, that's bloodhdwwork.”
Suddenly, she gurgled, realizing what she just. s&lt, please
don’t mention using bloodhounds to find missing emekar. |
would never live that down.”

“You’re passing up a good idea.”

Adison laughed with the two women. It occurred év im a
brief flash that this assignment had some realtyrioments.

“I hear you have the dog field trials in March odés of
Bales,” Adison said, drawing her coffee toward dren her
emptied plate was removed.

“Yep. A working class dog show. The land betweea th
farms and Bales is ideal. There’s a lake that'artlenough for
the dogs to jump in, and the best part is thenetaigh space for
parking.”

“We already have fourteen veterinarians signed abéd
there.”

ARG &
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Chapter 7

It was the first Friday of the month, the militialsonthly
gathering. The location and type of activity wasted on its
Web site for anyone who wanted to join though tbhgshkept it
men only. It was bring your own toys or you coutdslay. That
night, they met above the cliffs on a sandy plameideal place
for setting a trap. According to the Jaded Amuléf®, they
threw periodic parties just to close a trap aroang unwanted
guests. Adison had watched a few unfortunate tessaget
rounded up. And giving credit where credit was dbe, militia
boys didn’'t rough them up, merely scared the beeslout of
them. The militia fronted well for the gang and iteetings
with customers.

Adison was using the ROV, or remote observationickeh
The beach was perfect to provide the plane witikadff where
the breeze would help lift it. Her ROV was one o many test
planes NGA, National Geospatial-Intelligence Ageneyas
using for domestic surveillance.

She set up her new telescope to use stargazingraower.
Glancing longingly at the hot thermos of coffeeg sighed.

Okay, my pretty spy, get on up there. Mel, you hravee
connections than a Washington madam for all the foget to
play with. | feel like so special. Ooh. Nice baiy,

Grinning at the ease of its use, Adison sent tlentscraft
over the militia’s meeting site. Forty hot spotsravdusy with
field maneuvers. Gently, she moved the joy stickoégin a
bank around the area to set its inspection paramedace they
were keyed in and locked, Adison set it on autépaod
watched the plane began its inspection.
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A flash of light through the tinted SUV windows haer
looking up. A glow of lights slowly passed by. Shatched the
brake lights come on, then the truck swung around.

| remember that truck. It's got those silly balksnging from
the tow bar. Cruising me?

It passed the parking lot entrance again. Shecsiicdf the
SUV and walked to the edge of the parking lot, ingitfor the
next drive-by. As the big white truck came abreafsher, she
surprised the group by shining her SureFire light tlzee
passenger, then the driver.

“Is there a reason why you’re cruising here?”

“Ah, sorry, Detective. We didn’'t know it was you. eN
thought it was someone else with a chick or somgthiAlan
Watts apologized. His father was one of the membérthe
militia group on the cliffs. Adison guessed thagithinitiation
into the group was to run checks on people nearbyake sure
they were not being spied on. But this was belosvdiiffs. She
was sure they were just curious what she was ugByothe
expressions on the faces of four boys in the vehitiey were
all trying not to snicker at Alan’s reply.

“I'm the only one in town with a dark green LandJRo.
You thinking you're going to see some action, ligeeping
Toms? Not likely. | scared all the neckers and baakers
away.”

“Hey, Detective, we aren't like that,” Johnnie Hésldeep
voice objected. Johnnie’s father was also on tHegianand one
of the leaders in setting up the monthly mock battl

She shined her light on the other two boys. Botmfr
Brisbane. Brisbane Panthers was the high school togtheir
all-star jacket sleeves.

“Good to know. Good night.” Adison just stared hermn
with her hands on her hips and waited for themetw/é¢. The
nose of her telescope was protruding out the batkeoSUV,
so she knew they were aware what she was pretendibg
doing. The truck sped off, sending some sand arsddbirock
onto her clothes.

“Right,” Adison muttered and returned to her vedicl
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By her screen, the militia was spread out with aalim
group of four stationary. She knew there were yhrggular
militia boys, plus Brucker and Learner. As far avesyshe was
and the angle of her view, she wouldn’t be ableetwognize
anyone immediately. Her attention refocused onfdke on the
outer parameter. They were moving, widening theicle
Another person alone to the left of them didn’t molt wasn’t
Scripts since he was out of town.

A car was moving along the road adjacent to the egam
Maybe it was the boys.

The small plane moved out of the area, and Adisgab to
bank the craft, making a wide turn over the océahandful of
cars were parked along the cliffs with hot spotdhem. She
interpreted the occupants as couples, probably date They
were far enough away from the militia not to be rowe by
their games. However, one figure from farther up thad was
moving toward the militia’s position, using the dpathen
started to cut over, now fully off the main roadra the cliff.

Adison looked up when her movement detector beeplee.
moved to the telescope and peered out at the BErsttention
on what was closer to her.

| wish | had a nice big dog right now. | wonder lif
borrowed Angel she would tell her master what weews to.

Her left hand reflexively wrapped around her Tagen.
She moved her eye from the telescope and turneckethight,
pretending to write something. Out of the cornehef eye, she
watched her ROV locate her as it passed overhedd dody
ten yards away.

Whoever was out there was content to just sit aaigthvher.
She pulled out her binoculars and peered throughitited side
windows to study the figure. The lights from a carthe road
swept by, missing the figure huddled behind thesbriWorried,
she checked on the plane.

Well, let’s keep this all up and ughe pulled out her police
radio. “Krieger, come in.”

“Gary here. What's up, Alex?”
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“I'm out at the beach, the East First entrance witly
telescope, and | have someone hiding out in thehdsus
watching me. Do you think you can swing by and help
check the area out?”

“Sure. I'm on the other side of town. It will be @li ten
minutes. That okay?”

“Yes. Thanks, Gary. Out.”

“Don’t mention it. Out.”

Adison glanced back at the figure behind the busBa#
there. She checked the plane. It was back ovemitliga area.
The moving hot spots were encircling one other $pmbt. It
must be their prey. Four figures were moving towardifth
spot. A meeting? No, the fifth suddenly turned awagl moved
back toward the road. The four were quickly movafter it.
She looked up to check the figure in the bushesfamad him
or her gone. She scanned around the SUV first ammedhher
binoculars farther out. Nothing.

She glanced back at the screen. The ROV was @roler
the ocean and coming back toward her. She covleeddreen
with a blanket and grabbed her Taser. Cautioubly séid out of
the back of the SUV, shining the red light arouner. hA
movement caused her to move her light and Tagbetteft just
as a hand came down on her arm.

Through the training sessions with Scripts, whexénad her
repeat this very attack over and over so even irdreams she
reacted without thought, she moved with the blow apread
her arms out and brought them back to hit the &goetween
the head with the base of the Taser and light.ak enough to
surprise him, but even as she was moving to hit, lienwas
moving away, so she only got a grazing hit to mtes of his
head.

The figure didn’t give up. Using his head as advatg ram,
he aimed toward her midriff. Adison grabbed his yahd
twisted, dropping to one knee. Her hand grabbedchathing
and got more than she intended. His quick actiomprtmect
himself had Adison twisted around. A back kick kked her to
her knees. As she moved, she was able to grab taflapa
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pulling her assailant off his feet. She punched imitthe gut and
could tell she had the upper hand now.

Suddenly, a searchlight came on, blinding her. ahpsent
her off balance into the side of the SUV. Kriegedeg was
already barking with excitement. When Adison pickestself
up off the ground, locating her SureFire and Tasbg was
alone. Krieger came running toward her with Gughenend of
a leash straining to run after something only hddsee.

“Hold up, Gus. Sit. What happened?”

“I had a scuffle with an assailant.” Adison tookdaep
breath to give her adrenaline-hyped body time ¢tavstiown.
“I'm all right. Good dog, Gus. You earned a biscuiShe
brushed her legs off and glanced around in the resmk
Whoever it was, was gone. She was grateful Gany'tdiet Gus
loose to chase after the assailant. Then both woauhg) around.

“I'll take a look around the beach farther up. Thatsually
where the transients like to sleep. If he’s th&as will nose
him out. Are you all right here?”

“Yes, I'm fine. Don’t bother with the check aloniget beach.
| wouldn’t be able to pick out whoever it was irdigeup. It's
too dark to have gotten a look.”

After Krieger left, Adison located her plane andiha land
it before she had any more visitors. It came cogdib a stop a
yard from her. She grabbed it up and slid it in blaek of her
SUV and tossed a cover over it. Now more than eshex,could
not risk taking it back to her apartment. The shslo& kept her
surveillance vehicle in would have to do. As shevdr she kept
looking behind her to be sure she was not beirlgdadust to
be sure, she stopped her SUV and used her binedolapy the
black sky above her, hoping not to find a planectvaig her.

She kept reminding herself that paranoia was hgaiter
line of work.

After storing the plane and her equipment, nosfiatli with
her nearly being caught, she drove up the coaiteqgarked
lovers. She glanced at her watch. Over an houmlaaded. She
wondered if the lone figure had been caught.
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It was pitch dark and her lights were not welconédices
shouted unkindly at her arrival. By memory, she nibua
turnout, parked, then pulled out her night visiamggles. She
was above the flat land with not much view of thiéitia area,
but it was where the five figures were headed. ISbated one,
then two more hot spots. She removed the gogglesy Were
too close to her position for her to be wearingrth&he pulled
out her binoculars and studied the area closedteto She
spotted a familiar figure, tired, limping along tgally. It was
the chief.

She panned her binoculars and located only twohef t
players. They must be encircling him. She got bext& the
SUV, and without turning the lights on, she relied her
goggles to move her to an intercept point for thiefc Finding
a place to pull over and appear to be legitimateigrested in
stargazing was not that easy to find. She pickedaaow
shoulder, leaving little room between the road &ed SUV.
The chance of being struck was slim, she hoped.

A small neon cone was placed a few yards from kéicle.
She was sure she had passed the gully the chiefrnag not
exactly. Trusting in luck this time, she pulled dwr bright
white telescope and pointed it to the sky. Sheirsat three-
legged camel seat, which was easy to store and lmga She
held the book on stars in one hand and with heshlight
verified the location of the stars above her. Shad it. Staring
through the lens, she wanted to be sure she wiais rig

Through years of practice, she was able to quietheart
and concentrate on what she was doing. She Igtélson she
was rescuing do his part and rustle up some obWis luck to
find her. She heard the movement of sand and hieaathing
and felt her SUV shift through her elbow. She awntid to look
through her telescope, turned her red light ondicgctions in
her book, and acted startled when lights sudddashéd in her
face, blinding her.

“You about scared the crap out of me! Get thattligit of
my eyes!” she yelled.
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“Who are you and what are you doing here?” onehef t
figures demanded, not moving the bright light frber eyes.

“Henry, you know who | am. I'm the one who gave ybe
speeding ticket two days ago, and if you don’t gshatlamp off,
you’re going to be spending some time in jail fardssment of
an officer of the law.”

There was an uncomfortable standoff. Adison didgndve
out from behind her telescope, but her hand wasppaa
around the butt of her off-duty pistol, a P7, under coat,
pointed in the direction of the light. They knewatter hand
was wrapped around and they knew she knew.

“Kill that light,” she said in a low voice.

The silence continued until they all could see lgints
swinging down the winding road. If they were goitg do
something against her, they would have to do it.now

“Sorry, Detective. We thought you were part of games,”
Joey leered.

“Yes, right, Joey,” she respondedou creep.The group
melted back into the darkness, and the car that wading
down the road passed her without slowing down. &had
hear one of the voices in the dark imitating thetpg she had
been hearing on her phone.

“Remind me to point Scripts in their direction toding the
breather,” she muttered as she waited for her teyadjust back
to the darkness, then she repacked her telescapéeaded
home.

As she turned into the police parking lot, she géhback
at the chief who was lying on his side and munclung of her
sandwiches.

“Chief, | wish you had told me you were going to dat
there. | told you | was going to use the drone.”

“If I didn’t go out there and have something toagpMark
would be feeling bad that he wasn’t here tonigignthe would
be wondering why | let him take a few days off ars tnight of
nights.”

“Can | ask why you just don’t make it official thiatnonitor
them?”
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“Mark is your supervisor. He thinks you need morerkv
before he moves you to night sleuthing.”

Adison could hear the smile in his voice.

“Right,” she replied sarcastically. “Well, have &e walk
home. | would drop you off, but rumors would gedward that
we spent the night together.”

“Humph,” he grunted as he slid out of the SUV.

Adison put her backpack on, hoisted the telescopéey
shoulder, and carried her camel seat back to retrapnt. Just
for grins, she set it up in front of the bay windand for a
while, yawning now and again, scanned the skiesdanething
interesting. She left it pointing at Venus.

The next day at first light, she needed to be baickhe
beach to see if there was anything to be foundeofditacker.
She was grateful Scripts and his family would bé afutown,
S0 no early morning running.

L

Back bent and slowly moving from one bush to angthe
Adison could smell old urine. She clipped a leaattthad
captured some liquid and slipped it into a glas$tldcand
bagged it. She snipped another and bagged thatSteomoved
to study the scuffed ground and broken brancheslidutt find
any fabric or dropped articles. She covered theresrdrea
looking for a salvageable footprint and found none.

Whoever it was ran in pitch darkness...So someone is
watching the watcher.

After dropping her evidence at the station, she Glaire
and Genie at Mollie’s. Following breakfast, Adisspent time
in various shops, listening more than talking, aadking as far
as the shops spread. It would bring her close d¢ord¢tirement
apartments, where she wanted to visit.

The old folks had a lot of information, and they reve
nonstop talkers who needed little prodding. Theyewaot
bound by the usual sleep cycle of the younger crand took
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golf carts out at night for the thrill of it. Evemith fading eyes
and ears, they did see a lot of after-hours busines
Who said small towns were boring?
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Monday morning, Chief Harper was walking with aghti
limp but said nothing about Friday night. “Alexdl'like a
moment of your time,” Harper mentioned as the atheoved
out of the morning meeting.

“Sure.”

“Mark and | read Gary's report about your attackd&y
night. We also read your report and looked over yaidence
collected. We don’'t get many transients in town,l'so not
inclined to believe Gary’s assumptions. We also 'tdget
criminal attacks at night either.” He hesitated domoment and
asked, “Think you would have been able to disaromr ydtacker
if Gary hadn’t arrived?”

“I had him before Gary’s light shined in my eyes Hidn't
show any special skills.”

“Male for sure?”

“Oh, yes. | got a handful of male while we wrestlédhe
was a transient, the dark clothing and smell wextetypical. |
just hope that liquid in the leaf is urine from argon, so |
didn’t waste my time collecting. For someone to away that
fast in pitch dark and avoid tripping, he had tonssaring night
vision goggles. Which makes it rather interestirgduse the
person | was wrestling with wasn’'t wearing any dndnly
heard one person running.”

“So either he had great natural night vision or {people
were there with one person acting as decoy, exGapy’'s dog
would have sensed the other person. It takes a feedhke lab
results to come back.” The chief rubbed his chinthink I'll
stop by today at Shayne Bell Labs and review theaurity and
see who is handling the test.”

“Who works there?”
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“Mike King, Thomas Haynes, Linda Ames, Sherry CHro
and...” he hesitated, “Sam Adams is the manager.” dthef
rolled his eyes.

“One of the names on the list.”

“He goes by Mac and doesn’t really interact withr ou
department. His assistant, Linda, does most oPfRevork and
gets us results faster than the civilian populatidy the way,
Mark decided you're less dangerous if you were \waykhose
nights you go out. So from now on, you’re on th&tion roster
to monitor the militia. When he gets back, he’liebryou. I also
spoke to Mel about the ROV. If we keep it quietttiae’re
using a NGA domestic surveillance drone, I'll béeato drop it
on Mark that he has a new surveillance toy.”

“Okay. I'll hand it over to you before Mark gets dka
Tonight?”

“At the forest turnoff. Eight tonight. It's pitchadk by then.”

L

Harriet Sams, Eric Burns, Mark Scripts, Chief Haymend
Adison had different methods on approaching stalled
investigations as well as views of what they weltesaeing.
Gender, culture, and age differences, to say ngthoh
experience were used in their brainstorming sessitinwas
something Adison didn't experience with SID, whontead
down orders and information on a need-to-know bd3ig it
was a totally different working environment. WithHD6 she was
a covert operator who was sent to gather informatwarn it in,
and move on to the next assignment. Adison viewssl t
Saturday meetings as ongoing classes and wasapld aside
her dislike for that day because she was the améyweearing a
uniform.

The scent of freshly brewed coffee greeted her les s
pushed the office door open. Breathing deeply, telo& the
steps two at a time. The aroma was stronger irfdper. The
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SPD door was open and the lights in the office ware She
could hear Burns whistling a tune frddhantom of the Opera.

“Morning ,Burns! Do | smell my favorite flavored tfee?”
“Hey, Alex! Any flavored coffee would be your favta,” he
teased. “You have an email marked urgent in yoliox’

“Urgent? I'll be right back.”

A few minutes later, she was back to help Burnsupethe
meeting room. Her grin was difficult to hide.

“So, you got a date for your next round of days?bffie
taunted.

“Better. The Miller cabin at the Crest that | wasking at
buying—it's now a done deal. | own my own cabin! plwones,
no pagers, and no neighbors who speak my language.”

“Hey, that's great! That should make your SUV a lot
happier. When you learn bear language, let me kmowto say
‘get out of my car.”

They both laughed, remembering the family who keptr
food in an unlocked car and the bear opened the dod
feasted. Unfortunately, the door closed behind likar, and
until the park ranger arrived, the animal trashied interior,
trying to get back out.

“Good morning,” Harper greeted. “How did your piiaet
night out with Mark and Genie go?” he asked Adisenshe
settled a bagel and coffee near her.

“Basic,” she waved her hand.

Scripts nodded, sipping his coffee. “She shows miak
Chief. She and Genie are going to become the neXages.”

“Not in this lifetime,” Adison said. “This soldigkeeps her
hair and does not slosh around in mud. | don’'t ¢aoe chic
some people think mud baths are.”

The others laughed.

“We're starting with the body found in the foresChief
Harper began. “It has been identified as Henrichn&e a
German national. Worked as a sniper for hire irseomally.
Used disguises to escape detection.”

On the overhead screen appeared a plain face htloff-
white hair. Other pictures of him in disguise appéaon the
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screen. If his picture was not circled in some leé photos,
Adison wouldn’t have recognized him.

“He didn’'t travel to a continent without having tigien
contract hits,” Harper continued.

“Sounds like he had some strong convictions,” Hrri
drawled.

“Did the FBI give you this information?” Mark asked

“Interpol. The FBI officially took over the case Ober 29.
They removed all evidence we had at the coronbténdy just
returned from vacation and picked that informatignon her
voice mail from Fishbach last night.” Harper lookeder at
Adison. She was wondering why he had not told bener.

“Why didn’t he tell me when | was there two weekp@’
Scripts asked irritated.

“That was my question to Mandy. She pointed out &las
doing her work, and his regular secretary who wdaddle this
is out on maternity leave. The reason why | brougtthe
sniper information is in case it has anything to wlith our
gang-related cases. Keep your eyes and ears opeu ffear of
any club members missing.”

Harper waved a paper to get his staff’s attentibat’s get
to our local group. We have a list of names I'verb@rovided
with from one of my inside contacts. It was foureanone of
the meeting places of our gang...Amos’s warehouse. [igh
may or may not be connected to them, but it doge haew of
their names on it, plus one we’re all familiar wibdut not
associated to them.”

Soft whistles could be heard from some of the stdfén
they recognized who he was speaking of—Sam Adams.

“What does that say about sending lab tests tolacal
lab?” Harriet asked.

“Let's not jump to conclusions,” Scripts cautioneiVe
don’t know what this list is about.”

“Eric, I'd like you to start a background inquirynaall of
them. All the way down to their DNA, if you can. tiebuild a
deeper file on them.”



“John Melville...| remember checking a driver’'s license on
him. | can’t recall exactly why,” Scripts said.

“Well, it'll come to you eventually,” Harriet encoaged.

‘Do you remember what he looks like?” Mark nodded.
“Then get over to the artist and get a drawing msa®etime
today. Anyone else? Okay, next case, the attacklex while
she was stargazing.” The chief pulled out a disk aome
papers from a laboratory test. “I have the DNA hssback.
Only one person from the samples on the leaf. Etithe
handed him the disk, “this is what we received b#&okn the
lab. See what you can come up with. How are youirgwith
the program on crosschecking our clues from varoases?”

“Just about done.”

“Can we trust the results?” Harriet asked doubyfull
think until we know just what this list is aboutnyhing we
send to the lab is going to be in question.”

Chief Harper nodded. “I'm having a second run dohe.
agree with you, Harriet. But we’re going to haveita a darn
good reason why we don’t send them any more tegtout
raising a red flag with the gang we’re trying tgepr slow on
the uptake.”

“Why not use two labs? Then when they do mess wp, w
have cause,” Adison suggestéthis is getting to be too time-
consuming. Maybe Harper can twist Mel's arm to ghim a
secure lab to send stuff to. That way, we’ll bekiog at the
same results.

“We only have two labs and he works in them bo8gtipts
said.

“How coincidental,” three voices returned.

L

It was Thanksgiving Day and Adison spent her time
wandering by stores that had the football gameirgaand
smells from apartments reminding her of Hallmarkrdca
versions of a happy family life. She switched dayk with
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Scripts so he could be home with his family, dolhg own
celebrating.
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Chapter 8

Monday morning, the daily departmental meeting hadn
rescheduled for later in the morning since thefdmael an early
budget meeting with the mayor. Adison and Scriptgstwout to
a store that was burglarized the night before ke factures and
a report from the angry owner. They drove backwdffice in
silence, wondering why someone would steal babyegbp

Scripts held the door open for Adison, who was ycag
one of the crime scene cases, when both hearcebmist men’s
voices in the workout room.

“What's going on?” Adison asked Harriet, who didigbk
happy.

“Good morning, Harriet,” Scripts greeted, his voice
sounding glum.

“Mark. We’'ll be combining our meeting with the paitr
officers,” she said tersely.

“Okay. Is the chief back?”

“In fifteen minutes. Just enough time to grab a&lireup of
coffee and a bagel,” she suggested. She excharygesignals
with Scripts, which neither explained to Adisonrits didn’t
give Adison a chance to see who was in the gynieaushe
tugged her sleeve to follow him upstairs. When tleached the
top, she all but had to run to keep up with himc®imn the
office, both got busy getting ready for the meeting

Seated on the chair with bulletins from FBI andeotlaw
enforcement departments, she sipped her coffeacigig up
suddenly when someone noisily enter the room.

“Mike,” Scripts greeted shortly. “This is Detectivaison,
she was hired.”.
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“I heard,” the tall blond forty-seven-year-old imapted. He
chose a chair nearest the door with Brucker takisgat next to
him. The two, ignoring everyone else, continued cadl
conversation on Rose Bowl prospects in Januaryy Wege the
two voices from the gym.

Adison studied the two men, interested in the ndwale
communication going on. This was a different Mikeakner
than the one she had been tailing. His persona @fas
indifference to the point of rudeness. The oniynghihe seemed
to care for was the expensive wristwatch she hadseen
before. She wondered if it was an early Christmasegnt to
himself. His arms and legs were crossed away freamny and
toward the door. His displeasure of being in thenmocaused
Adison to go down a mental list of reasons. Claydtobia was
crossed off as not likely. This was his workplagetén years.

Brucker’'s demeanor took a complete reversal. Wherkad
been blending in with the office background whemioer was
gone, he now had a swagger and a lip curl thatdirasted at
her, that is until Harriet entered the room. Hdisieusual
bubbly personality was toned down. She merely |doke
Leaner and Brucker, who pointedly ignored her. ®lo& a seat
next to Burns, wishing the group a good morningwNedison
understood what was bothering Harriet and Scrigtat t
morning.

Chief Harper walked into the room and both men bera
quiet.

“Good morning, everyone. As you can see, OfficekéVi
Learner is back on duty. Detective Adison, meetid@ff Mike
Learner. Officer Learner, Detective Adison.” Thaethheld a
sheet. “I want you all to fill out the form thatdks like this on
your PC for supplies. It's in your email basket.eTbxpense
committee wants to prepare for next year, and thegd to
know what supplies you've been using and what yaveh't.
Make sure your mileage, clothing upkeep, medicgleeses,
and whatever you put down under miscellaneous éxige.
Remember you are not paid for anything miscellasamless
you specify exactly what it is and have the recdigto hope
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you all have been keeping up with this stuff oves year. If
not, we all lose. Mark, do you have the assignmesdsly? Go
ahead.”

“Danny, you're working the stores on Main Street top
Pine this morning until noon, then move to take west side.
Mike, you have desk duty for a month, which will Wwerking
the switchboard. Start at your usual time, tén...

“Now walit just a minute here, Harper.” Mike jump&dm
his seat. He suddenly sat back down when he cadhghthief’s
glare. “I don’t want to do some simpleton’s job ttlmainimum
wage earners can do. | can drive a patrol car!”

“In case you hadn’'t noticed, gas is expensive amdriSe
isn’t that big a town to warrant a patrol car fauy entire duty.
Your doctor ordered light work for a month or uritg clears
you for something more strenuous. That's all tigatliduty we
have, unless Mark can think of something else."gtéaced at
Scripts.

“That’s it.”

“The alternative is | can release you without pay &
month, if you so desire,” Harper offered.

“Well?” he prodded when Mike didn’t respond.

“I'll stay on the job,” he muttered.

“Mark, you have anything to add to his duties?”

“Same requirements as everyone else who sits on the
switchboard. At the end of a month, if you can Handking
calls without making Mrs. Edna’s list, put the salh the right
gueues accompanied with a report with the pertidetsdils, and
the department doctor clears you for heavier wtkmove
you to a few hours of light street duty,” Scriptstinued.

“You're giving me rookie work!” At that comment, he
threw a dirty look toward Adison.

“Light duty is what your doctor ordered, Mike. Ih&t's
what you call rookie work, then you should be ablece it. |
expect you also to be courteous to your fellowceffs.” The
chief returned to the others, “Mark and Alex, yoavé five
investigations that | want status on. Sorry, M&kntinue with
your duty roster.”
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Mark nodded. “Alex, Claire wants one of us overhb®e
introduced to a new resident,” he continued. “I'migg that to
you. Harriet, you have the foot beat on the noitle since
Mike will be handling the phones.”

“Before you hit the beat, Harriet” the chief sdickn you go
over to the council chambers and show Janey homot& that
new program she has on her computer? She keepsngydeer
system every time she tries to print somethingc,Eyou’re
back at the mayor’s office. He has a virus agaimything else,
Mark? Everyone, have a good day. Dismissed.”

Brucker and Learner were out the door first. Adisaited
as Scripts put a restraining hand on her arm.

“You need to watch yourself around Mike. His MOt
make rude and crude comments when there are n@ssgs
around, except Danny, who backs up what he sayswhrning
you because of the way he reacted to you.”

“Isn’t that harassment?”

“Yes. But his lawyer has put a slant on it that are the
ones who are harassing him and Danny. Those twe sale if
there are any witnesses that they're their friehds.

Adison smiled. “I can handle it.”

Scripts took a deep breath. “Listen to me. It doggood to
swap nastiness with him. It just feeds his...

“Who said | plan on fighting rudeness with crudestes
When does Frank’s Electronics operi@y aunties taught me
well. No fighting fire with fire. Cold is what iseaded. A cold
dose of reality.

“Nine. Why?”

“Just give you the answer without you even tryiadiure
it out? No way, Detective.”

As she walked by Harriet, she glanced at her amgpsid by
her desk.

“Harriet, why the smirk? First time I've ever segou with
a sour look this morning and now you're smirkingh&vs up
with that?” she teased.

She gestured Adison to come closer and whisperdtein
ear, “Found listening devices around my desk ardffice this
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morning. Since we don’t know if it's Mike and Dannigric
moved the lumpiest chairs tioeir corner.”

Adison leaned back astonished. “No! Why on earthuld/io
either of them put listening devices around theadipent after
all this time of it being clean?”

“Who knows? Can’t say my conversations are all that
interesting. Since Mike’s sitting here for the dawant to make
sure my stuff is secured.”

V552
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Saturday, at the monthly meeting, everyone wastlguie
reading notes while sipping or munching on snaBksns had
ID’d all but three of the names on the warehouste His results
were similar to her source with the exception absth they
knew to be working around Sunrise.

“Looks almost like a death list, even if the majprare still
alive,” Adison offered, wondering if the otherstféhe same
way.

“It has that smell. Maybe it's a prison connectiodarriet
suggested.

“Eric, can you find out if any of these other gwysre ever
in prison, which one and for how long, and thostheamilitary,
find out what troop they were in?” The chief madeotation.

“How about finding out what college these other gwent
to?” Adison marked off three of the men.

“‘Maybe they all went to the same prostitute,” Hetrri
broached, “and she’s got a grudge she’s taking oéreor
maybe her kids are doing it for her,” she addeithkthg of how
difficult it would be to arrange a hit list of thmsagnitude alone,
if it were a hit list.

The men looked at her startled.

“That's a thought,” Adison murmured. “A trucker ard
man in uniform could possibly share the same btabhestop
and maybe near a prison or detention center.” Adisoked
over at Burns, grinning at the impossible challenget he
could find bits of information where few could.
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Burns nodded. “It's going to take a while. Let merkvon
it.”

“Let's move on to three recent burglaries.” Chierper
motioned to Burns to turn the overhead on.

For the next hour, they discussed evidence and
commonalities and possible suspects to a rash ghtni
burglaries in the Rainbow shopping area.

“All right, we’ll work on those new angles. Okaywezyone,
let's end this meeting on a good note. We're malpnogress
on the burglaries and we have more informationgest.”

“Yes,” Harriet grinned wryly, “and the next partwhere do
we put the new stuff?”

Burns grinned back. “Well, we got plenty of hardvdr
space for new folders.”

“Not in my brain you haven’t,” Harriet returned.

They all laughed.

Scripts prodded Adison’s elbow as they exited tfeea
“Wanna meet for lunch at Mollie’s? The kids arerpleng you a
surprise birthday party.”

Adison’s face turned bright red. “Okay.”

“You're a good sport, Alex,” Scripts said.

“Thanks for the warning.”

“I noticed you don’t take some surprises too wehé
teased.

Harriet leaned over and pinched her cheek. “Youebdte
there and no taking calls during your party,” steved.

Burns grinned. “Yes, the chief or Mark volunteetedake
the detective calls.”

“Did anyone tell the twins they’ll be on their ownRdison
asked.

“They’ll be there, too!” Scripts teased.

“Oh, gods,” Adison groaned. “How do | page myself
again?”
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After two weeks of being subjected to Learner and
Brucker’s insults and listening to their opinionswomen in
uniform in general, Adison presented her recorditaga local
lawyer Claire recommended on December 20, who fibedher
the next day. Adison had made sure she reportethtigents
to Scripts, her supervisor and Chief Harper andy there
documented. The pair had been spoken to, whichmaked
by increased hostility and by their remarks shegbawn her
body recorder and button-hole camera. They madenibtake
of voicing their contempt of her complaining to Har and
Scripts. Her lawyer talked to Philip, Mike Learreend Danny
Brucker’'s legal counsel. Until a hearing by the gadwas
convened, the two were ordered to desist. What ohds
lawyer held in reserve were camera recordings aituie two
were placing in her belongings ... body parts of radeAdison
could not believe those two didn’t think to lookthé clock that
faced her desk which had a recording device in it.

As the holiday neared, Adison found herself beslegeh
invitations to spend time with not just friends,t lifferent
families for Christmas Eve and Christmas Day, THaysand
Friday. However, she was determined to leave far dabin
Tuesday, the 2lafter her shift ended to spend five days off
surrounded in snow and probably drinking with Sérhe was
there.

L

Adison unpacked her food for the next five daysntmade
her rounds through the cabin, still finding it dfflt to believe
it was hers. Sam no doubt would have snow manetveesep
her from getting bored or lonely, but she alreadadenup her
mind he had two days of her time, then she wasggtursleep
and read.

A tapping on her door had her pulling her weapamfiher
back holster and approaching from the side.
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“Hey, Alex! It's Sam. Open up, it's cold out here!”

Alex still peered out a peep hole before openimgdbor.

“What is that?” she asked, taking one of the bagsfhis
hand.

“Dinner. | can hear your stomach growling all theywover
at my place.”

“That’s not true. | ate on the way up. But | lefiuysome.
Half a loaf of bread from the French bakery.” Shdfed the
air, then poked her nose in the bag.

“Yum.”

“Get your nose out of there and set the table,” Sedered.

Adison complied. “So what do you have in that pot?”

“Lamb stew. | taught Genie how to make it. Then ree’
going to talk about this list of yours.”

Adison’s eyes opened wide.
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After they feasted on Sam’s half of the bread aisdstew,
they settled around the table with a cup of tea.

‘I want you to pass this information to Harper. dvk a
good idea on what happened in the forest. HenrieimdR, the
sniper, was given a list of names, thirteen fromat tiist you
found in the warehouse.” Sam paused to take af $ifs dea.

“Right...thirteen,” Adison muttered. “There were fourteen,
but one of them was a drug addict and died of amdmnse. The
medical doctor. His was the only one with a skufida
crossbones. Maybe that means suicide.”

“Here’s a photo of Reiner with a woman. He wasniraj
her. 1 couldn’t find anything about her, not eveonfi what
country she’s from.

“Reiner, Thomas Meadows, John Melville, one other
person, and the trainee were out in the woods. peeple.
Reiner and his trainee intended to take either awaohree of
them out. Reiner was shot and killed. His MO fdshs he has
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his trainee herd their intended target to withinnees sights
and he picks them off.”

“Looks like this one shot back,” Adison said.

“‘Right. From the evidence the FBI has, Meadows and
Melville are dead. Meadows’s remains were found in
Sacramento with a wound that he couldn’'t have lil@tyer
than a few minutes with. Melville was a victim ohd and run
in San Francisco. He was mistaken for a transiéntirst
because of his dress and was nameless for a VidiA. ID’d
him. Before Reiner and his trainee hit the West stoae
knocked off three others on the list. Johnny RédifiRichard
Mack, and Carl Gates. Their bodies were found withiday’'s
drive of one another but killed about the same tiMack and
Gates were at a conference for equipment and righiofi guard
personnel and Redfield was on a business triparséime area.
Either it was a planned rendezvous among the tbraewas
engineered. Redfield’s death was most probablydibieg of
the trainee since it does not fit Reiner’s profile.

“Was Reiner a serious cross-dresser?”

“A transvestite? Yes. It was one of his methods\adiding
detection.”

“Maybe his trainee is, too,” she mused. “A womarovdan
pass as a man. | don’t think he would do well vatimpetition
if it were the other way around.”

Sam chuckled. “That would be an interesting twist.”

“Well, the next department meeting is going to bkally
interesting,” Adison said. “We can now call thisnmsmone’s
death list.”

ARG &
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Chapter 9

Adison unlocked her back door and laughed at thedlledl
person standing on her balcony. “Is that you alhpped up in
there, Scripts? Hey, Angel. You're looking sharpthwiour
festive bow, girl.”

Sunday morning was cold and snow was everywhere.
Scripts took off his overcoat and tossed it ontahan chair. He
obviously was not interested in running.

“Wow. Nice jogging outfit. Looks very warm. Chrisa®
present?” she asked.

“Yes, my parents are in town. They overdosed us on
presents. Even Angel is overwhelmed. They missest la
Christmas because Dad was sick overseas, so we laswve
year’s presents, too. Good thing | didn’t grow mdch

“Want some coffee or do you want to run?”

“I'll give you a break and take some coffee.” Heffed air
with the scent of fresh-roasted beans. “It's totd caut there,”
he said. Scripts moved into the front room with ¢iéfee and
studied her mandella pattern of index cards shegeag) over
with her new information from Sam. She had made safore
she answered the knock on her door that she didave
anything out that Sunrise PD didn’t know about.

‘I couldn’t find a military connection. Maybe it'dike
Harriet mentioned and it's a prostitute out foreege,” Scripts
said.

“A jilted prostitute? Sounds as good a connectisnwae
have going. Now all Burns has to do is figure olneve they
met her, then who...or maybe a he.” Adison laugidh the
information I'm going to give Harper...we're going toe
shifting theories around.
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“The thing I'm puzzled about is what it has to ddahaour
investigations,” Mark murmured as he picked up ceel.

“You mean besides a few of these guys are connewtéd
our neighborhood gang and the list was found in @inéeir
meeting places?” Adison asked.

“Yes. I'm curious why Mike was only attacked on&a far,
no one’s finished the job, and as far as | know,one has
attacked Amos.”

“Well, if it's a hit list with different people hed to knock
them off that would leave a lot of people arounawimg too
much. Didn’t Harper say Heinrich came out for thém hits?
Let's see..”

“A superstitious person doesn’t change his pattaran if
there’s a gun pointed at his head.”

“Exactly. So he came out for only thirteen and soneeis
hired for the remaining,” she suggested. She wasitaio add
the information about the asterisk when she remessbidarper
didn’t have the symbols alongside the names. Sksegwang to
have to change that. It was her mistake.

Adison handed one of the cards to Scripts.

“Jinks Wilde?” he asked.

“It reminds me of a high school nickname.”

“You going to look through every high school alunboiok?
Good luck.”

“I've already checked and came back with one hiar C
salesman who said his father was called “Jinksy; tehen he
was in high school. He died in Vietnam. But themsmilitary
record of anyone by the name of Jinkins Howard ¥ild. or
Sr. that | could find. Think you can do better?”

“I'll give it a whirl,” Scripts said.

L

Monday, the group meeting was scheduled for latethe
morning Because Chief Harper was on the phone for a
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teleconference. By ten, Harriet, Burns, Scripts], Adison were
called in for a staff meeting.

“I just got off the phone with the judge, couneihd mayor.
Mike and Danny are on a year’s probation. If anyaf have a
complaint about them, see me or Mark. They're aspsasion
for two weeks, so we’ll all be stretched for foattyl I'm going
to work on our duty schedule, then I'll get back you.
Dismissed.”

After they had filed out of his office, Harriet pped her
fist. “Two weeks of peace and quiet. You've donmaighty fine
job, Detective,” Harriet nodded to Adison. “Thatilgh has
been getting away with his sly talk about this lpem very
understanding town and how those two are just dymtoof the
old customs of this country that helped it becorme great
nation it is today.”

“Why not fire them?”

“Judge Parker’s wife is a counselor. She beliekas if you
just punish people, you'll just have the same amahiback on
the street, meaner and smarter,” Scripts said.

“That may work for some, but not everyone wants to
change. It’s like with addicts. You can’t make thgetbetter.”

“Well, I'm going have to make a girl detective dalith
blonde hair and a cute little badge hanging frombedt.”

“Why?” Adison’s eyes opened wide, remembering timat
her gathering of information on her fellow officdtsat Harriet
and her husband made porcelain dolls for a hobtiypetimes
using the likeness of Sunrise residents.

“I like to reinforce the good energy people give rogking
dolls of them.”

“Uh, Harriet, | don’t think that’s necessary,” Adis started,
not knowing what to say. What if someone recogntzexdfrom
a previous job? “A ‘thank you’ will suffice, andnil sure you
would have thought of doing that yourself.”

Mark Scripts sat in his chair, leaned back, andrged at her
discomfort.

“If Mark and Claire don’t mind being made up as tben’s
matchmakers, | can’t see why you would get so erabaed as
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a detective.” Harriet's face broke into a wide gas she added,
“I'll be giving your dollie a silver bullet on hegun belt and a
superwoman T-shirt under hefr...

“Harriet!” Adison squeaked. She turned to glaresatipts,
who was bent over in laughter. “Matchmaker?”

He suddenly sobered up. “Yes, yes.” His grin turt@d
good-natured scowl.

“How come | didn't hear this in any of the town stebutt?
So that's your...uh.hobby?”

The others had laughed at her question. She loakaehd
at the faces of her fellow officers.

“Nope. I'm a weekend handyman.”

“So what about this matchmaking thing? You adverts
the Internet, too?” she asked.

The three laughed uproariously.

Am | missing something here?

“That stuff is like a gift that when it's ready, litappens,”
Harriet explained, being the first to be able teap “It's poof
and bang.”

“Poof and bang? What happened to the arrows antittiee
guy with the wings?” Adison asked, still dubious.

“That’s old stuff,” Harriet said.

“Uh-huh. Well, nice to be warned,” she said. “htlake sure
| wear something to ward off any such influence.atvis it,
garlic or something?”

“Alex, Mark?” The chief peered out of his officd.d' like
to see you two. Harriet and Eric, the duty schedsjgosted on
the department bulletin board. I'm putting you bath foot
patrol for the busy hours. Gladys will fill in onhd
switchboard.”

“Can | just put up cameras and monitor the stréetsway,
Chief?” Eric joked.

“Well, that's no fun,” Harriet said as the two $igd on
their coats. “Can’t get much conversatioh.her voice faded
when Adison shut the door to the chief’s officerifis and she
took the couch while the chief turned his desk rchaiface
them.
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“Alex, since you’re getting familiar with faces emlnd
settling into your workload, I'd like to bring yaa on some of
our night surveillance work. As you know, we monitair local
crime group. Mark thinks you're doing well with thaght
drills, so you'll be taking my place.” He pushedila toward
her. “Study these faces and their gang affiliatiéinst Friday of
each month, the local militia meets. Under the casethis
meeting, our local gang meets up with some oubtwnt
characters shown in that file. They all have lomgl aiolent
histories.”

Adison nodded, understanding the implicit warningd a
grateful he didn’t go into detail as if she weretwehind the
ears. She shuffled through the pictures, realitiag SID would
have to share more of their findings with Harpgrsup to save
time and resources. Many of these people were mdteo list.
She would let Harper know he could do some inforonat
swapping with Mel.

ARG &
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Chapter 10

“Alex, by this information | just received from MgIChief
Harper spoke softly, “we’re dealing with an orgatian that
coversall of California. How come | haven't heard of them
before? | wish Mel let me in on that bit of inforhmam when |
agreed to bring you on board,” he complained.

“You suspected it was a large organization. Howe €lis the
members we do know of have so much money to spedd a
crime isn't all that high here?” she asked. “Yostjdidn’t know
their name. Jaded Amulet. The man | identifiedhat &irport,
the muscle guy John Henry, belongs to the WhiteggKis, one
of Jaded Amulet’'s customers. WK can provide JA witgh-
end weapons, sometimes prototypes, still in devetg. WK
deals in everything, and JA moves it along thefGadia coast
to their customers. Some of these customers fliram other
countries and some sail in. Judging the type opfeewho have
been coming up here during militia nights, weaparsa heavy
commodity.”

“Very big. Interpol big,” he said reproachfully. A®bn bit
back her reply, which would be that he was the iondirect
contact with Mel, not her.

“So this Jaded Amulet...do you happen to know wharthe
boss is?” The chief had a hopeful look on his face.

Adison shook her head, looking regretful. “You'veemn
looking into JA longer than | have. My focus wasWK before
| started working with you. Got any ideas?”

“No.”

Adison thought about it for a moment. “I persondiblieve
it's more than one person who runs the operatit®.tdo big
for one, even with lieutenants. As for why they wamset up
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here, there are a lot of places to dump bodies. Naxe an
ocean with a nice little harbor that isn’t patrdllby the Coast
Guard and a small police force. It could also ls the boss or
bosses have an invested interest up here.”

“Thanks. | needed to hear that.”

“The additional information Sam came up with on singper
should add meat to our suspicions that JA and VKirarolved
in the list of names from Amos’s warehouse,” Adisdfered.

Harper nodded, looking thoughtful. “With the symbol
showing clearer, we can get another fresh look &tliget with
Mark later and we’ll go over it and organize it four next
meeting. | heard Mark got you a nice gizmo for miglkwing.”

Adison smiled broadly. It was better than what Si&d
given her. Scripts wouldn't tell her where he hadnaged to
get it, just that he had friends with connections.

“Something better than I've ever used.”

“How are you holding up?”

“I'm fine, Chief,” Adison said. Mel's occasional ooern
about her mental and physical state was difficmibugh to
handle without having another person to fight bfaybe it has
to do with men at a certain age.

He shook his head. “Adison,” he started.

Adison felt her face turning bright red and wouklvé said
something, but she was tongue tied. With Mel, skektrer reply
well practiced.

“You're human and you aren’t some young teenagéin wi
hormones giving you all that excess energy to susyaur
sleepless nights. Maybe we need to use your tirtterban your
days off. Sam isn’t running you ragged when you@puisit, is
he?”

“Chief, I'm fine. Really. And January is going te la good
month because there isn’t going to be any milit@etmgs in
the cold weather, so we’ll get a break.”

V5512

- s

14t



The militia meet was not canceled. Adison suspeitthdd
a lot to do with the men wanting to show off theiew
equipment they received for Christmas. Moving aahgfacross
the dirt road, she paused behind a truck to talahen look
around. It was near freezing and she was worrigdvapored
breath would be spotted, even though it was pittk.dThere
was a guard who was always posted around the eshiShe
finally caught a soft murmur to her left. Jimmierderson from
Bales was the guard who was left behind. He moidslte side
to keep warm, then hunkered down again in his cvat
answered a question. Adison thought she heard hasn s
“honey,” so he was probably talking to his girlfrégeon his cell
phone.

Satisfied he was preoccupied, Adison moved towael t
three new vehicles to write down their license elaimbers. If
she used an IR to photograph it, it would no dosdt off
someone’s IR detect. Sometimes the old-fashiongdwes the
only way to get something done. The new cars dithok like
rentals.

Finished, she repocketed her notebook, readjustedight
vision goggles, and focused on locating Mike Legrne
suspecting that where he was so were the three qws.
Danny Brucker was in the field stomping in the m&he
scanned the rickety outhouse that was used by ithe day
laborers during the season. Slowly, she made hgrasaund
the shed, hearing Learner in a one-way conversatiter
listening device picked up his voice but not whoerelie was
speaking with. She paused for a moment realizia gbmeone
else was nearby listening and would spot her.

She was out in the open, and there was no treeb stiash
can, or shed to give her protection should the canessed
figure turn her way. She straightened up and wak®dall as
she could, like one of the guys, pulling at hertanoas if she
had an itch while tucking away her listening equgom in
pouches, getting ready for anything. She moved dvway the
area heading back toward the vehicles. Lights fram
approaching car that neared the parking area wsabth shine
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on her. Still she walked at an even and unhurreckphoping
the guys were focused on other things.

She had a few more feet to go before she reacleepkitked
cars, but the headlights would cover her in oneorsgc She
turned her back toward the light, knowing that argyavho was
watching her through binoculars or night vision gleg would
need a second to register what they were seeirgd®ipped to
the ground and crawled as fast as she could uheendarest
vehicle, then under another one, moving out tonsgretween
them, looking for a way to the field.

Shouts and yells from the guard told her that she seen.
Whistles were blown. Each tweet and hoot meant sunge
She had been to enough of their meetings to knatvdihe was
going to be herded. As she moved behind one ot#hg, she
caught the movement of another figure, also dressedark
clothing with no weapons belt.

The men were in full adrenaline mode. They wereand
dog with a scent, and from the sounds of radio agyteing
guashed, they were going up and down the car aisles

“I got him! Arrgh! Oufff.” It sounded like someonit the
car hard.

“Get him. Get him,” deep voices shouted. Bangirig feet
dropping into truck beds, and scrambling acrosmtheng loud
in the dark. Adison’s heart pounded in her ears.

Then she heard the sounds of something sliding $top
and wheels sliding in the mud as an engine rodbedens of
vehicles turned over, and yells of who would pult @irst. By
the sound of the horns, that part was not well oizgd.

When Adison first heard the “I got him,” she wag ofithe
parking area, using the bushes and muddy trendoeg #he
field to hide. By the time the cars had peeled aiter their
interloper, she was inside the line of trees tlegdasated the
farms. Leaning against one of the trees, she tooloment to
breathe and to evaluate her situation.

Peering behind her, her head moved slowly as she
deciphered what her night vision goggles reveaamimeone’s
out there. | can feel it.
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Breathing shallow to hear anything, the beatingpaf heart
was all she heard. But the feeling remained. Sh&ted those
feelings for too long to ignore them now. Cautigqusfjuatting
to make herself a smaller target, she felt like slas in the
crosshairs of someone’s rifle. A recurring fear.r Heomach
was in a cold knot.

There! That sounded like a foot stepping too hgawito
mud. It was difficult to judge where the sound cdnoen in the
dark. She peered from behind her tree and wastaldee the
person clearly, kneeling and aiming a rifle her wRifle fire
sounded the moment she stuck her head back bdmntede.
She almost stumbled as she ran to the next treen tfrere, she
looked around frantically for somewhere to hideeTtile fire
was sure to gain attention. The militia swore t&in’t use real
bullets. A second shot missed her, but the bank fitee tree hit
her raised hand. Now she started to zigzag andastdgstart to
make herself a hard target to hit. She could hesrea in the
distance.

He expects me to run. All right! Let’s turn thioand.

Spinning around in ankle deep cold mud, Adison peapto
her stomach. Pulling off her gloves, she storedtirea zipped
pouch and reached behind her to pull her small #-duty
pistol out from her back holster tucked under heatc
Awareness only of her target was all she knew asistited for
her pounding heart to quiet. Ignoring the appraaglsirens and
mud she was lying in, she concentrated on the didtotting
toward her.

This was someone who obviously felt he had pleftynoe
to escape. She fired at the person’s leg, heariogrse above
the ringing in her ears from her pistol. She roliedher feet and
sprinted toward the road. She found a tree to cliamul
hurriedly scaled it, grateful it still had leaveshide her. Adison
quickly pulled out her night vision binoculars. #nping figure
made his way to a motorcycle hidden from her eadgle. A
rifle was slung over his shoulder. He took off ahedaded
toward the approaching police car. Five minutesr]aa black
and white came roaring by with Mark’s dark blue dtayhot on
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his tail. They headed to the Zielinskys’ farmhousgnhe
Zielinskys no doubt put the call out.

Adison sighed heavily. She had been lucky so far.

Angel found her jogging back to her mountain bike.

“Angel, what are you doing out here? | could hawets
you,” she told the prancing dog.

Angel whined, then headed toward the road, turmedral
to look at her, and sat down.

“Angel, that’s not a good place for me to be atrti@ment.”

But Angel was persistent. So Adison followed heckbto
the outskirts of the militia meet. Scripts and l§gee were
searching a small area with lights. Gus was lodkédds vehicle
due to Angel’s presence. The two cavorted about teid much
disregard to a crime scene for both to be let @uigel
obviously had seniority due to her master.

Since Adison was not dressed in casual clothes hetd
more mud on her than not, joining them was ouhefduestion.
Adison pulled Angel next to her. She took off heateh and
gave it to Angel. Scripts would recognize it. Hsudhter had
wanted one just like it because it had Mickey Mowosethe
face.

“Take to Daddy, take to Mark,” she instructed as Bkard
Linda tell Angel on occasion, handing her a soggly &r sock
stuffed with rags.

Angel galloped to her master in a playful manned an
pranced around him until he finally paid attentidbcripts
turned to Gary whose focus was the field, shinirgglight in a
slow sweep across the trampled area.

“Gary, why don't you take off? | don’t think we’rgoing to
find anything in the dark. Tomorrow I'll be by amtheck the
place out.”

“All right,” his vapored breath puffed in the lighihe two
vehicles provided. “I'm going to stop by my plaa&dgick up a
warm meal. Call me at home if you need me for e hour.”

“Will do. Come on, Angel.” Scripts moved to his own
vehicle. He turned on his engine and turned hisktraround.
Adison came running out of the dark and hopped ihi®
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partially opened door on the passenger side. Sileth® space
on the floorboard, grateful she was flexible. Ange&de it
difficult by sticking her nose in Adison’s ear. Spelled off the
muddied sniper veil while pushing Angel’s face away

“Are you hurt?” Scripts demanded.

“No, but someone tried. | left my bike at Stantomjas
station. Could you swing by?”

“Yes. What happened?”

“I went looking for Learner after | copied down é¢er new
car licenses. The guard spotted me before | canldl & safe
place to hide. Instead of finding me, they chasmdeone else
who was snooping around. She had a getaway caseéhatd as
a fox to the hounds. However, someone stayed beimddook
shots at me. | returned one shot. | aimed for ¢lgeaind | think |
got him. He took off on a motorcycle.”

“Sniper and a motorcycle. That sounds familiar. Yeu
okay? | mean you wouldn’t say yes and be hurt?”

“Of course not! Who else would | go to for a bdtde
dressing?” Her shaking hands were gripping her lgqua
shaking knees. Fortunately, it was not often tbatesone aimed
to kill her. In the back of her mind, she thoughbtat Reiner’s
partner who got away. Was this the trainee? Wasalle or
female? Her guess was it was female.

V5512
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Adison slept past her alarm and didn’t wake untfi@’s
pounding on her back door woke her. Groaning,sinalsied to
open the door.

“Hold on, I'm awake,” she growled. A bark greetest hShe
unlocked the door and flung it open, looking witlsglist at a
happy dog and a wide-awake partner.

“You look terrible. A run along the beach will doy a
world of good,” he smiled.
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“Why? It’s still dark. | won'’t see a thing unlessvear night
goggles. Give me a minute,” she mumbled. She paisgde
Angel her cookie.

She dressed quickly for someone not very awake,obut
habit. As they ran, Adison thought about the presiaight and
the woman she saw. When they stopped for a breasher
turned to Scripts. “That guy who took a shot atlast night...”

“Yes?”

“I know | got him in the leg, so there has to beda along
the road until he had a chance to stop and wrap it.

“DNA. Maybe we can get a match to someone on filée’
looked up at the lightening sky. “Meet you in tHéae. I'll call
Harper to let him know we may be late for the Sdayr
meeting.” Scripts took off in a long-legged groueating pace,
followed by his dog. Adison was not too far behsidce she
was getting faster.

L

“Scripts! Over here!” Adison shouted. Someone hated
the site where she thought the sniper had takemotiat her.
They had driven a tractor with a rake over therenthuddy
area.

Scripts looked over the area disgustedly. “Somestging
to hide something. Same thing where | was looKireg's take a
walk up the road. Where it hasn’'t been raked tledd fiis
trampled beyond identifiable clues and the parkirep is mush
for tracks.”

For the next hour and a half, they carefully walkieel road,
looking for blood or a track showing the motorcyhbed left the
road.

“Alex!”

Adison quickly joined him.

“Wow!”

There was one bloody handprint on the tree trurk @me
dark splotch in the mud below. Two footprints pkhtin the
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mud made it appear that this may have been whersritper
took the time to wrap his wound, bracing himselaiagt the
tree. It was at the split in the road where you eiimer go into
town or to the beach.

“Score a point for our team,” she said softly. “Mest have
stopped here and waited for you and Krieger to.pass

Scripts took charge of collecting evidence from Huene
while Adison followed the road to where it branchatito the
beach to the left and another set of farms to iblet.rit was
about ten minutes up the road that she found whatvgas
looking for. More raking. Since it was done in ik, not all
evidence was wiped away. She was sure the ridehése.
Copious photos were taken, leaving nothing of tteme and the
surrounding area unrecorded.

She walked back to Scripts, letting her eyes waradiemng
the road and over the fields on the other sidehefttees. She
sniffed the chilly air. Damp earth and the crisperdc of
eucalyptus trees warmed by the sun. Nice. She stbpmd
closed her eyes.

“Hey! You meditating?” Scripts’s amused voice cdlleut
to her.

She kept her eyes closed and smiled. “Yes. | though
would take time out to smell the roses only allnmed are
eucalyptus.”

“Find anything?”

“Yes.” Reluctantly, she opened her eyes and gedture
behind her. “Another raked area. But what wasrkiedhlooks
like he fell. Someone had to be watching for hinteese
getting shot hurts like the dickens,” she rememthexth no
wish to revisit that feeling.

“What direction did the militia take when they tooK after
the other figure?”

“I don’t know. | was too busy fleeing the scene tMall the
mud tracks, it's hard to tell which way they did. gogroup of
them may have returned just to mess up the scene.”

“They succeeded. Let’s look on the other side ef thad,
and maybe we’ll get luckier.”
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After spending an hour finding nothing, Adison stao the
middle of the road, trying to figure out where ttigee men
could have met without her seeing them. Slowly, whiked up
the road to the small turnoff. Behind her, she ddwdar Frank’s
voice hailing them. In a whiny voice, he informedrifts that
when he let those military boys use the field fog hight, they
didn’t say anything about using real bullets andcbeld not be
held accountable for what happened. Then he askeat w
happened.

Adison crouched in the middle of the turnoff whére rake
missed a four-foot area. Something shined in thenmg sun.
First she photographed it, then studied the deep grents that
gave her the impression there was a scuffle. Eitmemop-up
crew was running out of time to be as thorought a®imally
was or this person was not as careful. Or mayb&st meant to
be found. Between two gloved fingertips, she puliee gold
medallion free from wet leaves. It had a sword withwers
twined around the blade. Turning it over, there wathing on
the back.

White Knights. They were her€his is the same design as
the one Mandy found on the severed hand.

“Hey there. Did you find anything? If it's worth sething,
i's on my property.” Frank walked over with Scepbeside
him.

“For whatever it's worth, it belongs to the cityhi§ is a
public turnout,” Scripts said as he pulled a ptabag out of his
coat pocket. “And if it were your property, we wadstill have
to take it as evidence. Frank, step back. We neddke some
boot prints. My partner here needs the practice.”

Adison dropped the medallion into his bag, tryingt to
glare at Scripts for the remark. Turning to hemeriscene case,
she began the mix for a mold. Finished with thiag pulled off
her gloves and glanced at her watch. “Well?”

“It's a wrap.”

“Well, can I claim it?” Frank demanded.

“No,” the two detectives responded. Frank movedkbac
his farm in a huff.

15:



The two were quiet until they pulled into the PDkpag lot.

“You know, the bottom of that sword on the medallio
reminds me of the tattoo outline that was on thestwef the
hand you collected from the marsh,” Adison said.

“Yes, | noticed.”

Scripts and Adison found Burns waiting for themeTtivo
unloaded their evidence and carefully packaged wiaatgoing
to be sent to Mandy’s team to analyze.

L

Monday, Harriet, Adison, Burns, Mark, and the chief
huddled in the cold meeting room. The heater wgimdrto
warm up the room, with its fan noisily spinning @udrm air.

“Okay, we've got plenty of new information to sift
through,” the chief began the meeting. “We now haveame
for our local group. The Jaded Amulet. We also hidreename
of one of their customers from out of town callée tWhite
Knights. The White Knights belong to the tattoo atick
medallion Alex found. They hail from Alabama. Soungdany
alarms for the rest of you?” He looked around Hidd.

“Alabama seems to come up a lot,” Scripts said.

“Uh-huh,” Adison and Harriet agreed.

“Add this to your Alabama list,” Burns told the etts.
“There was a small science college called Rotter@altege of
the Sciences that worked with a hospital a blockyaand had a
contract with a pharmaceutical company in the seowa. Four
of our names were at the college either as emptoyae
students.”

“Got anything more on what they studied or worke@d"a

“It's not Rotterman anymore. A religious organipatitook
it over and turned it into a Bible college aboubtyears ago.
No records of the previous students or employebat'3 all |
have on that for now.”
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“The forest case,” the chief held up a sheet ofpdipey all
had copies of. “We have some new evidence on that, So
far, we have Reiner, the professional sniper whesdobs on
each continent in groups of thirteen, an apprentieehave no
name for, John Melville, whose bloody fingerprimtsre on the
rifle along with another set of Thomas Meadows. mhe
Meadows'’s body, badly decomposed, was found haittu
along the freeway outside of Sacramento. Accordimghe
coroner’s reports, he died from a gaping chest wdbat broke
his sternum and spine. John Melville was killedalyit and run
in San Francisco last month. Add to that Redfieldo died of a
heart attack back in October; Carl Gates, who died self-
inflicted head wound the same week; and RichardkMalo
also died of a self-inflicted head wound.”

“Five down,” Harriet mentioned. “Any information omhy
the locals think they died of a self-inflicted walth..l mean,
it's kind of suspicious since they both work at Haene prison.”

“Six. The one with the skull and crossbones diedanf
overdose of heroin,” Adison reminded them. She hgida
sheet Eric had included in their notes. “My guesshie skull
and crossbones means suicide. That would mean #rere
thirteen asterisks and Reiner contracts for thirtaes.”

“Seven, if you think about the attack on Mike,” &gointed
out. “He nearly died.”

“If it is a hit list, Amos Anders and Sam Adams are it,
and | haven't heard of anything happening to theragdsoned
Harper, taking the devil’'s advocate role. “We na@d@drmation
on what the investigation turned up on their dearg. And
do some checking on what those marks on the siddd co
mean.”

Eric nodded. “I'll check on these other guys withet
asterisks to see if they're still alive. Maybe ttrainee will
fulfill the contract.”
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Chapter 11

“Mark, you left this here for me?” Eric asked, wagian
envelope at them. Both detectives were typing iirtitcase
notes, hoping to not be caught with the end-ofrtioerth blues,
where all their information was still in their nbteoks, not
copied over to their computer files. They had or@enweek to
get caught up.

“Yes. The clinic asked if you could do a backgrouteck
on her. That's our Gary’s girlfriend, Margaret Héwomn.”

Eric nodded. “I'll get on it.”

Adison looked surprised. “We do background checks o
other business’s employees?”

“The clinic’s insurance rates are lower if its eoydes are
bonded. It's a service we offer for a small feep&ate from
police work. It pays for some of the things we getd everyone
knows we aren’t going to be blabbing whatever isfih”

“I've never met Gary’s girlfriend.”

“I think I've only seen her once or twice. At theogery
store or shopping in a store. She travels a lové&et here and
Orange County, just outside of Los Angeles. Garyg deer
mother’s been ill for the past year. Sometimessgiends weeks
or a month with her.”

“That must be hard on a relationship,” Adison said.
Margaret. Why does that sound familiar? | don’t lwnany. But
| do know a Margo and Mari.
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The next four months were spent gathering inforomatn
the local gang, solving criminal investigations draining with
the new CSI department the four counties budgeted Dr.
Mandy Sherwood was given the department to maraageshe
was starting with only three assistants. She angpétawent
over a training class that the chief and Scriptsldigive to the
three counties’ local PDs, so when they were an fgist, they
could protect the site better until Scripts andr&ed’s team
arrived.

June was spent cleaning up cases that Judge Reakézd
well documented and cleared off his docket forretgement at
the end of the month. Adison was given some ofctses that
were follow-up phone calls, while Harper and Sarigpent the
majority of time in the other counties doing thetfavork. All
she had time for was to spend a few nights at skl reading
or watching movies with the residents and Genie @tadre
who insisted she take time out to relax. She recklgssons on
stargazing from one woman at the shelter who kné&atwghe
was looking at. Adison was pleased her gift oftlescope was
appreciated.

L)
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July brought in Judge Mead, who originally camenfro
Southern California. She worked as a lawyer for Amtioch
children’s home and was an advocate for familigshiwdnosed
on issues of abusive spouses or siblings. She hadea-part
plan on how to handle abusive cases to end thee cgtl
violence in homes, and it was that platform thanwer the
election.

Judge Mead had been a police officer for five yeminge
working her way through law school, giving her awiof both
sides of the arrest and trial process. Once vatedhe did her
homework and knew about the problems Judge Padceith
the FBI and of the Jaded Amulet and White Kniglttsvas up
to Chief Harper, the court’s lead investigatorctmtinue in that
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capacity and to educate the new judge in the aganfy warfare
with an international flavor. The departmental niyimeeting
on the eighth was going to be a meeting with Jubiggad
attending. She insisted on being there to see whatgoing on
in her territory and, Adison shrewdly guessed, taken a
decision of whether to keep Chief Harper on as lead
investigator or hire someone from the outside whe knew
personally, like her husband.

What Chief Harper and the mayors of the four tokmew
was that hiring an outsider was not in the budgeteveryone
had to get along. Besides, Harper and his deteciinere the
most experienced that their combined and separatigebs
could ever hope for, and they worked well with theew CSI
crime lab, headed by Mandy.

Adison pushed opened the doughnut shop door and gto
the long line. By the time she reached the offstes was in the
second stage of awakening, where she could cotegritiu a
conversation.

“Morning, Officer Burns. | got the coffee and doungits.
Boy, do | need a pickup.”

“Morning, Detective Adison,” he returned in mock
seriousness. “Hey, | got a hit on Mike’s site. Hmtsout a
handful of emails, and I've got the who’s who ogerthall.”

Eric helped Adison set up coffee, hot water, napkend
doughnuts before the two returned to the servemrediere
Eric gave her four sheets of information on thg/ffive names
and addresses of them.

“This is hot, Eric. But how do you know that theaee
them?”

“I got my ways, Detective. Do you give away all you
secrets?”

Adison snorted. “Of course not. | want some mystery
behind how I leap tall buildings in a single boward run faster
than a speeding bullet.”

“Well, when you get to the tights and cape part, e
know. | know a lot of people who would pay to see yiressed
in tights,” Eric chuckled.
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Adison grinned and leaned on the table to contihae
reading while Eric went to set up the laptop andmdor the
meeting. The names were mostly members of the indéla.
There were three who bore further investigatingeylWere sent
from three different coffeehouses in Southern Gaiia—
Laguna Beach, Long Beach, and Newport Beach.

When she heard voices from the stairs, Adison gathker
papers and joined the others as they sat for thegimge When
everyone was ready, Judge Mead was introducedwshe a
dress, modest amount of jewelry, high heels, ahdtaAdison
had gotten used to the relaxed dress of everyorguirise.
Judge Mead, by Sunrise standards was overdresged, fer
church.

“Judge Mead has only an hour, then she has a s@e®th
breakfast brunch at the Women’s Club, so let's gng a
rundown on just the local group. Officer Burnscgiryou're the
closest, get the lights, will you?”

Judge Mead’s expression didn’t give away her thtaighd
she offered none. When she left, she only saidnghdd think
on the subject and get back to Chief Harper.

“Why do we have such a bad feeling here?” Adisdeds

“I sure wish we had some idea of just what shekghiof
this. Chief, didn’t you and Judge Parker go ovehwier about
this business?”

“The way Judge Parker explained it, it sounded lke
conspiracy was going on and the FBI was part dblie hasn't
been in a large city courtroom since her early yedipractice.
The last five years that she’s lived up here hanhba family
litigations and such. Let's call it quits todayll ltet you all
know as soon as | hear something. Alex, you'redressed in
your uniform, forget to pick up your laundry?”

“No, Chief. | woke up late. I'll change before Ithihe
streets.”

He nodded and left.

Adison looked at Mark and pointed at the sheets Rad
given her. “What do you think? It looks like it's @nvitation to
a party, but where?”
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Mark shook his head. “I don’t know, nor can | e\gress.
He refers to thalley which doesn’t mean a thing. It's the first
time they've used it.”

“Think Judge Mead will continue to give us the same
authority to investigate?” Eric asked worried.

“We gave her a lot of solid proof. It was smarttioé chief
to leave off the leads that weren't solid. Wellhdve to get
changed. Have a nice weekend y’all.” Adison rosgdbready
for weekend duty. She noticed one of the twins deftote on
her desk to stop by the Willow Tree, a stationerg eard shop.

As she walked the five blocks, Adison mulled ovéryvehe
liked this assignment, even if it was working twob$. Maybe it
was the friendly greetings she received from reggleand
tourists or maybe it was working at the same jolnfore than a
month and not feeling like every time she openeddyes, it
would be to a gun muzzle staring back at her.

You're ruining the mood, Adison.

V5512
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A week later, Adison received an email from Metiteg her
know that Chief Harper had asked SID to profilegru¥ead to
see if he could trust her. Adison shook her hegdeteably. The
favor was going to cost Chief Harper. Nothing caimefree.
Mel knew Judge Mead. Her ex-husband was an FBIltagen

“Well, Mel, this is one bit of news we knew befoyeu.
You should visit a Sunrise coffee shop sometime.”

L)

Monday, Adison was balancing a bagel and coffeena
hand while tossing her jacket onto the chair whies ¢hief
poked his head out of his office. He was not weahis usual
friendly expression.

“Detective, I'd like to see you before you get kit Bring
your coffee and bagel.”
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“Yes, sir.”

She closed the door behind her and sat in the diear
usually took when visiting.

“What's up?”

“After Judge Mead left Saturday, she asked in @miditor
our files, in detail, with our personal notes atied, on what we
have on the Jaded Amulet. | gave them to her ortethh. Her
remarks at that time were that we were to desistfr
monitoring anyone having to do with this group foe sole
purpose of their membership until she finished eeing the
legal boundaries to this type of investigation.”

Whoa.“Does she know how sensitive this is or that there
could be a mole in her staff, as well as the FBEzJHomeland
Security is the most incompetent organization i authority
to fail,” she ranted. What she feared was her coaxer blown.

“She acknowledged all those points and that shesrdbe
know if we can do all this monitoring without a &deg to
stand on. The federal government with its Homel&edurity
rules can investigate anyone without letting anykmeaw, but it
seems she has qualms about our local PD being/asivie. She
sees what we have as loose ends to various casesniyn
hunches attaching them to one another. She belies®uld
be left to the FBI, who has shown interest in il &as stated in
papers to Judge Parker to that effect. She alsugubiout that
we could be better serving the townships she reptssby
concentrating on actual crimes.

“She also believes that my acting as chief investigis no
longer warranted now that we have a budding C3. ®lieves
each town should handle its own investigationbuitd on the
strength of their people.” Chief Harper's face vggsgn as his
voice sounded exasperated and near anger.

“She’ll have to do some politicking on that poind |
know each mayor. They won’t go along with develgptheir
own detective staff because of the costs involteoigh some
of the police chiefs would like to add maybe on¢edive to
their crew. It took a lot of budget squeezing aadriice from
all the counties to make Mandy's CSI departmentality,
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staffed with competent personal, equipped withestditthe-art
hardware and hire some decent guards to keep ¢aesacured
from unauthorized visits.”

Adison shook her head at the chief's nightmarem“hot
comfortable with her having the files, to tell ythe truth. What
does she know about safeguarding it from Jaded atwul

“I made certain she knew how to secure them, thabghis
not to say she will.” The chief scrubbed his fdt¢er husband
is ex-FBI, and | don't like the idea of him havimgcess to
those files.”

Adison raised an eyebrow.

“You don’t think | would give her everything, do y®@”

“Just what did you give her?”

“Enough to show local residents meeting up with wno
gang members. She didnt seem impressed, which is
disturbing.”

“She didn’t ask for anything else?”

He shook his head. “She only wanted to know wh&kmnewv
as belonging to the Jaded Amulet. If she had redd ebout the
documentation you had on Mike and Danny’s behavidnnk
she would have had me on the carpet for harassnyenuir
other boss says she’s clean.”

“What does her husband do now?”

“He owns a consulting firm dealing with securityes\the
Internet.”

“Now thatis suspect. I'll bet she shares our notes with. him
Has Burns had any recent hits?”

“Seventeen for the month. Not unusual. But Burnsced
some of them aren’t like the normal attempts ainged we're
vulnerable. It's using a specific string of wordsthe chief
leaned forward as if something dawned on him. “Likeour
reports on the Jaded Amulet.” The chief picked igppdhone.
“Eric, get in here as soon as you can.”

A knock on the door was followed by Eric sticking head
in the office, then coming in at the chief’s nod.

“Have you found the source of the recent taps to ou
server?”
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“No. They're good, but I got the sniffer poised arddy for
the next hit. I'll get them.”

“Do you know Mead’'s Security Consulting for Intetne
Businesses?”

“Yes. They offered me a job before | even had mgsba
packed for here. They're pretty aggressive in thegruitment.”

“They may have our files on the Jaded Amulet cagech
is confidential and wouldn’t be legal.”

Eric nodded with understanding. “No worry, Chief.”

“We do have warnings that they are entering aicéstt site
and will warrant arrest and guaranteed jail time?”

“A lot of good that does to deter them,” Eric seortand
turned to leave.

“And, Eric?”

“Yes, Chief?”

“If they have our stuff, wipe it out.”

“Right, Chief.” The door closed firmly behind him.

“Alex, you’re going to be on your own until we g#tis
problem cleared up. | suggest you not share anythith me,
just so that | don’t have to lie to her. When westlart working
together, | don’t want secrets that will be embssiag for us.”

Adison nodded. “All right.”

ARG &
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Chapter 12

Alex held a clutch of cards. Her partner, Elain@svelow
and deliberate in her card selections, just as daudayer as
Alex. Alex looked around the table at Claire, Rhanénd
Elaine. Claire’s green eyes were sparkling in tenr's light,
her eyes settling on each woman at the table, gokibout
Alex’s card skills, which Alex didn’'t mind. She leat playing
and was cajoled to play by Claire with the promog@umpkin
cookies fresh out of the oven.

Alex had been in Sunrise for a year, comfortabtylese into
the rhythm of friendships and a normal life, orsedo normal.
She visited the House on a regular basis to aveidgbalone in
her apartment that reminded her of work she neddebe
looking at. A year was the longest she had even beea covert
assignment. She glanced at her watch and realizeds late.
The next day was Saturday and the monthly depatahen
meeting, which had not been as interesting sindgeliMead’s
decision to get involved in SPD’s investigations.

“My, how times flies,” Claire said as she laid twards on
the table.

Elaine peered at the cards Alex laid down. “I ddiink
card games are something that keep your attentroiorig.”

“You're right,” Alex stretched to get her blood #ng. “All
the waiting makes me want to take up smoking angait

Elaine nodded. “Idle time is the road to the dewil that’s
what | used to be told.” She looked up shyly befyoeng on, as
if gauging her audience, “but | can see now thatlidepends
on if these leisure moments get in the way of other
responsibilities.”
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“Elaine, that is the most you've said since youtetten
here. | think that warrants a warm glass of milkl gumpkin
cookies that | can smell are done. It'll help ydeep better,
too,” Claire said.

“We won't pick you next time for an extra hand, Al&ut a
good card or chess player keeps your detectivés dkiined,”
Claire reasoned, tapping the card in Alex’s disedrtdand that
was supposed to mean something.

Alex looked at her disbelievingly. “You've got toeb
kidding. | have enough work on my desk to keep me
practice.”

The women rose from their chairs, putting cardsyaead
collecting snack dishes to take to the kitchen whbey would
pick up stilll-warm cookies. Claire rubbed Alex's cha
soothingly as she accompanied her down the stairs.

“It's just a joke, Alex. You do need to take a kdeom this
police work and Mark’s workouts. Before you canteyas just
Genie and Mark, with Genie doing it because shesedisher
combat games when she was in the Army. Now withtlinee
of you, he’s been making these games of his hafaemie told
me she thinks she’s getting too old for it. Thdlstene he’s
working you too hard. | worry about you. Genie Imas, and
Mark has his wife and kids, but you only have wofku don’t
even have a hobby since you gave us your teles@xp€t you
get two weeks off soon? You've been here long ehdug

“You don’t have to worry about me, Claire. | needbie in
good shape and not bored with my job. | do haweawweeker
coming up. I'm going to spend it in my cabin, wahriend, if
that makes you feel better. I sure know it does” nghe
grinned. “My friend is a contractor. She’s goingdok over the
walls and insulate the place so when the snowthissyear, |
won'’t shiver so much.”

“Alex, you leaving without your cookies? That's isf,”
Genie said. She handed Adison her goodies wrappgd foil.
“I burnt the first batch. I'm still getting used this new oven.”

Adison gave her a hug. “Genie, you are so goodnigr
sweet tooth. By the time | get home, there won’ahg left.”

16€



L

Saturday morning, Alex thumped up the stairs todtfiee,
taking them two at a time. Against the desire adgiiMead,
Harper and his team were still the chief investigatfor the
court. There were seventeen murders that occumerhpid
succession outside of the forest since she tookeofThe way
Judge Mead expressed it to Chief Harper was theatshd him
responsible because it was in her jurisdiction, inght his to
investigate. She would have launched an investigadf her
own on Harper had Dr. Sherwood and the mayors lothal
towns not voted her down with adamant refusalsatpthe cost.
Her threat of bringing in the FBI was withdrawn feome
undisclosed reason. Claire and Angela, from théd chelfare
office, volunteered to help mend the fences, tmarage team
building. So far, the two main characters were sitiing at the
same table.

Alex looked up from the coffeepot to see Mark artde€
Harper walk in with bags of doughnuts, bagels, gumas.

“Did we all just get a pay raise?” Alex asked.

“Better than that. I'll tell you in the meeting.”

The four settled in their chairs, with Eric, Hatriend
Adison squirming with impatience.

“Judge Mead has given us the okay to continue our
investigation into the Jaded Amulet. She hasn'dl twle just
made her change her mind, but | do know she atteagedge’s
conference in Los Angeles. | had a cryptic messagey voice
mail when | returned from vacation that she wartesee me as
soon as | got back,” Harper said.

“She also authorized my request to seize her hukb&iard
drives that had attempted to access our serversale sure
they had not copied information they shouldn’t have

“The only reason she said that is because | wipgdat
traces of our files!” Eric hooted.
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They all laughed, and those nearest Eric poundacdbhithe
back.

“The point is, she admitted that she didn’'t authethe hits.
That puts her in a compromised position of shacogfidential
information with a civilian not authorized by me rieview our
documentation, and it's her husband. So we havagasement
to work together ,not against each other.

Everyone gave hoots of victory.

“Now let’s get back to what has become my priorBgack
to the Jaded Amulet. Mark has printed out what wteggide for
a while. I've added some information I've receiveztently
from my contact. As you can see, our group is doihg some
kind of business with out-of-town arms dealers airdg
groups, in Sacramento, Los Angeles, San Francesd, San
Diego. | want to get back to finding the leadetlog gang. We
left off with...”

There were four sheets of paper that represented fo
separate lists and focus. One was the over a hdinubssible
suspects for the leader of the Jaded Amulet. Amotes the
names of known members who lived in and aroundiSeiand
those who visited from out of town. The third wadis of
suspicious people they had identified as doingriass with the
Jaded Amulet. And the fourth was the list Adisod fiaund in
the warehouse a year before. For about five mineesryone
reread the information, then Chief Harper begandiseussion
on Emma, the next suspect.

The clock on the desk let out a muted ding as ikeththe
hour.

“All right, our three hours are up. | think we juabout
flogged to death the possibility that Emma couldheeboss. In
our next meeting, we’ll move to Mrs. Dodd. Rememisée has
a very touchy lawyer and doesn't like the law agkatout her
business.”

“Our list is getting smaller,” Eric sighed, “butethikelihood
of some of these people on our potential list &zgr like Mrs.
Dodd. She wouldn’t be on it if she didn’t keep gigsaaring for
days at a time. | can’t see her old legs takingveey far or her
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muddled brain coming up with strategies for runniag
statewide business.”

“Maybe her lawyer is her partner,” Harriet joked.

“But she manages to elude the staff, Eric. | domik she
is all that muddled. I think she does that to kaejpy those she
doesn’t want to talk to. | overheard her once camya lively
debate with her lawyer, Edmond, on stocks. She’d&bund
muddled to me. All we need to do is find out whestee
disappears to,” Alex insisted. “The only reason khaven't
looked into her disappearances is because Edmgsdsbha has
the right to leave when she pleases.” Alex lookedhex list.
“But I'm sure curious where and why she takes dff. it
medical, chemical, or just a need to get away?”

Everyone moved out of the room with their belonging

From Chief Harper’s glance her way, Alex knew henigd
to talk with her. Mark received the same nod. e moved to
sit in the chief’s office. When the office was duagain, Harper
started. “Judge Mead has requested you two esgois@ner to
Chicago.” The chief watched his detectives. “Betwers and
the Chicago district attorney, you'll deliver Mrm&h to a pair
of bounty hunters he has hired. Due to Mr. Smittdanection
to misdoings in the PD there, the Chicago judgén@ssto make
sure he gets to court safe and alive.” Chief Halpaned over
his desk, pushing a picture toward them. “Just@oknow who
to turn him over to. They'll make contact with ybefore you
reach San Francisco.”

Alex looked at her partner. “So they’ll trail us carthe
prisoner to see if we are being followed, then taker when
they're satisfied things look okay.”

“Just as long as this is not putting us out amsgittlucks.”
Mark handed the photos back to the chief.

“It's a legitimate reason why the two of you ard ofitown.
This will be moving up our plan for the visit toettbar by three
days. But | can’t see it hurting anything.”

The two detectives sat up straighter. This bit elve was
more to their interest.



“Our target bartender Haggert is in the Alaskardeiihess,
not in as deep as we had originally planned, bough. The
cousin you'll be posing as, Alex, is occupied elsere and
won'’t be turning up suddenly. If either situatidmaages, I'll let
you two know.”

“What happens if Amy’s cousin calls her when heumes
and wants to know what the message is?” Alex adksalying
the purpose was to avoid having any evidence pmntd
official involvement.

“That’ll be taken care of. Two days is all you halie sure
you both understand why this will have to move gloickly.
If it looks like they’re not buying your story, geut of there
with as much low-profile finesse as you can. lidter they be
suspicious than to know for sure where you're ffoHe
studied the two who gave a nod of understandingotJuck.”

Mark and Alex clattered downstairs thinking abohbeit
assignment. The sound of clanking metal came from t
workout room.

“Hey, Dad!” Johnnie piped up while Katie, his datghran
up to him to be lifted and tossed for a brief thril

“Hi, kids. Linda.” Alex waved.

“Hi, Detective Alex!” Two small voices greeted her
enthusiastically.

“Hi, Alex.” Linda smiled. “Hi, hon. | thought you ight
have forgotten that we’re going out to the movidss t
afternoon,” Linda said as she rose from the welgimich.

Mark looked abashed. “I did.” He kissed her on theek.
“Thanks for reminding me.”

“No problem. You can take us out to lunch before show
starts. We would invite you, Alex, but you can'’t still long
enough to even finish your popcorn. Someone wduiltktyou
don't like movies,” Linda teased.

“Well, | just don’t like sitting still for that log,” Alex said,
grateful they didn’t ask her along. This was thiedttime they
were going to se&he Lion Kingon the big screen. She barely
made it through the first showing. How Linda andrklaould
do it had to be something in the parenting gene.
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Once out in the fresh air, Alex set out at a bnekk,
determined to work off her tension. Lately, herliyufeelings
about lying to some of the people in town who let Bhare in
their private lives so easily was coming up mortemf Mark
was the hardest because she knew he knew she twal wbo
she presented herself to be, yet he continuedato trer and
bring her into his family life. Glimpses into relales with real
relationships she was used to, but to be invitedwvitihout
reservation...this was where having a good friendal& to
would be nice. Only she didn’'t have one. Anothér handicap.
She forced herself to think about Mrs. Dodd.

What if she’s not spiriting off somewhere, but eathiding
in a closet or somewhere still on the premises8olf who’s
visiting her prior to her disappearances? The wst log
doesn’t have anyone down. Something has to be hagp
her life that is triggering her to want to be lefone or hide.

She grinned to herself.

Maybe she had a doctor’s appointment and she didatit
to be there when he or she got there. I'll haveheck and see
who her doctor is...probably Dr. Moser from BaleseTdld
grouch.

Nodding to herself, Adison’s thoughts moved on to
something more exciting, like infiltrating a prieabiker bar.
She recalled a conversation where Amos alludedation® that
the boss knew of his visits to “a so-called biker,bbut the
boss didn’'t know what he did there. Meaning thesbdgin’'t
have membership or contacts there. Mel also adinittat one
of his teams failed to get inside the bar where té/IKnight
locals met. She wondered if he and Harper had gechfor this
visit.

Well, that should give me some comfort. They tMalkk
and | can get in. This is the same bar where Miks stabbed
and nearly diedWas it a hit because he was on that list or
because he was at a bar that has closed membership?

She frownedl don’'t see Danny as an assasdiiike had
the same mark after his name as Amos Anders, wibidklex
meant that the same person was assigned to get them. As
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much as Danny and Amos knocked heads and egogosit
not see him knocking Amos off, either. So was meone at
the bar and Danny was enlisted to bring him?

ARG &
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Chapter 13

Adison swung her leather-covered leg over her békdéijt
more stiffly than she would have wanted, but it wakeeping
with her cover that she had been riding for days ramt several
hours. She leaned the bike sideways, casuallyngulff her
helmet and stuffing her leather gloves inside. Stihetched her
back and glanced at Mark, not missing what was ratcuer.
They had ridden for hours to get Adison’s bike Iskilack up to
par while Mark was just having fun. She liked tleelfof the
leather against her skin as she moved to standéo&tark.

“Amy, you sure this is the place Billy’'s at?” Madounded
dubious.

She nodded, running her fingers through her short,
obviously dyed, raven black hair. Her dark redshbked like
blood spots moving through tangled strands.

“Come on, let’s get this message delivered, theti {oek
for a place to rest.”

Mark led the way toward the bar, where a formidable
bouncer stood. His muscled body blocked Mark’s ate.
Adison moved around him and into the bar’s dimnotewnhile
Mark distracted him. The smell nearly slowed hewdobut she
pushed through the stale odor of people, beer, latrthes
toward the bar.

A sullen bartender paused in wiping a glass.

“I'm looking for Billy Haggart. Do you know when Hebe
in?”

“Whose asking?”

“None of your...”

“His cousin.” Mark appeared at her side. He shoskhiand
out. “You got two bottles of Bud? We’'ve been ridisgce
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early this morning, and I'm so thirsty I'm almostady to drink
water.” Mark tossed a twenty on the top of the ¢eurand
turned his attention to Amy. Both gave the imprassihey
believed the bartender would accommodate them.

“What did you do to your hand?”

“Some goon at the door didn’t want me to follow yiou
You’d think this was a ‘girls only’ bar.”

Adison looked around the room, frowning. “Not likél

Two bottles banged on the bar top.

Mark turned back to the bartender.

“So, what about Billy? And you got a pool table?’aM
asked, picking up his beer.

“It's booked,” the bartender told him coldly. “Whdb you
want with Billy?”

“We got a message for him from his family. Do yawiv
when he’ll be in?” Mark asked.

“Not today.”

“Good. Let's go.” Adison moved away from the bautb
Mark grabbed her elbow. “Hold up, Amy. Since wehere,
let's have a couple of beers, relax a minute, therl get
going. | could use a break.”

“Does this look like the place you want to takeraak in?”
she asked disgustedly in a low tone. “In a plake this, even
standing above the toilets will probably get yoals.”

“A bar's a bar. My butt’'s numb, to say nothing dher
important items, and | want a break. Come on, ARslax.”

“John...” she turned toward her partner irritated.

“We’ve been in worse.”

“One beer. Then let’s find a hotel to get someslee

“One it is. Hey, bartender? You got darts?”

“No, and we don’t have pinball machines, either.”

Mark smiled and nodded. “So when is Billy due batk
work? We got a lot of miles of travel still aheadus, and the
sooner we get this message delivered, the soone@awenove
on.”

The bartender glared at them. “I ain’t the bos$on’t know
his schedule.”
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Adison eyed him over her beer bottle as she toglp.
“When aren’t you here?”

“That ain’t your business,” he retorted.

Adison looked at Mark. “It's the beer. Even thetlsut stuff
tastes like vinegar.”

“You don't like this place, the door’s right in fmbof you.”
The bartender was getting surlier. He suddenlytheftn to wait
on someone at the other end of the bar.

“It's amazing they do any business.” Adison pustied
beer away from her.

Suddenly, a basket of darts slid in front of Mate looked
up surprised.

“Haven't had any new meat for a while.” The leather
jacketed man was tall and skinny. His clean-shdaea had a
few nicks as if it was his first shave in a while.

“Now that's a nice friendly challenge,” Mark drawlle

He chose the blue plastic darts and followed tha toahe
dartboard. Adison made sure she sighed as shesadvoth
bottles of beer to a table nearby.

“My name’s John. You want to go first or draw f&?"i

“Draw. Name’s Howard. Whose the sourpuss you’ré Wit

Mark laughed. “It's your beer. Bad tasting beersgher
grumpy, especially after a long ride. Seems likarymartender
had some, too, by his attitude.”

Howard snorted. “So you're Billy’s cousin?”

“Not me, Amy is. Billy’s sister asked Amy to delive
message since we were headed this way.”

“What kind of message?”

Mark looked at the guy for a moment, then threwdast,
hitting the center. “I don’t know. Family busines&u know
when he’s going to be in so we can deliver it?”

Howard shook his head, then threw a dart that misise
winning mark.

“If you and Mr. Friendly are so interested in whhe
message is, why not just tell us when he’s goingpdan? Is
Billy on the lam or something?”

“Nope.” Another toss and Howard lost the game.
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Mark shook his head and nodded to Howard. “Thawks f
the game. | think we’ll finish our beers and heatl™o

“Hey, how about another game?” Another roughly skeels
biker slapped a twenty on the table.

Mark pushed the twenty he had just won toward thero

“So that's Amy?” The new player asked as he threw a
perfect toss.

“Yes, that's Amy.”

“Billy’s talked about her,” the other offered.

Mark nodded, then took his turn.

“So is she as tough as he says she is?”

Mark eyed his opponent. “Why don’t you ask her?”

“Maybe | will.” His toss went wide.

Mark laughed. “You know if | didn’t know better,would
swear Billy’'s got himself into some trouble and yguys are
covering for him. Listen. We don’t care.”

“He’s on a bike trip. Won’t be back for a while. Yoe
pretty good with the darts.”

Mark grinned. “I learned a few tricks at a bar incavn
called Hudson. Her name’s Candy.”

The guy nodded. “Maybe [I'll visit. What state?”

Mark shrugged his shoulders and laughed. “We’venbee
riding for so long, | didn't keep track. It's notké we're
gathering postcards, you know what | mean? We'rst ju
driving.”

“Must be nice to have the money.”

Mark shook his head. “Amy’s daddy gave her a credit.
I’'m going along to make sure she gets home alive rast too
bruised.”

He looked over toward the dark-haired woman whaseé c
replies to one of the larger customers reached.theocan see
you have your job cut out for you.”

The drunk sloppily slammed his empty beer mug dawn
front of the woman. He stared at her, studying stranger
through red-rimmed eyes. She was dressed in tighk beather
pants that cupped her buttocks. Her leather bustiezaled a
hint of a tattoo that swept over her small bredses.boots were
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well worn, her ear piercings started at the togoath her ears
and ran down to her lobes, and the gold ring owar brow
hinted that she would be sporting piercings elseahéler
boyfriend looked too middle class with his brandvrieathers
and shiny boots, but he was proving to be a goodpdayer as
he finished up on his second challenger.

Before the biker could say anything, his face wasashed
between the woman’s hands, surprisingly strongsfoneone
her size. If he had thought being drunk would nuh#pain he
was feeling, he was wrong.

“Did | invite you?” Her voice was husky and carrjezhd
from what he could see of her dark eyes, she vese@di Smoke
curled out of her mouth from the dark brown cigerethat
dangled between her painted lips. He followed resrdhas she
removed the cigarette from her mouth.

With his large beefy hand, he took a swat at thenaws
hand that gripped his face. The next thing he kneev,was
looking up at the ceiling of the club and beingpleel up by the
woman’s boyfriend.

“You shouldn’t be pissing Amy off. She hates it whe
drunks ruin her vacation,” Mark laughed good-nadiyat him.

The large man could not figure out how he landechsn
back. One of his friends sitting at his table stagd over to
hurt the young man and found himself on his back.

“Hey, we’re just passing through. We dropped insee
Billy. He’s not here, so we’ll just finish our dka and leave.”
He was watching the bartender out of the cornehisfeye,
while the cause of all the trouble was sitting ¢yien her seat,
sipping beer with a grimace. He had to admit she g@od at
this.

According to their research, Billy’'s cousin, Amyasva hell
raiser, which Adison had been itching to play. Mdrkd a
difficult time talking her out of the stiletto heehnd riding crop.

“Let me buy you another beer, and if you ask, yan pin
us,” Mark offered, angling his body so the tiny @min his
buttonhole could take a picture of the man.
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Adison sniffed indifferently and looked toward the
bartender. “Why not bring a pitcher? Why not inuite whole
stinking drunken crowd, Johnnie? You're not goingmake a
night out of this, are you?” she complained in\a lmice.

“Let's mend some fences first, after all, Billy viksr here
and we don’'t want him to be suffering from lackips.”

Adison glowered at him and slid farther down in&r bhair
looking sullen.

The two men staggered to their feet and fell i@ ¢hairs
Mark provided them.

Mark poured a drink in the empty mug that had been
plopped down and filled the one the bartender dnowgth the
pitcher, pushing it toward one of the men.

“So you guys have today off or do you work the migh
shift?” Mark asked, hoping it sounded facetious.

“What the fuck is it your business?” one of thenmisd.

“It's called social conversation,” Adison muttered
sarcastically.

“Who the hell are you?”

“Well, that's a start. Amy Haggart,” she noddedydayou?”
She continued with the attitude.

“Hey...” the other leaned over and leered at Adison, leavi
a bad odor hanging in front of her. “You related dar
bartender, Bad Billy?”

Adison refrained from thought for a moment, hopig
would cut the sarcastic reply that was on the tiper tongue.
Silence brings more information, she reminded hierse

When Adison didn’t reply, the man continued, “I'molk.
This here’s Angus. You two aren’t from here.”

“Nope. Hi, Monk, Angus. I'm John. We're from Coveyl
in Nebraska.”

“Nebraska?”

“Well, not originally from there,” Mark smiled. “Wenove
around a lot.”

“So are you related to our bartender?”

Adison looked at the bartender behind the bar atarmed
her attention to her beer. “Nope.”
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“That’'s Boots,” Monk informed the two visitors.

“We came by to see Billy, Amy’s cousin. She hasessage
for him,” Mark said with a grin.

“Took a bike trip to Alaska,” Monk continued. “G@rio be
gone for...a while.” The pause was for a belch.

“Yes. Left about a week ago. Pity you missed hinaybke
you should’ve called first.”

Adison’s eyes flickered over to Boots the bartenadno
brought another pitcher of beer and with it hiscaam and
suspicion. She gave him a disdainful look.

“So we going to chase him down, Amy?” Mark asked
quietly but loud enough for the men to hear.

“| said | would deliver a message here, not up taska.”
Her voice was cool and indifferent.

“Hey, is she always this way?” Angus asked Mark.

“Yes. It's in her genes,” he smirkedl’'m going to use the
head.” Mark got up after getting a faint nod frora partner
that she felt she was safe enough. He moved thahto find
out which dark hallway led to the restrooms, nohtivay to
walk into something he was not meant to. No semggassing
his luck. He wanted more pictures of the bar’sriote

“Them real tattoos?” Angus asked as he stared l@hry
eyes at Adison’s bare skin above the deep V cubhefleather
vest she wore. His height gave him an interestargpective of
the mounds that had a colorful drawing over them.

Adison’s attention was distracted from watching Karove
to the bar. “No, | drew them on this morning witpen.”

He stared at her for a moment, then took a gulpsbeer.

“I can draw some real good ones if you want some&emo
somewhere else,” he offered, looking hopeful.

Adison refrained from thinking about being touchleg
Angus. It was for a good cause, she reminded Hefaeh few
hours, a very elaborate dragon was drawn on her vaitin
black, green, red, and blue ballpoint pens. In dlegdon of
drawing the design, a bonding experience occuredaiden her
and Angus.



Angus was in between jobs. He traveled a lot arehkihe
California roads like the back of his hand, so Mdtkifully
quizzed him on biker-friendly towns for their sugpd journey
up the coast.

“You mean you don’t even do it together?” Monk atke
disbelievingly after Mark answered a question abthir
relationship.

Adison sent Mark an irritated glance before focgsagain
on Angus, as he chose another color for a linehennearly
finished dragon. The smooth movement of the baillisoover
her skin created an erotic experience. With alltdstosterone
around her, it was making her twitchy. Angus figdihished
with his signature in the fireball the dragon hielé claw.

“Where’s the woman’s head?”

Monk made a comment that she should be carefuhen t
restroom. A glare from the bartender squashed gesch into
an unintelligible mumble.

“Hey, you, | got your cousin Billy on the phone. Wao
give him your message?” the bartender’s voice oouaddfalse
friendliness.

Adison straightened up and put her hand out to thke
phone, making a point of cleaning the receiver wah
handkerchief dipped in beer. She was careful ntwdk at the
bartender’s expression.

Mark kept his attention focused on his beer anohi® of the
men who was engaged in the telling of an old warystwhile
keeping an ear open to what his partner was up to.

Adison said hello and listened for a few moment®igeshe
handed the phone back to the bartender. “This Biiit. Is this
supposed to be a joke?” Turning toward Mark, slehom in a
low tone, “I'm going to the head, then let's get ofihere.”

She was taking a chance in separating from hen@arthe
hall she had to walk down was dark and smelled rafeu
Hopefully, the camera hidden on her person was ablget
clear pictures of the people in the dark environm8he easily
found the women’s room due to the vulgar charadtawn on
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the door. Pushing it open, she found a stall witttodoor and a
sink with two women huddled around it.

Well, at least | found the right place, but I'venoe at a bad
time. Amy wouldn’t back out. She would just watk that stall
and do her thing, but I'm not going to sit on tkeats

Finished with her business, Adison stepped forwatuch
took her out of the stall and in plain view of ttveo women.
While she used her foot to flush the toilet, shdepuup her
zipper. She ignored the women as she attempteeai@! The
skinny bleached blonde, helping the shorter womahose
name Adison heard was Cindy, get her arm readyafdix,
planted herself in front of the door.

Adison put her hands on her leathered hips. “T$isat my
kind of show, so move out of the way.”

“Care for a go at it?”

“No. I'm not into that.”

“That’s too bad. | was thinking with that attitud®u’re
throwing around, you would make a good match witmsone
| know. He likes your type.”

“I guess this is where I'm supposed to ask, ‘jusattype is
that?’ but I'm not. Get out of the way or I'll moy®u.”

“Really?” She held the emptied syringe as a weapon.

“And here | had thought this bar was for low-cléskers.
Apparently, it's also a place where real stupictlgs play a
silly game reminiscent of the male pissing cont&stce I'm
one of those people who doesn't play stupid gatm@sgoing
to tell you once more, get out of the way,” Adisaid in a soft
voice, not wanting to draw the attention of anyonethe other
side of the door waiting for some sign to come imgin.

The blonde pushed Cindy to the sink. That gave ¢xdibe
opening to grab the wrist with the syringe and benmhinfully
back as she kicked the left leg out from under wwman.
Either the woman had slow responses or she wasudfland
no fight. Adison kept the other woman in view arnaysd out
of her range in case she should decide to helfribad.

“Drop the syringe and I'll let go of you.”
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The syringe dropped and Adison moved it with heotbo
behind the toilet. She hoped they were not goings®it again.
“You sure you don't like them rough? | know a guy...

“I don’t want to know your friend. Or anyone elsé@avhas
anything to do with this stink hole.”

Adison pulled the door open, pausing long enouglbdo
sure there was no one waiting for her, and as thw @vas
closing behind her, she heard the other womansevoi

“We can turn her onto Danny. She’d teach him adesy
two.”

“Shut up, Cindy,” the other voice hissed.

Adison was gone longer than Mark knew a woman rneéede
to be. He kept an eye on who was heading down aheuhtil
the guy in the tight T-shirt walked in that directi Mark
paused a few moments, giving his partner more tiktbson
reappeared looking irritated.

Mark stood up. “What's going on?”

Adison shook her head. “Let’s get out of here. Peeple
here are a real pain.” She pulled on her coat whidking
toward the door. She gave her tattoo artist a veamemumbled
that the bar was too strange for her liking.

Outside in the clean air, Mark and Adison kick t&drtheir
hogs. A few people doing their drug business outsiseemed
to be impressed with the noise and flames thahélddrom the
exhaust pipes.

Adison pulled out first, followed by Mark, who themlled
ahead.

Ten minutes later, Mark gestured and banked thdecyc
around a curve. He gunned it up a small path redtyreneant
for a Harley, and Adison gamely followed. Mark muallhis bike
behind a power shed and started to go over theroyates with
a SureFire light while Adison kept watch. He thelded more
pipe, giving them bends that would make them quié¢te then
Velcroed a cover onto the gas tanks, changing ther of the
bikes. While Mark changed the bikes’ appearanceis@xd
pulled out warmer tops to wear under their leatioats.

“Okay. | found one on each.”
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“They aren’t exactly intelligent. A GPS on the taipe?
That's what an amateur would do. Are you sure shig?”

“Take a look.”

Adison knew he was not insulted for his mantra was
pairs of eyes on a scene were always better than on

Why are my little alarm bells telling me somethegiot
right?

“What about pixie dust?” She took a shot in thekdar

“Then we’re either going to have to find a car washa
yard hose, and even that isn’'t going to removél.itGome on.
We have to keep moving.”

Back on the road, Mark backtracked, looking for tfe
ramp that promised lodging and food. Twenty minuteshe
opposite direction, they rolled into a hotel loakiaround them
for weaknesses and possible places to hide shioeydneed to.

“Wait here, I'll see about a room.” Mark left thegine on,
walking quickly to the office.

V5512
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“So...” Mark looked down at his partner stretched out on
one of the beds looking tired. Mark cleared hig#hito get her
attention.

“What clued you the call was a fake or did you kRdw

Adison had been nodding off, letting her thoughtnder.
She yawned, put two pillows behind her head, arsettied
herself on the bed.

“If he’s in the wilderness, how is he going to lEached?
Cell phones don’t work all that well in the moumisi which we
all know. Besides, while he was talking, there vaad Love
Lucyshow running in the background. | guess they thbugin
all the noise in the bar, | wouldn’t hear it, oeyhjust never
thought to turn the television down.”

“Did you notice a few of the folks who walked in?”

“Yes. They all gave me the creeps, especially thg g
talking to the bartender most of the time. His cehione
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conversations must have been boring, though, bedagdkept
them real short.”

“I wonder why they didn’t toss us out sooner. Theger we
stayed there, the more of a chance the beer waddeh
tongues.”

“Maybe that's why the bartender wanted us out,lUm&ihad
a conversation with Mr. T-shirt. Then, did you retipeople
started to approach us? Trying to find out abouasisnuch as
we about them.”

“You think what information we were given is rellaB”

“If we look deeper. For example, Monk said he dsizelot.
You asked him about biker bars along some roads” shook
her head in disbelief and laughed. “If | hadn’trséleat map in
your friend’s bike shop where we got our bikes,dud have
not been able to say yea or nay on his story.”

Mark smiled. “Yes. It sounds like he drives a truSkbme of
those stops he mentioned | recognized as trucips St

She nodded. “Angus is a trucker, too. He refercedds as
diesel a few times.” Adison appraised him critigall'You
know, Detective Scripts, your disguise is reallpgoChange of
facial bone structure, facial hair, eye coloring.eevhe FBI
would have a problem. | think we can say we diddyaith our
disguises.”

“Aren’t you being a bit cocky on your disguise?” K&aned
over and pulled at the edge of her ear where #eipgs ringed
the outside of her ear. It came off in his hand.

“Ah, ah. You didn’'t even know who | was when yousfi
saw me.” She wagged a finger at him. “Even my mothe
wouldn’t recognize me, but then again, she dide¢tognize me
in a prom dress.” She pulled off the other faket parher ear
and handed it to him.

Mark carefully placed the outer ear cuffs in a fiabag he
had in his pocket.

He leaned back in his chair pleased with the opmrago
far. “I'd like to see you in a prom dress.”
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“Not likely,” she enunciated each syllable. “I wasred
from the urge to dress up after doing two yearsgint dresses,
perched on stiletto heels.”

“Ah, yes. Your rookie years.”

“Being a rookie was one year of harassment. Therskc
year was abuse.” She changed the topic quicklyizieg she
was giving out too much personal information. “Tdhavas a
drug dealer standing out on the street, did youtkeevoman
with him? Real skinny? Her tast in clothes wasdretthan the
rest of the people in the bar. She spent a lotnaé talking to
the two women who were in the bathroom | visited.”

“What went on in there that took you so long? livas a
BM or something like that, | don’t need to know.”

Adison shook her head. “If | had to, it wouldn’tveabeen
there. Would you believe it if | told you that lainght | spotted
surveillance cameras behind some badly camouflaged
decorations in that water closet? One was angledrsss
gender could be determined.”

“I guess they don’t like gender benders. | spotteal in the
men’s room, one over the trough and one over thet tstall.
You're getting me worried that you might get inkigmning.
Why don’t you wash that stuff off your arm?”

Adison looked at her decorated arm with a dragan wWent
from her shoulder to her wrist. “You don't like ndyagon? If it
didn’'t hurt so much to get a tat and if they wetemd
permanent, | wouldn’t mind one like this. Matt omiy could
do a good job of copying it, huh?”

“Hold on a moment. That gives me an idea. Angugely
good at this. Good enough to maybe have a repotatiadhe
business.”

“Right. We can ask Matt and Emily if they know laig.”

Mark aimed his buttonhole camera at Adison’s arich taok
a few pictures.

While Adison scrubbed the ink off, Mark stood odesithe
door continuing the conversation.

“So about the women in the restroor...
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Adison looked up at her partner. “That room wasoset. It
had a stall around the toilet—without a door, whitve space
was real tight. The sink looked like the toilet bamd hadn’t
been cleaned for a long time. | tried not to toaclything that
wasn’'t mine. It was crowded with three of us inréheTwo
women were leaning over the sink when | came indisAn
paused, rinsing the soap off to see how much momgbbing
was needed.

“They were involved in a very intimate passing hfids.”
She glanced at Mark. “Not of the sexual type, unlgsi’'re into
Freud. It could have either been heroin or insulimdy was the
woman getting the injection. About four inchesealthan me,
not chunky, but not skinny. She wears her brown haiked
back behind her ears.”

Mark nodded that he knew who she was referring to.

“I don’t think she’s into heroin because she wabkerent
enough to talk after the injection.”

Mark nodded.

“The two could pass for cousins. The one with Cines
tall and had meat to her, too, wore a leather skith her
breasts nearly falling out of a skimpy blue top...

“Did all the talking of the two at the bar with tlveoman
you identified as a drug dealer,” Mark added tovsihe knew
who she was referring to.

Adison nodded. “She wouldn’t let me out until | kked
her down. | was wondering if maybe they were waitior
someone. She made the comment that she knew | wtake a
good match with someone she knew because | hadast sm
mouth. When | was leaving, Cindy mentioned | shaukkt up
with someone by the name of ‘Danny’ to give him dige or
something like that. The other woman told her tot sip.”

“Too much information.”

“It wasn'’t free, but | didn’t have to work very ltafor it,”
Adison agreed.

“How about in the bar? Did you notice any of theygu
Danny meets?”
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“Yes. Mr. T-shirt. He was sitting in the darkestripaf the
bar saying a few words to the bartender. Did youagmok at
his tattoo? That's the first time | noticed he wore.”

Mark nodded. “l recognized him too from meetingghwi
Danny near the freeway on-ramp. Well, so far, thiy ¢hing
that stands out is that we weren’t tossed out stsafa the other
agents who tried to get in. And we left on our caacord.”

“Maybe the pictures we got will help. I don’t knoabout
you, but this went too smoothly. It's not over ¥yeshe
cautioned. “And I’'m not so sure that what we welteveed to
see can be believed.”

“Ain’t that the truth? Let's get some downtime befave go
into our next phase. I'll take the first watch.l I§ive you an
hour.” Mark glanced at his watch.

Adison nodded. She rinsed off her arm once more and
returned to the bed, falling asleep quickly.

L)

Adison woke an hour later, according to her watdark
was not in the room, nor in the bathroom.

Where are you, partner? | know you don’t smoke.

In the dark, Adison pulled on her boots. She listeat the
door but heard nothing. Carefully, she peered bat draped
windows. The parking lot was semi-lit. She could s#ark
figures moving around the vehicles near the offitieey were
methodically checking the parked cars, working rthemay
toward their room.

“Oh, joy. | think we shook someone up,” she muitere
under her breath. “They must’'ve been working reathrying
to locate us since we left the bar.”

After checking the room for anything that should be left
behind, she hurried into the bathroom. The washasg stained
with the ink from her arm. She stuffed it in hercket,
grimacing at the dampness.

The bathroom window was small but would do for an
emergency exit. She tossed her favorite leathet gcogfirst,
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then squeezed out, dropping into a crouched pasiteow the
window. Carefully, she studied her surroundings fomy
movement before picking her way in the dark towaletre she
remembered they hid the bikes. She paused as &aflafiyure
headed her way.

“If you hadn’t crawled out of there then, | was abdo
make some noise to wake you up,” he laughed. “Yad e
worried for a moment. | thought | was going to hawetie a
rope around you and the bike and pull you out,iwhespered.

“Funny,” she hissed.

“These guys have silencers,” Mark warned. “Let's @& of
here while they’re still on foot.”

Once they had rolled the cycles back onto the rtlaely
started their engines and shot off toward San kseac

“What's the plan?” she yelled.

“No need to change it. We'll drop the bikes offaclge our
identities, split up, and meet back in Sunrise owldy,” he
yelled back. “I take it you're heading to your aa®i

“Yes. Get in some rest.”

Larry’s Bike Shop was closed when they arrived was
expected. Mark bypassed the alarms and they rtlecbikes
in. The owner, who was not Larry, was an old friefdark’s
from his Navy SEAL days.

After returning the bikes and changing their appeee,
both split up. Adison headed to her cabin knowiagnSvould
be waiting for a debriefing.

L

Adison arrived at her cabin early Wednesday. Sam wa
waiting with a warm cabin and hot tea. He also hadessage
from Mel.

Adison sat with her chin cupped in her hand. “hkhi'm
brain weary,” she complained. “Because | don't c&e two
more names on the list, Gene Blackmond and George
Matthews, and both had an asterisk next to themeasa It's the
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sniper’s trainee,” she said. Sam nodded. “Got angtplanned
these next two days?”

Sam shrugged. “I thought | would let you get sorast.r
You look like you need your two days.”

Adison nodded.

“How about lunch, my place tomorrow? | know how you
like to do reality checks on your cover work. Holaoat doing
it over soup and grilled cheese sandwiches?”

“Right now, anything that iater sounds good. | feel more
than tired.” The offer of food that she didn't nuke the
microwave was always her first choice.
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Chapter 14

“Mark, Alex...good morning.”

Alex settled in the lumpy seat next to Mark. Shepéid her
bagel in the hot coffee. Mark was munching on m®0 bagel
heaped with cream cheese and a slice of onion @ndtd on
top.

“Any word from any of your contacts, Chief?” Scspt
asked.

“No. Were you careful about prints?”

“We kept our fingertips covered, even at Larry’skdi
Shop.”

“So, Eric, did you get any hits off the names arefs from
the bar we supplied you?” Alex asked eagerly.

“Yes.” He pulled out pictures with a typed histaitached
to each photo. “They all have records, except thg ig the
corner. | got his name from the FBI files, too, lout another
list. He started training as an agent and droppgdveo weeks
before graduation. No reason given.

“I gave a photo of your tattoo to Matt and EmilyleA It
was real nice. If you kept it, it would have readligitted some
eyes in town. | didn’t tell them it was on your atraric teased.

“If you did, | would've shot you myself,” the chief
grumbled.

“Yes. Matt and Emily would have been drooling oydex
every time she came near their office with the peas of a new
canvas,” Harriet chuckled, “and | would have to mak new
porcelain doll of you with a nice tattoo.”

“Oh, gods. Don’'t do that to me. I'd have to buy rthall
out,” Alex begged.

19C



“Matt and Emily ID’d the artists of both tattooshdy said
yours was done by Angus Adams. Been to jail throughhe
U.S. many times on transporting stolen stuff. He®vorite in
the prisons for doing tattoos. This guy,” Eric tagghe picture
of Mr. T-shirt, “his was done by an artist in Alaba called the
Alabama Tattoo King. You'll find his designs in @t lof tattoo
magazines.” Eric pulled out another paper with thesign
blown up. “This design, however, we are all familaith. A
legionnaire’s sword with a flower wrapped arouneé thlade.
It's exclusively worn by the White Knights. Emilynd Matt
didn’t recognize the type of tattoo, just the artied said the
tattoo looks new.” He pointed to a reddish outlifi¢s not
from the photo, it's from scarring of a new tattoo.

The chief frowned. “If you were able to pull this
information, then someone else could have, too.”

Eric nodded. “If anyone accesses his name or fprges, it
has a flag. But as always, | took the usual precastin
covering my tracks.”

“Officer Burns, you are one heck of a hacker,” Ateased.

Eric Burns smiled at her, looking pleased, then his
expression turned serious. “That list of names ymntact gave
you, Chief? | got two hits this morning. And, Aleit, was
confirmed that Gene Blackmond, the doctor, commhisigicide.
He sold a bad batch of heroin to a family membesaheone
important. Rather than face that person, he ODw cNance of
anyone else in that room.”

“‘Due to?”

“He had chains on all his doors and his windows ewer
burglar-proofed. They had to use a battering rargetoin. By
the coroner’s report, he was a hard user. Armslagdveins
were tapped out. He didn’t even get the needleobhis neck.
About the two hits in another state...George Matheves
killed in a freeway accident outside of Piedmong. |bist control
of his vehicle and it flipped over. The second namé
Brentwith, fell off his balcony drunk.”

“Five more to go with the asterisks if you don’tucd the
doctor.” Adison looked around the table.

191



Chief Harper glanced at his watch. “Anyone else ehav
something to add or discuss?” Harper asked, lookihdis
team. “Then let’s get to work.”

“It's the most information we’ve gotten in a longne,”
Harriet said as they rose to leave.

“Enough for my dreams to keep busy with all nigt&yic
snorted.

“Don’t tell me you're into dream interpretationsAlex
asked more serious than her tone implied. She ghash that
another talent in what her one auntie playfullyere¢d to as the
“woo-woo” field was on SPD.

“Oh, no,” Eric smiled. “That's Connie Lynch and Ray
Zodiac at the Golden Eye

“Alex, you are way too nervous about psychic phesioa |
thought you said your aunties were into stuff likat,” Harriet
said.

“That’s exactly why I'm a skeptic with a healthyspect for
not mixing it with police work.”

“I know you’re not serious about that,” Harrietgais they
descended the stairs.

Alex didn’'t answer her, leaving a puzzled Harriéthar
desk.

“Mark, she can’t be serious. There’s a lot of dawecwork
based on hunches, dreams, and other stuff, notlggst,”
Harriet argued, watching Alex crossing the streg¢bo much of
a hurry.

Mark shook his head. “Maybe she’s uncomfortablehwit
discussing it. Who knows what she went through ksl ar in
her other police jobs?”

Mark hurried after his partner, sensing that Aleaswpset
about something.

“Hey, Alex. Hold up,” he called. He was temptedust let
her walk and he would follow her, but that was adtat he
thought she needed. “Let's go get coffee beforeetndy lunch
crowd fills the booths.”

Alex glanced back at Mark, whose long strides qyick
caught up with her. She was feeling exhausted twitbwing
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more than what her teammates did. Now she undersidry
Mel kept information from her. Lying was a guiltyifden she
kept thinking someone would see through easily.
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Later that night, Alex wearily climbed the stairga her
apartment disgusted with the day’s business. Nesegkwshe
would start her two weeks off and she was gratgfel only had
one boss to make the arrangements with.

She dropped her gun belt on the couch/bed and inenthe
kitchen to boil water for her Earl Grey decaf t&¥dhile the
water heated, she dug out her TD53 transmittercti@teand
made a sweep around her place. She only located her
equipment. She checked her camera to see if arigipped the
alarm and visited. No uninvited visitors. With h8ureFire
light, she looked for hidden cameras or mics andhdonone.
Satisfied, she changed into more comfortable cithetrieved
her cup of tea, and started her next set of busidetes.

She flipped on her computer and flopped down inahly
chair in the front room. It was comfortable and lwa$ed.
Struggling to not fall asleep, she wiggled out leé thair and
signed on to her PC. She first opened her secpribgram
looking for any indication that her PC had beeneased. Her
lips curled in a smile. Nope. Over the year, she: len able to
spot three unsuccessful attempts to get into herfrB@ the
Internet.

“Okay, let's see. Mia and Gary Oberman. Mia Lu nenf
Canada, Gary from Ohio. Right, right. He’'s a chemisght,
same ol stuff. Met Mia at the family clinic in Cada..Yes,
yes...tell me something new or this stuff is a wasfteime.”
She moved onto Mia’s bio. Her eyes scanned Miasientials
and the new information...dates and destinations leérnwshe
traveled outside of Sunrise.

Now, why does that ring a bell? Whole Life Expo?
Right...three years ago in Seattle. Alan Gibson. #vear sting
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operation on contraband with Interpol. He was using
conventions as a cover.

Alex tried to remember if she had seen Mia in $eatt
Shaking her head, she frowned. At the time, shelesh too
focused on her assignment to have noticed whattdgmntain
to the bust.

Well, if she recognized me, she hasn't mentioned it
However, | can't leave this loose end. I'm goinddel like I'm
sticking my finger in the socket to find out i§ itiot.

She moved on to the next profile and the next. Bynight,
she had read over ten of the names her SPD felluads
eliminated as not likely to be the boss of the dadenulet,
substantiated by SID’s group.

Alex sighed and rubbed her neck. She didn't hav€@oa
copy to Harper since Mel had already done so. Tommaove on
to the next group of names, but that was goingateehto wait
for another day. She was more than ready for besdk Mould
be waking her up early for their run.

L

Noon the next day, she happened to spot Mia leatheg
sandwich shop. It helped that Mia had regular héorgaking
her midday walk, stopping to pick up her husbaha'sh.

“Hi, Mia. Do you want a lift to the clinic?”

Mia looked surprised.

“Are you going to tell me that you can’t take thd’& class
tonight?” she asked as she drew the seat belt satress tiny
frame.

“Oh, no, no. Not at all. Kids are the right skiivel for me.
Besides, they aren’t shy about trying to beat mekigeps me
on my toes.”

“Uh-huh.”

Alex cleared her throat and maneuvered the car dveay
the curb.
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“Alex, are you going to talk about the weather...et tp
the point of what's bothering you?”

“I'm just giving you a lift, Mia.”

“Alex, you're a terrible liar,” she said without will.

Under normal circumstances, Adison Iliked Mia’s
forthrightness and attention to detail, but not nd&@he was
wishing she had thought this out better.

“Last night, | remembered meeting you about twdhoee
years ago.”

“We didn’t meet, but | do recall seeing you. Yourea bit
preoccupied with an older man, who by the headlthesnext
day, wasn't the kind of man one’s mother would liker
daughter knowing.”

“Uh, yes.” Alex waited for the light to change, hogp
something clever would come to her by the timernbéd green.
Unfortunately, she was drawing a blank.

“You don’t need to explain yourself, Alex. Keepioge’s
life private in Sunrise is quite an accomplishmdnhave no
intentions of disclosing it.”

Alex pulled into the clinic driveway.

“Thanks, Mia.”

“Thank you for the ride.”

Alex wondered, as she drove through town with nal re
destination, what she would have done if Mia shiel suspected
something and reported it to Mark. Mel’s theorkézp a cover
near as close to a person’s real self had no talwlithis case.
There was nothing on her résumé that would havehputin
Seattle. It was something she needed to let H&rpmx about.

L

Alex was about to sit at her desk when Mark cameobu
Eric’s domain.

“Alex, got a moment?”

“Sure.” She followed him into the chief’'s room.
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The door was open, and the chief looked up as Muadde
in. He put his pen down and motioned for Alex tosel the
door. He pulled out his small jamming device andtedhas
Mark handed him a printout and a copy of the sanmilex.

“What's going on?”

“Remember that lost hand? It belongs to a Bo Clasles
wife in Burling, Alabama, thought to file a missimgersons
report a few weeks ago. Her excuse is that he lsavéot and
they aren’t that close.” Mark pointed to the phofoa young
man dressed in camo gear.

“From what Eric got from the FBI files, the Chasleljan
makes up a large percentage of the White Knight&it'$ an
early picture of him when he was in the Army. Hesvedbout
forty-five. DNA matched. He belongs to an elite gpoof
enforcers in the White Knights. They had their otttoo on
the inside of the wrist, and they have a circletloa inside of
their palms. It's part of their initiation into thelite group.”

“Is it a payback for the ten dead Salvadorians®xAdsked.

Harper frowned. “Maybe. Let’'s see what more Ericnes
up with. Doing anything special for your two weekg Alex?”

“Yes. | plan on leaving my pager and cell behinidlble up
at my cabin with driend, so | don’t want to be bothered.”

“Good.” The chief nodded pleased. “Mark and | camdie
whatever comes up here. Just like the old timels, Mark?”

Alex grinned. “You plan on running with him, too?”

“Not if it's early. Bessie gets grumpy when | ggt too
early.”

“Well, I plan on forgetting all about work for theext two
weeks, so resist any calls or visits.”

“Just don’t forget to come back. | got spoiled witlot
having to be out more nights than there are days vmeek,”
Mark reminded her.

L
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Alex was not lying about her plans. She was plagiron
being with Leslie Adams, a friend of Alex’s fromrheookie
days. She was a bartender who could not stay away the
booze and eventually drank herself into the stretite was six
years sober, an electrician, and just broke up thlover of
five years. Both were recovering alcoholics. Leslias going
through some difficult times.

Alex wanted to give her a breather of two weeks iplace
she wouldn’'t be tempted to fall off the wagon. Sieed it to
the woman who gave her advice that changed herthfugh
Leslie believed it was just a truism that anyonel@dave told
her. Alex agreed it could have been the atmospaedetiming,
but it still changed her life. It made her rookieay more
bearable and the men she worked with less pow&sfstress
out her life.

Leslie was petite but had a black belt in jujitsud aised her
martial arts as a means to control her urges ttkdkatas came
in handy. Alex paid for her plane tickets, not tiug a bus that
would give her too much time on her hands and retorhelp
her through her rough moments of loneliness. Theodiwas a
small one that private owners with nothing biggban a
company jet landed at.

Alex found Leslie staring pensively out the glassdew
onto the runway. She had one hand under her arnthenother
holding a cup of coffee.

“Hey, Leslie,” Alex called softly, so as not to gta her.

Leslie turned to look at her, startled at firsgritshe smiled
broadly. “Good grief, Alex. What have you done with
yourself?”

“I cut my hair and cut out the makeup. How are going?”
They hugged each other, then parted.

“I've had worst days and I've had better. So lett® what
this cabin of yours looks like. A jacuzzi in the @ds, huh?”

Both women had a good chat on the way to the cabin,
catching up on news and getting reacquainted. \Wiex left
the police in the small town of Leabetter, Lesli@swstill
bartending. No one would hire her for what her fgrtained
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her as—hbuilding contractor. They kept in touch ewgmen
Leslie hit rock bottom and through her first AA ntiag. Phone
calls were their method of contact.

Alex parked the SUV next to the cabin, watching liegs
expression.

“Looks a bit rough for the likes of you. Does thave
outdoor plumbing or indoor?”

“Not amusing. Do you think | would have a jacuzzloors
and toilet outside?”

And so began their vacation, and for Alex, thetfiesl one
she had for years.

ARG &
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Chapter 15

“So, Alex, what are you doing for the new year?” rkla
started their run along the back alley, leadingaimthe ocean.

“Staying off the road, going to bed early, and waking up
with a hangover.”

“That’s what you did last year. You starting a it ?”

“I do that every year, Mark. It's already a traditi What
are you guys planning on doing?”

“Linda and | stay up to watch the ball in Times &cudrop
and reminisce about the year we went to New Yorget® it in
person. We got engaged there. We were freezing aottl
hopping up and down to keep warm. | don’t wantaatcagain.
Too crowded and too cold. Now Linda and | snugglgether
on the couch, Jon usually crawls in his sleeping d&ad Katie
last year fell asleep in her bean bag with AngeéllecLiup next to
her. Who knows what it'll be this year.”

Adison chuckled. She was grateful that this yeargne
accepted her desire to not spend her holidays wuwlexl by
crowds. She worked the holidays to give the otlibed had
family a break.

As they started up the hill on their morning rumggl
sprinted to the top, leaving her running companitonsuff after
her. The two detectives were quiet in their thoaghilex
thought about her seventeen months on assignmedtnnse
and the last four months of little progress with faded Amulet
and the White Knights. The Jaded Amulet membersirnoed
to live nearby, but there was a standstill in &lkit social
meetings and business dealings, including meetivitis gang
members on militia nights. Something happened tdkema
everyone lay low, and it was causing Mike and Anmde
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irritable with their compadres to the point thae ttwo men
spoke very little to each other. Mike’s Internetatter was
silent, as well, and email addresses he once maiedere
changed. Without the chatter, Eric’'s embedded Tjeould
not send him the new addresses and copies of Wwhatender
mailed out.

SID’s instructions for her were to sit tight. Mdirbugh
Harper was reassured that things were happeningpeHasked
if she knew just what Mel had up his sleeves arekAaid no.
She wished she did.

Worrying about becoming lax in her vigilance, shasw
grateful Sam had her working on wilderness survijahes.

Does someone in the Jaded Amulet know about the lis
besides the killer or killers? Maybe one or bothtlod bosses
names are on that list.

Back in her apartment, she glanced at her caleodahe
kitchen wall. It was Monday, which meant card nightClaire
and Genie’s. Though she was no longer asked togalads, she
visited because she felt safe there. While shogershe
realized she no longer referred to the women’'stshels a
shelter but as Claire and Genie’s. Her soapy hpadsed when
she heard her phone ring.

There was the anticipation again. Something waagytd
happen. Wrapped in a towel, she grabbed up herephaot
bothering to turn the light on.

“Hello?”

“Adison. Briscolle.”

Alex could feel her heartbeat increase and nerydosked
around as if expecting trouble to pop up.

“Yes. What's happening?”

“FBI. They're sending in a new team to work on tfaest
case. Someone wants to know who the sniper is whaway.
She’s causing ripples of trouble with her steadggpess of
eliminating names off your list.”

“How did they get a copy of the list?”
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“Judge Mead. This team will be talking to you. l&s agent
you may remember and hopefully he will not remenmjau.
You weren't looking your best when you met.”

“Who?”

“Agent Lockwood.”

It was seconds before the name registered. Aldx'sat
became dry, her vision narrowed, and her hearing agaif she
were underwater. Briscolle heard the slight intekbreath and
let Alex collect herself.

“So, what's the plan?” Alex asked softly.

“You did a profile on him once. You know what yoeet
to do to keep himin line.”

“All right.” Adison took a few cleansing breathscilusing
on the business at hand to get control. “Anythilsg going on
around here?” she asked, hopeful to get some imsidenation
so she wouldn't feel like..Her thoughts stopped, realizing that
if there was nothing more for her to do in Sunr@ee would be
leaving.

“We need you to keep a low profile. Word leakedtte
White Knights that there’s an agent in Sunrise.hRigow, the
local gang and our target think it's FBI, and tH&l Bpy thinks
it's us or ATF. That's one reason all has becomietgua your
area. Don’t worry, things will heat up again and igéeresting.”

“That brings me a lot of comfort, Briscolle,” sheoaked.

“Bye, Adison,” she said dryly. “And,Adison, no more
surveillance.”

“Right.”

“Low profile. We don’t want to blow your cover,” Bicolle
reinforced. “Take a needed vacation.”

“I got the message,” she said grinning.

Leaning back on her pillows, she forced herseltthimk
about Agent Lockwood. She needed to keep flashingi®face
so when she did meet with him, if it came to tishie wouldn’t
go pale and throw up. Or really lose it and pult awgun and
shoot him in the foot.

201



ARG &




Chapter 16

It was Friday morning just before daybreak, andsAdiwas
pulling out of the airport parking lot after seeiraff her
weekend friend when she spotted a familiar caha lot. As
she drove out of the parking structure, she glaiacednd to see
if she could see the owner, but Amos was not ihtsimstead
of leaving, she circled around the airport andguitbut her cell
phone.

“Morning, Mark. Sounds like | caught you on the fughe
grinned at the thought of missing out on three dafysinning
early in the morning.

“Good morning, Alex. What's up?”

“Amos Anders. I'm at the small airport in Dalemoamhere
his car is parked. I'm going to snoop around arelwskat he’s
up to. I'll be in late.”

“Just be careful. Do you have a camera?”

“Candid camera is my middle name.”

“I'll pass it on to the chief.”

“Bye.”

Alex could hear the excitement in Mark’s voice.was
about time something was happening with the Jade|ét.
She was sure that was his business here at thertaifpwas
small and planes that flew out of here were shatiled private.
It was still dark, and by the smell in the air, fhreedicted rain
was near.

L
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Adison spotted the SID agent only because she leden
once before on another job. Carla, the nametag. r€ada
efficiently and quickly was replenishing the snatlkachines
with cellophane wrapped cookies, sandwiches, arerot
snacks. Nearby were four thermoses of coffee labsdgular
decaf, regular, Starbucks and Hawaiian Hazelnutisdkd
normally bypassed the snack area at small airports.

While she thought about what she was going to duwtab
Amos and why SID had an agent here if they werey onl
interested in the White Knights, she spotted Amasking
through the archway leading to the restrooms atephenes.
Putting aside those thoughts, Alex slid into a daaing the
window that gave her a reflected view of the erteaio the
restrooms. She picked up a discarded newspapemwarndd.
There were a few people in the lobby, having jusved, and
looking like they had a long night.

Amos came back out quickly. Alex remained whereshs
and continued to read her paper. She spotted hamdisig
outside the lobby window arguing with someone. ésvshort
and animated. Amos left, running across the sttkedppearing
into the early morning darkness toward the parlgimgcture. It
was just beginning to sprinkle.

The person he argued with remained outside the omind
Alex could not see the face due to the umbrella wes in the
way. The woman remained until Amos’s vehicle pulted of
the parking structure and took off. Alex casuallgwed over to
the coffee kiosk.

“Thanks. Hawaiian Hazelnut. Leave enough room fidk.in

Alex sipped her coffee, watching her mark walk umieally
onto the runway and into one of the hangers. Shhesecoffee
down and followed.

With a newspaper opened to the classified ads rptaaes
for sale, she peered inside the first hanger. Sfsdhvoices
coming from the center of the building. Her targets speaking
to someone who had grease on his clothes and wangoto
something underneath the wing of the Cessna sewgge
plane. Adison pointed her sonic ear toward them.
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“...two days. Have to order the part. Cash in advantee
mechanic shook his head at whatever the woman hotd
which was garbled to Alex. He laughed, so it muet dn
amiable business deal.

Alex slid out of the building and was headed to the
payphone when she heard hurried steps behind Hex. S
continued past the phone and ducked behind thk bias the
first chance she got, pulling up her coat collakéep the cold
drops out. Alex stuck her earpiece in her ear amdted the
sonic ear in the direction of the phone booth.

“Yes, this is Rita...no, the part has to be flowri in.

Hot diggity, no voice scrambleflex glanced around again,
not trusting in luck alone.

“l told you it needed to be replaced,” she yellewrdy.
“Marco, get your head out of your butt...No! | dondre if you
have a date!...Then get one of the others...No!.. sldver
leg...I know he’ll be there. This is one of the biggeomic
book conventions. He won’t miss this one...Just ggone!”

Alex heard the handset slammed down. She waitedjrte
a long string of tapping.

“Magi...this is Rita..voice scrambler? Of course | have...”
That's when the conversation ended for Alex’s esrgi “Do
you think I'm stupid!” Rita hollered, then loweré&eér voice.

Alex quickly shut off her devices and looked fobatter
spot to hide. If Rita suddenly realized she wag®p the
chances of her making an inspection nearby weghtslbut
Adison didn't like playing the odds in this type game. A
small gate was within sight, but the space betwesmnand her
goal was too open. She played that card alreadyjtagot her
shot at. Another hang-up was followed by expletitiest got
louder as Rita approached her hiding place. Alevirrgaxd
farther back into the trash area.

Alex held her breath as the woman walked by. Théupe
was vaguely familiar. Alex’s heart was beating éasthen she
realized the footsteps had stopped in front ofttesh bins. It
could have been ten minutes before Alex heard snenéaush
by one of the wet boxes. She was coming to look.
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She strained to listen for Rita’'s movements over he
pounding pulse. She moved around one side of #sh tbins
while Rita was on the other side. Alex found hdrsefront of
the bins, realizing she would have to find a plagerun to
quick. She chose the payphone to hide in, configgnher
disguise she had hastily put together. It would #d&ke her out
of the rain. Reaching to lift the receiver, sheita¢sd to touch
what would have a good set of prints she wanteti she was
pushing her luck not to use the phone. Insteadnshde as if
she were looking for something in a nonexistentseurA
shadow suddenly appeared next to her, handing peneil and
paper. Guiltily, she looked up into Carla’s faceheSwas
wearing a bright yellow rain parka.

“l always lose mine,” Carla said and waited, usieg body
to shield any view Rita may have of her. After & fimoments
of Alex writing a note to SID, she heard the aggme a small
sigh.

“You certainly push the ‘keep a low profile’ envpia I'll
get the prints and pass the info on to HQ. You reegkt out of
here,” she admonished.

Alex’s drive back to Sunrise was through heavy raimd
eventually snow. By the time she reached towna Wack to a
heavy rain. It was nearly lunch time and she hadtapped for
anything more than coffee, and that was to checke®if she
was being followed. Alex hung up her coat and wali@vard
the chief's office.

“Chief, can | speak with you?”

He nodded and gestured for her to close the ddunbder.

“We were worried when you didn’t call in.”

Alex nodded. “My cell phone battery needs replaciitg
not charging, and | didn’t want to stop anywher¢hiis weather
or leave myself open if | was being followed.” Shlepped into
one of the more comfortable chairs near his offomeich,
feeling tired. Chief Harper moved to the couch.

“Amos met someone at the airport we don’t have @mtos
on,” she began in a low tone. “She’s a pilot. Tauld fit the
profile of one of the bosses, no? Before she remseaabto turn
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her voice scrambler on, | got her name, Rita, amdgeople she
spoke with besides Amos—Marco and Magi. She meatica
comic book convention where | believe a hit is goio be

made, and | believe it's by our sniper. It couldabeoincidence,
but how many snipers do you know who have a legna@u

She smiled at Harper, who was grinning. “I may lveng, but |

knew someone who had been shot in the leg, anciniped for

about two years before everything was healed.”

“Mike goes to a comic book convention every ye#s time
in San Diego.”

The chief picked up his phone and informed Markwaes
going to be taking a trip and where. After he hupghe turned
back to Adison.

“What else?” he asked.

“All the way here, I've been trying to figure outhat is
familiar about her since | couldn’'t see her facts lher
mannerisms. She reminded me of these two womew logaa
stakeout | did in Bales over a year ago. RememerGD |
handed to you? They were the two in the bar. Madi llargo.
Unfortunately, they weren't good photos. The maeythvere
with was John.”

“You take any pictures?” the chief asked.

“Yes. I'll send them over to your mailbox and bwrcopy.
Something interesting about those names, Chiefy @Heébegin
with an M.”
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For the entire weekend, Adison was edgy. Sundalgtnig
take her mind off of what Mark was doing in San daigshe
focused on printing each of the names she had perhe size
of nametags, cutting them and arranging them iniouar
categories starting with gender. She was an hdarhar game
when her doorbell rang.

“Whose that?” she muttered.

She heard a dog bark from outside her front door.
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“Angel?”

Checking her front surveillance camera, she cowdd s
Linda, Jon, and Katie with Angel at her door. Séi the paper
clippings on the floor and ran downstairs.

“Linda! Hi, kids. Angel.”

Angel went up the stairwell without being invited i

“Since you're alone tonight and so are we, the kigight
you would like to have dinner with someone. We igtduthe
food.”

“Ah...sure come on in,” Alex mumbled.

“Is this a bad time?” Linda asked as they climidesl gtairs.

“We didn’t call because we knew you wouldn’t ansyver
Katie said seriously.

“Katie, that was our secret,” Linda said withoughing.

“What are you doing?” Jon asked, looking at thecg@seof
paper scattered everywhere. Angel’s tail was sendihers off
into the corner.

“Studying. Detectives are always studying.”

Jon and Katie helped her gather her thirty-fivecege of
paper, while Linda went into the kitchen to preptreir meal.
Finished with gathering paper, the four of thenoped into the
kitchen to see what Linda was doing.

“Katie, hon, can you pick out plates for us? Detecilex
will show you where they are.”

Alex picked up Katie, who threw her arms around meck
and gave her a hug. Katie found a pink plate witirk bowl
for herself, then she lost interest in helpingdbthe table. “Do
you have a TV?” she inquired with a frown.

“She told you no, remember?” Jon said. He was uolyef
laying out the two normal-sized forks and the tvessert forks
she had, then the only two glasses she had. Lindislze would
use coffee mugs and the adult-sized forks.

“How come you don’t have a TV? Are you poor?”

Linda didn’t answer but merely chuckled. Unfortuaigtfor
Alex, Linda and Mark liked to see her squirm wheati&
would ask tough questions. Sometimes they wouldueder.
This was not going to be the case.
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“What has poor got to do with not having a TV? Indo
have a TV because | don't have a reason for onk¢ s
explained.

“She goes over to aunties Claire and Genie’s, hohbgy
have a big TV there,” Linda teased.

“As big as ours?”

“Yes.”

“Well then, what can | do here?” she asked in anpise
voice.

“Eat dinner, have a nice conversatioh...

“And play cards.” Jon pulled a deck of fish cardsni his
pocket. “I've come prepared,” he announced proudly.

“You have,” Alex agreed, and Linda laughed.

“She doesn’t have enough chairs,” Jon said.

“That’s okay we can.”.

Linda was shaking her head. “Not a good idea.”

“Oh.” Alex was going to suggest sitting in the ftaoeom,
but mothers knew best.

“Jon, you and Katie will sit and eat,” Linda diredt

“I have a half step ladder and the folding chaithe front
room,” Alex remembered.

Dinner was filled with the children recounting whhagy did
for the day. Katie’s five-year-old mind wandered swbjects
Alex had no idea what she was talking about. Is¢hostances,
she let Linda and Jon reply.

When it was time for them to leave, Alex was tilmd in a
good mood.

“The kids like to set you up because you're theyadult
who has no idea what you're being led into,” Lirsdad as they
head out her front door.

Alex smiled. “It took me a while, but I'm not asrpused.”

“Mark told us to make sure you ate one dinner Weekend
with someone. Genie said you missed your Saturdsgl mith
them,” Linda confessed.

“I| feel like | belong to this big extended family@...” she
didn’t finish for lack of an expression.

“And?”
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“Well, it takes some getting used to.”

“It's been over a year, Alex, as opposed to aififet Habits
are difficult to break. You have improved since st year
here. You visit more and actually are more relaxeth the
gossip or teasing about your private life.”

“Thanks for stopping over, Linda. | really do appege the
visit. 1 was feeling down,” she admitted, though f&elfish
reasons. She wanted them to leave without too patsof
guestions.

Alex stood near the truck as it pulled away frora turb.
This town is growing on me whether | use weedrkdrenot.
She looked at the stars that were brightening epnight sky,
trying not to think how that made her feel. She waastired to
bring out her names again, so she ran them thrthegbhredder
and went to bed.

L

Monday morning Mark was at her back door with Angel

“Hey! When did you get in? By your looks, | wouldysyou
found something of interest.”

“Yes. Ever visit a drag show? Very touchy feelywd) if
you know what | mean,” he said.

Alex nearly stumbled off the steps as she laugimethe
dark. Angel had run ahead, but it was better the bad
because an SUV came roaring out from one of siddsravith
Alex and Mark diving out of the way.

“Jeez!” Alex huffed as she brushed mud and watéhef
clothing.

“Did you get the license?” Mark scrambled to helesi

“No, | was too busy saving my butt. Did you?” Sheack
her stinging hands out, picturing them with scrajzeks.

“No back lights. Dent on the back fender. | remenbeat
dent from an SUV parked outside of school.”

“Do you think the driver just didn’t see us?”

“I think the accident was that he or she missed us.

“It looked like an American-made SUV.”
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“Yes, that'’s fifty percent of the vehicles aroureré. Angel!
Angel!”

The dog barked and came careening into them andffan
again.

“For a moment there .

Alex could hear the relief in his voice.

“Did anyone recognize you at the convention?” sbieed,
changing the subject.

“Are you connecting that with this? No. | don’t tki so. |
had a friend who had a booth, so | dressed as fotie doys. |
wore a vendor tag. At night, | went with him torag show. He
loves old queens. No. | don't think this has anyghio do with
it,” he finished. “Doesn’t have that feel to it. ¥d&now what |
mean?”

“Where did you meet this friend?”

“When | was doing undercover work in another stéte.
showed me how to change my appearance, just bygoitamy
body language, then the facial features with pattg such. He
left the police business when he found out his neartwas
taking bribes and wanted him to front for him odrag steal.”

“Wow. From cop to comic salesman.”

“Yes. Making a whole lot more money, he’s saferd &e’s
his own boss. He started Jon on collecting thenh,Jon lost
interest because he ran out of room in his bedrdéenwon’t
give up his toy space.”

Alex chuckled. She noticed Mark had them circlirigp t
plaza and passing the woman’s shelter.

“This is a new route. Does this mean we’'ve becoow t
predictable?”

“Yes. I'll have to think of a whole new approachiké
knocking on your front door sometimes.”

“You're going to have me nervous.”

“Angel will protect you.”

Alex laughed and added, “Can you see someone tiying
sneak up the back way and barking like Angel fortmeome
to the door?”
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“Angel will not like someone trying to take her ¢oes,” he
growled at the dog, who had returned when hearargname.
She barked on cue.

Alex knew not to ask details of his weekend busnastil
they got into work, so on her return to her apaninehe
showered, dressed, and was out the door in recmiel She
even beat Harriet. Since she forgot her office kb ran to the
doughnut shop where she knew Harriet would be @sicly the
goodies and filling the thermos for the morningfeef

“Morning, Harriet. Could you add more jelly onesarky?
Thanks.” She reached over the counter to take #rgel
thermos. Harriet paid for the doughnuts and coffieé the two
left.

“Nice of you to help out. Any reason you're so garNot
that I'm complaining. What did you do to your haRds

Alex was holding the thermos awkwardly, her palril s
stinging from sliding on the asphalt. “Mark and éne nearly
run over by an unidentified SUV this morning. Softook the
fun out of the rest of the run.”

“How can anyone miss him in his getup?”

“I don’t know, but we’re happy we both were missed.

Five officers sat at the meeting table with thee€hiboking
disturbed at Mark’s recounting of the incident.

Gary shook his head. “It could very well be you evet
seen, Mark, even with that glow you got about ydie’ started
to laugh, then looked serious and started to laaggin when
Harriet giggled. Then everyone joined in. Mark’s&ming attire
made him look like a neon pole. It was difficulttrio see him
in the dark, which was his intention.

“Anything to report, Gary?”

“Not as exciting as Mark and Alex’s run. Two alarment
off. Hale’'s market and a call from the guard at werehouses.
Said some cars were parked too long near one dittidings.”

“That’s the second time this week Hale’s alarm weifif’
Mark said as he wrote that down.

“Whose cars?” Alex asked, making a notation inest.

21z



“Don’t know. They were still there when | got ofdutside
of Conklin’s warehouse. If they were there tonightias going
to run a license check on them.”

“Okay. Anything else? Then that's a wrap. Sleep | wel
Gary.”

The second meeting started after Gary left.

“Burns, do you have the pictures ready?”

“Yes. Can you get the lights, Mark?”

The first picture was that of a robust man who waigeard
and had a Superman T-shirt on.

“This is Jinks Wilde with a new face and new idgntut
same old fingerprints and nickname. He was oneausrwmark.
The comic vendors know him well. 1 got him out dfete,
which took some doing. He’s not easy to hide.”

“Did you get a chance to talk to him?”

“Sort of. He’s under the FBI protective witnessgnam. He
had witnessed a crime syndicate hit when he wadsawre from
the military and had attempted to save the perswt. He
thinks this sniper is from that time. | got a shiife history of
him, where he’s been throughout his life up to pbet he saw
the hit. He won't talk any further. | suggestedgiee up comics
because it's going to be the death of him.”

He clicked to another picture.

“This picture is someone | thought could be a perso
drag...keeping in mind that our sniper likes to dr@ss guy as
is this one.”

The ten other shots were of people who may bertipes

“Any pictures of Mike and who he hung around witi#&x
asked.

“Yes.” Mark clicked forward a few more, letting tieview
different shots of other potential snipers. “I daw around. He
hangs out with a guy called Wheeler. Here’s the oivthem.
And where Wheeler was staying. An RV that he carhé
collection around in. He also deals over the IrgerrHis
specialty is Gl Joe magazines and old Betty Bomgdl | heard
he also sells porn over the Internet. He has petipkhe videos
for him, and if he likes it, he buys and sells thiem
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“Sounds like the type of guy Mike would like.”

“He’s also a motorcycle enthusiast and has beethéo
Watering Hole that new biker bar in Brisbane, by Mike’s
invitation. He has his bike on a trailer that hedawvith him.”

“How did you find that out?” Alex asked, amazed@st fact
gathering.

“I saw him with Mike at the Watering Holsvo weeks ago.
Linda and | met some friends there. It was PinkiéadNight.
We took the Harley. Linda wore her new pink leatbietfit, and
| wore my black leather pants.”

“Did you take pictures?” Alex giggled, then changeer
face quickly, clearing her throat. Eric grinned,iethmade Alex
laugh again.

“We took second place in the contest,” he bragdgy.
then, Mike and his friends were gone. It got tosybior them, |
guess.”

“Did Mike see you?” the chief asked concerned.

“I kept an eye on him, but he was drunk by the tingegot
there and too involved with his girlfriend and trgi to keep
Wheeler's attention. And Wheeler was too involveithvihe
woman he was with. Some blonde from Brisbane. Hangs
with Mike’s crowd. Judy something.”

“Judy Miller,” Alex said. “She and Carrie Lynn wemtd
high school together, and they do just about etergt
together.” Alex’s high pitch nasal voice parodiée tbleached
blonde.

“So that's all he did at the convention, hang outhw
Wheeler?” Harper asked.

“Nope. He made his rounds. Checked out the taibheslie
some purchases. That was Saturday. Jinks didmv simtil late
Saturday. Someone else was holding down Wheelable tin
the morning and afternoon. | hear there was sortexesting
side sales among the serious collectors in a closedn.
Someone said Wheeler was one of them. Bought fomias in
very good condition of Spider-Man. Unusual for hsince
that's not his thing. Sunday | didn't see Mike aimare. He
could have passed out in Wheeler's RV. | heard thag a
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rocking party all night and into the morning. Whazetidn’t
look too hot Sunday, but he was at his booth.”

“So we're still not sure about the sniper.”

Mark shook his head. “Nope, and | didn't see angeda
Amulet characters besides Mike. | asked my frignidei heard
anything about Reiner seeing how he was into tlag dcene.
He said he would ask around. Since Reiner's deawhesne
may say something if they know of him. | think angowho
was as good as he was would be known on both sidédse
Atlantic.”

Chief Harper nodded to Eric to switch the laptop &ood
work. This near run-in this morning, | want you tieat it
separate from our other cases. | want you all ke @& deep
breath. Getting paranoid can be healthy, but @ hkps to step
back now and then and see if maybe we lumped appieghe
oranges just because they can be peeled.”

He looked around and the others nodded.

Later that afternoon, Mark identified the vehicleat had
nearly run them over. An adolescent from the trezm was
behind the wheel. He had been late for morning tm@and
was speeding. Mark gave him a ticket and his paresrhoved
his driving rights when they heard he had nearly the two
detectives over.

V5512

- s

Late Tuesday night, Adison parked her Range Roear n
the cabin and unpacked her dinner for two days some
miscellaneous supplies. She planned on talkingatm Sbout
the sniper but fell asleep after she had everytbtoged. It was
late and she was not feeling well. When she wokelingsday
afternoon, she felt like she was coming down witbo& and
her body felt like she had been in a fight. Sanmiedking woke
her. She was still dressed. They had an arrangetinanif she
had a date, she would pull across red curtainshenkitchen
door’s window.
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“You look terrible,” Sam said as he put some waterthe
stove for tea.

“| feel that way, too,” she groaned, wrapping hebe
tightly around her. On her feet, she had a thiak gfasocks.

“I'll get your tea prepared, then I'll let you sjeé off,” he
said as he pulled a cup out of her cupboard.

“No, don't leave. | wanted to talk to you about mayorite
sniper.” She plopped into one of the chairs at #meall
breakfast table, miserably holding her head in ihaihds.

“You work too hard. It's no wonder your body is agkfor
arest.”

“Is that what this is from? A simple cold would dbhis
feels terrible.”

“Mel said he sent a crew out to find Jinks in SaiedD.
Your sniper was hot on his tail. They lost the snipnd Jinks.
He could be anywhere, alive or dead.”

“Mike Learner was there. He’s buddies with a guyned
Wheeler.”

Sam sat down, looking thoughtful. “Matthew Warr€alls
himself Wheeler. These days, you can hear him 81CBi radio
talking trash with the truckers. He deals in GI doeics, Betty
Boop flicks, and porn. Over thirty years ago, hesvearested
and discharged from the Marines for raping a yogirg in
Okinawa. He paid the family a lot of money for thémndrop
the charges. You see, this young girl was not yipecal poor
unknown Okinawan the American military preys one Stad
the fortune to have met and befriended a congrasans
family. The Marines were a bit red faced and gaira his
discharge papers. He didn’t even spend the nigthtarbrig, and
no attempts to investigate were made. The Japanese
American governments have this unwritten agreemant]
since there’s a standing centuries-old prejudic® jJapanese
have against the population of Okinawa, it's prattych a
setup.”

“What happened to the girl?.”

“By now, she’s an adult with a new identity.”
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“What brought his case to your attention?” Adis@ked,
knowing there had to be more.

“There’s always that worry of retribution from théarine
or his buddies. | was a newbie and given the assegn to keep
tabs on him so he wouldn’t locate her and do somgthash.
He became involved in a scam deal with a sperm |vetmn
sperm banks were just getting started. It was small town
trying to stay alive; the college, hospital, and eon
pharmaceutical company that supported them hadsiméxrs
going. Four characters used the liaison to rureanscollecting
and selling important people’s sperm. Went on foowd seven
years. Jinks Wilde, who was in the FBI witness g@ctbn
program, Gene Blackmond, and John Meadows werdaojhe
guys. Thomas Meadows, brother of John, was fourad dad
the others and their associates split up and jesit wito other
businesses. No evidence for the prosecution, gwesecution.”

“Whoa, that's something Harper needs to hear.” Almok
the cold cloth Sam handed her and put it over hes.e'‘What
was the school's name?”

“College of Sciences or something like that. It Hadr
name changes before it folded.”

“Yikes, this is hot stuff.” Alex thought for a wieil Her
thoughts were moving slower than the painful thindser head.
“John Meadows,” she said slowly, “was one of thelibs we
found in the forest. And if Jinks was under FBIltpagion, how
come he got involved in that scam?”

“John Meadows is a common name,” he cautioned der t
not jump to conclusions. “Jinks witnessed a gardylalaying
when he went AWOL from the Marines. He thought sife
could finger the hit man, he could use that to@edtand get a
new life. He was working at the college when a feople he
knew showed up. Thus began the con game.”

“So just what busted the scam?”

“Dr. Blackmond and his laboratory contact, Joe Gays
who handled the implanting, thought it would becadjidea to
add some notable names to their venture as dombes; had
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drivers, salesmen, and all sorts of people to lyetpeople with
names a squirt of their sperm. It was quite a ratke

Click, click. Names are falling into place. So mayhis list
is someone who got burned on this deal. But theeeosher
names not connected to this scam. Forget that angle

“So,” Adison took a sip of the lemon tea. She contut
smell it, but the heat was nice as it moved downsbee throat.
“No Wheeler or Joe Carson was on the hit list, thete is an
Ed Carson.”

“Brings an interesting twist to this case.”

“Twist? It's an endless pretzel,” she whined. “Oneasly
case for SID and | have hundreds of other crimes lanse
ends. No more jobs that are more than a month,§sbened.

Sam chuckled. “Isn’t that what being covert isaddbut?”

“Then | like the ones that are less complicated arsd
require information gathering. In and out.”

“Uh-huh. You're talking about being recon, and that lot
more dangerous than what you’re doing here. Youndou
depressed.”

“I feel awful. If anyone wants to shoot me, | wopiit up a
fight.”

“You should be careful about tempting the fatesertg
Adison.”

Alex groused, “You sound like my aunties. Forgive,m
fates. | know not what | say,” she mocked. Her gasounded
strained. “This is one of those times that | wisbould drug
myself, but I get hives from flu shots.”

“Bed and sleep then. I'll be by later. I'll bringme soup, so
don’t shootme”

“Not the cook, the nurse, and dishwasher” she ayree

Alex’s weekend was spent sleeping and drinking s@&yp
early Friday, she felt a little better. Sam drows m her SUV
back to Sunrise and made her promise to visit timcdater.
She managed a shower, dressed reasonably warm, and
somehow got to work. She promptly spewed her tehdrtrash
can near her desk and was sent home.
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At three in the afternoon, Mark woke her, unaskedjrive
her to the clinic. Loaded up with herb capsuletgrasleeping
through her acupuncture treatment, she was assigneer bed
to sleep some more. By Sunday night, she was tgaliwhole
lot better and deeply touched by the arrangemésmds made
to see that she was not overwhelmed by concerrsgtng and
had plenty of soup when she woke. The numerouswgdt
cards in her mailbox had surprised her, and taakmishment,
she actually read the cards. The side remarks dadiher that
these people didn't know that she wasn'’t a readqerlt struck
a profound cord within her, and most of her wakivogirs were
spent trying to demystify the feeling of communithe
townspeople gave her.

L

Monday morning, Adison walked to work, not feeling
energized but not feeling ill. She pushed openedfitbnt door
to the office, and Harriet was already settled heétier desk.
She looked up surprised, then relieved.

“Well, you sure look a lot better,” Harriet saidG6od
morning.” She put a lot energy into the greetinpxAsuspected
her being out put a strain on their personnel coyer

“Good morning, Harriet. Thanks. | feel a whole battter.”

She climbed the stairs, wondering if by noon heergn
would be at a respectable level.

“Good morning, Nurse Scripts,” she grinned as sineghup
her coat, removed her gloves and took a deep breath

“You're looking a whole lot better, Alex.”

“I'm happy to say | feel better, though | wouldnifant to
test myself by running around the block yet,” sh&l gust in
case Mark might want to resume running Tuesday.

“You're lucky then. It's predicted to snow the nebew
days.”

“Morning, Chief,” they said in unison as Chief Harp
leaned out his door to let them know he was reamytlie
meeting.
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“Good morning, Alex. Looking a bit pale, but younp and
moving. That's all | need from you today.”

Alex’s eyebrows lifted. “Yes?”

They all settled around the table.

“Hale’s store was robbed while you were out.” Chitefrper
leaned forward and handed her an evidence envelope.

Adison opened it and slid the contents out. One was
plastic bag with a Mickey Mouse watch, not unlilker lown, in
it.

“Wow. Mickey is getting around.” She looked at verist,
which was noticeably missing her watch. “I cantnember the
last time | had it to tell you the truth.”

“I can,” Harriet told them all. “I was working youwghift on
Saturday, Alex, so when Mark came back with thelence to
log in, | could see it was a watch like yours. Yioad left your
watch in the bathroom downstairs Friday, and | ghauit
upstairs and left it on your desk, only it wasriete when |
checked Saturday. | asked Mark, but he couldn’temiver
seeing it on the desk.”

Alex rubbed her forehead. “I honestly don’'t rememivbat
| did with it.”

“That was Friday morning after you puked at yousldé
Eric Burns helpfully remindedr.

“Thank you, whoever cleaned up after me,” Alex miedb
embarrassed. “But who picked up the watch if Haitg# it on
my desk?”

“Wouldn’t be able to tell you,” Harriet said. “l waat the
shelter doing a talk on reporting a crime. Mike &ahny may
have come in during their breaks, then this weekeasl the big
Writer's Board and Breakfast seminar. They hadva jepular
writers who were going to give a little backgrouad their
books. People not signed up for the seminar linpdauthe
bookstore for autographs. You missed a great wekken

“And to think I slept through it all.” Alex shooken head
regrettably. “So those alarms Gary reported duhisgshift for
the last few weeks were just testing,” she mused.

“Sounds like it,” Mark nodded.
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“What about the cars parked at the warehouse?”

“Two guys from Bales. They said they thought it waititia
night, and when no one showed up, they sat in tas and got
drunker. They called a girlfriend to drive them heain

“Militia night is the first Friday of every month ith the
dates posted on their Web site,” Harriet snorted,that means
they were either too drunk to know or they thinKrerestupid.”

“How many days were the vehicles there?”

“Four,” Mark said, pulling out his notebook. “I alsioticed
they were moved during that time, by the tire tsck
Unfortunately, | didn’t take pictures.”

“What was stolen?”

“A fresh shipment of jumbo lobster tails, Canads@a bass,
shrimp, salmon, swordfish, and a delivery of snialls and
change from Wells,” the chief read from his reptftey were
expecting about five thousand in bills also, bug time for
shipment was changed to when Sunrise Bank coulthgeatash
to them.”

“So it's either a guard for the money delivery canp or
the driver for the fish. With fish, you have to neoit quickly.
That means they would have to have a buyer forstoéen
merchandise already set up, so my money is onghealélivery
person. They would also have someone on the inbigtenot
close enough to the owner to know that the bankngbd
delivery time. Why did the bank change deliverydith

“Very good, Detective. Looking a bit wan, but yoante out
swinging. The bank is short staffed with the flurgparound,
and they want to stick to the dual custody in asiogsthe vault.
We're already looking at those angles.”

“When did this happen?” Adison asked.

“In the wee hours of Saturday morning.”

“The night I'm usually on call,” Alex said. “How ftunate
that | was sicker than a dog, but alas, no witresisat | was
home at that time. What time did the crime takegP

“We’re not sure,” Mark said. “The alarms didn’t gff this
time. Gary swung by at one in the morning justde what was
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going on because of the previous alarms and fohedback
delivery doors wide opened.”

“And what a stroke of luck for someone to have fbun
watch like mine to leave at the scene,” Alex dralvle

“So, Detective, where were you on Saturday morning
between the hours of midnight and three a.m.?” Maited.

“Well, Detective, what makes you so sure it wasneen
those hours?” she countered.

“Because the store had the last employee closingatup
midnight. That would be the nephew of the owneckJanton.
And, yes, we are doing a background check on lom; t

Eric nodded and raised his hand, looking smug.e“Igot
some information on the nephew. He’s out on pralator car
theft. His mother sent him up here to live with besther.”

“Jack? No wonder he’s so sour about his sister,triglia
said.

“There’s more,” Eric interrupted, looking uncomfaiote.
“His father, Duffy Castleton, is in jail for a bamkbbery that
went bad. He was the driver and the only one wheiged.”

Alex suddenly felt the world become narrower and he
breathing constrictedVhat is happeningfmages of Duffy, a
slightly overweight man with nothing remarkable abdim
except his occupation, flooded her mind. He wasgbeway
driver to a gang of robbers who had been targetmgll town
banks. It was suspected that someone in the FBlinvlved
with the heists, so SID was called in to invesegdthis was too
coincidental. Lockwood—her nightmare—was the inigeding
officer of that mess.

“Alex. Alex!”

Alex looked up startled. “What? Oh. | was just rembering
something,” she said faintly. Even to her ears,dile’t sound
well.

Eric pushed a sheet of paper she didn't need tdcsdee
center of the table. It was a computer printoutafewspaper
picture of her and several others lying with bl@dldover them
before the triage team could get there. Luckilyyas black and
white and didn’t pick up the grisliness of the stiogs, and
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some may not recognize that she was one of thensomus
faces on the floor. She had been a teller whemtbep hit the
bank.

Alex forced herself to breathe, trying to push themory
away. But there she was. Back in that nightmare iidbbers
were all high on something, so talking them downswa
impossible. The FBI was running the show and wdayee in
meeting the demands of the robbers to supply @dykr. For
every five minutes they delayed, another hostagenated out
the door, shot, though not necessarily dead. Ofsepithe small
town of Wentworth didn’t have a helicopter nor @idy of the
neighboring towns. But the FBI did, and the robblensw it
was there because everyone heard it fly in. It @waso-win
situation for the hostages in that farming commurshe had to
make a snap decision to blow her cover and givephdner a
shot at the leader. Her face was already bruisad the blows
she received for trying to talk the two accomplioes of doing
what they looked like they didn’t have the stomaxhkontinue.

She spent a week in the hospital and three months
recuperating from a broken collar bone and a buwletnd to
her leg and side. Most of the blood on her in tictupe was that
of her partner who died at the scene before thelyahehance to
make their move.

Alex felt a warm hand squeeze hers. She didn’tceoti
Harriet had moved closer to her for support. “Yoo get
around,” Harriet looked at the picture, then hére' you okay?
That must have hurt.”

“I didn’t consider it a good career move,” she sahkly.
Her stomach was getting queasy. “Thanks,” she venep
when a trash can was moved near her leg.

“Anything to add?” Mark asked, watching her paleea
become paler.

“I was just a teller, Mark. It was a job betweebgauntil |
could figure out what | wanted to do. | spent samee in the
hospital, then went home to my aunties to recupegatd
rethink my career plans. | would appreciate if ydan't
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mention this to anyone. Memories like this | dowant to
revisit.”

The chief nodded. “We’'ll all respect that. But thigis you
in with the nephew, our main suspect.”

Alex looked at him with a sinking feeling, “Chiethat’s
stretching it.”

“We don’t know if it's your Mickey yet. But someoneft a
watch that looks like yours at a crime scene,” ¢thef said,
“coincidentally, with no fingerprints.”

“I don't believe in coincidences myself, howevdristmay
very well be one. Have you talked to the cleanireyw® Maybe
one of them picked up the watch. Friday is thesaging night.”

Mark nodded. “You're right.” He made a notation. He
touched her shoulder, “Glad to see you made iatuight.”

Alex didn’t look at him or any of the others. “Med.”

“Okay. Mark, you check with Jesus on who was here
cleaning Friday and I'll go tackle Spenser Castletthe
nephew. Alex, you.”.

“I know. | get the phones.”

“Only because | don’'t want you passing out,” theetkaid
firmly. “You still look gray around the edges. And
professionally, it would taint the investigationyibu were to
work on this case.”

“And | get the foot patrol,” Harriet said happil§’ll do
some nosing around, too. Spenser likes to hangabliee’s
Music store.”

“All right, everyone meet back here at.he glanced at his
watch, “one. That should give us enough time tolecol
information. Bring your lunches. Burns, when Maikes you
the names of people from Jesus’s cleaning service...

“Run a check. Got it.”

Alex settled in front of the phones, refreshing he¥mory
on how to work the touch screen on Harriet’s desk.

“Harriet, before you go, how do | call up my stsfi | can
do some work on my cases?”

“You can’t from my workstation. It's logged on anso
get your spelling right,” she teased. “I guess Enald add you
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to the database that has the same stuff as mgpbuwouldn’t
have access to the way I've rearranged things. Wétyust get
the laptop and hook it up to the phone back thésea single
line. You can login via SecurelD and do your stilf&t way.
Just remember, this is not a secure place.”

Alex snorted. “Our office is not a secure place.”

“Well, not from the cleaning crew, but from the fiabt is.
You may not be aware, but when someone enters ffiee o
upstairs, a red light goes on in the server rodm, ¢hief’s
room, and down here.” She pointed at a row of sriglits
below her desk. “This light is the ladies room, eeond is the
office, and the third is our evidence room. Andt thiae there is
to the cells.”

“But no cameras?l didn't see those when she was training
me...or did she just forget to mention it?

“Budget. We had to make a choice between the Stierlo
program or cameras. Chief Harper chose Sherlockgbuta
donation for the cameras in the cells.”

“Ooh. And | like Sherlock. Okay, I'll be right back'll
bring the laptop down and my coffee mug.”

“Best stick with the tea for a while. Otherwise ibibe
spending more time in my restroom. You still ddottk so hot.
Alex, I'm really sorry about what happened in tisabt. You
must have been close to the people killed.”

Alex nodded and went upstairs, seeking a briefitegmder
the guise of retrieving her laptop.

Monday morning was busy. Tourists were calling loowt
events that were scheduled for weekends in thegfuénd since
the tourist bureau didn’t open until ten, she hadcheck
Harriet's listings on happenings. Then there wée dtack of
complaints taken during the weekend that needdokettyped
into the database. Alex hesitated over the infoenatecorded
about Gary’s call in on the Hale robbery. She reaer it and
typed in the missing information needed for thegpam, then
sent the update to Mark’s queue. For evidence,ckéyi Mouse
watch, a button, cigarette butts, one crushed enmaty of
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cigarettes, and three different shoe prints oneahfly mopped
floor. How stupid could they be?

Mike and Danny put in an appearance. She was gtateé¢
was on the phone and they didn’t make any comments.

Well, at least we know it's not a Jaded Amulet hitey do
not crap in their own backyard. | don’'t know if tlgaany
consolation to the chief, though.

At one, Mike was given the front desk while theefiof
them rehuddled to present new evidence.

“One of Jesus’s new hires, Carlos, has a brother nvakes
fish deliveries,” Mark said. “Also, Spenser stayemme Friday
night, which is unusual for him, according to hisya Usually,
he’s out with his friends right after he closesshpp.”

“His friends..” Harriet said. “He’s been here only six
months, and he’s managed to find the wrong typériehds.
Mr. Laramie said he and his buddies weren’'t aroéniday
night or Saturday, which meant business was b#tter usual.
People stayed around longer and picked up morehaedise
in his store.”

“He didn’t say he was being harassed by them, ditf h

Harriet shook her head. “He wouldn’t. His son is a
practicing Buddhist monk and shows his respect loy n
complaining or causing disharmony. You'd think Heught
that would put a bad mark on his son’s monkship or
something.”

“Ignore the problem and maybe it'll disappear,” Ale
muttered. Alex and Mark made a notation to visst $tore more
often to make sure he was not being harassed.

“His son must look weird in his orange robe if néerited
his father’s blond bushy eyebrows,” Eric said.

“Adopted. His son is Vietnamese. | think it's aatle of
his wife’s family,” Harriet said.

“Harriet, you are a wealth of information,” AlexidaShe
was worried about what Harriet knew about her. B8as going
to have to have a chat with Harper or maybe Brisdol make
sure there were no loose ends hanging about tHeHwst that
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went bad. It was bad enough that FBI agent who imaslved
would be visiting soon.

“I told you, Alex. Just talking to people.”

Alex made a face at her.

Harriet laughed and didn’t push the subject anyhfn
Chief Harper was writing something down.

“Did anyone check with the local watch sellers & sf
anyone bought a Mickey Mouse watch recently?” Hagsied.

Everyone shook their heads.

“I did.” Harper smiled and sat back in his chairtiit
squeaked. “The Meyer’s drug store had a sale an Waches
two weeks ago, and Mickey sold out. Seth said lesuld know
who bought what because he wasn't at the cashteegidazel
was and said three of them were to tourists, aatl was all
they had.”

“Great. Tourists pay by check or credit card,” Akaid.

He nodded. “Yep, one of the checks was to a noteis
bank.”

Mark groaned. “Two pieces of ID and it’s still rettough.”

“Well then, I'm going to hustle over to the fish rkat and
see if | can hook up with the drivers of the delwé&uck and
take some photos. They were making deliveries aed'tadue
back until after three. We can then match up myupgs with
faces on the tape. If any of that evidence we piake belongs
to them, | thank them for being such amateurs.” KMaushed
back his chair, and the rest also rose at the’shief.

“Chief, can | talk to you a moment?”

“Sure, Alex. Harriet, you can relieve Mike. And, tdat,
nice information collecting.”

Harriet patted Adison’s arm and so did Eric.

Jeez, | wish he had not found that picture. Thegweng to
treat me like I'm fragile now.

Chief Harper closed the door and moved back in® th
conference room.

He studied her for a moment ,and Adison knew he was
curious about the heist.

“I was working for SID and.’.
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“You don't have to tell me, Alex,” he said softl{i've
witnessed enough hostage situations to know tham@ayou
must have experienced. The fact that you're stdfking tells
me you’'ve worked it out. | remember the FBI repmortit.”

Alex nodded, not daring to say anything lest thett af
kindness open up something she didn’'t want to deal...the
death of a partner.

“I need to tell you about it because the FBI agehb
handled it is going to be in town soon.” She todkw breaths,
then began her story, retelling it like she was imgla report.
From there, she told him about Briscolle’s warnihgt the FBI
was setting up a new team to investigate the mundie forest
with the same agent in charge.

L

The next morning it was white everywhere. The siad
started about nine the previous evening. Adisom’tiexpect
Mark to want to run in the morning, but she was agly
anyway. An impatient bark at her back door infornmed she
was wrong.

“Mark, we can’t run in the snow. | have no snowshoer
the interest,” she whined and was ready to go pleading
mode if that didn’t work. “And I'm still recuperaig from being
sick.”

“We can work out at the office gym. Come on. | steg
there first and turned on the heaters,” he saichu“¢an pedal
slowly.”

She grumbled as she went through her closet for the
warmest coat she had. His truck’s warmed cab helped
mood. While Angel watched them on the bikes, Magsl@ned
why he wanted to speak with her before work.

“I have some bad news for you.”

“I'm not going to get three days off next Thanksgg?”

Mark grunted. “You never told me you wanted it dffo.
That's not what this is about. The FBI has senteCHhiarper a
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note that they want to interrogate you about thdidsofound in
the forest. They've taken a sudden new interegtem.”

“Interrogate? Bodies? Which case is that?”

“Heinrich Reiner.”

“We only found one...his.”

“I think they finally got their heads out of theassess and
looked at Dr. Sherwood’s work of fingerprints o ttifle barrel
and made the connection to what was found outsile o
Sacramento and San Francisco.”

“Oh. When is the interview?”

“About noon, Monday. But there’s another snowstorm
heading our way..”

“So, what'’s the big deal?”

“Well, there are some things we aren’t supposetniow.
So | thought we should go over it before they gaelf

Alex groaned. She knew a lot of things that otlvegse not
supposed to know. It was getting complicated.

Adison called Chief Harper when she got home.

“Chief, this is Adison.”

“I'm secure. Go ahead.”

“I was thinking the way to keep the interview o tlp and
up is to get Judge Mead in on it. She’s their bud&he can act
as referee with you as a witness to keep her ¢lean.

“She called me last night to warn me they were ogmo
town. A bit late since you already told me. She iighah it had
to do with her turning over a list of names yourfdun the
warehouse. | had refused to let her know who myamins and
where | got the list. | think this is her way ofakating.”

“It's going to backfire on her,” Alex said. She stad Mel
was monitoring the judge and was hoping the womasa mot
going to get them killed.

“Let me work on this. The judge is way over herdbare.
I'll have someone jerk her husband’s chain who ¢hen jerk
hers.”
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The interview was postponed until Tuesday. Midmogni
Alex was walking along the stores with Mark, whdt fehe
needed moral support. Alex wanted to just walk &age and
quiet and let normal life soothe her jangled ner\&@en her
pager went off, both jumped. Alex’s hand automaitycaulled
the pager from its holster.

Mark glanced at the readout over her shoulder. Kisdike
your interviewers are here. Now remember, don'tumtger
anything,” he said.

Like I don’t know this.

They spotted the U.S. Ranger SUV headed back up
mountains. The interviewing had started early timatrning.
Mark stopped at the bottom of the stairs to theceffand
Harriet gave her a thumbs-up and a grin. It seesantyone
thought she was going to battle for the SPD. If slas not so
worried about being recognized, she would have nhgtie of
this meeting. She kept reminding herself that laeefwas so
bruised and battered from her run-in with the roblibat he
wouldn’t have been able to know what she reallkéublike. It
was also years ago.

Eric closed the chief’s office door quietly and readface at
Alex.

“Your turn,” he whispered.

“Detective Adison, you ready?” Chief Harper asked

“Ready, Chief.”

She was waved to the meeting room where the lurhpys
were. She noticed neither agent was sitting. Agérgnt
Lockwood was leaning against the wall reading aepaghen
she came in. She took a seat across from AgeneBratio was
conducting the interview. Judge Mead was sittinthathead of
the table, the one nearest the office door. Chiafper closed
the door and sat next to the judge. The questiterted the
moment he took his seat.

For what seemed like hours, Agent Braden askedtignes
about Dr. Sherwood’s findings, and each time Aleberred him
to Dr. Sherwood. She was beginning to wonder iiMas dense
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or just practicing on how many times he could reMbre same
guestion. Judge Mead cleared her throat. Agentéragianced
toward her.

“I think you can move on,” she hinted.

He then started to ask what Ranger Gray Horseathid,she
referred him to the ranger. It seemed that AgeatdlBn had the
same distain for local law enforcement as Agentkiammod or
maybe he was just slow to getting around to askargwhat she
found, saw, or thought of the crime scene.

Alex heard Judge Mead shift in her chair again.

Ah, she’s going to make her move sadex thought.

Judge Mead tapped her fingers on the table. “Ageatien,
I've had enough of this. It's been almost two howasd you
keep asking Detective Adison irrelevant questiovieu are
wasting her time. She has told you she arrived haiter Dr.
Sherwood and was not present when the doctor angera
investigated further into the forest. Dr. Sherw@uihted out to
you that your team had picked up the body and wieate
evidence Dr. Sherwood had in her possession, dsawell her
notes. Did you lose them?”

“Judge Mead, this is our investigatiori...

“Not much longer if you don’t investigate. What leayou
so far?”

“That’'s not your business, Judge Mead. And I'll nedh
you...
“I will remind you! I know Commander Argent persdiya
Agent Braden. He spoke to me about the interviegisre you
were on your way here. Neither of us want anotlaesicb where
you alienate the local judge to the point that mugjlgets done.
So my support is what you should be nurturing. Diete, tell
us about your findings and what your professiorteeovations
are of the crime scene and the two agents willimetrupt, am
| clear, agents?”

“You are very clear, Mrs. Mead.” Agent Braden rasged

frostily.
“I's Judge Mead, and if your attitude does notusat]
quickly, I'll see to it that your next assignmerntsf your
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abilities. We need to focus on working toward a omm
goal...solving a crime.”

Alex nervously pulled out pictures of the scene aveht
over each one. The air was thick with tension aadgolEr wisely
kept silent. For one hour more, she gave what stesvkand
threw in the information that the hit man was a$sexual and
chances are his associate was also. She was cwiaisthey
would do with it. As expected, they made no commmeamir
asked her any more questions. Following her reditaly asked
if she had anything else to add, then leaned oviakie her file.

“I'm sorry, but these belong to our department,”i€Zh
Harper told the agents. “I sent copies of our wiorkour office
already.”

Both men left without imparting any information.

“Keep in touch, agents. | expect an update witlhawving to
go through Commander Argent,” the judge told thearting
backs.

“I somehow don’t expect timely updates, Judge,”xAsaid
as she filed the pictures neatly in the folderntekd the folder
to Chief Harper.

“I want to know why you have so much information an
murder that is on federal property,” she returressdilty.

Alex raised her eyebrows.

“Detective Adison, you may leave,” Chief Harper dsai
quietly. “Judge Mead,” he began as Alex closedatfiee door.
“You want to grill my officers, you go through miest.”

L)

It was the monthly Saturday meeting, and the weatlzs
bleak. Adison looked out the window from Chief Harp
office window. The wind was blowing hail againsteth
windows. The day was so cold she wore thermalsaédhkick
socks, and her new one size larger uniform so shédn’t be
ripping seams out of the uniform with all the wanmderwear.
She felt like a stuffed doll, but the good thingswene would be
spending her time indoors unless she got a callinQuthe
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winter storms, the tourist crowd was nonexistehe andered
back to her place on the couch. It was warmer e dhief’s

office than the meeting room and more comfortal@bief

Harper hung up his phone and turned to the four.

“I want to commend all of you on the case you haweeked
up on the Hale burglary. We have so much evidehosakes
one wonder what they learned from watching televisMark,
you’re due in front of the district attorney on Wedday. She’ll
do a review of the evidence to see if there is ghdo charge
all of the group. While you're there, see Chief @Gkia about
that suicide three months ago. The family is allaofudden
interested in his death. I'm not sure what stirtleem up, but
make sure you have everything covered.

“The underwear disappearances, let's go ahead ainthat
case into the dead files. We haven’'t had any mooairoences
since Claire got her team of counselors to workitorWell
done, Detectives.

“Moving to the sniper case...the FBI has nothing to
contribute to finding anything worth mentioning ts, but |
have a contact in Interpol who confirmed that thevising
sniper is female, about thirty-five. She was spbtté he leaned
over and handed out pages to the others, “tallonBdiner in
France about seven weeks before he came over hbey.
know absolutely nothing of who she is, includingr he
nationality.”

“She’s dressed as a woman here. | would think &sla
cross-dresser, she would have dressed differentBigx
murmured.

“She’s a looker,” Eric said.

“They're masters of disguise,” Chief Harper remiddée
group. “Any disguise. Reiner didn't just use female
impersonators.”

“So what about the names on the list?” Harriet dske

“No new deaths reported,” Eric said. “My progranmecks
daily.”

Alex looked around the table, wondering if all bein felt
as weary as she did.
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It was the first Friday of the month, so it wasitial night.
Adison was huddled on the side of the slope inr#lie as the
militia men practiced pitching tents. They finishedrly, and
when the last of them left, she stretched out bgs.| She was
wearing a long—brimmed fisherman’s hat to cover tnobsher
night vision goggles from the wet weather. Takimg dast look
around to be sure she was alone, she started wgtigpery path
grabbing onto rocks and vegetation to keep frorinfal The
wind was gusting and whistling as it drove sandrajder. As
she pulled herself to the top of the ledge, she ediately
dropped back down, losing her grip and backslidi&de
grabbed frantically onto some vegetation and putiedself off
the path, hoping she was not going to roll off ¢hi.

| can’t believe it! A Jaded Amulet meeting? It's go be!
Who else would be crazy to meet in this weathesidbs the
militia and they parked on the beach?

Slowly, Alex made her way back up the side of th#,c
hopeful the meeting was still in progress. She dwnder a
truck to get some relief from the wind and raine $tulled out
her camera and photographed what licenses she.could

Through her goggles, she located the group, whiels w
hidden under rain gear. Ten to twelve people standround.
Five were in the inner circle. Her eyes squintedra of the
members. It was that hand gesture. It was onesoM and she
was irritated about something. Even under all tlo¢hing, she
could recognize the body language of Rita. Rita avast head,
she had guessed.

The other four were people Alex didn’t know. Shel tneer
pictures, and since she was not carrying anythingsten to
their conversation, she decided it would be béttéeave.

Backing down the cliff was not as easy as climbindlex
slipped and rolled, managing to grab a fistful ln¢ ice plant
that grew along the cliff face. The camera wasawwhfortable
to land on.
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Headlights cut into the darkness above her. Sheedaintil
the four vehicles had left. Taking a deep bredth,mmoved back
up, hoping her squashing the vegetation wouldn't tbe
noticeable in the daylight should someone careetarn and
check it out. She slowly searched the parking doeamore
cars. There were still two. She didn’t recognize ttvo men,
but they had what Alex thought may be bodyguardsdihg
away from them. Finally, they shook hands and plarte

Not wanting to be sloppy, Alex took another patlatth
wound around the cliff face and came up at anothéilic
parking turnout. It took her ten minutes of runnihgough the
slanting rain to get to the private driveway whesige had
parked and a minute more to get her cold fingetsttthe latch
and open the gate to drive out. All the while, Alept peering
into the night for anyone who may be watching.

Saturday morning, she was jubilant when Mark came t
pick her up for a workout in the police gym. It wia® wet to
run.

“So | can see you are just about bursting with nelwkat
happened last night?” Mark asked, turning the traxdund and
heading toward the office.

Alex leaned back in the truck cab grinning. “I sBwa last
night.”

“The woman who talked to Amos and set up a hitioks)”
Mark recalled.

“That’'s the one. She was meeting some out of toawpfe
last night. The militia boys left early, and whergdt to the
parking lot, there she was with five guys and theidyguards
standing out of earshot. After she left, two of thisitors
remained and talked for a while. Get this, Markeytshook
hands.”

“Rita. So maybe another name to one of the gargsour
locals. Did you get pictures?”

“Yep. Did you hear me? They shook hands. They dido’
any of that gang sign stuff.”

“l got you,” he said. “But how many gangs does thde
out?”
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“California gangs. They all have their special shakShe
paused for a long time. “European?”

Mark chuckled. “Makes the world of crime suddenigder,
doesn't it?”

“Oh, gods,” she muttered. “We have an internatiemiper,
we have Jaded Amulet. Do you think Rita is the Bass. |
don’t think this big of an organization would wanotbe run by
a woman. Most of the people we’ve been seeing & Mike
for one wouldn’t work for a woman. Certainly not ivey.”

“Looks like you need a mental break,” Mark said. sliel
out of the truck and unlocked the police departnfiemit door.

Alex pedaled furiously to get out her frustratidh.was
times like these that she wished she was back t&img the
short operations with SID. This was getting toenge in a lot
of ways. Following their workout, they ran upstairdo the
office and sat before Alex’s PC.

“What's ‘Follow the M trail" mean?” Mark asked as a
reminder note popped up.

“Oh, that’'s to remind me to look up Marci, Marcad
Margie. Rita is the only one not an M in this grpgp | thought
| would look the names up on the Internet. Seentstbdt out
of three kids, the mother stopped there. She wasrofi.”

“Sounds like fun. So which one in this photo isaRitin that
weather, | can barely see anyone.”

L

Monday, SID sent an ID on Rita Monroe and matched h
fingerprints to one of those on the list of namédsxtad found
in the warehouse over a year ago.

Tuesday, Eric had matches on the men at the medtivey
were gang members from the L.A. area, but all immam¢s with
valid passports and immigration papers.

L
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Everyone was excited at the Saturday monthly mgetin

“All right everyone, settle down!” the chief ordeteHe had
a broad smile and was just as enthused at thematon. “Rita
Monroe served time, passing bad checks. We didnd her
because she was a juvenile, but someone remembere&he
was adopted when she was younger, but the famiityugpten
years later. We only have a childhood picture af \Wwih her
adopted family. Her adopted father was an airlifet pand
taught her to fly. She remained close to him uméildied of a
heart attack six years ago. She has no contactheittadopted
mother since she remarried and started anotheh/faRita has
a P.O. box in Orange County. She flies chartersowadlr the
United States and sometimes Canada. Works for H@de
Flyers, an Arizona based company.”

“So...is she the boss?” Alex pondered aloWdrange
County? John Wayne Airport is there. Where havealrth that
from? Ah. Margaret. Gary’'s girlfriend. She takessbtrips
there, or did. Another M. Darn. | forgot to follaivat up.

“If she is, her job sure gives her the opporturtiby be
everywhere,” Mark muttered. “Don’t we have someaise
who makes trips to Orange County?”

“Gary’s girlfriend. Margaret or Margo something,”lex
said. “What a coincidence. Lots of Ms.”

“Sure is,” Harriet agreed, tapping her pencil erase the
tabl top as fast as everyone’s thoughts were going.

“We didn't find anything interesting on our backgru
check on her. Do another, Eric,” the chief directéahd follow
the M trail. This is the best we’ve done in a ldimge.”

“Not since the bar visit,” Eric agreed.

L

April and May, the militia meetings with gang membe
visiting on the side resumed. It was getting moifécdlt to
watch the meetings since the members identifiedn flcos
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Angeles were bringing their own guards. Chief Harpas
reluctant to share this information with LAPD. Heldt want
to give away how he knew of the meetings.

In April, Adison got a hit on a name search on Gary
Krieger. He was adopted, which everyone knew. SH3 able
to supply extra information about his birth paremigs mother
was an unwed teenager who committed suicide a meitéin
the baby’s birth. Her death was due to depressimautopsy
report read. The baby’s father was never identifleolvever,
the mother’s history showed a pattern of abuse fh@mown
father, including sexual abuse. The baby’s fathet ler own
could very well have been the same man. It wouldiffeult to
prove without DNA. Alex noticed he died three yehesore in
a hit and run accident.

She opened her small file on Margaret Hamilton eutdand
pasted SID’s information into her own notes.

So, Margaret was also adoptedMargo Lipton
until...twenty-one when she could officially chariggr name.
Wonder why? Nothing on her juvenile record.

She was adopted by a middle-class suburban family w
working parents. Her mother worked part time foriguor
store, and her father was a full-time plant workéte died
seven years before from a heart attack. Hmm. Maigand her
mother were away at the time getting her settleddancollege
dormitory. Has no siblings. Wow! The life insuransenice. So
the mother moved to Orange County. | wonder whyciose
Margaret Hamilton. | need a new list.

She had a list of three. Rita Monroe, Gary Kriegard
Margaret Hamilton aka Margo Lipton. The only conti@t was
between Rita and Margo because they both hadrti€xrange
County. Gary had never been there. He supposedly me
Margaret in a bar in Sunrise. Then there was theen&ita,
which she found to be a derivative of Margaret.h®o list of
Ms had also grown. Now she was interested in Gavlasgo
and Gary.

Gary has dogs. | think I'll grab some hair samplesm his
coat...difficult but not impossible.
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A couple of days later, Adison arrived late to therning
departmental meeting intentionally. While everyomneas
waiting for her, she used tape to run over Gargatdhat he
draped over a desk chair. She tucked the samplesan
envelope to give to Harper to okay her sendingoitSiD
laboratories. Sometimes this process was a pain.

A few weeks later, SID told her the hairs were tochny pit
bulls. It was to one dog and two humans.

Gary said they have four dogs between them. S, tthae
mean he has one and Margaret has three? | thinks&€hd the
ROV over their property. If Mark or | take a runathway, too
many curious minds will want to know why. Too fér aur
beaten path.

The ROV found no dogs. The dogs were in a covered
kennel.

Her next idea was to check the town veterinaridase and
Sandra, just not directly. She bumped into a laih tlor the
animal hospital at lunch. The tech said Margares Vegal to
her original vet in Brisbane, where she had livedoke she
moved in with Gary.

For further information, she asked Harper to ask &
check it out.

V5512
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In June, the store owner to the baby apparel shexb ahd
her son took over the store. If he had not studklike a sore
thumb, the chief and his team wouldn’t have beespisious.
As it was, he looked too macho to run a baby’s egdpand
supply store. His fingerprints were checked agathst FBI
database and a hit came back. Another crook.
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In July, the meetings with the gangs ceased, bbBtown
customers dressed in gang attire started to freqinenbaby
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apparel shop. By then, L.A. was calling Chief Harp&out
arms their local gangs had. Someone was saying \werg
coming from his neck of the woods. L.A. wanted ¢nd a pair
of officers to observe. Chief Harper reluctantlyresegl with
stipulations.

Alex sent off an email through Harper to SID askigat’s
up with the L.A.’s investigation. Agent Briscollers Harper
and Alex a profile of the officers. Both were iouble dealing
with a Ramparts scandal and were being shuffledobubwn
until the heat of the investigation died down.

L

Tuesday, Adison met Harriet at the doughnut shopetp
with the extra doughnuts and coffee they were mgttor the
officers from the L.A. gang squad. Harriet had rietm with
Chief Harper late Monday. She had a sinking feelirey were
the typical big town cops with an attitude.

Harriet and Alex were silent as they set up thedg®in
the coffee room, when a deep male voice greetad.the

“I can see right off we're going to get along jdiste.” He
sniffed the air and added, “l sure hope you diglrst bring that
sweet-smelling coffee, otherwise, you're just gotnghave to
trot back and pick me up some real coffee. | likmarblack
with sugar.”

Alex turned around and studied the smirk on thé, tal
slightly overweight, dark-haired officer. He hadathmean-
spirited energy around him that she often picked wifh
dangerous criminals. Alex had worked with this tatte
through her first four years as a police officeraircity where
women either worked the desk or were used to hystias
while her so-called partner, if he could get hisds off the
other hookers on the street, made the arrestseojokims. She
found the male cops were more interested in busthey
hookers for favors than busting the johns and aepop the
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streets. This guy, for her, was the epitome of vehatfelt was a
social injustice.

“Well, if you don't like...”

“Whoa, little woman,” he spoke over her words.

“...what the office supplies, then you’ll have tmmrdown to
the doughnut shop and get your own,” she finished.

“You got a smart mouth there. You talk that wayytr
boyfriends?”

“Or,” she continued, “when it's your turn to bring the
coffee and doughnuts, you can bring in what yoa, ljxovided
you’re here that long. I'm sure it won’t take buteav days for
you to collect your information.”

“Doesn’t take much to wind you up. A pretty thinie you
should be home taking care of kids. It'll use umnsoof that
hostile energy you're putting out. Unless you’reedhose man
haters. You one of them?” He again talked over Adexf she
were saying nothing.

“Officer Guido,” Mark’s voice was cold, but it didnwipe
off the smirk on Guido’s face.”

“I's detective,” Guido said, looking Mark over ai$
checking out the competition.

“Detective Adison and Lieutenant Sams, would yow tw
mind giving us a moment alone?”

Alex turned back to Guido, knowing if she let Mastiep in
for her, he would always be harassing her when m® was
around. Mike and Danny were bad enough. HoweveClaise
pointed out in her classes on abusive behaviorsjsweould be
wasted on some people. So for now, she just gaweahieven
stare that was meant to say only that she wastiptidated by
him.

“We don't go in for innuendos, name baiting, leeos,
sneers. You got me, Detective Guido?”

Mark’s voice was low, but the two women heard him.

“This conversation was between me and the ladiesi Y
butting in was not called for,” Guido bluffed.
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“This is not a bar. On the PC assigned to you fiseawith
our department’s policy manual. | suggest you réadnd
practice it or you can go home.”

Guido snorted and tried to pass Detective Scripis,
Mark’s body was firmly planted in the doorway.

“In case you're not aware, you are here at ourrdigm. If
you can’t show respect for the people of this toespecially
fellow officers, | will file an official complaint’'m sure you
don’t want another complaint in your file, not htst particular
time. Got me? | might also point out both of thagsemen
outrank you.”

“Get out of my way, Scripts.”

“Detective Guido,” the chief’'s voice came from bmathi
Mark. “I can see we have a culture clash here. &iaar
previous meeting didn’t seem to make an impressaiis you
and | discuss again your status after this morsimggeting.”

The meeting was chilly. Detective Tony Guido and hi
partner who arrived late, Detective Mike “Deets’ef@r, were
introduced to everyone and the chief had the twedtiees tell
what exactly they were going to do. No one bothewedell
Guido and Deets that in Sunrise, their sitting isuaveillance
car in front of a store wouldn’t fool anyone.

L

In less than a month’s time, there was no working
relationship between the visiting officers and $mrofficers.
Mike and Danny were considered beneath the two LAPD
detectives, being uniformed cops, so their rudetesbe two
cut off any friendliness at the bars their type idousit. The
two visitors had a lot of car rental problems, whiélex
guessed were compliments of Mike’s buddies.

In dealing with the LAPD detectives, it was almastlaily
mantra that Alex reminded herself that she wasunriSe to
blend in, monitor, and report, nothing more.
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July 31, Alex sent an email to Mel through Harperste
how SID was doing with finding out about Margaretisgs.
Adam, who supplied her with SID vehicles, workedthe car
parts yard in Brisbane, and they had dogs. Subedy shared
vets, she thought hopefully.

Agent Briscolle sent Sam the information. Sam fotimak
one dog was a registered pit bull but not under gdeat’s
name. It was under a Marco M. Wollas.

Alex, Harper, and Sam were huddled in a small rgoing
over the information.

“The dots are connecting, but what has the listatavith the
JA?” she murmured.

“Unless he’s the male head of this operation. Exclee’s
down there and JA is up here,” Harper said.

“I think we’re getting closer to something. Agentigtolle,
however, doesn’t want us to not take any actioanderstand
she’s your backup when Mel's occupied. Seems tloates
operation is being planned for our neck of the vgbdam
said. “She said continue keeping a low profile.”

Alex looked at Harper. “That means WK is involv&that's
his target. JA is just on the periphery, but ifsheaying to not
take action, then JA will be part of his bust. Hiytlg, the JA’s
boss is one of those he’s planning on nabbing.”

Harper nodded. “l can't see focusing on the list as
interfering with Mel's operation. What we’ve dectieas that
the symbols refer to an assassin. If we can figutewho the
checkmark represents, we’ll know who tried for Migsed who
will be trying for these other two. The astrolodisagn here
must represent that person’s personality.”

“We don’'t know if there haven't been any attempts o
Amos’s life or on Mike’s. The ranger is still alivend isn’t
looking nervous when | occasionally drop in at #tation.”
Alex scratched out names on a new list, then drewssl
connecting others.
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“Brother and sisters? Margaret is visiting Orange
County...maybe she’s really visiting her mother, resl one. |
think | should stop by and see this Margaret.”

“l think you need to keep a low profile. Leavingmo for
Orange County is not a low profile,” Harper said.

Sam nodded. “l trust Mel's warning. Let's see what
develops.”

“What about Gary’'s Margaret or Gary for that m&tter
Doesn’t that put some doubt on his name? | meas|ighis for
sure the Ms’s hit list.”

“I know people and | trust Gary. He’s in love wNtargaret.

If anything, he may be duped if Margaret is partro$ group.
I'll say for sure, these Ms are involved with th, &nd they're
important decision makers. The fact that we have®én Amos
or Mike with any of them means these men aren't ligh on
the member pole.”

“Something or someone is not acting on their mamk &
reason. Maybe they need Amos’s warehouse still, dnd
something happens to him, it will alert the othenot Or if
another attempt is made on Mike’s life, it will c@uquestions
and the person with the list needs them.”

“Burns will have to do some more digging. Let's seleat
he can find on residents of Orange County. Maybeamelocate
Margaret’s mother.”

“Location.”

“If she’s living near the airport, that means slas Imoney.
Irvine doesn’t have cheap apartments or homes.”

ARG &

244



Chapter 17

Adison was in Sunrise for over two years, and thé o
results and/or conclusions she was seeing werbeondses she
worked for SPD. She had to constantly remind hetkal she
was here for SID to gather information and not tbve
anything. She was comfortably ensconced in the ‘®lifie and
had only her weekly status reports to Harper twéod to SID
to remind her that she was more than a detective afo
community.

Monday morning, back from her three-day weekenteat
cabin, she followed her ritual of checking her apant for
unwanted entry while she was gone, then powerebeorPC.
While it booted up, she took a shower to wash ter and
dress for street work. Her pager had been vibrasinge she
turned it on as she passed the Sunrise town madeshe was
expecting to be out of the office most of the daking reports
on crimes or doing follow-ups after seven that mayrwhen
Mark went off duty.

With her cup of steaming coffee sitting on the dntwlble
near her reading chair, Adison watched the logacess to the
SecurelD server, then logged into the PD server.
Absentmindedly, she towel dried her hair as the $&bver,
more ponderous about remote access, ran througlteps to
get her into her files. Her thoughts were on hezdldays off.

Doggone, Mel. You're right. If | didn’t have somiaqe of
my own to retreat to, | think | would have had altdwvn by
now. This is the last time | take on a long termojgct.

The thought had her sitting up straighter on thetaine
folding chair. If she had not been on assignmenth long,
she wouldn’t have formed the relationships she haa, and
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frankly, she really liked the people of Sunrise &amn Bear,
too.

Oh, bother. If Mel doesn't tie this one up soom Joing to
be so embedded in this community I'm going to rasitwo be
unearthed.

A message popped up on her screen, bringing hemtiih
back to the present.

“Speaking of the devil,” she muttered.

Alex leaned over and quickly punched in SID’s phone
number.

“Mel, got your message. What's going on?” she askiat
heart was beating in anticipation. He was callieg direct and
not going through Harper. “No, | haven't yet....Heddiyou
did?” Adison let out a low whistle as Mel informéxr that
SID’s plan had just moved into high gear. It wadlitde
unnerving since that was just what she was thinkingut. “So
what’s the plan?.Baiting? Who's the bait?” she asked
suspiciously. “A civilian?”

She detested using civilians in her assignmentsbBcause
she worried about their safety, but because cnslimvolved
with gangs typically were as dirty if not more $@n the gang
member the Feds were attempting to arrest. Usuéltyrned
out that the bait was just exchanging prison time Helping
out. They were still dirty and therefore unpredit¢a when
things got hot.

“When is she due in?...Today at the shelter?” Hebeyss
lifted in surprise. This would also involve Clair€enie, and
their residents. Too many civilians. “RighOkay. Did you fill
Chief Harper in?...Briscolle? Okay. Soon?” she dske
hopefully. “Okay. I'll look forward to meeting hér.

That was a bright spot. That meant the locals wddd
playing an active part in SID’'s game. However, sfundered
how Claire would feel about taking on a hot one aghber
fragile residents. Alex hung up and sat for a fewutes.
Glancing at her PC, she wondered if she would hiave to see
the bio on the “civ.” Shaking her head, she decidecbuld
wait. Sherlock was blinking rapidly on her deskttgiting her
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know she had cases waiting. Clicking on top pnoishe didn’t
see any critical waiting in her queue. It meant tlses that
were blinking were follow-ups to what Mark had beeorking
on. Quickly, she shut her PC down and went thraighritual
of securing it. Grinning, she thought of the glimmneé light at
the end of a long assignment.

She ran her hand through her short hair and sigkadgily.
She personally knew the danger of staying in omeeplffor a
long time. Ties, friendships, loved ones, whichnth#he gods
she didn’t have that problem, and sometimes fargethat she
was living a lie, which leads to mistakes. Her faegdened for
a moment. Chief Harper had offered her the detegtils on her
two-year anniversary with his department if sheusthaecide
to stay. That was probably why she was feelinggoob sorts
lately. She was actually thinking about his offer.

Settling down? NahShe took a deep breathvell..She
wearily shook the thought out of her mind. It wadistraction.
At this time, so close to the end, she neededay feicused.
This was where mistakes from inattention to dewdppiness
and a rush to finish could cause dire problemse@afly where
a civilian was involved.

Before she knew it, Adison was pushing the PD dpan.
She waved a greeting to Harriet seated behind vy desk,
laughing at something a caller was telling her. &hek the
stairs two at a time. She popped her head into tooeist
bureau’s office and waved at Emily and Matt Spatkiher
they were early or she was late. Her eyes glancdutea clock.
It was both.

“Good morning, Alex! We’re redesigning the town’se/
site,” Matt said. “We're thinking of adding pictwef elected
officials and SPD to the Sunrise Web site. Whayaoi think?”
He looked pleased with the idea.

“Not a good idea about the rank and file. If Mard appear
up at the campsite as fellow campers to nab somedres
making trouble, what if he or she recognizes ug®iat if
someone recognizes me from a previous job?
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“Oh, | didn’t think of that. Maybe just the electefficials
and the chief.”

“I know you’re going to clear that with the chiefshe
hinted. “So, how's Sally? | take it she didn’t delf the goods.”

“Another false alarm! Worse than Maxine.”

“Please. | hope it's not as bad as Maxine. | havgad, see
you later.”l wonder if the baby will come out with tattoosc&n
the grandparents and parents have them all over tiaies.

“Don’t forget to visit Dougie’s art table at therestt fair!”
Emily shouted after her.

As Adison entered the office, she could see thet™®ign
on the chief's door.

Oh, right. He’'s meeting with the new mayor and loodr
knew there was a reason | wasn't in a hurry to tetwork
today. Darn. Tuesday and Wednesday, he’ll be ire®dor
meetings with the judge. | guess it'll have to ber§day when
Mark is back. I'll send them an email.

Looking around carefully, she made sure neitherthaf
detectives from L.A. were around. If those two weamy
representation of the mentality of the rest of t#APD, Alex
wished they all get swallowed up in the next eargh.

Plopping down in front of her computer, Alex booiedp,
typed in her password, and watched her icons |oaitevidly
playing with a pencil.

With all the cases we have going now, how on edidiihey
manage with only Mark and Harperorking cases assigned to
a detective? No wonder Harper took Mel up on hierof

She was grateful Harper blended her SID investbgatith
his own. Otherwise, she wouldn’t have lasted thigl

Alex scanned the first report.

Reporter: Ranger Gray Horse

Problem: Missing camper/hiker

Witnesses: None

Suspicions: Abducted

Evidence: Property of missing person found in bashe
tracks showing someone was injured, no verbal ngessa
companion campers that she was leaving.
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The campgrounds were a two-hour walk from Adison’s
cabin, which had mixed blessings. The time the eriwas
reported was eight that morning while she was walko work.
Touching her pager, she glanced at it to seewfg still on. It
had not vibrated after she got back into town. &as low. She
switched batteries, then headed to the server rmopick up
equipment.

“Good morning, Eric. How's it going?”

“All right. Good morning to you. Had a good weekehd

“Sure did.”

“I saw you had a call to the campgrounds a few maigiu
ago. | have a new camera for you to test out. thkies good
pictures, we’ll add it to our equipment.”

“Listen, Officer Burns, | just point and shoot. I'not all
that technically savvy to test out this thing.” Sheld the
expensive camera away from her, worried that ifiiopped it,
she would owe someone more than two months ofdlarys

“That’s why you're the perfect person to test ihdAyou do
take good pictures. Don't let the price tag scare.\But don’t
drop it or lose it. If a bear chases you, take @aepiamounts of
pictures—but don’t lose the camera.”

“Right. Don’t bears sleep at this time of the y&ar?

Eric shrugged. “I'm not a wilderness person. Letkmew if
you find out.”

L

“Good morning, Gray Horse. How are you?”

The ranger rose from his chair to greet her.

“Alex, how are you? If you read your tea leavess thi
morning, you wouldn’t have left your cabin so edrhye teased.

“Did you get a chance to check the place out?” atieed,
knowing he did. He took Alex’s map she held out apéned it
on top of his desk.

“Here’s where | found the woman’s backpack.” Hepiegh a
spot. “Here is where the group she was with hadigetamp.”
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His finger tapped an area that allowed campfirestead a few
outhouses nearby. “This small bridge here,” heleir¢he area,
“is washed out, so you'll have to go this way.”

“The new fire road,” she murmured. “It's not finesth yet. |
checked it out Saturday with Sam.”

He leaned back. “There were four college studentey
came up that partial road. Didn’t check in with sg,we didn’t
know they were up here. | sent Ranger Mayhew oah&zk the
rest of the area while | interviewed the studemtgy only had
soft stuff like weed. | don’t believe they were dhere for
anything more than what they said—qgetting away frtha
university for a few days.”

“What did her camping buddies say about her
disappearance?”

“They didn’t know her before the trip. Three gaymend a
straight woman. They needed four people to spditdbst of the
trip, and she took her friend’s place. She spentdags alone
taking pictures. Here are copies of my notes. Heeepictures
of the area. And last but not least...her pack.riee¢d it from
a bed of thorns.”

“A bed of thorns?”

“Uh-huh.”

She took the backpack and notes. “Is there anythisg |
should know?”

“I'll wait until after you look around. We can corape
observations.”

Alex nodded. “Okay. Did you mark off the areas?”

“Yes. Small yellow flags. | would appreciate ityibu would
retrieve them when you're finished.”

“Will do. Thanks, Gray Horse.”

L)

Adison walked slowly around the deserted campsiten
headed to where Grey Horse had left a yellow fksfiger ten
minutes of meticulously searching the area andhtpkictures,
she paused to look over the site again. Alex reneeetban
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animal trail near the rock wall. It was barely wigleough for a
person to walk. Booted prints, deep in some plac=e at the
edge of the branches that grew against the watbsjzally.

She pulled off her backpack and prepared a moldumax
While waiting for it to set, she studied the prickbrush.
Leaning forward, she strained to see what was atfral in the
center of the brush. After about an hour of triatl @rror, she
had a discarded camera case that felt heavy entoughve a
camera in it. By the condition of the case, shemened it had
not been out in the elements long. Alex baggedcdmera and
added it to her collection in her backpack. Aftdewa gulps of
water, she resumed her search.

She picked up the same boot print leading away frdrere
she found the camera, heading toward the main a prints
had a deeper indentation, and the heel and toeedbbke the
person was landing harder and pushing off with nfioree. He
or she was carrying considerably more weight.

Returning to her SUV, she booted up her laptogxelhit to
her cell phone, boosted the signal through the SUBPS
connection, and sent a bbc file to SID and a copypné SPD in
care of Eric, who would download them, clean thgmand CC
everyone. She attached a note of what the pictwezs and
why she was sending them. Any woman disappearintis
area she felt was a potential White Knight's hit.

“Nothing like modern technology,” she muttered de s
watched the last of the zipped file finish its se@te carefully
stored the plaster castings she had done, theedctbs tailgate.

She still had to check with the McMullens who were
vacationing at the south cabins. Maybe they sawesioing.
And then return to chat with Gray Horse.

L

Adison got back late that night because the McMsllbad
seen something that disturbed them—Humvees drigiogg
the old fire road the previous day. After going ov@ray
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Horse’s evidence, Alex took his suggestion notreestigate
alone and stopped by Sam’s cabin. He was awayle®h@m a
cryptic note to be careful.

Alex stretched her legs and stared at her comateren as
it finished loading the icons on her desktop. Spened her
email to see what Burns had for her and found somgtfrom
SID. She checked the CC as always to see if Haguosived a
copy.

Mel sent her information on Linda Brek, the missimgman
from the campground, and her three companions. The
information on the three men was shallow with neere an
arrest record for drugs; however, Linda Brek hadaay to her
name.

“Linda Brek, an eighteen-year-old photography shide
witnessed a possible crime in Colorado while \igjta friend,”
she read softlyDid she take pictures of something that would
threaten someone? Why did she decide to come sririp?
Class project? If that's so, why haven't | foundrenthan a roll
of film? Maybe she put them in her pockets.

Alex rubbed her hands over her face tiredly. Sihleatd
further instructions to the email. She let out aasperated sigh.
She was to make sure the White Knights and no abents
kidnap Ms. Elizabeth Duke. Thes directions werdatd print.
If they didn’t want her kidnapped, why set her gpait?

What do they mean no other agents? Just how mamylepe
are interested in this woman?

Alex focused her tired eyes on her cloltls late, but | need
to see what Burns founcClicking to open up the file, she
propped her jaw in her palms and read softly tedléto keep
awake.

“She’s at Berkeley on a scholarship, holds accaddeher
photography, and according to her professor, wathisrtrip to
complete a project.”

The next page had her sitting up quickly.

She’s running from a Colorado group that deals nugs
and other contraband. What did she see or takaimstof that
would cause this group to put a contract out or?hehis report
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doesn’t have what she was reported to have seen.Wuhld a
police report omit that unless the FBI was involRéhd why is
SID not telling me this? Who are the people in thitary
getup? I'm sure they have this photographer. WKiteghts? It
fits their profile, but what are they doing up haremilitary
drag? What are you up to, Mel?.

Burns had an image of the girl on an attachmenisaxd
opened it and memorized the face. If she saw hewlaere, she
would remember her. He had a note attached say@ngduld
work with the pictures in the recovered camerahm horning.
Alex had downloaded them without looking at themwngl with
her notes earlier. The woman was using a profeskidigital
camera. Handy for them.

“Well, that explains why there’s no film. Darn, theéK is in
town,” she whispered. “It's getting hot, all righeez, Mel.”

Twenty minutes later, Alex was asleep, dreamingaof
vacation on a beach.
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The next morning, Alex was finishing her first cojpcoffee
when Mark and Angel knocked on her back door.

“Hi, Angel. Hey, Mark.”

Angel wiggled her way through the door for her aeolShe
moved from one foot to the other her, eyes glued\iex, and
her long thin tail whipped back and forth.

“So...what’'s with the missing woman up on the ridge?”
Mark asked.

“By this afternoon, | should have an idea of wisebn the
film in her camera. She’s a photography studenthagbe her
pictures will be nice and clear.” Alex locked hexck door and
tested it. “I'm also going through her backpackiagH she’s a
photographer, how come she only had one memory?cHigr
backpack only had clothes and food.”

“Send me an email with what you find. Today, we tha
dunes.”
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“Why the dunes?” Alex demanded, remembering thé las
time she not only had to stop several times to grtij@ sand in
her shoes, but her calves ached for days afterward.

“Alex, don’t you like the beach scenery?”

“Don't try that tourist stuff on me. You have sotmel in
mind,” she accused.

“On my fishing excursion yesterday, Ernie was nopst
with complaints about some nasty strangers on teactp
without lights scaring him to death this weekenldef he left a
message on my phone late last night that one af thearly ran
him over about midnight.”

“What are you looking for?” she asked.

“A boat.”

L

“Well, what do you see?” Adison was impatient as he
partner studied two small unfamiliar yachts off tkeast
through his binoculars. The early morning mist madgfficult
to see clearly unaided.

“One guard on each bow smoking. No weapons in Sight

He handed the binoculars to his partner.

“Uh-huh.” She adjusted the viewer, swept it ovex beach
area to see if they had company and finally setildsights on
the yachts. “The first yacht looks like its lengghabout fifty-six
feet, sitting a bit low in the water. How many pkoplo you
think it sleeps? Six or eight comfortably?”

“About that, if you're into sharing.”

“They're anchored away from the other boats,” shid.s

“Uh-huh. When the fog lifts and Jenny and Jack haado
do their daily patrol, I'm sure we’ll see them ldinchor and
leave. They're close enough to shore for Jen tigbplask their
business and make some suggestions as to whetenjo ttheir
bilge.”

“Yep. We do have our laws on dumping in the bay.”

“You got the names of the yachts?”
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“Yes. I'll run a check on them when | get back he office.
You finished here, boss?”
“Let’s go for that run now.”

L

Adison made a habit of visiting Genie and Claire on
Wednesdays for lunch if it was not her rotated déy which
she spent at her cabin. Wednesdays were Genialgidrel
tuna fish sandwiches with her famous potato sdladas the
most idyllic break in her busy life that Alex coulsk for,
sharing lunch with friends. If the weather pernditéhey ate on
the backyard patio, enjoying Claire’s gardens. &@tamnon the
front porch, Alex could hear the doorbell ring echside. The
locks clicked and the door swung open. She coutélypasee
through the reinforced metal screen door.

“Hi, Claire.”

“Hi, Alex. Come on in. Genie’s in the kitchen. Gm o
through. | won’'t be long on this call.” She had Hheand
covering the mouthpiece on the handset.

Alex nodded. As she walked across the thick hapeia she
could smell the delicious aroma of something bakiShe
pushed open the kitchen door and watched Genikeapig the
last of the lunch dishes in the dishwasher.

“The worst part of cooking,” Alex said.

Genie turned around. “Alex, you startled me. Inryoase, |
would think the worst part would be grocery shogpiwhy not
take our tray out to the patio and I'll bring thest. Our new
resident is out there. She may be asleep, so triprszare her.”

Well, this will make it easy. | can get a good labkny new
assignment and not feel embarrassed at staring.shd’s
sleeping.

Alex picked up the tray that had three halved saciues
and a bowl of potato salad. Pushing the door opéname foot
and balancing the tray, her eyes sought the talbiest her load.
In one smooth move, she slid the tray off her steubnto the
lunch table.
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She spotted a blanketed form on one of the chaisegks,
lying in the weak autumn afternoon sun, protectethfthe cold
ocean breeze by the patio walls. Bright ceruledared
lanterns unmasked as lids fluttered open, and Hat brief
moment, each woman studied the other. The openinipeo
back door caused Alex to break her gaze and tugnetet Claire
and Genie.

Genie had dessert and Claire carried plates, plasre,
and beverages on her tray. Claire followed Alexygse that
returned to the sleeping woman. She gave Alex ahlodk.
Alex opened her mouth to ask her what that look feasut
changed her mind.

“When did she arrive?” Alex asked instead.

Claire was quiet for a few minutes. Alex glancedhat,
picking up on her silence. Claire’s brow had fromes and her
lips tightened into a thin line.

“Yesterday afternoon,” she finally answered sof$lg,as not
to disturb Ms. Duke’s slumber. “She looked awfal,|s00k her
straight to the clinic to have Mai look at her. Shalready
doing better.”

Alex blinked in surprise. SID didn’'t say anythingaat the
civ being sick. “Who is she?” Alex held her plate f5enie to
spoon a generous helping of potato salad for her.

“Elizabeth Duke. She’s an author. Her perp is a tdficer
from Alabama.” Claire picked up half a sandwich ditdnto it.
“This is different, honey. What did you change?”

“Yum, this is different. | never knew a tuna sakahdwich
could take on so many flavorful variations. Istitst your third
try for a different taste?” Alex remarked as shendrily
munched her way through her sandwich.

“Uh-huh. For someone who only will admit to making
coffee, it's amazing how sensitive your palate G¢nie teased.
“I don’t want the residents to get bored with mpdaiches.”

“Ha,” Claire laughed. “Did you get the way she adide
flavorful variations? She’s buttering you up, h@&@he knows
she won't get a better lunch. It's free.”

“I donate!”
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“Yes, you do. If you want chocolate cookies, yoingrthe
condiments.”

Alex grinned. “I bet you couldn’t say that ten tise
quickly.”

A buzz sounded and Claire rose, gesturing Genistdy.
Alex and Genie fell into a comfortable silence lasyt focused
on their meal and Alex on her thoughts.

An author? SID must love using that cover. Wontishe’s
got my laptopAlex nearly snorted at that thought. In the one
look they exchanged, Alex was not sure her prequime of
Elizabeth Duke was correct. Then her thoughtsestifrom the
discomfort of the contrasting views of the woman.
Unconsciously, her eyes slid over to the blankefedn
repeatedly as she munched her meal.

She was intrigued.

When Claire returned, she had Mark in tow. “GeMeark
brought over a package the post had for us. We’llipht back,
you two. We need to check it in. Mark, try one bibge
sandwiches. Genie’s trying a new recipe, and paurself a
drink and dip into the potato salad.”

“Thanks.” He pulled out a chair. Mark scrutinizedet
women on the lounge, then looked at his partneshassipped
her tea.

Alex shifted her glance to the woman, then backurk.
“Something wrong?” she asked in a low voice.

“No. No.”

She took a few chews, trying to decipher the tomau$ed.
“You've taken up delivering packages, and it's neten
Christmas,” she tried another tack.

“Hmm.” He chewed to empty his mouth. “I stoppedtta
post office to pick up some stamps, and Pat askédaould
drop off a large package for the House.” He smdedher and
looked amused. To appease his partner, he added,sdd
they've been pestering him about its arrival forek® He
couldn’t reach them because their phone was butéy.looked
down at his food, hiding a wide smile. “I love Ipmtato salad,”
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he told her without looking up. “I figured sincewias so close
to lunch, | would get invited.”

Alex nodded, still watching her partner closeBo what is
so darn amusing, partner

He leaned forward. “By the way, you haven't saigthimg
about Mike's email. | just got to my inbox a whikgo.”
Whatever was amusing him was replaced by a sefames

She straightened up and switched to her cop mddehé
excitement of your morning surprise, | forgot tonten it to
you. So is that why you're really here?” Though sts&ed it,
she didn’t believe it for a minute.

“I want to make sure this place is secure. | domant
another woman to disappear.”

Alex nodded. She glanced at Elizabeth Duke and
remembered the brightness of the eyes that stuuked The
back door opened and Claire and Genie returned.

“Mark, you're a lifesaver. We've been waiting fohat
delivery for a month,” Claire said as she sat down.

“What is it?” Alex asked curious.

“A surprise addition to the gardens. Wait until get it set
up,” Genie told her. She shared a smug look withi&eShe bit
into her sandwich and nodded to Mark.

“So you like the sandwich?”

“I guess all tuna salad sandwiches taste the sameet It
tastes just like my wife’s,” he managed with a fatbuth.

Genie nodded. “Good. It's her recipe.”

Conversation was kept minimal as they enjoyed tlgich.
When the potato salad was gone, Alex and Mark tibwahr
leave.

Alex slid into Mark’s passenger seat and demanda,
right, Mark, | can see it in your eyes. What are ptanning?”

“Planning? Nothing!” He backed up the truck, andilevh
turning onto the street, resisted glancing at laner. “Where
do you want me to drop you off?”

Alex frowned. Obviously, they were not talking abdhbe
same thing.

“Oh, you mean about Mike’s chatter on the Intefnet.
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To Alex, Mark was acting strange. What else wolld be
talking about? “Drop me off at the office.”

“| called the chief in Bales. | got him at a breekthe
pretrial rehearsal, and he was already in a baddrfioo

“He didn’t answer my email.”

“He’s buried. The case is a toughie. The defense/da
brought five other lawyers with him,” Mark said.

“What did he say about Mike?”

“He’s going to check with his contacts at the Hedl you
get anything on the boats?”

“Yes. They're registered to Roger Hatfield from Nuost
Beach Harbor. He rents yachts.”

“Roger Hatfield..” Mark’s voice trailed off in thought.

Alex studied Mark for a moment. “Do you ever relax?

“Do you?”

“Yes. That's why | take off to my cabin on my dayf$. No
phone, television, fax, or beeper,” she grinnetpfevents me
from going crazy.”

“That's why you’re the grunt and I'm the superviSdne
smiled back.

They parted company at the police station.

V5512
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That evening, Adison was restless. She had soakekdei
tub for five minutes, trying to relax, then made attempt to
concentrate on work.

“I need to take a walk. That should tire me outhe$heaved
herself out of her reading chair and tossed hek lmuo the
bed. She dressed quickly in warm clothing, addiagdioves to
the pocket in the front of her hooded sweatshintclomped
down the stairwell, looking like she had a destorain mind.
Standing for a moment on the sidewalk, the firshghthat
assailed her was the cold wind, then a mixturerafrainces
from heavy perfumes. Unfortunately, a car's exhawiped out
the mood the fragrance set. With another breezes cauking
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odors from the nearby restaurants, then there Wwasheavy
scent of brine which she loved.

Her eyes adjusted to the darkness where people stidire
busy shopping and moving along the sidewalks, talanlast
look through the shop windows before they closed.
Unconsciously, she moved in the direction of Mddlieoffee
shop. Various people nodded to her as she walkeHdxywalk
took her outside of the business area away fronligihes and
busy walkways through the park. Small lamps a feeheés off
the ground on both sides of the sidewalk gave heugh light
to know where to place her feet.

Anxiety, restlessness, not able to sleep, what taastell
you? Huh, Alex? Too much coffee after falee scolded.

Alex stopped near the edge of the cliff, leaning ithe stiff
wind. For long minutes, she breathed in the caléad relished
the chill on her face while the rest of her wasmiahe pulled
the hood of her sweatshirt over her head and sat gtk near
the edge. She pressed her gloved hands betwedeglsemore
for comfort than warmth. Around her, the soundshef waves
crashing below and the wind whipping through the@unding
brush were indistinguishable and blotted out thet @& the
world. Closing her eyes, she let her thoughts wan8&x
flexed her fingers. Sighing, she straightened ppng to get a
kink out. A numbing blow across her back knockeddwer the
cliff.

Instinctively, Alex grappled for something to stdyer
tumble. Dirt, sand, and bits of plant life slid dowvith her,
covering her face and causing her to choke. Shadsaslionto a
small overhang where she dug in her toes and finger
Coughing, her mind put together what happened, tioek
stock of her pounding heart, labored breathing,andmbness
across her back. Whether she had a wound or ijuwgas hard
blow, she couldn’t determine. A heavy thump next hier
brought her back to her tenuous placement on a §mah the
cliff. The next thump was closer. It dawned on tiet if she
had not straightened up, it would have been hed laea not
her back that would have taken the blow.
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The next heavy object hit the back of her leg.

Slowly, so as not to upset her precarious balastoe pulled
herself closer to the wall of the cliff. The negtk bounced and
hit her in the side. Thankfully, the first bouneethe dirt took
most of the force, but it still hurt when it hitrhe

Gods! All right already! You knocked me off théflcDh!

She lost her grip and started sliding, then theumo
disappeared from under her. Grabbing onto a smatrysion,
she dangled, unable to see in the darkness. Her $wdyed,
loose dirt stinging her face. Tired fingers fronr lieee hand
groped for something else to cling to. The nexkrbounced
and hit her shoulder, dropping her another levelrdthe cliff.
For a moment, she was able to hold onto a smalbshith one
hand. The shrub came loose and she fell farthendow

L

“Alex!” a voice whispered urgently near her ear.

She stifled a panicked reaction as she attemptéabtoup.
“I'm blind!” she whispered back horrified.

“It's night. Can you move?” Mark asked anxiously.

She tested her limbs and realized she was huringpod
sign in some aspects. No broken bones, another gjgad Her
back hurt. Hurting meant this was not a dream. I8h@ut a
small yelp when she moved her leg. “Yes,” she gaspe

“We've got to get off this ledge. It's not going support
our weight. Can you move on your own?”

“My head is spinning. Give me a moment.”

“You're lucky | saw you get knocked over the edbenly
wish | had the time to chase after her.”

“Her?” She closed her eyes to gather herself.

“Yes. Whoever it was runs like a girl. Maybe itsvane of
your Ms.”

Alex groaned as she moved into a standing posdaiothe
sandy shelf. “It's got to be Rita. She’s the impedsand nasty
one,” she muttered.
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“I'll move your hand nearest me if you can't findsacure
place. Follow me. We’re going to move farther alahig cliff
face then go up,” Mark explained near her ear.

Stinging bits of sand blew into her face. She bedsher
face against her long-sleeved sweatshirt for refaetting it
was covered in dirt.

Getting to the top seemed to take forever, and Adexd
her limbs trembling with exhaustion before she ywaled over
the top by her partner. Both lay exhausted on theicks,
ignoring the wind blowing around them, staring ughee night
sky. Alex finally broke the silence.

“What was that all about?”

“Opportunity.”

Alex could imagine Mark Scripts, her partner andntoe
shaking his head at her lapse in judgment. He vgdg. rNot
only was she distracted with her thoughts, but shd also
placed herself in a vulnerable position. How muabrenstupid
could she get than sit on a rock near the edgeatiffan the
dark? She got complacent and didn’'t allow for eitbé the
groups they were monitoring to get aggressive.

“Thanks for the rescue.”

He was quiet for a while, then rolled to his sigepping up
his head in his hand. “I'll give you a lift back your place.”

“You think whoever knocked me over the cliff is wag for
me somewhere on my walk back?” she asked disbegevi

“Nope. Her opportunity has passed. But | think yeigoing
to be hurting. Were those rocks she was droppingr dle
side?”

“Ow and yes. She got a few good hits. | wondehd did it
because it would be one less cop.”

“Maybe.”

“Mark, they couldn’t have known | was going to take
walk. | didn’t know | was going to take a walk. Somethisg
coming down. Big. There’s too much activity with héi with
Danny, and this. Do you think it's tied in with & morons
from the L.A. gang squad?”
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He snorted in disgusted. “They have their own protd in
Ramparts Division. That's more of why they're hefiéhey
lucked out that L.A. wanted to send someone uphtick out
who from their neighborhood is buying weapons Here.

Somehow Mark found his vehicle in the dark. Bothreve
cold and welcomed the heat pouring from the vahtsygh for
Alex, it was only to be a short ride. Mark pullep im the alley
behind her apartment. In silence, they climbeddae stairs,
using Alex’s small SureFire key chain light to ligheir way.

“Darn!” she whispered.

Mark nearly ran into her when she suddenly stopped.
Someone had intentionally cut the wires to her ddarm and
left it plain for her to see.

“Let me go in first,” Alex said with a hand pressed his
chest as he attempted to go past her. “I knowaheut better.”

Once in the apartment, they made a thorough ingmect
They came up with one bug her visitor had planted.

“You would think they learned by now,” Alex mutteke
lying her hand on her computer. “It's warm.” Shieked the PC
on, and while it booted up, shegave a quick glaaroend her
apartment again, noticing that the area she hidveeking hard
drive had not been disturbed.

“Okay, let's see what the surveillance film showdjark
muttered as Alex hit enter on the keyboard.

Alex could be seen leaving by the front door arst as she
closed the front door, a man had entered the apattthrough
the back. He was dressed in black with a snipdrcegicealing
his face.

“You'd think this was all planned. What would thégve
done if I didn’t go for a walk?”

“Maybe it's better we not know,” Mark murmured.

“Look, does that seem like he’s talking to someoh&@t
he’s talking to the creep who tossed me off thi.tli

“You may be on to something, Alex,” he mocked dex
nudged him with her elbow. “Let’'s send this fileeovto our
server. We’'ll see if Burns can do something with it
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Mark moved to her phone. “Yep. Things are starting
happen. Wonder why he planted a bug on top of bebwipus
about the cut wire out back.”

She peered around her room again, looking for amythlse
that may look out of place. “You know with this clgge of
attitude, we're going to have to change our metloddgatching
each other’s backs.”

“I know. And | don't believe it's going to stop vitust us.”
His voice softened at the thought of his family.

Maybe with the pressure from SID, both groups are
changing their MO toward the local PDI. think it's the JA,”
she ventured.

“You don't think this is WK business?”

“No. They've been using men to do their muscle woske
said slowly, realizing from the White Knight's M@&y would
be a greater threat to his family. “I must havellyepissed
someone off.”

“We” Mark reminded her. “We’re all in this togethédex,
not to make you feel too special, it makes senatytbu were
chosen. You live alone.” Mark leaned over the desHial the
chief’s number. After speaking with him for thirtginutes, he
hung up.

“The chief has an issue with that email to Mikewts date
stamped weeks before Elizabeth Duke was schedaladive.
How did they know she was coming here? I'm goinghawe
Burns look at the House’s firewall tomorrow and lidgs and
ask Claire how far in advance they know who and nieir
new resident will arrive.”

“Tomorrow I'll stop by the House and get more imptte
information on her, like who she’s running from andhy,”
Alex said.

“We can’t protect her if we don’t know her entitery,” he
agreed. “We usually just have a name and somestatatinot a
complete profile, which I'm sure Claire has. Hagi€@ given us
the usual information on her yet?”

“Not yet, but it could be that she wants her tokl@olittle
healthier before introducing her to ud.'wonder if SID said
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anything to Claire. She’s no dummy and is very gutwve of
her charges. This woman really looked legitimate.i©that
SID’s intention?

“I'm not going to let them kidnap another womangAr

She looked up at him startled. “The feeling is nalitu
partner. Look, my brain is tired, my body is tirehd I'm sure
yours is, too, so let’s sleep on this. And don’ke/ane for a run
tomorrow. I'm going to have problems moving at@askalk.”

“Are you going to be all right alone? We have agjueom
and a jacuzzi.”

“I'll be fine. I'll see you tomorrow. And thanks, MK.”

He nodded. “If you don't feel well, don’t come inThe
glare he received reminded him she hated to beettelike
anything less than superwoman. He really neededkao her
about that.

“Go home, Detective. You have a family who needs.¥0

As soon as her partner left, Adison made a closgraction
of her apartment, finding nothing to indicate a iaes
inspection of her place was made. That was distgrtishe ran
another virus detect program on her PC, and whaeé tan, she
collapsed on her futon and fell asleep, not gettirgll into Mel
as she intended.

L

The next morning, Thursday, she called in late. Whkke
woke up, she was sore and stiff. Maybe she shoanNg taken
Mark up on using his jacuzzi. The herbal salve bhad for
bruises was applied to all that she could see.

“Briscolle, what’s going on?”

“How are you doing? | heard from Harper you were
knocked over a cliff”’

“They were aiming for my head and missed. Lucky me.
Does one of our targets know about me?”

“Just that Harper’s detectives are getting too pokevas a
warning.”
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“I don’'t buy that. It's too close for something btbat’s
coming down the pipe for them to knock off a loaddo would
cause everyone to go on the alert, including thediiee Judge
Mead is warm and cozy with them.”

“Maybe that's their plan. With their own FBI ageimt
charge, they can slip in and out, leaving the I¢alto blame
for the FBI loss.”

“Briscolle, don’t brush me off like this.”

“Harper about burned my ears about your attackmSee
think it has to do with Mel’s operation. Well, thiatmight. I'll
be coming down to brief him soon. We’re going teedeéhis
office’s full cooperation to make this work. Canuybold off
with any more questions until then?”

“Depends. If the next attempt succeeds, you woe&dto
ask.”

“Now don't get melodramatic. Take care of yourself.
You're one of our key players, you know?”

“The last time | was, my partner got killed,” sheigpped.

“Get your head back into the game, Agent Adisomé s
ordered. “Just how bad did they get you?”

“Enough to question whether our intelligence is thiat
great on this group. I'll make a bet it was Ritaonpushed me
over and the guy was Marcos. Why haven't you bdxa ta get
information on that family?”

“Because we have our focus on WK, in case you fondgm
you’re working for.”

“I'm serious, Briscolle. I'm a target for them. bd't want
to be a sacrificial lamb. | know how the Homelanec&ity
outfit works. Everyone is expendable but their selgroup.
Civilians running law enforcement is as bad as themming the
military.”

“They don’t run, Mel. We minimize casualties anduyo
know we don’t sacrifice our own. What's got intouaj

“I have to get to work,” she said and hung up. kdiew
more minutes, she sat wondering what was wrong Wwéh
Was it because she was singled out? She facedwredeath
several times and was caught in difficult situasiomhere she
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needed to be rescued a dozen times. It was thesnaither job.
Her thoughts focused on Elizabeth Duke. Would thagrifice
her?

Not if | can help it.

Awkwardly, she rose from her seat and limped to her
dresser. She needed an Ace bandage for her leg.

Stepping out her front door, Alex realized she gamg to
have a long day of pain. Waving at Harriet as sbged up the
stairs, she prayed she wouldn’t meet anyone whaadded an
explanation of why she was moving so stiffly. Mavks in the
chief's office, so she tapped on the door and pbitleem.
Stiffly, she sat in a chair that normally would kabeen
comfortable.

Chief Harper let out a low whistle when he saw Alete
critically studied her face. “You want the dayff

“I didn’t spend any time in front of a mirror thimorning,”
she admitted, sidestepping the question.

The chief dug out a small mirror in his desk andde it to
her.

She had a bruise on her chin and forehead andaruts
scrapes on one side of her face. When she was iagiye
salve, she was not looking at herself.

“This is not going to be easy to hide.” She frowragcher
reflection.

“This is not the MO of either group where we are
concerned. I'm not going to be naive and say thep'aaware
we know about them, but something has changed the
atmosphere.” He looked directly at Alex, then sippés coffee,
letting his eyes move elsewhere. He thumped histietchgup
down. “l suspect there’'s a leak in the judge’s a&fi which
means we've been compromised. | told the judgessbet of
the information loop unless | feel she needs to vkno
something.”

The chief looked down at his vibrating pager on desk.
Picking it up, he glanced at the message, themmedu“Alex,
are you going to be okay working or would you likeday or
two off?” he pressed.
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Alex looked surprised. “Ah...uh.”

“You do get days off for hazardous activity,” théief
assured her with a small smile.

“No, no. I'd be pacing and driving myself nuts. Ssthing
is coming down, and pushing me off a cliff is notrgg to make
me miss the show.”

“Okay. When you have lunch with Claire and Genex &
you can get more information on Ms. Duke. The filey sent
on her is the usual stuff, but it's not enough ttime.” He
frowned and added, “Maybe looking like that, yowwskn't go
over there.”

“Chief, most of the current residents saw me withises
after | dumped Genie’s trail bike in the sand. Theylso seen
me with bruises after | was dumb enough to chaddpatty to a
race on the top of a trash can to the bottom ofdtineeway in
the snow and.”.

The chief and Mark laughed.

“Okay. | think the whole town has seen you with ibes
after all your disasters. I'll call Claire and tetr know you two
are on your way over.”

L

As Mark and Adison hit the pavement to walk to Hmise,
the sidewalk tables were already creating pedestréific. The
weekend artists were putting up their stands, rggetteady for
the Saturday crowd. More than a few shook theirdbeat
Alex’s bruises. Some reminded her about her attengit
learning roller hockey, something she had forgotfEnough
Alex didn’t think herself clumsy, she did get brds and
battered from her night work, so she kept up theeapance of
being foolhardy and clumsy.

Alex poked Mark on the arm with a finger to get his
attention. “Emily said Doug will have a table upa\¢ you seen
some of his work besides his tattoos?”
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“Yes. He took a class Linda taught about a year ago
creating art out of broken or discarded jewelry.”

They spotted the large tattoo artist laying out drison a
tablecloth.

“Hi, Doug. | heard your wife had a baby boy,” Algreeted,
smiling at his open grin.

“Hi, Alex...Mark. She sure did. Tiny little guy. Weamed
him Ulysses Grant Harmon. You wouldn’t think he Webbe so
tiny with most of us being so big. Grandma Emilysahat’s
exactly what she said when she had Junior.”

“Good grief! He’s the largest in the family.” Alestepped
back surprised.

“Alex, you been roller skating or something?” hekexs
seriously.

“| can see tattoos aren’t your only talent,” shil spolitely
changing the subject.

“Thanks. If | can get a following here, one of gteops will
carry my stuff.” He took the hint, glancing at Madnd
grinning.

Mark and Eric talked about his art while Alex pexdshis
work. One was an interesting bit of twisted gligtestuff
connected to other stuff she was sure didn’t stattway. Why
it attracted her attention was a real mystery beeauall looked
like junk to her. The title of the piece “Lost Teemes” told her
little.

Leaving the budding artists and their tables behMédrk
lengthened his stride. Alex had to practically trotkeep up
with him and it was a pain. Mark easily took theub® stairs
three at a time. They could hear the chime ring.

“Showoff,” Alex muttered when she hoisted hersqif the
stairs, using the handrails. Mark gave her an a@io grin. It
was five minutes before they heard the sound désanoving
and the door swung open.

“Well, good morning, you two.” Genie was not drekse
her usual uniform of stained kitchen apron. Shekbeed them
in. Her bare knees were covered with dirt and graeg her
shorts had a pair of well-used gloves hanging fosma pocket
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and string from the other. “Is it all right if | lasvhat happened
to you, Alex? You haven't been skating again, hawe?”

“It's okay to ask, and no, | have not been rollkatmg.
Why does everyone remember that particular evewe&nt over
the cliff last night,” she admitted irritated.

Genie’s eyebrows arched. “Maybe you should havertals
up on the dinner invitation. Or was it from one Mfrk’s
practice sessions?” She glanced at Mark.

“I wish,” two voices muttered.

“This I've got to hear. Let's go out back. The winthast
night blew the tomato trellis over, so we’re fixiitg You can
also explain just why you want to look at our fiteShe
glanced at Alex and chuckled. “You have to adntgttroller
skating incident is an event to remember. Not maegple get a
chance to see a cop on skates pass through fouligiad,
knock over Mrs. Edna, scare the dogs and their evalkand
end up flat on her back in the day care centerdingapool.”

“It was one red light, Mrs. Edna was already dowmew |
jumped over her, and if the dog walkers and thegsdstayed
on the other side of the street, | wouldn’t have hatake the
turn into the playground.”

“It was a fancy piece of skating, Detective,” Mddtd her
solemnly as they walked to through the hallway.

“And | caught the shop thief who knocked down MEdna.
How come no one remembers that?”

Mark and Genie smirked, letting out snorts of |laegh

“You did run him down,” Mark said.

“Darn right. All the bruises were worth it.”

“What did he steal anyway?” Genie asked as theypsie
onto the deck.

Mark leaned over to Genie. “A purse. Mrs. Edna’sspu
Detective Adison yelled at her cat, Maximilian. ©burse,
Maximilian should not have sprayed her leg, butrgwee
knows that if that cat likes you, it's going to leveryone
know.”

“Oh, yes,” Genie grinned in remembrance.
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“Gods, what | have to put up with as a public satyaAlex
muttered. “And what has that cat got to do witheoskating?”

When the two walked out onto the wooden deck that
stepped down to a bricked patio, their hollow fteps brought
the napping residents’ heads up.

Alex felt her eyes moving to one of the recliningufes.
They locked gazes, and Alex felt her breathing deegnd slow
as everything around her dimmed. All she heardheadreath.
With noticeable mental effort, she shook off théeef and
followed Mark onto the grass where Claire was Wirggtwith a
trellis that was taller than she was covered watmato vines.
Mark lent his height and strength, and after cagrsille muscle
power, it was re-anchored.

Claire stood back from the trellis and looked Alewer.
Alex had taken a safe position near the porch,itgaplenty of
room for maneuvering for those who knew what thesgren
doing.

“What happened to you, Alex? You didn't get backarp
skates, did you?” Claire brought a gloved hand ssrber
forehead, lifting an errant orange curl off her atyebrow and
leaving another smudge of dirt.

“Cliff diving, she says.” Genie smirked at her loge
uplifted brow.

“Ah.” Deciding to take care of one issue at a tinsée
addressed the detectives. “So Chief Harper said want to
check out our firewall and logs. He was crypti¢hia why.”

Chairs were set out in a circle in the center & Eawn
under the warm sunlight. Mark started the tale, a@dex
finished up with her cliff incident.

Claire nodded. “Mike, huh? Can’t say I'm surprisédan’t
think of any of his girlfriends who would risk pusfg a cop off
a cliff, though, so maybe that incident is separaten his
interest in Elizabeth. But they don't stand a cleaimcnabbing
her here. We make it our business to protect aideats from
outside harm. And thanks to the Sunrise communiggsve
involvement in our shelter, it's going to be darfficult to
kidnap any of our residents.”
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“Well, they must think they have a chance, or theyldn’t
be targeting her,” Alex persistedcan’t believe she’s so calm
about this.

“Then it'll be a good test for us to see just howllwour
lessons and our own experiences bear out,” Clairg with
confidence. “Speaking for myself, I'm not an amatekve
been at it for over fifteen years and had a lotoafgh cases.
And, Mark, you've been training Genie, Ms. Commaiuere,”
she leaned toward her mate and gave her a pedkeocheek,
“‘in 1 don’t know what, but she feels confident sten take on
anything short of an elephant charge. Anyone laplkan her
would think she was just a chef in Sunrise, natthdl weapon.
And we have Bruno, who was trained by Mark to ladter this
place and has been invaluable so far.”

Claire leaned toward Alex who was looking doubtfiit.
has been tried before you got here, Alex.” Markdextl “We
didn’t have Bruno then and didn’t we do ourselvesud. We
not only nabbed the perp, but y'all got to conftechis vehicle
and cache of weapons and whatever else you founklisin
vehicle because the idiot had a big stash of ctackine there.”

“He was dealing to pay for his trip across courtrill his
ex-wife,” Mark explained.

Alex nodded toward the blanketed woman on the ehais
lounge, who appeared to be asleep, not at all isspik with
Claire’s bravado. “How’s she doing?”

“On the road to recovery. From what Mai said, sone®
been prescribing unnecessary drugs to her. It'sbgbly
because she’s been on the move for almost a ygmg to get
away from her stalker. She’s had to visit differeiaictors in
different cities.” Claire paused with a frown cregsher brow.
“But, she’s been in the shelter medical systenthadl time, and
we have a central database that keeps updated aheglbords
on all our women.”

“Maybe your database has been compromised. | widdd
Eric to look into that. Will you give him the auttwation?”
Mark asked.
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“Sure, with the usual paperwork filled out, judgeikay,
and the woman'’s consent, if it involves going ih&r records.”

Would SID allow the White Knights to tamper withr he
meds? Wait a minute. That would mean her perp kateall
times where she was.

Claire’s cell phone buzzed. She rose and walked obut
hearing distance to answer it. After a few momersise
returned.

“You got your authorizations to check the firewallour
chief works fast.”

Alex again glanced toward the still figure on thieaise
lounge. The sun’s light was crawling across heeced legs.

“Is that what her blood test showed?” Alex asked.

“Gary Oberman did her blood work right there. Rerhem
he’'s a chemist and they have equipment there farestab
work.” Claire chuckled. “Of course, Mai didn’'t nedtke results.
She knew. Elizabeth said she hasn’'t been keepihg &md
down for some time now but gave the treatmentswarfore
days. It's no wonder she’s a bag of bones andigaio weak.”

“Oh, boy. Easy pickings for her perpetrator,” Aleittered.

Claire shook her head. “She may be weak physichlly,
she’s a fighter. She’s already looking much bettem when
she arrived.”

Alex didn't realize her eyes were fixed on Ms. Duketil
she moved her gaze back to her partner who washingtter
with amusement.

“What?” she asked puzzled.

Claire nodded to Mark as if the two had been in
conversation.

Alex replayed the last remembered conversation e
heard. Did she totally miss something? She glarate@enie.
“So are you going to join us for the ‘cliff climlgnin the dark’
drills?”

“So, Alex. How's your love life?” Claire asked suaidy.

Startled Alex looked at Claire. It then dawned @nm tvhat
the look was about. “Oh, no. Don’t be tryiitgon me. | don’t
even want to hear with who.” Alex could feel hecdaurning.

272



The smug look on Claire’s face only made her more
insistent.

“Claire, I'm not in the market for or even interedtin
a...a..a mate.” She had seen their skills at picking outable
couples many times, but it had been directed atrogpieople
more amusing than threatening. When she glancéthek, he
grinned back at her.

“Give me the CD and I'll work on the files. You a&n sit
out here and laugh yourselves silly for all | cavaf I'm not
playing this game.” Alex left the three laughindneScould hear
someone following her but didn’t care.

It was really disgusting to be their pick of thentin Alex
shuddered at the thought of what a possible matdmirat this
time in her life. She slid the disk into the setsedrive and
typed in commands.

“Don’t take it so personal,” Genie tried to soother. She
sat in a chair next to Alex.

“Personal? Just what am | taking personal?” Alexaleded
grumpily.

“You in a relationship. That's really stretchingrtekills or
the power of cupid’s arrows.”

“Doggone it, Genie! | don’t want a relationshipml’doing
fine with dating.”

“Aren’t you even curious about who it is?”

“No,” Alex told her firmly.

“Well, I am.”

“That’s all | need is to be the butt of everyongke.”

“Alex, you've always been able to handle the tegsaith
some witty or caustic remark. Especially when thoséege
students were sniffing after you.”

“That's not what | wanted to be reminded of. Whathe
doctor who oversees your medical records?” she ddeth

“Someone in Atlanta, Georgia. Dr. Severt. Too rigichis
practice. Claire and some of the other managere liannd
another doctor up in Seattle who's thinking abdngtirt offer to
take over. Severt doesn't believe that herbs, auwcipee,
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chiropractic or massages are beneficial. He feleésnicals are
the only answer a reputable doctor should preséribe

“You would think he works for a drug company.”

“He does. He lectures for one of the leading phasutcal
companies besides overseeing the shelter's meaulictles. It's
supposed to give us a discount on drugs for oudeats, but in
the long run, it doesn’t.”

L

After capturing the information Burns’ CD was
programmed to look for, it automatically sent arcrgpted
email of the results to Eric. Mark and Alex lefeassuring
Claire and Genie that they were in the informatioop and
would hear what they found within hours. Alex hehdack to
the office to see how Burns was coming along onphetos
from the missing photography student’'s camera aratkM
headed out to do some shopping after telling hesetad him a
copy. It was supposed to be his day off.

Burns was still working on making the pictures cleso
Adison sat with him rather than walk around towl #sten to
comments on her bruises.

“These have a lot of possibilities,” Alex said &g zoomed
in on one. The pictures were close-up shots, thdaligired, of
tattooed arms, woman’s boots held in a musculaedrman’s
hand who also had a tattoo, Humvees with no licptetes, and
one picture of a woman’s face.

“Looks like trouble, Alex,” Eric said.

“Uh-huh. CC everyone, then let's play with thes® tthiat
have blurry tattoos.”

V5512
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That night, as Adison climbed the stairs to the $égushe
shut her brain down. She decided to visit the wdsshelter
rather than her other favorite night stopover, Ml coffee
shop. Both had bookcases and copious amounts sif treffee
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or tea, which was just what she needed to stogkitignshop,
but there would be too many people at the coffemp shith
comments about her skating days.

While Claire and Genie played bridge with two other
residents, Alex took her usual place in a chair esatl. The
conversations and joking among the women beliedhénsh life
the residents had suffered to end up here. Theaitteshwas so
normal, Alex felt she was a voyeur.

She closed her eyes for a moment, letting the wofdke
book she was reading repeat in her mind, but thikyasled to
hold. A soft shuffle caught her attention. ElizdbBuke limped
into the room.

The other women glanced up and waved, then retutresd
attention to the game. Ms. Duke’s return wave astuded a
glance around the room, her eyes resting briefhAtax. She
went to the bookshelves, seeming to know exactlgravithe
book she was looking for would be located. Afteripig out a
thick book, Ms. Duke left the room.

L)

“Goodnight, Genie. Thanks again for the cookiesghtli
Claire.” Adison waved.

“Good night, Alex. Better take care of that old poaf
yours. Soak in some Epson salts,” Genie suggested.

“Yes.” However, before leaving, Alex decided to ¢ak
look around the grounds. Without using a light, dineped
slowly to the back of the House, listening and imglfor
anything out of place. In the pitch darkness, dlustéd her
other senses to warn her.

Snap!

Alex’s heart beat faster, and she slowly pulleds$meall but
powerful SureFire out of her leg pocket, willingrteyes to see
in the darkness that was beyond the fence thabwuded the
House.

The lights to the property suddenly went on and ahdd
hear a soft curse from around the bend of the feBoeaking
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into a hobbled run, Alex flashed her light at tigufe running
toward the road behind the House. By the fast pédex
thought the person was wearing night goggles.

“Halt! Police!” she hollered.

Behind her, she could hear Genie’s voice commanding
Bruno to “arrest” the trespasser.

“I hope Bruno remembers I'm the good guy,” Adison
muttered, then her foot stumbled on an uneven pfaithe
ground. Painfully falling on the previous night’auises, she let
the light fly from her hands. It went bouncing dahazthen
rolled into the prickly brush along the fence. Bamoment, she
thought she heard a pop, but she was being ovemeaaeivith
Bruno who caught up with her and was overenthusiagth
finding her. She heard a car start and slide insted as the
accelerator was floored.

“Bruno, let me up. Good dog. Genie!” she yelled.

“What are you doing?” Genie demanded when she ¢augh
up with Bruno. “Bruno. Good dog. Sit!”

“Did you get a make of the car?” Alex stiffly rotle¢o her
feet with Genie giving her a lift up.

Genie picked up her light and handed it to her. &véfs
your sidearm?”

Alex looked at her puzzled. Genie had a large aspl at
her side. Alex felt her back and found it was stdcure in its
holster. “Why?”

“I heard a shot. Sounded like someone had a sitemcand
it hit something.”

Alex remembered, too. “It's too dark to do a go@dreh
without messing up something that may be importakith a
sinking feeling, she realized she would be spendmgnight,
making sure no one returned to mess up the crireesclhat
meant dressing warm and trying to stay awake in an
uncomfortable beach chair.

“Bruno will secure the area until morning. Why dogbu
get some sleep?”

“How’s that?” Alex asked skeptically as she picturdog
prints everywhere.
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“Mark trained him. He won’t wreck your scene. Hey,
Bruno! What's got into him?” Genie muttered as themen
went after the dog who was calmly sniffing along far side of
the road with a short leash dragging after him.

Alex groaned as she thought of the leash messiitgree
in the sandy ground. Both women took a long cumade to
the dog that was sitting with his mouth open andgte
hanging out as if wearing a grin. At his feet wasrall packet.

Genie dug her elbow into Alex’s arm. “What did Il tga?”
Her grin was as wide as proud Bruno’s, who seemdtow he
found something important. “Mark trained him gobdh? That
shows you a Heinz 57 makes a great crimefighter.”

“Yes, it sure does.” Alex pulled non-latex glovag of her
pocket and snapped them on. She grunted with paim f
bending over and the exertion to stand. “Excephdigbed me
and not the visitor,” she huffed. “But then agaihShe sniffed
at the packet she was holding between her finggisa good
thing he hadn't. If that was a gunshot, he may Haaen hurt.”
She dropped that in the bag and flashed her lightvthere
something else caught her attention. She cursedeweno
dropped it because it meant she was going to fwalvertd down
again and pick it up.

“You’re not moving so well, Alex. Do you want me pack
up things?”

“Genie,” she warned in a low voice.

“You're being stubborn. | didn’t tease you once lhyou
were over tonight, and | haven’t told anyone how got those
scrapes and bruises. I'm just trying to help.”

“I'd believe you except you're wearing a big grin gour
face when you made the offer.” She flashed hert liglvard
Genie, verifying that the smile in Genie’s voicetaeed the one
on her face. “I'm fine.”

“Bruno, guard,” Genie ordered. “Okay,” she told Rl¢hen
she turned to return to the house. “I'm going toG&ire know
you're doing ‘just fine’ after you did a slide fadest.” She
laughed as she headed back to the house.
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“Gods, the abuse | take from this town,” Alex mugtk as
she painfully dropped to her knees and picked epfiise and
secured it in another plastic bag. Bruno lookedepwhen she
squeaked from the effort of rising to her feet.

L

At six in the morning, after a thirty-minute soak Epson
salts and sleeping for three hours, Adison washat dffice
picking up equipment to check out the crime sc&me had left
the packet and fuse locked up in a file cabinet tba people
had a key to.

The sun was barely up when she was out at the dfaitie
House with an almost empty cup of hot coffee frohe t
doughnut shop and a camera. Her crime case wasysitear
the trash bin. While she was inspecting the binhwhier
magnifying glass held in her left hand and coffep in the
other, she heard a vehicle pull up. Turning slighshe smiled
at Mark who was dressed in his running clothes. 18ted that
Angel was not in the vehicle. He must have chedksdwvork
gueue before he started out to pick her up for timeirning run.
She had input the information the night beforeit seould have
been available for him to review. She had alsodap&ote on
her back door saying she would be here. He steppddr the
tape Genie had helped her twine around the area.

“If shots were fired, how come you didn’t call?” dHcalm
voice belied his anger. He was her supervisor asdube was
that she notify him if her life was in danger.

She shook her head. “I wrote that | was not sumuathat,
and until | find evidence, | still don’t know. Hower...” She
pointed at one mark that looked new on the trash ‘thiooks
like it went that way,” she gestured with her ceffeand.

“Uh-huh. Where’s the string?”

She pulled the roll from her jacket pocket. “I'lbld, you
can run around since you're dressed for it,” slieretl.
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After two hours of combing the site, cleaning upithape,
packing up their gear and having a word about wbastitutes
life endangerment, both were ready to eat. Theme wely old
bullet casings and one bent shell gathered.

“Hey! Where you two going?” Genie called out asythe
were about to drive off.

“To eat!” they yelled back.

“Come on! I've got plenty.”

Both sighed, knowing she would want to hear whatyth
found, and it was not much. Keeping them in thepladen it
had to do with their residents was not just a @ay;t but also
their duty that the chief was firm about. Howewbe detectives
wanted to talk to the chief first.

“You might as well sit down and wait. Chief Harpedn his
way over,” Genie said when they walked with hethe back
gate.

“Well, good morning, you two. Nice day for a fridpd
breakfast, no?” Claire asked as she sat at thedfehd table in
the dining room. The residents were respectfullstaips having
their own meal in the sitting room, letting Clainandle their
affairs with the police.

“Hmph. Depends how much sleep you had last nighigk
grumbled.

“None,” both women told her.

“We’ve been watching the place to make sure noaamee
back for what you found. We don’t want Bruno tanthhe’s all
alone and vulnerable out there.”

Mark grinned, “He’s a winner, huh?”

“You trained him good, Mark. He saved Alex’s lifitaen
found evidence the guy left behind,” Genie saicudip.

Alex lifted an eyebrow at the “saved Alex’s life'ag but
wisely said nothing as her cup was refreshed wahfavorite
flavored coffee, Hawaiian Hazelnut. The remark thhaé guy
left behind” hit the nail on the head of what wasghering her.

Claire got up when the door rang. By then, Mark Atek
were finished with their omelets and home fries deahing
back for another cup of coffee.
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“Well, what do you got?” Claire asked once the thias
seated.

“The C4 plastique Alex...excuse me...Bruno found, was
enough to put a gate in your wall.”

Genie chuckled amazed. “If someone blew a holeha t
wall, it would have all of us up and the whole towoo. What a
nightmare. We would’ve not only killed the stupibfl but the
noise would have brought every militia member aued and
dangerous, hyped up on adrenaline, surroundingHbese,
looking for something to shoot at. It would haverifeed the
residents to say nothing of me.”

Everyone silently agreed.

Is that the plan/Alex asked herself worriedly.

“Any of the profiles on the perps your women araniag
from have that type of background?” Harper asked.

“All of them. That's why they had to leave theiats and
take refuge here. So where does that leave us#teGsked.

“Where you always are, Claire. The second to knéw i
anything is going to be a problem,” the chief asdurer.

“Well, Genie took some castings of a print she fbon the
side of the house.”

“I hope those aren’t mine,” Alex grimaced. “I wamoking
around the place after | left when | heard someseaind went
to investigate it.”

Genie laughed. “This person’s foot was two sizegda
than yours, Alex.” She got up to return a few masulater with
her dry/wet casting. “It was fun practicing sometbé stuff
Mark teaches. | think the girls would like to leatntoo. It'll
keep us occupied when cards and knitting get o3I

Mark took the casting and nodded to the others.|EWm
heading to the office to log in our evidence andothon where
that stuff can be bought around here. You comirgx®

“I want to take another look around.”

“Eric should have something by now on what we mllle
from your server, Claire. I'll call you when | get the office,”
Chief Harper said.
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As Mark and Harper took their leave, Alex followdtem
out.

“What are you looking for, Alex?” Genie asked ag $ét
them out.

“The reason why some idiot would want to blow aehwi
your fence, if that was the intention. Where wel®se
footsteps?”

“If you stir any more trouble up, Alex,” Harper vred,
“just remember you’re on call this week and it oatids to your
work load.”

“Yes, but Mark is my backup, and | may have to take
medical day off,” she returned.

“Just remember who sets up the training schediark
smirked.

“And just rememberthis volunteer hasn't signed up for
Navy SEAL work,” Genie warned Mark for her friendsske
and for hers.

When Mark and Harper left, Alex nudged Genie’s @ibo
“Thanks. | like his night training sessions and 'yewa sport to
join us, but sometimes, | think he forgets we’rd nBoOSEAL
unit.”

“Yes,” she agreed. “I almost told him the otherhtighat |
quit when he took away my night vision gogglesike Ithe
toys.” She grinned at Alex and gestured to the derilt’s off
this way.”

For an hour, Alex paced around the House wondeximgjt
the visitor had in mind and taking pictures. It wed blowing a
hole in a wall. That was ridiculous. Was the ideatead to
scare someone? Locally, everyone knew about Briine,
alarms set around the House, and how well protebieghelter
was. Was someone just testing it like with Hale&h fstore?
Who were they intending to go after? Her thougheptk
returning to the story of the boy who cried wolfhy® False
alarm? This was a real alarm. Maybe this was adtexand not
a wolf tale. Someone was making it seem like trecelwas
being tested. Okay, why? To scare someone? Who?
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She returned to where the footprint was. Alex knibwe
layout of the shelter’s garden. Directly on theewtBide of the
brick wall was where Bruno’s doghouse sat. Bruneeneslept
in his doghouse, something she only knew from ament
Genie made about a stray cat liking it better. Bg teep
indention in the toes, it looked like the persaadrto jump up.
That was dumb, too. The fence was seven feet vatormtive
wood on the top adding two feet to it, and that wasedded
with alarms. So was the person intentionally leginacks?

So, they're trying to flush someone oAtex pursed her
lips, making a good guess on wh8o, who are you, Ms.
Elizabeth Duke, who warrants all this attention?

L)

Later in the afternoon, Adison was at the east.silee
purchased thélew York Timest the only place that had it, the
Cigar Shop where the militia boys liked to sperld ttme when
not drinking. Mark had commented about an ad trest ptaced
for voodoo work. It was not the ad but the naméhef person
claiming to be able to hex anything that interested. With
coffee and paper, she found a seat at the coffee isbxt door
at the outside tables. She was scanning the adssigpthg
coffee she paid for so that she was not needle¢akigg up a
table.

“Move aside, ya fat dyke,” Joey’s voice came frohe t
interior. He was talking to Wanda Rangler, onehef patrons.

Alex sighed. For six months, she worked alongsididc
services where she learned that physical abusereypastable
but not verbal. Shuddering, she refocused on thespaper,
momentarily off balance and unable to comprehendtvefe
was reading.

Taking a deep breath, she reminded herself if amyon
needed her help, they knew where she was. Ususdlyhoys”
didn’t go into the coffee shop unless they wantaatsviches.

“Well, look what we got here...a cop. You should wear
uniform, so no one mistakegu for a dyke in leather.” Joey
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laughed it up with the other men exchanging smit®, that's
right, you are one,” he dramatically slapped hreliead.

A handful of people came out of the shop, toustd some
red-faced patrons.

“Sounds like you're harassing patrons of this oeffe
establishment, Joey,” Adison said.

Joey made a snorting noise and would have contionadl
his companions had not left him and headed to theke shop
with their sandwich bags. Alex watched him, curiousat he
would do now that his support group was gone. Hétered,
“bitch,” and hurried after his friends. Alex turnémlthe patrons
and Marty, the day manager of theshop.

“If you have a complaint, now would be a good titoecall
the office. You have me as a witness.” She wenk ldacher
newspaper. She learned in the past when it invoMéde’s
friends, if she took the initiative and steppedtinstop the
harassment, the witnesses and victims wouldn’t Haek up.
Having them call in a report meant it was on theord.

She rose from the table when her pager vibratee.pslled
it out with her radio. “Alex here, come in.”

“Detective, a complaint of harassment from someqpat at
the coffee shop came in. | understand you're cenethi

“Yes, Harriet. | heard some of it.”

“Was Joey within ten yards of Wanda Rangler?”

“Yes.”

“Bring him in. He broke his probation terms.”

“Our cells were painted yesterday and the fumesstilie
strong.”

“I'll check with Bales. Do you need any help?”

Alex thought about it. “Stay on the comm and weée how
this unfolds.” She turned to the faces watching fnem the
doorway. “Wanda, | didn’'t know there was a writ foim to
stay away from you. If | had known, | would've dos@mething
right away.”

“Claire got her to fill out the paperwork yesterday
Matthew spoke for her. “We didn’t know it would vikoiso
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fast.” He glanced at the cigar shop. “They arewing to start
messing with us, are they?” he asked softly.

“You made it official by calling in a report. We canly do
something if you put it in writing.’You ruined your chance at
just making a verbal complaint, then backing dowmew it
came time for you to step up to bat.

Alex mentally prepared herself as she folded herspaper
and tucked it under her arm. She reminded herdwedt Wwer role
was...a bad cop...however, fighting fire with fire meahe
would get burned, so she decided to try the nigeroatine.

She stepped into the cigar shop, trying not to theedoo
deeply and let her eyes adjust to the interiortéigh

“Hey, cop, looking for a bust?” Joey called, makihgasy
to locate him.

“No, you. Can you step outside with me, please® atked
in a soft voice that she schooled to be friendly.

“You going to bust me with those little things?” ejo
mocked, turning around on his stool, trying to kéépeyes on
his audience.

“You broke your probation.”

“This is harassment. | got my friends here to fesin that.”

“Are you resisting arrest, Joey?” she asked instrae even
tone.

“Says you!” he accused her, then looked aroundhat t
others in triumph.

Some of the patrons had left by the back door, &wasding
brushing by Alex to leave, which she was gratedul The only
ones remaining were Mike’s two cronies from Brishahe
kept an eye on them as she watched Joey get up and
dramatically wave his arms about. He was attempbrget her
to turn her back to them. Instead, Alex pulled faglio out.

“Control, come in.”

“Control here.”

“Harriet, did the judge say anything about Joey mpson
resisting arrest? Over?”
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“He gets a month in jail. It'll have to be in Bresbe. Our
cells are closed and Bales is booked up. You gtonigave to
do a hog?”

The hog was slang for hog tying him and dumping imta
the back of the squad car, which would spread ardawn in
no time, particularly in the bars Joey frequentde.didn’'t want
to go out looking like a fool.

“l ain’t resisting arrest!” Joey shouted, leanimgvward as if
to be heard on the radio.

“Then why aren’t you in Detective Adison’s custotly?
Harriet asked reasonably.

“She ain’t got no reason to be hauling me off! Ywessing
that button of yours?” he asked.

Alex was pressing her send/receive button on heio reo
allow Harriet to play her partner.

“You have five complaint calls of harassment thayssshe
does. If you don’t leave with her in six secondaqedully, this
will be written down as resisting arrest. Judge WMeadll not be
happy to see you again in her court after you sworewould
obey your probationary terms.”

As Alex pressed the speak button to say something t
Harriet, one of the men spoke up.

“You best get on with the officer of the law, Jo&yon’t
want to hurt her feelings by denying her her sing&asures,”
he mocked.

Alex released the button to put her radio awayhsocould
pull out her equalizer, pepper spray. She couldl theetension
in the room rise considerably.

“Harold Granger, if you incite Joey to misbehaveyil be
arrested for interfering with an officer of the ldwHarriet’s
voice boomed over the speaker. “You best go on baglour
own neighborhood if you want to start trouble.”

Alex reminded herself that this was not a battlegbs. She
palmed her pepper spray and listened to the moviearennd
her, keeping everyone in front of her. She waitedd Joey to
collect his dignity and decide what to do. Alex wlered if Joey
was hoping his buddies Mike and Danny would show Sipe
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knew, though, that they were both getting used dmd off
departmental probation. Which suddenly had Alex aerimng
just where they were. This was one of the placey tiked to
patrol. Was this a setup?

“You're ruining business, Joey. Just get on with Earl
said grumpily.

Joey was having a difficult time turning himself, @md she
knew why. The two remaining men belonged to a sphegbup
of hard and brutish men who teased each otherlgraglwell
as anyone who came to their attention. If he showeakness
to a woman, he wouldn’'t be a part of their crowérdld, she
knew by name and number, but not the other. Hetestar
appearing at the bar in Bales she monitored andebekd
Mike and his friends. He was not part of the Jadedulet
group or the militia, and she was sure he was rmaember of
the White Knights. Alex was curious who he was avauld
love to have a reason to check his driver’s licgndend out.

More minutes passed and still Joey was waveringu@lyy,
Alex drew up her left arm to look at her watch. ilé start over
now, we can get a dinner plate for you,” she saidai
conversational tone.

“What are they serving?” he asked suddenly.

“Crow,” one of the men laughed sarcastically.

“You ain’t taking me in!”

Joey rushed her, but she lifted her arm while geftl
sidestepping him, spraying him in the face as lashad past
her. She heard him hit the floor hard, sputterind erying. She
continued walking toward the smirking stranger rtexHarold,
resisting the impulse to smirk. She got what shateé The
pepper spray was returned to her pocket.

“I am placing you under arrest for interfering wih arrest.
You can go quietly or like Joey.”

He swung at Alex, but she had seen it coming. & Warold
she was worried about and the person who walkelokemnd
her. Alex quickly pulled her short nightstick ourtdatapped him
in the solar plexus, then behind the knee to get down. If
you knew where to hit to disable someone, it didake much,
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provided they were not on drugs. Without breathiagd, she
waited for Harold to make his move.

Harold walked out of the shop, stepping carefullguad
the two fallen men. Chief Harper stood in the daorvand
Judge Mead was standing outside. Alex watched keshe
stared Harold down. The woman was taller than lazefbot
5'4” in heels though not by much, and her darkt suith a
single diamond in the scarf, sparkled as she gadtior Harold
to approach her.

“l want to see you in my courtroom on Monday. Tearp,”
she ordered.

Harold started to say something, thought betted ket
without a backward glance.

Joey, who was screaming in high-pitched squealss wa
dragged to his feet by Harper. Alex placed cuffgt@nstranger
and dragged him outside to search him. He was froq the
breath knocked out of him, and he was heavy.

Alex pulled his wallet out of his pocket, glancedsee if it
had a picture ID, and tossed it to the side, thentwhrough the
rest of his clothes, patting him down thoroughly fodden
weapons. She propped his bent form against theandllooked
through his wallet more carefully.

“Well, Mr. Blake J. Headers,” she said out loud tbe
chief's benefit. “By this expired ID, you're fronddho. In this
town, we don’t suffer bad behavior nor disrespdcthe law
well,” Alex said conversationally. “Now attacking afficer,
that’s going to incur jail time and a visit withethudge.” Alex
was careful not to add anything about punishmehe Hted
her radio. “Control, come in.”

“Control here. Go ahead, Detective.”

“Harriet, |1 need the police van. | have two to haukr to
Brisbane.”

“I'll get Max to chauffer them. Over.”

“Thanks, Harriet. Over and out.” Alex shook her ¢thedoey
was an idiot to be so easily led. Now Blake Headeeswas
really dumb.
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The judge and Harper were talking to Wanda, who was
getting emotional. Judge Mead was uncomfortableh wit
emotional displays unless the person was experigrmhysical
pain. Odd coming from a woman who spent most of her
professional life as a child advocate.

The van arrived, but instead of Max driving, it Wwatke.

“Chief,” he began gruffly. “Since Max is busy witine of
the cars, | volunteered to take the prisoners tsbane.”

“Alex will. You can continue your beat but not thssde.
These shops will be off your beat for a week.” Hasd stare at
Mike was meant to convey something, and by Mikigktening
of his lips, he knew if the chief caught him ndae toffee shop
on his patrol, he would be looking at suspension.

Chief Harper glanced at the judge. “Why don’t we lgack
to our meeting?”

The judge nodded, studying Mike with pursed lipst a
good sign for Mike, then at the others who had eyati.

Without assistance from Mike, Alex moved the twtoithe
back of the van and secured them. She turned theanaund
and headed to the freeway. She glanced nervouslhemn
rearview mirror often, hoping she was not beintgthi

So is thisthe BJ Headers™Holy cow! What a coincidence.
How many names on that list are around here nowybdat’s
not a hit list but a party list? Then how come sahéhem are
dying. Go back to the hit list, Alex.

It took her an hour to reach the parking lot asBane’s PD.
An officer was waiting for her, waving her in asedbacked into
their bay where prisoners were unloaded. While dipgnts
were being taken, Alex filed her reports.

“Detective Adison, you fill your cells already?” éhdesk
sergeant asked as he took her reports.

“No. We just painted two cells an overnight guesinaged
to damage by plugging up the toilet. Blew up infaise.”

They shared a laugh at the image.

Sergeant Reed scanned her report. “Interfering aith
arresting officer and attempting to strike an aficNot so
bright with Judge Mead and Chief Harper to witnéss
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Alex nodded and headed to the parking lot. Autooadly,
she glanced around her as she pulled out her belhg and
called the chief.

“Harper here.”

“Chief, | got them bedded nice and comfy at Brishan

“Headers, huh? Eric is running his fingerprints iaga
AFIS.”

“So what brought you over to the smoke joint?” sis&ed
as she pulled out of the parking lot.

“A cigar. Judge Mead’s husband smokes them. Thoaght
little bonding was in order, so | was taking hertb@ Cigar
Room. After all that, she decided she could watil .glhe got
home. You handled yourself well. How did you knowarbld
wasn’t going to be as much of a problem as ther@the

“Harriet threatened him with jail if he mouthed @fain.
His eyes got all round. | gather he knows her ehdoghot get
any further on her bad side.”

“They have history” was the chief's response. “Véegoing
to use your ROV. Can you deliver it to me?”

“I can drop it off at your place. Tonight, say se%&

“Good. Come through the back way through the fosest
you won’t be seen. You can wait by the white milarker.”

“Okay.”

“See you then.”
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Alex met Chief Harper in the forest and turned over
everything that had to do with the small recon plaincluding
the directions, after she had wiped her printseoffry surface.
Harper was like a kid with a new toy, knowing exadtow to
operate it and just where he and Mark planned orguswhen
not keeping an eye on the House. Hopefully, it hehg got to
take some nights off.

“This will mean no more close calls on your night
surveillances,” he explained. “And it can cover eground,
like follow whoever happens to be visiting from afitown.”
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“Except, since the baby apparel store has beeactitig
visitors of the gang type, militia night hasn’t hawly interesting
visitors.”

“We don't know for sure. The ROV will give us bette
detail and coverage. Listen, Alex. You be carefulthink
someone knows why you're here and they mean toiredim
you before or during whatever this is leading ugd ton’t want
to clean up my yard at your expense. There arer apions.
There are always other options.”

Alex nodded and slid back into her SUV. “I don’'tesey
demise in the cards, Chief,” she said confidently.

ARG &
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Chapter 18

Two weeks later, Alex was sitting behind the driveseat of
the parked police cruiser, listening to the aaggitaround her
and letting her eyes take in the sights. She haty tmore
minutes to sit there. Alex shifted her position ggiain. “Ah,
now this | could watch all day,” she murmured.

Elizabeth Duke, sitting on the bench that overlablke
ocean, was alone again. Mrs. Hutchinson had lefhimg her
walker ahead of her. Adison’s practical side paintait that
sitting next to Ms. Duke on the bench would caulse gossip
now circulating on their match-up by Mark and Gaito
escalate. Unobserved, Alex let her feelings fos thioman
percolate to her consciousness. The feeling inpiheof her
stomach was not uncommon when she spotted an tattrac
woman, but the warmth that accompanied it was.Wwaen in
her past never had this effect on her.

A familiar figure in her side mirror brought a grto her
face.

“Hey, Alex,” Mark started in a low voice. “Hungry?”

“It's about time you got here. Between boredom amg
butt being numb from sitting so long, | was begmanto think |
would have to take some sick days to recuperatee’ i®ached
to accept her bag of fries, sandwich, and coffee.

Alex took a sip, letting a smile crease her lips.

Hawaiian Hazelnut‘Mmm.”

“Nice view,” he said, nodding toward Elizabeth Dulk¢e
settled comfortably in the passenger seat and ypedh his
sandwich.
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Alex shifted in her seat and picked out a frengh fwWould
you stop trying to make us a couple? Mark, she@vdian.
We're supposed to protect her, not find a mateénéor”

“This isn’'t going to last forever,” he said in aasmnable
voice.

Alex glanced at her partner who was calmly takingther
bite of his club sandwich. “Claire reported thak®liand Danny
made separate unsolicited calls to the sheltentbisning.”

Mark looked at Alex, his sandwich forgotten. “WHat?

“Mike stopped at the House about eight thirty ataineced
he had a complaint about Ms. Duke stealing from ohé¢he
stores.”

“Did he say what store complained?”

“No. Claire said he was evasive. Danny stopped lmut
ten and gave some inane explanation that she sadk mo
sense. The times they came over normally are wheanmeGand
Claire leave the House for a few hours to do chaed
socialize since the counselors are there. Claire hanging
around because she was waiting for an important Velxy
would they appear in public at the House whereethsra
camera and none of the residents answer the door?”

They were quiet as they ate their lunch and thoadpaiut
the information.

“Mike and Danny. What idiots.”

“Right.”

Mark sighed heavily. “What are they up to?”

“They have nothing to gain unless it's supposeddare
Ms. Duke.”

“She takes walks daily in public,” he objected. they
wanted to harass her, they could do it then, ostbhy her and
knock her over or.”.He let out an expletive.

“Uh-huh. They are rattling the cage,” Alex saidll‘tbet my
next three days off that all of these confrontagiomith the
shelter are to drive Ms. Duke out of its confines.”

Both were quiet as they thought.
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Alex made a noise in her throat and swallowed healm
“To change the subject, how are you doing on yesearch on
the Doc and Lily angle as boss suspects?”

Mark sighed. “Not getting much. Doc’s high schoetords
are copies of copies, and | still have nothing dg. There was
a fire at Doc’s high school the year he was to gasel, and all
student records were destroyed. | haven't done fanther
digging. I've got more than a full plate. How abgou?”

“Ditto. Couldn’t find anything solid on either ofhém.
Meanwhile, | thought | would also look at the ficgal books of
businesses here. | wanted to see if there wasay organized
crime. | thought | would also look at businesset thave silent
partners, like using a corporation. | found fivesimesses here
in town, four in Bales, six in Brisbane, and oneAmtioch that
have a silent partner. | don’t know if it's the sarmerson or
persons.”

‘Hmm.”

“Hey,” she managed to get out, setting her coffeard
quickly. Mark sat up straighter, catching sight wifamiliar
vehicles in the side-view mirror approaching thpesition.

“Partner, looks like the people you were expectarg
here,” Alex muttered. Setting the remains of herds@ch in a
safe place, she wiped her fingers on a wet wipepartieéd the
camera from the side of her seat.

“About time,” he mumbled as he finished off hisekiand
cleaned his fingers.

Four brand new cars parked in front of and nearbthley
apparel store. The cars had no license numbers, gos
advertisement of the place where they were purchase

“Hold on, Mark, and stop twitching.”

“The clicking in my ear tickles,” he complained.

“That picture better not come out with somethingyhan it.
The chief's going to wonder just what | was doingen | took
it.”

“It's all right, Alex, your secret’s safe with me.”

“Then it wouldn’'t be a secret, Detective,” she ratgd. She
was using Mark’s shoulder as a tripod and shodigtgveen the
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headrest and top of the seat. She focused on dawew“Now
this one’s real interesting. Very young. Looks like's barely
beginning to shave. He’'s way too cool. Dresses thleeothers
but doesn’t have the cocky attitude. Checking etramg out
like he’s had a lot of experience. Maybe this iseav face for
us, but he’'s someone important who's been arouidex

snapped multiple pictures. “This one bears somehirg and
checking out with the feds. | can't help feeling hmoks

familiar, but... hmm.”

“Maybe you know his sister,” he teased. “We’re gmyg a
movie camera next time.”

“Uh-huh.”

They were not in the store for long. Alex and Markiched
the last car turn the corner before Mark spottedtlaar car
approaching from another street.

“L.A.’s finest is right on time to see and hearhing,” he
said.

Alex knew exactly who was arriving. Detective Guigom
LAPD’s gang squad. She would let Mark give him thatus.
His patronizing attitude was at the point thatefdaid anything
to her, she would deck him. Mark got out of the aad walked
to Guido’s rental. After a couple of seconds, Malikl back in
the dark brown car and Alex had the vehicle moving.

“What did you tell him?” she asked curiously.

“What just came down. He didn’t believe me.”

Both were silent for one block. “How on earth diel tmake
detective?” Alex asked dumbfounded.

Mark made a rude noise, then remembered sometleng h
meant to talk to her about. “Hey, what happenedr3day?
You left a cryptic message, then took off for ythuee days.”

“Darn. | started to email you and | couldn’t remesmlif |
finished it before | sent it. | was in a hurryoluihd someone had
accessed my PC, about one a.m. Thursday, accaalihg file
date. It wasn’'t Mike or Danny. And the file was ootes | had
made on the warehouse investigation from threesyleack. It's
an old case that happened before | got here.”
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“I remember it. Two fools in the department workel it,
Danny and Mike. That's what got them busted dowpadtrols
only. That is an old case. What were you doing viith

“Doing what you told me the day | was assigned twrkw
with you—study old cases and see how, quote, ‘wé¢hdwms,’
unquote. | had found some interesting discrepanares had
noted them and put them in a file. | never bothdcedelete the
note file. However, it's PGP-encrypted like all mgtes, so |
doubt they would have gotten anything from readivem.”

“I wonder why that subject. Did they try any ottidgs?”

“Nope. Either they didn’t have time or they decidiéd
coded one file chances are | did the rest. Or méydg noticed
it left a date stamp in the properties box whely tinied to open
it. Since | don't like the L.A. group, | naturalpicked them as
number one suspects, but they don’t have keys dooffice.
That leaves the cleaning crew. They now clean onlin&sday
nights, and it won’t be the first time someone vitik cleaning
crew is working for the bad guys.”

“Jesus?” Mark asked incredulous.

“Yes. That isn’'t as farfetched as you think. He&arw PC
literate. He’s been in a few of the classes I'ieetafrom the
Burns. He also told me one evening after class tmat
personally oversees the station cleaning just tkemsure
nothing is tampered with by his crew.” Alex pausasl she
remembered back. “I thought that was an odd staterinem
him at the time. It was a few days later that | eembered about
the theft of my watch, but it wasn’t his companyattiwas
cleaning at the time. He was still working for Alhmé

“Who sold the business to Jesus.”

“Right. | have to tell you, that night | couldn’tegp very
well because | was trying to figure out why he stéiat to me
and most of all, why it was bothering me. | hadr@ath of him
doing a side business of downloading information hard
drives of the businesses he cleans, then selliagctpies to
each store’s rivals. The real nightmare was whéthal shops
in town had sales battles. And then, horror upamdnpl got in
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on the buying mania. | was buying loads of knicldisathat
need dusting and | could not...

“Hey, watch where you’re going!” Mark put out a lthan
the dashboard as if to brace for something.

Alex’s voice trailed off and she sat up straighpailling the
vehicle back in line.

“Jeez, must you have brainstorms while you're dig@ |
see where this is going. Have you told the chi¢?'ye

Alex groaned. “Not yet. I've been busy everywhénéth
the holidays approaching, and more tourists and emor
complaints.”

“What a coincidence that a certain warehouse oviags
up the surplus of certain wholesalers in the diigt tstores in
this town had planned on buying later for theiufetsales. And
that owner just so happens to be a member of tldedla
Amulet.” He sighed. “Well, at least it's not addiagother new
case to our stack since we’'ve got so many comgglaabbut
Anders and his business practices. How are we gtunget
time to do a sting operation on Jesus selling nifi@mation to
Amos or to anyone else?”

“To dry out a bad well, you cut off its source,”eXl said,
gesturing with one hand. “Then when you have tis®urces
and time, clean it up.”

As she pulled their car into the police parkingisture, the
tires squealed on the concrete surface. Alex stbpipe car at
the mechanics booth to fill out the form attached the
clipboard.

“Hey, don’t forget to put in that the timing bele@&ds to be
looked at,” Mark reminded her.

“Good thing we don’t do car chases around here.”

Gathering up their gear, they headed into the effisfter
dropping off their equipment at their desks, theantmo see the
chief.
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“Okay, we’ll set up some cameras in the office. rit¢dy you
said we have five cameras in supply from our bestef@”

She nodded.

“Okay. Burns, gather up what we’ll need.”

“Yes, sir.” A dejected Burns left the room. He atted that
Jesus had asked him and Angie some pointed questioout
security at one of the classes they taught, buirtieerstood it
was for his work PC. He was hoping it was not Jesus

“All right, Detectives, what have we for our filés?

Mark nodded to Alex to give the report. “A new pay
visited Reyas’s shop today. He’s young, but he $ookal
familiar.” She snapped her fingers, “That’s it! Rember about
a year ago, the bar we wore our leathers to?” shieked.
“There was the skinny woman with the drug dealer?”

Mark thought for a few moments, dredging up images.
“Same build and the way they carry themselves,’ajjesed
slowly.

For a moment, Adison pursed her lips as anothee fac
attempted to surface. “I'm sure those eyes and.chitder
voice trailed off as the image refused to surfaommetely.
“There’s someone else in town those two remind fife o

“Just keep it on the back burner and it'll comeytm,”
Harriet assured.

The chief moved his mouse to activate his PC screlen
opened a specific file, waiting for the decryptiprogram to
run. “Okay. Which one?”

The four gathered around the chief's monitor asftues
from the bar were lined up.

“No, the next one,” Mark and Alex said together.

“Yep,” all their voices said in unison.

“Okay. Another connection. A federal agent will bet to
brief us tomorrow on something they think we needriow.”
The chief waited a moment before continuing, “lterss
Elizabeth Duke, the new resident at the Housenésaj theirs,
acting as bait.”

Harriet's eyes fluttered. “My word. Did she havediarve
herself for the part?”
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“Her poor health is real,” Chief Harper said. “Mak®
mistake that the hardship she’s gone through helkeaen real.”

Mark shifted in his chair. “Where is this persoorfr who
we’re going to hear from?”

“A covert arm of the feds, operating independefrityn the
Bureau,” the chief explained, leaving the otheitkistthe dark.

“Well, this will put Sunrise on the map,” Harriedid dryly.

The chief rubbed a hand over his face. “By the wilgx,
the judge okayed your request to see who the catiparis. His
or her lawyer will give me a call. | should get sessage
sometime today on where that'll take us.”

The chief picked up a paper on his desk and ream ft.
“All right, moving along. | got another report thisorning,
about some loud noises spooking the horses at tayh. He's
concerned it will upset his new stud. Mark, | wgat to take a
look around. Be real careful. Sam said there asedrmed men
who have set up camp in a well-hidden and securedl ia the
forest. It's the lower side of the forest that Gidgrse doesn’t
patrol. Very convenient. They may be those guyth@photos
the missing woman took. We don’t want to stumblé¢oin
something before we hear what this agent has toagelFor all
we know, those people might be part of this orgation that's
planning on finally talking to us.”

He gestured to the outer office. “This matter oinbBw and
Mike visiting the House under some official guisélé shook
his head. “I spoke with them separately and madkedr that is
not to happen again.” The chief waited a momeritn “hot
really sure why they would show their hand this wastead of
approaching her when she takes her walks wheres she
vulnerable, unless that's too public. This is toors following
that night visit shortly after Ms. Duke’s arrival.”

“The House is well-protected, Chief. And the reside
would be looking out for her, too. They all knowr lpattern of
taking walks and wave to her or stop to talk. Aflexks maybe
they are trying to scare her to run. But why wosihé leave the
House?”



“People on the inside don’t always see it the sampeople
on the outside. Maybe she’s a noble person, andikigoshe’s
bait, she’ll leave the House to protect the othemen,” Harriet
offered.

“I don’t know. It's two big questions we need ansag
why and what did they hope to achieve? I'm hopimg aigent
has more answers than we have questions,” the aief
exasperated. “What else do we have, Mark?”

“Eric took a lot more blur out of those picturei®rn the
woman who disappeared in the forest. It looks ke was
shooting from the hip, so to speak. Like she didwdnt
someone knowing she had a camera while she wasngbvi
Mark said.

Alex rubbed her hands together. “Finally. Thosetyies
were taking up space in my dream time.” Alex saang took a
deep breath, her eyes squinting as if she weregig look at
something clearer.

“What?” Mark asked interested.

“It's the eyes and chin.” She gestured at the péctu

“What?”

“The woman from the bar and the new player and\ds.
Dodd Can you see a resemblance there?”

“Well...” Harriet said, looking as surprised as the others.
“You got something there. Fooled us with her besngold and
all. Maybe Eric can run that program of his andead of aging
the person make them young again.”

The chief nodded and frowned. “Didn’t we do a baokd
on her and it came up with no family?”

“Yep. No children or relatives we could find. Shetdd
herself as an orphan. Mr. and Mrs. Dodd settlee dren this
was primarily open land, not even set out for faigmiHe had a
heart attack and died a year after they got hereen¥ checked
her out, besides her lawyer, the only other persba visited
her was that old doctor from Bales. She only haslaeyer
listed to notify in case of an emergency. She dbesceive any
mail from outside of Sunrise with the exception of
advertisements and bills. All traceable to knowarses. She’s
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mum about her family unlike the other folkdNow that's a
thought. She’s been here a long time and | wondst how
much money she has. Could she be the private orviesthe
corporation? | hadn’t thought about her.

“Eric said the introductory Internet class his wif@ve at the
retirement home caught on. Some individuals botiggit own
PCs and collectively purchased two for general umsehe
reading room. He said he was surprised Mrs. DodH to it so
readily. She wanted to know just how secure and gafias to
carry on business without someone knowing or ieter§ with
it,” the chief said thoughtfully. He glanced at katch. “Now |
regret sending Eric over to the mayor’s office,” imeittered.
“So we have three people with the same face streiend eyes.
Anything is possible, even long shots, which as time, I'm all
for. Maybe she does have some distant relatives thvé White
Knights or the Jaded Amulet. You didn’'t say why shedenly
went into hiding, Alex.”

“About a year ago, her doctor, Dr. Moser, went into
retirement. Doc volunteered to be her physicianweler, she
doesn’'t want to be seen by Doc under any circurosg&nShe
went so far as to have her lawyer draw up papeas tier
medical care has been switched to holistic andrab&nd that
she is not to be forced to accept traditional meddattention. So
it's Mai or Gary who look over her health care.”

“Since when does Doc visit patients?” Harriet asked
dubious. “He’s been in the administration partdorong.”

“So this is why she keeps disappearing?” the dhietight
them back to the business at hand.

“Apparently, the Doc doesn’t take ‘no’ very welkaording
to Mrs. Dodd’s lawyer. That was all | could get @fthim, so |
spoke with Doc. He insisted it was just a misuni@erding and
he only wanted to talk to Mrs. Dodd to discuss fears about
him becoming her practitioner. | heard since | gptk Doc he
hasn't tried to see her.”

“That’s out of character for him.” The chief fronshe'Even
at the clinic, he seldom steps in, and even thé&nfar minor
stuff. Like Harriet said, he’s been an administrdtor so long
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I’'m not sure his skills as a practicing physiciare all that
sharp. Mai says when he’s at the clinic, he jushibtoos the
doctors and nurses he sends over from Bales Hosyita are
studying alternative medicine. He likes to seén program he
initiated is working well.”

“Makes me interested in just what’s going on witmtand
Mrs. Dodd, even if it's not connected to this otbase.”

“You and the Doc are friends, Chief?”

He shook his head. “No. My wife and Lily are on a
committee together. Sometimes when she comes @@,
comes with her, and while the women go off and ,chat do
our thing and retreat to the television room. Wea'doeally
have much to talk about, though, the other nigatwias asking
guestions about the medical records for my sta#. thbught
everyone should be getting in their physicals alnowt.”

“He would know that?”

He shook his head. “I have no idea how the citythgaan
runs. But Margaret sent an email from the clinicgmind me,
and naturally, | forgot until now.”

Alex rubbed her forehead. “Well, Margaret’'s the ihass
manger of the clinic, but do all of us go to thiic?” She got
nods from the others. “Well, then it stands to omashe would
send out reminders. But she’s one of the Ms, sd'stha
something to rattle my cage.”

The chief sighed. “So, Mark, do you have anythimgdd?”

“Not right now.”

“Alex?”

She shook her head.

“Harriet?”

“Nope. But | think | got some work cut out for mél go
over and chat it up with the ladies at the retinretieme.”

“All right. End of meeting. Remember tomorrow, Maakd
Alex, we have a meeting with the agent. Try to Ipetione,
Alex. | know you’ll be out late tonight, but dragyrself in by
seven.”
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When Alex returned from the break room with a fresip
of coffee for her and Mark, he was at his desk yshglthe
pictures. Alex pulled her chair over to his desk.

“Would you call that a tattoo of an animal?” he exk

“This reminds me of those Rorschach tests shrinke g
their patients,” Alex said as she squinted to fguut the
design.

“Why don’t we talk to our tattoo experts?”

“Good idea. Let’s go.”

Their experts were out of the office. Two disappeth
detectives went to find something else to do.

A

s

“I'll see ya tomorrow, Alex,” Mark said as she shildwn
her PC with one hand and pulled her coat off thekbaf her
chair with the other. He leaned toward her and pdried, “Stay
safe. Listen, I'll run the ROV over the warehouskew I'm
doing my sweeps over the House.”

Alex nodded. “Got any tiny paratroopers in the cabgy?”
she teased. “I'll see you tomorrow for the 0700 timge Save a
cup of fresh java for me, strong.”

Alex enjoyed the walk to and from work. She varies
route daily to prevent it from being predictableheTnight’s
autumn air was cold and crisp, so she stuck to rti@en
sidewalks where the ocean breezes were stronger.

For sure, she knew the bosses had to be from 8u@isef
Harper was leaning to the likely couple being thigbé&ns.
Where did the Ms fit and how did Mrs. Dodd fit?

Before Alex unlocked her apartment door, she loatkeadn
the alley to be sure there was no one waiting &r ihen once
more, she looked up and down the block before stgpp.
After locking the door behind her, she pulled oat BureFire
and studied the steps as she made her way upeAobphof the
stairs, she searched her room, looking for sometloiat of
place.
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For a moment she hesitated, her routine brokemhgnage
of Elizabeth Duke. The picture of her flicking hleair back
replayed in her mind. She had given up blaming Mankl
Claire for putting strange notions in her head arsiead kept
busy reminding herself that she had no businesyghairacted
to the woman. She even started chanting a mantig aa
remind her of her duty, which was not preventing frem
feeling... Here Alex’s brain froze. Nervously, she ran a hand
through her hair.

Joh.

Concentrate

Work the problem.

What is the problem?

She looked around her, recentering by the realither
nearly bare apartment. It reminded her that this na@t home.
Alex impatiently shook her head. Why was she gdhrgugh
all this mental arguing?

Just focus on the job

From her pocket, she removed her bug location deAd
was clear. She laid the device near her pillown tbigecked the
small traps she left to let her know if she haduamnvited
visitor who managed to get by her alarms.

L

After a three-hour nap, Alex rolled out of bed. her
dreams, she was chasing elusive clues. She remethbaee
vaguely, but the more awake she became, the less sh
remembered. While showering, she avoided usingupexdl
soap and her deodorant was unscented. The cldtikeeslipped
on were washed in special non-odor soap.

Where is the dog repellant spray? Should | bring th
ultrasonic, too? Don't leave home without them. Qkianeed
one thermal body to take my place here in case spenés
monitoring me Humming to herself, she rummaged through a
box of supplies in the closet tucked away for nigktilking.
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When she felt she had what she needed and wasdriesshe
night, she stood before her mirror and studieddiergsually,
it took a split second to realize that the figuressed in black
from head to toe was her. She didn’t wonder whgraitl these
years it was still a mental chore to identify héras the person
staring back at her.

The sniper veil covered her light hair and the lKegloves
her pale hands. She wore a Kevlar vest underngating her
more bulk. Her pants button pockets carried a feppbes, and
her fanny pack had whatever else she may need.allerghe
did a quick rundown of her mission, what could gong, what
she had at her disposal to get herself out ohd,tae amount of
time required to accomplish it. Satisfied, she exkithrough the
attic, which led to the store beneath her suppbyrowhich led
to the door in the alley. She jogged to the SPDkipgr
structure, blending in the shadows. At the vehatlaer choice,
she ran a bug detector over it, then shined thdl &iwalight on
the inside and around it. Being paranoid was phaittes job.
Like Sam and Mark would tell her on many occasionsyas
better to be overly careful than to get caughtsfumething that
could have been prevented because getting caugdllys
meant death. Since someone was stepping up thessyme
against her, she left no room for error.

The moon had not reached its zenith, and the stare
partly obscured behind passing clouds. There wasasy scent
of rain in the air. She wore night vision gogglesl &ept her
headlamps off as she rolled to her destination. t&teto pull
off the side of the road four times to avoid bespmptted by
other motorists. Each time, she wrote down thenBeenumbers
of the vehicles. She recognized them as belongirige militia
members.

Did | miss the meeting@sing her knees to hold the steering
wheel steady, she pulled the face cover off hechvat

Nope. I'm going to be unfashionably early. So whagbing
on?
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Chapter 19

Adison moved away from the car she parked off tte ef
the road and jogged toward the marsh where shes@ragck
behind the warehouses. She picked up the famili@erg
fluorescent shapes that loomed before her, thestraiCtures of
the warehouse buildings, the attached sheds, dsh tysins, and
whatever was left laying next to them too heavythar evening
winds to blow away.

Alex pushed her small fanny pack to another pasiiio
annoyance. A sentry dressed in full camo gear,ihgplkevery
bit of a soldier with some nasty weaponry aroursl belt and
around his left arm had taken her favorite hidipgts Night
vision goggles were on his face. His head movediglas he
scanned the space between the warehouses. Shedzoomer
goggles to study the rifle. A chill ran up her sain

Glancing around, she spotted more thermal glowsrevhe
normally a lone cat would be. On the roof, a silkitel of the
new camera stood out against a blanket of stars. |éfes
zoomed into the camera’s movements as she stuakedréa it
covered.

Well, looks like it's not going to be as easy tsitvihe
warehouse as it used to Behe sound of footsteps forced her to
scoot back into a small space between the Dumastérthe
electric box. Nervously, she pushed farther inte ttorner,
trying to cut off any of her body heat that coulgocked up by
the men’s goggles.

“Roger that, four green, positioned” was murmureaht a
place so close to her Alex could hear the man beeat



No cologne. No body odor. And they’re dressed iavie
gear as if they were a strike team. No backpackis febd. No
water. They aren’t U.S. government.

She peeked through a small space between the Demmpst
and the boxes to study one of the sentries’ rifles.

Jeez. A Barrett M-82A1? That thing would drop aapéiant
from a mile away. What are they expecting, a wdddio break
up their meeting?

The other soldier moved into view as the two paced
nervously. He had an AR15 with a night vision scaftached
to a mount and cradled lovingly in the crook of arsn. Both
men wore black gloves, their faces were coveredstiper
veils, exposed skin darkened, and their tacticatsvenvere
covered with the kind of goodies used to take cwefhird
World nation. Their soft slow speech accented hgavi a
Southern drawl confirmed that these boys were filoenWhite
Knights. Alex wondered if Mel had put off Agent Beblle’s
visit too long.

A bladder break moved both guards to another positi
enabling her to escape undetected. Alex found whbee
vehicles were parked and photographed the licensebers.
One truck caught her attention. It could easily used to
transport a large group of people. The image oftdfledark-
haired woman came to mind. Nervously, she lookeunlirad.
How was she going to help anyone if she herselfcaaght?

You're spooking yourself. Get in control, Agentsia.

After locating the guard, she moved to the bactheftruck
to make a copy of the lock. She placed an elearé&eying
device over the lock and waited. The small vibratgainst her
palm told her the lock was disengaged. Checkingiratdher
again, she opened the door. Empty. However, froendtior
inside, it had been used recently.

The flutter in the pit of her stomach persistedkifg a
steadying breath, she returned her attention tcstiuation at
hand. Different perfume scents, sweat, and theeasgaint smell
of excrement wafted by her. Closing the door andrkgit back
into a locked position, she paused.
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Pixie dust. | got some of that on me.

Rather than spend time arguing with her left bthet this
may not be a good idea, she pulled out the smatifjJV dust
from her fanny pack and brushed the dust overribiele of the
handles, then moved to the cab. She powered the hdoulle
and steering wheel. Finished, she moved out oft $mbbserve
the parking area.

So the word is right. They're planning on a big idety
somewhere around here, and by the armaments thpgtking,
they don’t want anyone messing with their planse Women
they’re stashing must be nearby for so many bigsgianbe
here. What would cause so much customer presense? |
Elizabeth Duke that important?

She craned her head and raised the volume of $teniing
device.

Panting. Dog. That's my cue to get out of here.

Alex nearly tripped when she anxiously looked baekr
her shoulder to see if the dog was near. A barledsar his
location. It was getting closer. Stopping for a neoiy she
pulled her can of skunk out. It was supposed tp atdog dead
in its tracks. She was hoping it was not meantdilg. She
continued her run over familiar terrain, knowingmés uneven
enough to slow the dog handler down. She was giateat
handlers seldom released their dogs to run thedy plown.
Panting, she reached her car and pulled out hemneca
Looking up, she could see lights headed her wag.c8htinued
her scan.

When the lights got to a certain point, she hedwadelf up
a nearby tree, hoping they wouldn’t check as highas she
scampered.

“Yep, it's still here.”

“Well, tag it and let's move on.”

She planned to leave a flat tire as decoy whenesheThe
next day, she could pick it up. She was also gnatgie put
dummy plates on. Attention to detail paid off inueches like
this. She waited twenty minutes after the men lafeping her
binoculars scanning the area.
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Low profile. Don’'t want them to even suspect soraeisn
watching themShe kept that mantra up to curb her impatience
to just shimmy down the tree and get out of there.

After reparking the car near a tall tree close he toad
leading to the state highway, she waited. She wattesee
where the large truck was going. Lightly dozinge stoke with
the sounds of tires on asphalt. Five vehicles, with Humvees
headed toward the freeway on-ramp. No truck.

All right, the only place they can hide that truck in
Amos’s warehouse.

Alex returned to the warehouse and found only mesbe
the Jaded Amulet, two of whom were her fellow dfi
standing in the parking lot. Interestingly enougimos was not
there, and even more interesting, their voices wetecarrying
in the night. Maybe they didn’t want the monitoriaguipment
Amos set up in his warehouse to record their dsouns

Cautiously, she moved closer. She aimed her snuidlev
amplifier at the group. The voice she heard wasnyasnangry
growl. They were not using scramblers.

This is sloppy. | wonder if this is intentional ahdw many
ears are listening.

“I don’t like them moving in orour operation. We're doing
just fine without them.” His voice was not raisédt there was
a lot of fury in his tone. “Is the boss going td teem take
over?”

“Whatever deal the boss made with them will be toldis
in due time. And you’re not involved in any of thigVike
reminded him, with a pointed finger.

“The last time you didn’t listen to me, they too&uw This
crap that they were just testing to see how farbibes would
trust them is just that. They haven’t changed. Véing they
bringing in all this heavy firepower?”

“You were right about the money, and you were rigibout
the guy who knifed me. But it doesn’t give you ayaf us the
right to question the boss’s plans. So shut upjasiddo what
you’ve been told...nothing,” Mike spoke in a lownfirvoice.
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“You trust them too much,” Danny continued. “They
wouldn’t be carrying those big guns unless thers s@mething
else going down. They're going to leave us holdihg stink
bag.”

“Well, what do you think they're up to, Danny?” Mik
demanded impatiently. “You think they're going tké over
this town or our operations? Jesus H. Christ, DanMike
looked up at the sky. “Let’s call it a night.”

“When am | going to meet the boss?” Danny askedeél
like a slave working for a nameless face.”

Mike ignored the question as he slid into his hbrighue
Chevy truck. He pulled out quickly and sped off \@hDanny
cursed and sidestepped the small rocks the ovdrdizes
kicked up.
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Chapter 20

“Alex!” The chief gestured for her to come into loffice,
giving her the sign to bring her partner.

Tiredly, she moved around the desk chair she wastab
collapse in. She grabbed the cup of coffee Markihdds hand
as he came out of the coffee room.

“Thief,” he growled grumpily. “There oughtta be anted
poster out on people like you.” He returned todbtee room.

The chief smiled when the door closed behind Hetedling
coffee is high on the ‘don’t dos’ in partner etitfee You may
get a reprimand if he files a complaint. Especi#llthat’s his
favorite cup.”

“He promised me he would have a nice cup of javdinga
for me this morning,” she grumped. “Morning, Chikfike the
placement of the new cameras. That potted plaotigih, that's
too obvious.”

“That’s the intention. Right now we have too muabing
on to be worried about another illegal game to .bust

Turning slightly, Alex spotted the slim form of allt
brunette dressed in a silk business suit leanirggnag the file
cabinet, studying her intently. Adison returned stere So, this
is Agent Amanda Briscolle. Always nice to see doe behind
the voice.

Agent Briscolle wore her hair down, reaching hessters,
with a slight curl at the ends. Her gray eyes lab#lgectly into
Adison’s with no wariness or aloofness. It was #ppraising
look one law enforcement officer gave to anotheith vihe
exception of a wink given so fast the chief didsee it.

To fill in time, Adison mentally gauged the brumest exact
height as shorter than the tall, dark, and thiadfleth Duke.

Adison, behave yourself.
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A soft rap on the door was followed by Mark slidimgo
the room, balancing his newly procured coffee. ldeis the
chair next to Alex, his eyes scanning everyondéndffice.

“This is Agent Amanda Briscolle from D.C.” The chie
waved to the agent, then to the two detectivesetAdriscolle,
Detectives Alex Adison and Mark Scripts.” At thatiqt, the
chief rose from his chair and assumed his favopibsition
when delivering important information, sitting dmetcorner of
his desk. He lowered his voice, “Agent Briscolle visth a
special units division called SID. Sensitive IssDepartment,”
the chief said at Mark's raised eyebrows. “They are
investigating two groups we just happen to be estd in.”

“Detectives,” yhe agent greeted. Not wasting tinsbge
began, “A gang called the White Knights, wie are primarily
interested in, are based in Kingstown, Alabama. Benship is
family only. One of their business partners on\tiest Coast is
called the Jaded Amulet, who has a local chapteyaar
neighborhood. For about six years, these two gaage had a
fairly good working relationship.

“However, the White Knights are going through aternal
power struggle with friction between various fanBarising as
the time nears for the present leadership to stapnd The
friction concerns the ‘family curse.” Whoever hasstcurse is
prone to obsessive and violent relationships. Déipgnon the
person, it can be managed with medication and hehav
modification strategies.” The agent paused as skatatly
arranged her thoughts.

“Why are the White Knights so important?” she asked
rhetorically. “They are international profiteerdawe traders,
illegal arms merchants, and have a finger in pditon three
continents, yet there are few college graduatesngstocthem
and they take pride in only speaking American khglThey
are on the brink of losing their influence with @ lof their
international customers who are dangerous tersoréaturally,
this is what we want to see happen, putting thetobhusiness
permanently.
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“Their international partners have been lookingetsere to
conduct their business and have not hidden thdt & the
White Knights have procured something one of thdluential
partner’s want. It's a prayer book believed to hbe®nged to a
religious figure in the Muslim world. A female megrbof his
household escaped with it after his death into @anand there,
she and it disappeared.

“Where we are now is that within the month, a make-
break meeting will take place somewhere around .h&hés
meeting will bring three very important people ttger. Two
are top members in a Libyan terrorist group, aral dther is
Bobby Miles.” The agent paused and let her audiesoed that
much in.

“Why is Ms. Duke so important?” Mark asked.

“Bobby Miles. He’s slated to be the next leadethaf White
Knights. About a year ago, Miles was given an assgnt to
kidnap Duke and add her to their slave trade goddsvever,
Bobby became obsessed with Duke, stalking her, alamayg
her apartment, and terrorizing her adopted sons W&nt on
until someone in the family took it upon themselt@stop this
infatuation by running her over with a truck. Ms.uk2
survived, but her son didn’t. While she was recmgefrom her
injuries, Miles kidnapped her from the hospital.r@nformant
alerted us, and we were able to rescue her undeguise of an
organization that shelters abused women. We offéiedan
opportunity to help us get the people responsibieher son’s
death and for her injuries. She agreed.”

“Why not just arrange a hit on Miles?” Mark asked.

“Someone else will take over. They're on their Ik in
the international business, but we want them clak®dh, now,
and while we’re at it, we can take down two otharme deadly
than the White Knights.”

“If they know Miles has this obsession for Elizdb&uke,
why do you think any of them will let her presert=ter Miles
from the family business?”

“Family pride, arrogance, and bitterness. All thekings of
a soap opera, but more deadly.”
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“What's the danger to Ms. Duke?” Chief Harper asked
concerned.

“He won't be taking her back with him, and we bed#iehe
won't hand her over to the slavers.”

“So he’ll kill her. Is that what you're saying, Age
Briscolle?” Alex asked, feeling the heat hit hesda

“What has Ms. Duke being here, have to do with Mlile
meeting up with this group? Isn’t he coming anyway?

“The meeting could have taken place in a hotel raom
some big city with a lot of civilians around and miles
making an appearance. He would have sent a repatisenof
his, fearing for his life. We sent Ms. Dukerg where there is
plenty of open land, access to the ocean and osipall town
police department to contend with. He won’t be ableesist
grabbing her and finding a place nearby to furtbement her.
That's his foreplay, and he loves it. That gives tiuse to
surround him, capture him, and rescue her.”

“Is Ms. Duke aware of all this?” Alex asked.

“She knows her part and what she needs to do, ariamg
is to stay alive,” the agent said crisply. “We’ret nworried
about Ms. Duke as much as we’re worried about yeam’s
participation. We know our roles, and because af, ttwve know
there will not be a screw-up on our part. It's wiegtor not your
team can follow orders and let our team take overwthe time
comes.”

“This guy must be a real obsessive nut to walk imatwv
smells like a trap and nab the bait,” Mark said.

“He is,” Agent Briscolle said. “He’s been followinger
progress at each women'’s shelter, and within weekkays, he
has found a way to get to her. Once we knew he tvas
obsessed, we knew we could bring down the groupsante of
their partners at the right time and place, with tight bait for
all of them.”

“So when does all this take place?” Harper asked.

“There’s a Libyan oil tanker that will sail by hengthin the
month that belongs to one of the White Knights'toogers. The
Coast Guard spotted an oil leak from their hull &ad ordered
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them to repair it before they go anywhere. That basght
everyone off-guard and put the delivery back by imeeks or
so, depending how fast they get out of the yard.”

“We had a missing student just recently, do yoakrshe’s
been kidnapped by these White Knights?” Alex asked.

“I heard. She probably stumbled onto something wad
added to their booty. They deliver a dozen womeshean, a
large cache of weapons, and whatever else theiormes buys.
They like to start picking up the women close tdivéey time
to reduce the time they’re drugged.”

“So if this leak didn’'t set them back, they would picking
up their goods now,” Alex surmised.

The agent nodded.

“That means they've had to hide a group of captioenen
longer than intended. They could have been in tigasats you
two spotted in the bay,” Harper told his detectiv@sief Harper
looked at Alex, “What did you find out last night?”

“The monthly boys’ meeting had some Southern nedsti
drop in at Amos’s warehouse, looking every bit ltke White
Knights. They were dressed to take out a villagst behind a
very large truck that was used recently. | dustedhandles at
the back of the vehicle, the driver's door handiad the
steering wheel with UV powder, just in case we haverail
them.”

“Or maybe you've tipped our hand. If they realihatt they
will take extra measures to prevent us from usimg same
method again,” Briscolle said.

“Maybe.” Alex put that thought aside and continu&sfter
the out-of-town boys left, the homeboys were whgnihm not
sure what came down, but from the conversationalrdethe
armed team is running the show.”

“That’'s understandable,” Briscolle murmured. “Howev
I’'m not sure why this local group wants to continogsiness
with the White Knights. They are just one of mamgtomers,
and this customer is responsible for them havinméye most
of their operations south after the last FBI withkslnap.”
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“Revenge?” Alex suggested. “After all, Danny setkMi

up.

The agent smiled. “We haven't been able to confiiat
Danny was behind it. The person who attempted toMike
Learner has disappeared.”

“What about the White Knight hand we recoveredhe t
field?” Chief Harper asked.

She shook her head. “I can only guess it's a ngioh, but
for what, we don’t know. The White Knights have sorery
volatile members who can pull some stunts that goli may
think would be crazy for business, but with themhappens
and they move on. Remember, they've been exposdtigo
type of behavior all their lives. This gang wadha top of its
business ten years ago and has been slowly sldiowgn. It
needs to cement a relationship with someone highnuihe
Libyan cartel to keep its other foreign contactsadly,” she
assured them. “If you don’t have any further quesi.”

“Agent Briscolle, what's your cover?” Alex asked.

“Auditor from the Women’s Shelter Association. Ckieg
out their financial statements, record keepingt $sloat of stuff.”
She flashed a brief smile. “I'm also going to chexk one of
the women. We think she’s a plant from the Whiteighis.
She’s been harassing Ms. Duke when no one’s wajchin
Getting into her stuff, bumping her, things likatfi

“Sounds like she’s trying to drive her out of thieeker.
With all the other recent happenings around theraybe we
should do as they want and move your bait to whieese’s
fewer civilians,” Alex suggested. It was just aubbt that she
still had not really worked out. The part of whéwegout her kept
her from going further.

Agent Briscolle was quiet for a moment, decipherthg
underlying message her partner was conveying. ‘@ohave a
place in mind that wouldn’t be obvious to our grabpt we'’re
making it easy?”

“There’s a house for rent along the cliffs that'sed for
sight and sound. If we can get her to rent it agtdup Alex as
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her roommate, that should keep her somewhat peuteantil
it's time for her to jump into the fire,” Mark saglickly.

Hey! Alex glared at Mark, who was beaming at his idea.

The chief nodded. “The fewer civilians involved,eth
better.”

“It's a plan | can agree to,” the agent okayed.

“Where will you be staying, Agent Briscolle?”

“The Garden Cottage.”

“Nice place for privacy,” the chief nodded.

“Right.” She turned to Alex and Mark. “Nice to megiu,
Detectives.”

The door closed behind her. and both detectivebanged
solemn glances.

“All right, we need to get Ms. Duke and you movedoi
Doc’s place. Even if Doc is suspect, his placadeal. Do you
think you three can work out a plan within a fewyslZ' the
chief asked.

“Three?”

“You two and Ms. Duke. The agent just said she woul
clear the way for us to make contact. You know $naains.
Everyone knows Alex has been thinking of moving oluter
small room. The rumor is that Ms. Duke wants tdlsdtere.
The Doc just recently put one of his houses updat. Should
be easy to make the Doc and others think it's att pf the
greater scheme of things.” He left off the part #ngeryone also
knew that the matchmakers had Alex and Ms. Duké¢has
pick of the month. Inwardly, he cringed at the tigni

Mark looked at Alex. “Alex, you visit the House emgh for
it to not be unusual for you to make contact wig.h

Mark, you've got me not only moving in with hert biso
being her personal bodyguard. If that ain’t a shatgvedding,
then it sure is close.

L
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Alex started to walk to the shelter rather thavelrdelaying
the inevitable. She didn’'t even think about a plalesreason
why she would strike up a conversation with ElizabBuke,
much less offer to be her roommate.

Ah, she sighed with relief. Ms. Duke was sitting on plaek
bench staring out to sea. Unprepared for broachimifficult
subject in such a public setting, Alex decided taken store
rounds. After close to two hours of schmoozing witte
business owners and clerks, she felt good abougdgpieat PR
service for the SPD. Glittering merchandise hangatgthe
shops tempted Alex to stop, look, and sometimeshiobut she
resisted the impulse to buy, grateful she had déichgpace in her
rented room.

Her grumbling stomach reminded her she missed fastak
As she stepped out of the ornament shop with realfaktention
on food, Alex turned in time to catch the stumbliimgure of
Elizabeth Duke. Her cane had gotten caught in avem part
of the brick walkway.

Speak of the devil and who should appear...the devil’
quarry.

“Hey, | got you.” Her sturdy smaller frame gave tiadler,
thin one a firm place to catch her balance. Aleoktoote of
how tall the woman was compared to her and how ghanfelt
as her hand rested on the small of her back. Tineage on the
gaunt shadowed face told her she was going to toesitidown.

“Agnes? We need a chair here,” she called intcstiap she
had just left. She pulled a radio from her belcrifts, come in.
Got wheels?”

“Ten four, little buddy,” Mark replied.

“Little buddy?” she muttered to herself.

“Lunch time. You paying?” he asked.

She pulled her radio back out, shifting her weigit the
tall woman to allow her more support when her hbaidher.
“Pick me up in front of Agnes’ Gifts and Wrappings.

Agnes came bustling out with a chair.

Elizabeth Duke sunk into it gratefully.
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“Mai’s next door, getting something to eat. Do yweant her
to check you out?” Agnes asked the tall woman.

Elizabeth nodded gratefully. “Please.”

The long fingers that gripped Alex's shoulder were
surprisingly strong. She could feel tingles wheligdbeth Duke
was touching her.

Get a grip, Detective!

As the woman settled in the chair, her hand movEd o
Alex’s shoulder.

“You all right?” Alex asked softly. Bright blue egdilted to
look into hers. Alex’s breath stopped for a momeamnil a nice
hum ran through her body, causing her lids todiutAlex took
a slow deep breath to refocus. Maybe she just meadeeal
vacation, somewhere far from Sunrise.

“Yes,” the voice broke her reverie.

When Mai arrived, Alex stepped aside.

“Elizabeth, is it your knee?” Her small-boned hang@stly
and knowingly probed the leg underneath the paletgd

The police car pulled up beside the walkway, andkvieas
next to Alex quickly.

“Need a lift?” Alex offered. It was obvious the wamwas
not going to be able to walk.

Mai nodded. “Yes, thank you, Alex. Agnes, can youeg
the clinic a call and tell them Elizabeth will nelechave a room
ASAP and tell them she’ll need x-rays?”

Agnes nodded. “Sure will, Mai.”

“Thank you, Agnes,” four voices chimed.

V5512
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As the car rolled to the front of the clinic, Gartgme out
with one of the students. Between Gary and Lonthiey had
the tall woman in a wheelchair and rolling.

Once the two women were dropped off, Alex and Mark
headed back to the sandwich shop for lunch.
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It was easy to find a parking place on the busgestwith a
police car. They simply parked in the red. Theycpased their
lunch and found a table next to the sidewalk nleair car.

Alex let out a moan as she chewed her turkey sardwi
slowly, savoring the flavors. “This guy has thisidaich down
perfect.”

Mark hummed his agreement. For a few moments, both
concentrated on their lunch.

“So,” Mark mumbled around a full mouth of meat and
cheese, “what do you think after seeing her clgs® u

“Not my type.” Alex ignored his snort of disbeligind
continued, “Too skinny, for one. Listen, you heding agent.
This is business.” If only she could stop replayMg. Duke’s
fingers gripping her shoulder and how nice it fetig wouldn’t
feel like such a fraud.

“It won't be forever.” His voice was calm and reaable as
if he were asking if she could baby sit Angel fowaek. “As
long as you don’t cook, she can fatten up. Whyyaxefighting
this? So far, everyone Claire and | predicted apleomaterial
are happy together. No failures.”

“Mark, if she survives this crazy scheme, do yoallye
think she’ll want to have any social relations watlcop? | think
not.” Oh, shit. Did | just admit to being intereste®ok. Did |
say | wanted to be in a relationship?” she ask&dsmerated.
She tried to ignore her trembling hantl¢hat is happening to
me?Alex picked up her empty tray, needing to do soingth
physical, and dumped it on the others.

“Detective Scripts or Adison, come in.”

Alex clicked her radio on. Her heart skipped a ketathe
official tone Harriet took. “This is Adison, go adk”

“Call from the Mills’s place. Sounds like a realdoane.
This is the third call this month, Alex, and | wamu to know, |
could hear a shotgun going off...more than three gilmefore
the line went dead. Over.”

“Ten-four, Harriet. We’'ll be careful. Alert the nic we’ll
need an ambulance as soon as we secure the goeahfven’t
already.”
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“I told her to hide in the bathtub and that youk there
right quick. Ten four, Alex.”

Family dispute. Domestic calls were always rough.

“Ten four, we're rolling,” Alex answered.

Mark slid into the driver's seat, and Alex clampéé light
on top of the car roof.

ARG &
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Chapter 21

Adison felt emotionally drained after writing uprheport
on the Mills call and having downloaded the pictusbe took at
the scene. She would have just headed for herrapattand
bed if she didn’t have another priority to takeecaf.

She needed to introduce herself to Elizabeth Duké a
arrange to be her roommate, all before she werltetb that
night so the following day she could begin the ngidse of
protecting Elizabeth Duke. Her weary brain was e¢whing up
with any plausible scenarios on how to broach ttieai,
however. She had not even figured out how to nteetMoman.

This should be easghe mocked herselfAccording to the
Sunrise telegraph, Ms. Duke looked at the Ebbensédearlier
today. Now I just have to do my part. Piece of c&lght. Just
go up to a near perfect stranger and say...and sayrn.Da
better think of something to say fast because héhe House
van,” she muttered to herself.

The van was moving toward her with Genie and Ektlab
Duke in it. Vehicle traffic was slow on tourist dayQuickly,
Alex moved into a parking place that just openedHigpping
out and locking her door, she moved through theniege
crowd. She was next to Elizabeth Duke when her agute
entangled with the roots of the tree as she gobbtite van.

It's the only available place to unload a passengdex, so
don’t get your gander up and get irritable at Gégsiehoice of
parking. “Hi, Genie, how’s the cooking?” Alex greeted, her
hand steadying Ms. Duke.

“Hasn’t changed. You haven'’t been over this wedékehie
accused.
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“Eh, yes,” Alex drawled awkwardly, blushing to hadded
embarrassment. “I've had a lot of work lately. Notich time
left for our usual get-togethers?lease, Genie, don’t embarrass
me with comments on my love life.

“So where you headed, Ms. Duke?” She took her o
from resting on Ms. Duke and looked at her.

“Don’t you take her on one of your evening hikedexy’
Genie interjected. “You attract too much troublehyMlon’t
you join us for some coffee at Mollie’s? Not mudlouble
there.”

Alex threw her dirty look, though relieved she menéd
only that. “Okay,” Alex said slowly. Suddenly, iadned on her
just what she was implying. “And | don’t attracbdible, Genie.
It's my job to look for it.” Was she attracting toouch trouble?
Maybe it's not a good idea to have Elizabeth and ihethe
same building.

“We’ll meet you there,” she said distractedly. Sewly
remembering Elizabeth Duke, Adison turned to h&hdt is, if
you don’t mind some company.” Again her faced rexide

Elizabeth Duke gave her a funny look but returridbht at
all.”

“I'll see you two in a bit then.” Genie maneuveri@ van
back into traffic.

Alex took a deep breath, realizing she was justreishe
was trying to be, alone with Elizabeth Duke, thostle would
like to know just what Ms. Duke was thinking. “Weaven’t
really introduced ourselves. I'm Alex Adison.”

“Hi. I'm Elizabeth.”

Elizabeth."So what did you want to look at?” Alex asked,
feeling at a loss on how to move to the next imgoartask.

“Nothing specific,” Elizabeth returned.

Her tone didn’'t offer the opening Alex was lookihgr.
They were still strangers having nothing in comntorstart a
relationship beyond polite hellos.

“Oh. Well, with all the pre-holiday decorations,etb’s
plenty to see,” Alex offered, looking around foetmentioned
decorations. Shopkeepers were just starting taybrnrsome of
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their outside samples and the street vendors maddl packed
up.

Elizabeth moved slowly as the more agile and faster
pedestrians weaved around her and Alex. When Hithab
stopped in front of the toy store and stared attthlm set that
ran through a detailed replica of Sunrise, Alex dexed if she
was impressed with the work that went into its ticea

“Nice reproduction of Sunrise, huh? The only thivgg real
about that setup is the train,” Alex said. It was httempt at
breaking the ice. She was feeling self-conscioul weople’'s
stares and probable misreading of their relatigndhidid occur
to her that SID and her SPD partners used thegtssnislead
those who intended on doing harm to Ms. Duke.

Startled out of her thoughts, Elizabeth turned head to
look at the detective. It took Alex a few momemisédgister that
she was being stared at and had said nothing.

“Something wrong?” Alex asked, wondering what
disturbing thoughts she interrupted her from.

“No.” It was a brusque answer and Alex was going to
apologize for intruding when Elizabeth added in iletent
tone, “The house, there on the cliff, | was givemoar of it
today.”

An opening?l heard Doc and Lily put it up for rent. It has
an alarm system that would make any techie envio8&p
right up to the batter’s box, Alex. Don’t be shy.

“Yeah?” a doubtful voice asked.

Alex glanced up at her, catching a brief glimpsélat eyes
when the store lights shined around them. “Uh-hGhd
fashion, but highly efficient.T thought she said she was taken
on a tour. Surely, she checked out the security.

“What's that?”

“Geese.” Alex smiled at the surprised look fromzgbeth.
“Huge, | might add.” That got a smile from Elizabemuch to
Alex’s delight. When she smiles, she really looks different.

“I didn't see any geese. | did see a lot of mormigr
equipment. Hardly something a techie would be ers/af.”
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“Yep. Geese. They've probably been moved to thethsou
pen until the place is rentedYep. When she smiles, it changes
her a lot.

“Oh.”

Okay, look sharp now. Time to move to the next Séep
needs someone out there with her, and you've besigred the
job. Ask. She didn't say she was interested inhinase, but
that's where they want to move her...Usiconsciously, Alex
cleared her throat. “If you do decide to take idameed a
roommate, I'd be interested.” Alex felt she soundedual and
normal enough. Of course, in reality, she may lseowended like
a jerk.

“That...sounds...fitting.”

“So...?” She’s not taking this well. | thought Briscolledol
her. She’s not making this easy at all.

“A roommate sounds...l...we’ve only just met..She let
out a sigh. “It's certainly big enough for two pé®go avoid
clashing with different time schedules.”

She sounds reluctant to have a roommate. Surelg, sh
wasn’'t expecting to be out there alone! Or is itnizarn. Ill
bet it's the rumorsAlex turned to look at Elizabeth as she
stopped to let some people by. Her stomach rumisiedtling
her and putting a grin on Elizabeth’s face.

“Hungry?” Elizabeth asked, her voice noticeablgdlier.
“Mollie’'s?” Alex offered. She could feel her lipsuwing
into a smile, matching Elizabeth’sley, she’s warming up to
me. We'll get along just fineShe gave a little sigh, realizing

that Elizabeth may just be seeing the reality efjtb.

“Do you mind if | stop in here?” Elizabeth asked.

“No. Not at all.”

They walked into Gilroy’s Natural Herb and Food r&to
Alex watched as Elizabeth was shown to a row amaihs by
Sandra.

Gods, | hate shoppind\s Alex tried to stay out of the way
of customers and too-helpful clerks, she foundci@e where
she could just wander and be left alo@oh. What's this?
Grinning, she snagged the article that caught tientzon, and
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after locating Elizabeth at the other end of tlmeestpaid for her
purchase and stood outside waiting for her.

Elizabeth glanced at her brown bag but said nothgglex
led them to Mollie’s. Genie was seated at an intadde waving
at them. Tables were full of people having coffad eeading or
just chatting with friends. Genie was talking spftin her cell
phone. “Okay, bye, honey. Hi, you two. Sit downt Gamfy.”

The two women sat side-by-side on the bench seat si
Genie was sitting in the middle of other seat. &eth hesitated
at being waved to slide in first, but Alex insistedh a nod and
gesture. The wall was against part of the kitchterage, so she
was protected from one side should anyone get detgpand
attack Elizabeth in the open. Alex tried to giver lemough
elbow space, but she was sure she could feel Elikabbody
heat along her right side. It was amazing how nmhedt a thin
body could put out.

“Mollie’s going to use us as guinea pigs. A new. piat’s
good, I've got something to surprise Claire wittheSloves
culinary surprises in the sweet category.”

A waitress came by and took their drink orders.

“So, Elizabeth, did you give any more thought tatimy
Doc’s place?” Genie asked. “If you decide to takenaybe you
might want to think about a roommate.”

Alex felt Elizabeth start next to her. Alex starbdrd at
Genie, suspicious of why she had brought that up rimi
wanting to kill the goose that just laid a goldeggen front of
her. “She decided to take it and lucky me, she tluek it's big
enough for a roommate, so I'll be renting it witerfi Alex
said.

“Oh, good. Good idea,” Genie said. “See, ElizabBtlt. out
the energy and presto. It happens.”

Jeez. | feel like I've been tricked into askingi gut on a
first date.

The arrival of dessert interrupted any further dsston.

“Wow!” Alex leaned back in her seat as a generaeipihg
of Mollie’s newest art was placed before her. The was
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composed of different colored layers of chocolatthva soft
light brown topping.

“Claire is going to be so happy. You tell Mollievant four
of these pies in tomorrow’s delivery and one toetddome to
my honey tonight.”

“| already got one in a take-out bag and only fpias you
said, for tomorrow?” A robust woman came alongsifi¢he
waitress, wearing what used to be a white apron.

“Mollie! Mollie, Elizabeth, Elizabeth, Mollie. Theonly
woman outside of Claire who is worth her sweethgoGenie
told Elizabeth with a grin. “If | order more thaaur, they'll all
be finished in one sitting. Women, stress, and clade.” She
spooned the first taste in her watering mouth. “Mm@enie
moaned in delight.

“Good, good. That's the sound | like to hear. WElle got
to get back to my kitchen. | got something cookimghe oven.
Nice meeting you, Elizabeth. You need to be vigitmore.
Genie’s not fattening you up right. | have a lotrmeariety in
my lunches and dinners than Genie has receipt®”eSkhaped
with that last sentence said over her shoulder.

“Hey! That's hitting below the belt!” Genie objedieHer
mouth had been full of pie to have caught her exarli

The three women were silent as they ate, savdnéomioans
of pleasure. Alex easily focused on dessert, lgttine closeness
of Elizabeth fade out.

Genie pushed her empty plate aside. “Well, the gbatty
about you moving out is that at least you won't dnéw worry
about Karla.”

“Karla? That new girl?” Alex demanded. Alex hadeakan
instant dislike to her and her dramatics at beimgpman on the
run from a jealous husband. Claire was flabbergagtat the
woman was recommended for shelter assistance ahddkad
Mark and her to come out and give her a secondapiihey
all suspected she had a rap sheet and were deg¢etrtorfind
out who Karla Johnson was by her fingerprints.

“I certainly won'’t miss her.” Elizabeth said wryly
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Alex, not daring to stare at her since she was lesec
nodded with her eyes focused on her hands wrappethd her
mug of tea.

“I need to get back with Claire’s dessert. You take your
time. I'll call the House from the van and let Hhetow you're
with Alex.” Genie smiled at the two women and dtiff the
bench, moving toward the cash register before wee lad a
chance to finish their good nights.

Alex watched Elizabeth play with her glass of water

“Want to take a walk or would you like a lift bat# the
House?”

“Well, neither.” Elizabeth smiled nervously. “I dorwant
to return to the four walls at the shelter rightwp and my knee
is sore from the walk.”

“Then how about a ride over to Doc’s house?” siferet
hopefully.

“At night?”

“Best time to see if the security system works.”

“You mean the geese?”

“Uh-huh. Let me get the bill, if you don’'t mind,” I&x
offered.

Fingertips grazed as Elizabeth passed the bill.|l&\VAiex
thought about that pleasant sensation, Elizabetit wewait at
the door.

“Alex, Genie beat you to the bill again. What's theore?”
Leah laughed at Alex’s expression.

“I think she’s got this game fixed,” Alex said, thgrinned.
“But the punishment isn't so bad.” Alex waved gogeland
joined Elizabeth. “Looks like Genie got to the lb#fore us.”

They walked slowly along the now nearly deserted
sidewalk. Alex motioned Elizabeth to her SUV.

“A Range Rover? The terrain is that rough, huh?”

Alex could hear the smile in her voice. The SUVraa
chirped. Alex smiled back at her, feeling that velver mood
Elizabeth had been in earlier had passed.

“It can get that way. When it rains or snows héne, roads
get too messy for our patrol cars. | also take wadktrips to
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my cabin in the mountains where it really comeshandy.”
Alex flinched at the personal information she eattloff. She
flicked on her SureFire and made a quick inspedii@und the
vehicle, looking for marks that indicated someorrawted
under her vehicle. With the way things were heatipg she
could not be too careful.

The drive was quiet and uneventful as both woméethede
into a comfortable silence. The gate to the prgp®stung open,
and the SUV headlights picked up gray shapes hddalieund
what Alex knew was the pond. There was movememh ftioe
birds as the lights flashed across them. The Sldypsd in
front of the brick walkway to the porch. The setulight came
on, lighting up the driveway and entranceway toftbat door.
Alex pushed her door open and hopped down, waltomgrd
the porch. Not hearing Elizabeth behind her, sheet around.
Elizabeth remained in the SUV staring at the bitust were
rising to their feet and flapping their wings initatjon. Honks
and other noises of unhappiness filled the night ai

“They're still locked out of this area. They dom$ually get
over that temporary utility fence. Watch your stémugh. The
experience of slipping on duck droppings is as aadinding
dog poop in the dark.”

“Geese poop. That's a first,” Elizabeth mutteredlemher
breath as she cautiously slid out of the SUV.

Alex chuckled, remembering her own reaction wherrkMa
told her that and he promptly slid in the muck. &Tacs rent
their geese out to keep unwanted visitors off vapaoperty. |
want to turn on the indoor alarm system.” By Elietiis
expression, Alex knew geese were not her first agh@s a
security system and probably not her second. Hes esyvept
over the walkway, noting the bricks that had bempsided or
missing were reset since her last inspection ofpilaee.Doc
spent quite a bit of money to fix the place \Wonder what else
he’s done to make it enticing. This puts more @useder his
name as a possible Jaded Amulet boss.

“You have a key?” Alex asked as she reached for the
doorknob.
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“Uh,” Elizabeth hesitated a moment.

“Hang on to it.” Alex jiggled the doorknob, then ghed
opened the door. She returned her lock pick to algpouch in
her palm. “Too easy,” she said. She stuck her hetadthe
foyer to look around, then turned the lights on.

The two of them inspected the rooms, each with ages.
Alex picked out what room she wanted and mentiottesl
center room separating their sleeping areas as fiolea study.
The fourth room on the other side of the kitchethwaine wall
against the front room, faced the front yard witiokshelves
lining two walls. It obviously was meant to be thteidy, but it
was too closed in for both women. Alex was thinkangyuest
could use it.

“In the morning, Detective Scripts and Officer Bsirwill
stop over and set up additional security,” she sagdshe
glanced into a shared bathroom.

“Then | can tell Dr. Ebbens we’ll rent this place?”

Alex nodded. “Give me a few days, and this plack be
secured,” she told her softly. “Will you trust methat?”ls we
so hard to accept?

“It's a bit too late to be asking that, don’t ydunk?”

“You can always back out, Ms. Duke...Elizabeth. Dda#l
you’re trapped into being the bait without any 8ay.

Elizabeth gave her a puzzled look. “I made my deciso
be part of this operation with my eyes wide opeéhé added in
a softer voice, “There is no victim here, Detectidison. |
know my part and the consequences.”

Alex studied Elizabeth, not knowing what it was shelly
wanted to convey. She took a deep breath, theit @it to
settle a disquieting feeling in the pit of her stah. What was
going to happen when they moved in together? latgrnshe
groaned. She knew what she wanted to happen.

Alex stopped at the cabinet with the monitors apened it,
turning the cameras on to see if the equipment waking.
The night cameras picked up red spots from sietbfit angles
around the house.

“What are those?”
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“Animals. They're small.” She jiggled the cable behone
of the monitors to get an image. “We’ll need to dhéhis one
out. The LED light on the monitor is on, but nothins
showing,” she muttered. Closing the cabinet, slo& tnother
look around the front room.

“Want to look at anything else?” she asked.

“Nope.”

Alex shut the foyer light off before she opened fhent
door, took a long look around before stepping then waved
Elizabeth to the SUV when she felt everything wasafe as it
could be.

The ride back to the shelter was just as quiethasride
over.

“I'll see you tomorrow, “ Alex said as she parketthe
House.

“Okay. My appointment at the clinic tomorrow istan. If
you want to go shop for””.she stopped suddenly.

“What's wrong?” .

“I forgot that you probably have your own furnituteneed
to go shopping for a bed, for one.”

“How about lunch at one and we’ll inventory what meed?
Mollie’s?”

“Okay.”

Alex waited until Elizabeth disappeared into theelsdr
before driving off. “What argve getting into here?”

ARG &
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Chapter 22

Adison stepped into the clinic, looking around Edizabeth.
She was conscious of six pair of eyes that stuiedas she
closed the door. Word was already around the cafeps that
they were roommates. She spotted Elizabeth atdhettance
desk signing papers. Alex went to join her, noddatgthe
smiles and greetings she received.

“Hi,” she said loud enough for the others to h&art when
Elizabeth’s cerulean eyes turned to her, she fatgmg had an
audience. “l| have a break,” Alex smiled, reflectithg smile on
Elizabeth’s face.

“That works out well,” Elizabeth returned. “I wasisf
thinking of checking out furniture...namely a bed.”

“I got that covered.”

Margaret handed another set of keys to Elizabethedarge
manila envelope that had information on the housé #s
security system. Alex recognized it and her hantilvgrion the
envelope. About six months before, Doc had a buygénd
vandalism. After the place was cleaned up, he tbekchief's
advice and had the geese moved in. The house keysegurity
system directions were kept in the envelope.

Alex held the door open for Elizabeth to pass thhu
conscious of how close they were. Her heart wasgiog, and
unless she shook off this feeling, they were gdingbe in
trouble. Alex gestured toward her vehicle, unabldrust her
voice. Elizabeth climbed into the passenger se@iping
herself in.

Take a deep breath and get your head out of the Aggnt
Adison. What is wrong with you?
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Alex pulled herself up into her driver's seat, feglmore in
control of herself.

“I...umm...gave a bottle of my hair conditioner and
shampoo to Gary to check.” Elizabeth exchangedcglanvith
Alex. “He said you normally give them things to ckefor
chemicals?”

“Yes,” she drawled, her eyes slitting from her thbis of
suspicion. “Did Karla mess with your stuff?” Herize came
out harder than she intended.

“If anyone, it would be her, but | don’t know yd&aybe it's
just paranoia. They didn’t have their usual smell.”

“In your case, Elizabeth, it's a healthy conditicalled
caution. | take a dose of it every morning.” Befaieifting
gears, she added, “There are only two people irrig€unvho
know | work for SID, besides yourself. Chief Har@erd Agent
Briscolle. 1 would like to keep it that way for deng as
possible.”

Elizabeth nodded, “Okay.”

On the drive to the shelter, they spoke on prakcticaters
of setting up their new residence. At the Housdzableth
signed out and arranged for Claire to pay Doc, ab as any
other bills that may come up until her own moneyswa
transferred to her new checking account. Both wowrieared
Elizabeth’s room quickly. There was not much tokpac

“This yours?” Alex asked, holding up a capsule fghend in
the carpet.

Elizabeth looked at what Alex was referring to, nthieer
eyes moved to the gloves Alex had donned when @bites the
wayward pill.

“It's habit,” Alex explained.

“Umm. It looks like one of the pills from the baitll
returned to the clinic. They gave me a new one.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know for sure. But since they've switchédttles,
my knee has been feeling a lot better—as oddsasuitds.”

“Hmm.” Alex checked her pockets and found a smisfic
bag she used for evidence collecting. She slippedpill in,
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then resumed checking the room, more focused indieras a
law enforcement officer.

She heard Elizabeth zip up her laptop in a cask had
wheels. Alex noted she was more concerned with ethos
possessions than her other few belongings. Aleaxigéttened
and picked up the small clothes bag sitting orsthpped-down
bed. Elizabeth had stuffed the bedding in the gresited bag.
Each residents’ room had a different color, makingasy for
everyone to identify whose clothes were in the wagh
machine or dryer.

“Is that your personal laundry?” Genie asked asy the
stopped at the office before leaving.

“Yes.”

“Until you get your washer and dryer hooked up, wiot
just toss it by the washer here?” She walked ovehe utility
room and came out with a green basket. “I'll brithgm by
tomorrow or when you’re ready for visitors.”

“Okay.” Elizabeth laid her four articles of clotignn the
basket.

“Take care of yourselves,” Claire said, soundingreno
serious than was her nature.

Alex nodded to her.

Elizabeth hugged both women and whispered sometbing
each, then climbed into the SUV. She looked sttagjtead,
appearing to be relaxed, however, her hands werde wh
knuckled over the paper bag Genie had handed hir avi
thermos of food, bread, and a note to call if sheukl need
anything.

“Claire offered to sell a washer, dryer, refrigeratstove,
and if we need it, some furniture real cheap,” Adismiled at
her new roommate, who was also her assignmenbtedgir she
firmly reminded herself. “I told her we could useeeything but
the furniture. Mai and Gary have some furnitureahted to buy
from them only | didn’t want to lug it up to my dabDo you
mind me moving it in?”

“No. Any furniture right now would be nice. Doesete
happen to be a bed in that collection?”
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“Yes, a big one,” her face broke into a wide gtilm sure
you're going to like it.” She glanced Elizabeth’sayy her
excitement evident. “I'll let you see it before &ysanything
more about it. So we have utilities being delivetechorrow
and the furniture later today. The electricity isesady on. The
water is on. The gas is on. Oh, and Claire is thrgvin a rug
for the front room, and | have a few from my oléqs.” Alex
hesitated for a moment. “I noticed you don’'t havechin the
way of winter clothes. It's going to start gettimgal cold,
especially along the cliff. How about tomorrow wheg shop
for groceries, we stop by one of the shops and pak up a
warmer coat, heavier shoes, pants, and stuff?”

“All right.”

Alex glanced at Elizabeth. It was difficult to kebpr eyes
off her silent passenger. “You know, you're leavipgurself
vulnerable out there Duh, Alex.

“Yes, that's part of the plan,” Elizabeth drew aibwly.
“Are you nervous? Afraid?” she added, watching kheckles
whiten on the steering wheel.

“For you,” Alex responded.

“When he hears the rumors in the coffee shop, theso
about you being involved with me, you're very likelo get
hurt. Surely, you've taken time to read his MO?’iz&beth
paused. “Why argoudoing this?”

Alex pursed her lips before replying. “Ah, warninge
before the action starts? Do the rumors botheryou?

“Won't sully my reputation. You're avoiding the gstéon,”
she said.

“It's my job.” Gods, that sounds so patronizing.

Elizabeth was silent, as if waiting for somethirgee

Alex breathed a sigh of relief, grateful that Ebeth
expected more. It gave her a second chance tomagtking
more significant. And then her mind got stuck. Jukat was
she trying to say?

“It may come as a surprise to you, but when thialli®ver,
I'd like to...” It was at that moment that she realized what she
was saying and nearly bit off her tongue in therfto stop
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before she humiliated herself. “...be able to havener with
you without having to look over both our shouldéientally,
she replayed the comment to see if she had stepypedthe
line. She could feel her face heating up.

While she waited for the automatic gate to theivte®me
to swing open, Adison surprised herself by puttieg finger in
the proverbial socket.

“So is the rumor true that you intend on stayinteragll
this?” Alex held her breath, thinking that maybe steeded to
rethink how to release her nervousness.

“Funny how a casual conversation spoken between two
people in a coffee shop is suddenly the talk ofrtd\iElizabeth
opened her door and slid out.

You didn’t answer the question. Or did you?

“Whose truck?” Elizabeth asked when she appeargttae
her.

“It belongs to Detective Mark Scripts, my partneAlex
stopped Elizabeth with a hand on her arm. “Agemsd@ile just
briefed the local PD on who is after you and whiyD% been
given the task of making sure you’re not grabbeditoyone but
Bobby, and only when the freighter is off the coastyour
delivery is within hours and not days. Hey, Angé&lie caught
the dog’s muzzle as it poked her hand, lookingafqgrat on the
head or maybe the cookie Alex usually had for her.

Angel moved to Elizabeth and stuck her cold nose ihe
palm she had open. As Angel inspected her for ani@ments,
her long curved tail moved slowly. Elizabeth waifedthe dog
to finish her examination.

“Friend, Angel,” Mark’s voice commanded from thergto.
The dog’s tail moved back and forth faster.

“Elizabeth, this is Mark Scripts, my partner. Mark,
Elizabeth Duke.”

“Hello, Elizabeth. Nice to finally meet you.”

Mark looked at his partner who had moved to study h
work on the outside of the door. “It's a handy aldrhe said.

“But is it user friendly?”



“You mean do you have to key in a secret codeiok glour
heels? Nah. It's not as nice as ours at the stabiohit’ll do.
Place your palm here, and it recognizes you. ltisupgraded
version of what was here. Let’'s set up your prefi@w. Just to
be on the safe side, | put in a new hard drive &nid
programmed it. He's the town’s computer geek andks/dor
SPD,” he told Elizabeth.

He moved to the side and demonstrated with his framtd
first. “Okay, let me file and save, and now it'suyoturn,
Elizabeth.”

Finishing with the copies of each handprint, haightened
up.

“The builder of this house installed plenty of setyu Eric
and | have already done a sweep through the hausamove
any monitoring equipment that we could not use.”

Both women nodded.

“SID was kind enough to supply us with what we resfed
for additional protection.” Elizabeth nodded forrhio go on.
“We’'ve added four movement sensors in the atti@ iw the
driveway, two more around the duck shelter, andirzdothe
house. I've also switched ducks, Alex. The Macsegas young
geese, so this is their first night out.” He smilddvanted to be
sure no one’s been over here befriending the feadhguards
before you took up residence.”

Mark took the two through the house, pointing out

shortcomings and advantages. The last place heeshtivem
was in the kitchen where three bags of groceries supplies
sat on the counter.

“Thought you could use some quick stuff,” Mark salte
pointed to the kitchen closet before Alex could get an
embarrassed thanks. “It's a floor exit that leawla itavern and
from there out to the beach. The chief remembexhike back
that Doc told him before the house was set heeectimtractor
discovered an old stairway leading to the beacltealed with
a concrete cover. It was found when they were phegahe
foundation. Doc decided it would be fun to put #émtrance
below the house where the cellar entrance is. Taiesswere
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rebuilt, and they have their own private way to ieach. | was
waiting for Alex to get here before exploring itHis eyes
glinted with excitement. “I would invite you dowrntoo

Elizabeth, but | don’t think your knee is up toDo you mind if
we leave you up here with Angel?”

Elizabeth shook her head.

“How many people know about this?” Alex asked.

“Probably the majority of the town. The chief s&dc and
Lily liked to use these stairs when they went falkg along the
beach or for sailing. It's not something | recallif | haven’t hit
the ten-year resident mark yet. They used to hadieghy tied
up on the beach.”

Alex pushed a section of the floor, and the papehed up.
The smell from the passageway was damp, stalecaladon
her bare arms.

The entrance on the beach must have a fence ortsmge
blocking it.

“Shall we go and see what's there?” Mark handedx Ale
flashlight. “Angel, stay here angatch”

“We won’t be long. Just want to be sure no oneaane up
this way without us knowing,” Alex explained as sieenoved
her shoes and socks, “and see if there is any ororgt
equipment down there.”

Alex shined her light slightly ahead of Mark sodwild see
where he was going. “Brr,” she muttered. Steppitiy the
ladder, her feet felt firm on the sand.

They both played their lights along the oppositellsya
silently agreeing to cut the job in half by eackirtig a side.

“There aren’t any wires on this side,” Alex saidemhthey
joined up again just inside of the tunnel that ledlout onto the
ocean. The beach was short with rocks and boukttered
about.

“There’s an alarm system.” Mark shinned his lighing a
crack on his side, “but the wire needs to be regulatl|l get a
roll of cable.”

As he glanced around the tunnel entrance, his doniteed
to a frown. “This place is not easily secured frime ocean.”
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He kicked at the aluminum boat that looked likehdid been
chained to its mooring for a long time. “I wouldm'tind taking
it out. How about you?”

“I get seasick in tiny buckets,” she said. “'Ssome type of
security workable?”

“What do you think?” Mark countered to see what his
partner knew.

“We can start here with motion detectors. We'll éaw
program it to change its coverage with the tideeleWe can
use the water marks on the wall as guides. I'm &iie knows
of a program that can do the math work for us. @&lser
underwater security if we can get it. Why havehd# tocal kids
invaded this place? If | were a kid and knew atottinnel to
an abandoned house, | would have been among thtetdir
check it out.”

Mark nodded. “I don’t know. | would have been tlmstfto
explore it, then fixed it so no one else couldiggust so | had
my own private hideaway. It's possible to set uptttype of
system but costly.” They looked at each other andngd at
what they could buy and charge to SID.

They clambered back into the kitchen where Angeal an
Elizabeth were waiting.

“Well, it goes out to the ocean,” Alex said. “Whtre tide
comes in, it comes up to about four feet. We foandinghy
attached to the wall near the exit.” Alex’s eyesicen the bags
were gone. “l didn’'t mean for you to get stuck wghtting the
groceries away.”

“No problem. Gave me something to do.”

“We need to get back to work,” Mark said, givindug on
Alex’s elbow. “Linda, my wife, thought you might @& some
supplies right away and Alex without a list is mlo¢ greatest at
shopping for food unless it's take-out. The cadseyou can
microwave right away, but since you have no refagar, better
finish it up quick.” He glanced at his partner. tBtiyou have
any leftovers for this evening, Alex here will tat&re of that.”

“Hey, it beats having to cook.” Alex tapped him tmre
elbow with hers.
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“Thank you. And thank Linda for me. That was thotiigh
of her and you,” Elizabeth nodded to Mark.

Alex smiled. “That was. Do you want to be dropped i
town?” She asked ElizabetAnd we still have Genie’s thermos
of yummy soup.

“No, I'd rather get used to this place. Walk aroward see
what’'s what.”

Alex looked around and decided maybe Elizabethljkist
being alone because she could not see anythingestitey to
investigate for a civilian.

“Stay and protect, Angel,” Mark said.

Angel closed her mouth with an audible click andhart
whine as if replying.

“I'll pick her up when | drop Alex off after our gh Come
on, partner.”

Alex nodded and looked at Elizabeth. “Are you goiage
all right being all alone here?”

“I won't be alone. I've got a flock of geese in thard, a big
Irish Wolfhound at my side, and a long stick,” dtedd up the
cane, “to beat anyone up if they happen to get by m
bodyguards.” Elizabeth lifted an eyebrow as if $& avhat more
could she ask for.

“Here are my SUV keys, just in case you need toogeif
here.”

Alex’s stomach rumbled, interrupting anything elske
might have to say.

“Let’s stop at the coffee shop, Alex, and grab adsédch.”
Mark pulled his partner’s sleeve and started ddvenwalkway
to his vehicle. “Oh, and..he turned to face Elizabeth as she
stood in the doorway, “if you get any visitors frda®D other
than your roommate here, myself, or the chief, galand don’t
let them in. You have a cell phone?”

“Agent Briscolle gave me one with all its attachrseio
keep it charged and working.”

“Good, good. You have someone to call on a rechdais?”

Elizabeth sighed. “Yes. Claire. She’s not comfdealith
me being so far out here, but she doesn’t wantajp sie from
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setting myself up. She obviously doesn’t know alibetgeese,
the dog, and my own common sense.”

Detective Scripts stepped back to stand in frortest “Ms.
Duke..” he started in a low voice, “Elizabeth,” he amedde
hesitantly, “I know this is what you signed up fbut it would
make me feel a lot better if’..

“You were running the show?” she guessed.

He looked uncomfortable. “That's not the issue ek
paused. “I don'’t like the feel of this, and by Alexwitchy
behavior of late, | don't think she does, either.”

“| see. Does SID know you feel this way?”

“I work for the Sunrise PD, and | take my job sasly. |
just don’t want to see you get hurt if it's prevedoie.”

Elizabeth held up her hand to stop any more of eabad
to say.

“Detective Scripts, you have set yourself up withteg a
task because the damage has already been donet thigato
stop. If it means that | have to play with a psyd¢boa little
longer, then I'll do it. You may not feel confidentth SID, but
| do. And | would appreciate it if you don’t undama my
confidence in them. If you have an issue or anradtitve plan,
by all means talk with SID, but don’'t give me thessage that
the ‘vibes’ aren’t right and leave it at that. ORayshe took a
deep breath to regain her composure. “Have a nag”d
Elizabeth turned and walked back into the houseagtiyu
closing the door behind her.

“That went well, partner,” said as they both gdbithe car.

“Do you think so? | think it was a bit patronizimgyself.
It's no wonder she blew me off,” Mark said embasexs

“I've been finding myself saying some really stupkdngs
along that same line, so don't feel bad. | think’shight. We
need to step back and stop putting our misgivirmgmiathis on
her.” Alex rubbed her chin ruefully.

“Is it full moon or something?” Mark asked solemniyve
never been that sorry in front of a civilian sin@sked Linda to
marry me.”
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Alex looked at him alarmed. “Are you feeling somethfor
her?” she asked.

“Just worried about her safety, Alex. I'm not haomgiin
on..”

“Ouch. Let’s not go there. Okay? Let’s just agrkattthis
job has us both acting shamelessly sentimental wemeed
brevity and more common sense.”

“Sentimental?” Mark looked at his partner startt@the last
time someone accused me of that was when Linda was
pregnant. Oh, boy.” He pulled out his cell phonel amade a
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Chapter 23

At three in the afternoon, Mark and the movers izl
furniture and appliances packed in a large truak laeaded to
the house on the cliff. Adison drove the policeisey and
Mark sat in the passenger seat, his preferred pMwn he
wanted to watch something closely. Alex glancedhiat now
and then. Behind his dark glasses, she was sumasstudying
the terrain around them. Though he knew the ardhdue to
their exercises for polishing her night commanddisskas
Genie termed their games, she wouldn’t be surplilskd was
seeing new places where a sniper could pick offesoma from
the Ebbens’ house.

The gate swung open as they approached, sweepey a
geese before it. Alex parked under the carport whih truck
parking just inside the gate. Two pairs of eyesdea the area
for anything out of place as the men hopped ottheftruck and
pulled out the planks to roll the heavy items dowlex herded
the geese that were not sitting around the ponk ipathe small
fenced in area. Mark had moved to help the menyctme
furniture. Alex unlocked the front door, leavingjen.

Where is Elizabeth™Not sensing anything amiss, Alex
checked the front room first, glancing at the sigumonitors.
Her eyes caught Angel's head, her golden eyes meeat her
through the sliding glass door. Elizabeth was lyomgthe back
patio on one of the chaise recliners, the onlyifura in the
house.

Smiling, Alex walked across the wooden floor, hegrher
footsteps as they echoed in the empty room. Hes eyere
drawn to a few bits of splintered wood on the flodfhat is
that? Unconsciously, her eyes were drawn back to theniagl
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figure. Alex slid the glass door open, careful taken enough
noise to wake her. Elizabeth’s breath changedchest rising
slowly as a deep waking breath was taken. Angelupaand
pushed her nose under Elizabeth hand.

“Have a nice nap?” Alex asked softly. She knelttnexher
so Elizabeth wouldn’t feel obligated to rise quickl

A smile curved on Elizabeth’s face and her eyeteftad
open. “Uh-huh. Couldn’t resist the sun and a chésmge.”
Elizabeth’s voice was just as soft as Alex’s astthe women
studied each other at close range.

Elizabeth rolled to her side and looked for herecaBhe
held up its remains.

Oh, that's what the pieces of wood were abdilgx felt a
pang of guilt at not being concerned with sometHimgt was
out of place in their residence. She had sometkiag on her
mind. “Doggie chews are a must,” Alex said solemmigile
silently promising herself to be more vigilant.

They heard a shout from the front door. It soundke
someone’s finger was squished in the door.

“That’s the guys moving in our furniture. | hopeuytke
it.”

Elizabeth moved to get up.

“Here let me help you.” Alex gently guided Elizabeip.

Their walk to the door was a studied moment ofmatty in
Alex’s mind. Elizabeth held onto Alex’s shoulder feupport,
and Alex lent a supporting arm around her waistvds only
when they reached the front door where the three wmere
angling a large screen around the corner that Atepped her
arm. It was no longer needed, and she reminde@Ihéhat she
was on duty.

“That’s the screen that goes around the bed fraX
explained.

“Ah, yes. The opium bed. It's not too close to freund, is
it?” Elizabeth looked at Alex.

Eyes met and both women were caught in timelessespa
deciphering what the other was feeling and pleasedas
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similar. Another shout woke Alex. She shook hercheakeep
the haze that threatened to envelop her away.

“No.” She moved her eyes back to the men who were n
moving down the hall and into Elizabeth’s bedro&he took a
slow deep breatiThis is going to be a hard one. Why do | have
to be attracted to her? Gods! What did | just admit

“Angel! What did you do here?” Mark’s voice rangtou
from the hall. Angel moved to stand behind the twamen,
with only her nose protruding between them.

Mark caught sight of the rest of the cane in Eletals
hand. “Jeez, Louise. I'm real sorry about thatz&eth. It was
a nice one, too.”

“It's replaceable. I'll pick one up on my next vidb the
shops and some toys for slow times.”

“She’s working. She doesn’'t need toys when she’s
working.” Mark looked at Angel sternly. The dog lied by
making little noises in her throat and pressing flaee against
the back of Alex’s leg.

“Doesn’t she get coffee breaks? Lunch breaks? Aakie
Alex pleaded the dog’'s case. “Elizabeth’s rightl wbrk and
no play. If you can carry that puzzle in your pdci@ when
you're bored, your protégé should be able to charyown toy
for when she’s bored. Don’t you worry, Angel, hon&lf bat
for you.”

Elizabeth looked down at the long thin hairy fadett
looked from Alex to her beseechingly. Elizabethssex an arm
around her waist and the other covered her moudimguish.

“Hey, uh...” Alex was caught off-guard by the sudde
display of distress from Elizabeth. She glancedartk. His lips
tightened and gave a slight nod to her, then dsaga back
outside. Before she could think of what to sayz&teth turned
away and limped back into the dining room, stoppmfyont of
the sliding door. Alex watched her for a few monseriéeling
helpless. She felt too much of a stranger to bargeher space
when it was obvious she wanted to be alone.

Trusting Angel’'s presence to be more comfortinghthars,
Alex went into her room to unpack and put her fegdi into

34¢



order. The earlier connection she had felt withe&eth had
come to such an abrupt disconnect that it leftdwdrof sorts.
With studied care, Alex arranged her underwear drathen
her T-shirts, and was about to refold her socksnathe rumble
of a truck reminded her she was not alone.

“Alex, we're leaving,” Mark called.

Alex slid the drawer closed, surprised she wasveli at
that. She joined Mark at the front door. The furrettruck was
already gone. Angel was leaning against Mark, gawiith rapt
attention out at the pond where the geese were.

“See you at work, Mark. Thanks,” she added in a\Voice.

Mark nodded. “I know of a nice cane in our attie stan
use.” He looked down at Angel and affectionatelyped her
nose. “Darling, you embarrassed me. Take care of Aex.
She looks like she needs a friend right now.”

Alex noddedWhy do | feel so lost here? As a rookie, | had
plenty of experience in consoling a family memidea murder
victim or survivors of a gang hit.

When the gate closed behind Mark, Alex let the gems.
Walking back to the house, her eyes swept the &reay from
a gull had her lifting her eyes, spotting a fewdbigliding along
the currents in a darkening sky. Nothing appeargdobplace.
She closed and locked the front door.

Stopping in her bedroom, she picked up the stuffegle
and green dragon she had purchased the previousndine
herb shop. Staring at it for a few moments, shegae it to her
chest and went looking for Elizabeth. Alex tapped the
doorframe of the master bedroom, announcing hesepiee.
Elizabeth glanced at her. The only piece of fumeitim the room
was the elaborate bed. If she had any clothes lonpiegs,
Alex guessed they were put away in the closet.

Alex gestured to the screen around the bed. “Bedhuisn’t
it?”

“Yes.” Elizabeth smiled, seeing the dragon Alex was
holding. “Who’s your friend?”

“Whoever you want it to be.” Alex felt her face sl “I got
her as a housewarming gift for you.”
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“She’s lovely. She’s going to have to sit on thel hmtil |
get a dresser.”

“How about if we make your bed? | have some fitbdets
you can borrow until we get to the linen store, lbdid stop and
pick up two new pillows for you and | have extraiets.”

“Thanks. | appreciate it.”

Alex came back into the room, her arms full of khadd
When the bed was made, Elizabeth sat down, loo&nognd
her. She nodded, pleased at the atmosphere iedreat

“Opium bed, huh? | would’ve thought it was mades thiay
to drape mosquito nets over the sleeping occup@its.you
make your bed yet?”

“Yep.” Her eyes didn’'t leave Elizabeth, enjoyingisth
livelier side of herlLike she’s being friendlier? Duh, Alex. Of
course she’s friendlier. You're roommates now.

“Well then, how about dinner? Are you hungry?”

“Yes.” She turned to follow Elizabeth. “Listen, &v
arranged for the phone company to stop by tomotmwaheck
the outside box and look at the wire from the hdosene post.
I'll be here when he arrives. Don’t open the gateloor until
I’'m here. Okay?” Elizabeth turned to look at heef@e she
could speak, Alex hurried to explain. “It's for Aeigs sake. Can
you image having a big dog like that staring at yi&e you
were its next meal? I'll pen the geese, too, sg then't attack
him.”

In the kitchen, Alex opened a box that had heremfiaker
and assortment of coffees. Elizabeth opened ther dtbx and
pulled out one of the hundreds of mugs she wasayift

“Now that's a puzzler. What is with people who felkeéy
have to give a mug for every conceivable occasioAl®EX
asked.

Elizabeth glanced at her but said nothing.

“What's terrible is that | can’t dump them in thecendhand
store because then everyone will know and I'll makeryone’s
black list. | hate it,” she finished.

Elizabeth continued to study each one she put awalye
cabinet. “They are cute and one of a kind,” shd.sai
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“One of a kind. Just one, would have been fine.”

“You don't like to keep much, huh?” Elizabeth asked
casually.

“I don't like to accumulate things. Then | havedlean and
or repair them.’And pack them when it's time to move on to the
next job or more than likely, let SID clean Uppening up
another box, she began to move her utensils thed atdl in
their plastic separator into a drawer.

“Wouldn’t those work better in that drawer?”

“Uh, sure.”

L)

Adison was lying awake. For the thousandth timeg sh
played with the idea of taking Chief Harper up os dffer of a
permanent job. No one had to know of the changariployers.

I’'m not doing this because of Elizabeshge told hersell’m
just at that stage in life where I'm getting tired living as
someone else.

Is Elizabeth really going to settle down here aftérthis?
Maybe I'm reading her wrongshe sighedleez. This is scaring
me. Is it just lust? So what if it is? She feel$do. | know she
does.She turned to her other sid&ell, after all this is finished,
we’ll just have to see where it goes

She glanced at the clock. It was past midnight strel was
wide awake. She sat up and listened. It soundeel Hi&r
roommate was restless, too. An image of what E&#tab night
apparel would be flashed across her mind.

All right, Agent Adison. Can it.

Disgusted, she flung herself back under the cowensnting
to keep her thoughts elsewhere. After tossing amdirtg for
another thirty minutes, Alex got up. She pulled todre on and
wrapped the belt loosely around her waist. Sheddokp the
hall and saw the door to Elizabeth’s room wide oped a soft
glow coming from the front room. Softly padding anthe
kitchen, she looked in and saw Elizabeth’s head beer her
laptop, busily typing away.
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Long bare legs were stretched under the coffee tabl

Wanting to see more of her, Alex pulled two mugs$ alu
the cupboard, poured water in both, and heated timethe
microwave. Finding her tray, she balanced the ldeategs of
water with a box of crackers and a selection of tead went
out to the front room. Elizabeth’s eyes driftech&ss.

“Thought | heard you playing with the microwavekiessaid
by way of greeting. She stopped her typing andesthiposition
on the pillow.

“I would hate it to be some ghost haunting thiscpla
Something hot but without caffeine?”

Alex found there was no vacant space on the cdébke.
Papers were neatly placed over every availableespac

“Am | disturbing you?” Alex asked, watching a slinand
reach over a T-shirt-covered shoulder and twitatk tiair back.
It was a struggle to keep her eyes from seeingpgles showed
through the cotton clotfThat is so not niceshe warned herself.

“I could use a small break about now. It's rather
uncomfortable sitting on the floor.”

Alex’s heart thudded against her chest as shezeshlihe
print on the T-shirt covered any evidence of herirgg more
than round mounds under them. After Elizabeth seteber tea
and a mug, Alex laid the tray on the breakfast tenjrthen
settled on the opposite couch, balancing her tdezeoknee as it
steeped. Her eyes watched as Elizabeth pushedliles away
and rose to sit on the couch behind her.

“So this is when you write?” Alex asked, settlinga the
corner of the couch and curling her feet under lbgs. She
forced herself to stay focused on Elizabeth’s face.

“It seems to be the best time. It's quiet and Ugyadople
don’t call trying to sell something.”

“Makes sense.”

“What do you know about me?” Elizabeth asked altyupt

Alex’s gaze moved to the long fingers that closeauad
the mug, then lifted it to waiting lips. She swalkd as
Elizabeth’s top lip curled over the rim. Taking eep breath,
her eyes traveled back up to the almost violet dlyat were
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studying her intently. Alex cleared her throat e focused on
the question. “Well, | know you were a single moviou and
your child were involved in a hit and run, and yeere the only
survivor. You have a contract out on you by the M/kinights
for their slave market. You're a writer, and...| gsdkat’s all.”
No personal information like what you like to eatatch on
television, or where you like to vacation. | doe¥en know
what your hobbies are or if you have any.

Alex fiddled with her drink. “If I'm not being toaosy, how
did you get mixed up in this? You don’t seem thgetyo play
with fire for revenge.”

Alex felt captured by Elizabeth’s eyes as they igtticher
for a long moment in silence. She was grateful whkrabeth
finally broke the gaze and took a few sips of lear. t

“It's a long and complicated story, but in a nutheshe
began softly, “I had moved to Alabama by court orge that
my adopted son could be close to his biologicahdnaother.”
She sighed, looking down at her hands. “Noel,” ghesed.
“Rusty, our dog, and | had been out most of the dayhe
retirement home visiting with Grandma Chasley. She&
disagreeable old woman and not at all the type esbqn |
would have chosen for Noel to associate with.” Shesed for a
few moments. “However, they were court-orderedtsish taxi
picked us up. Though she wasn’t partial to Rustg odther
folks at the home loved him.” A tear slipped dower tiace
unnoticed by her. She took a steadying breath befor
continuing. “We had a burglary with vandalism oirstf week
there, and | called the police. Just as the officeere leaving
our apartment, Bobby shows up, laughing it up wité other
officers and none of them taking the incident sesip.”

Alex could hear the anger in her voice.

“The moment he walked in the door, | knew there gaisg
to be trouble,” she answered Alex’s silent questitie didn’t
waste time hitting on me, making comments about amg
other inappropriate remarks that a stranger dodsmake.”
Though Elizabeth’s voice was low, it was shakinghwiury.
“After that day, no matter where | turned, he waere. | finally
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made a complaint to his station chief, then thiggisreally bad.
| had to check my car before getting in it to makee | had air
in the tires or parts from the engine were not mgsOnce, the
steering wheel was actually removed. My brake hiaé been
cut twice.” She shook her head. “It escalated towthe end,
where he started to break things inside the apattnie my
bedroom, he would paint vulgar remarks about myuakx
orientation on the walls in bright orange paint daeave dead
animals on my bed. The carcasses ranged frommdtsas to a
neighbor’s small dog. Two days before...before wg lef took
a knife to my mattress and sliced it so it was ables The only
room he left alone was Noel's. On top of all thag were
getting pressure from the landlord to move out. Wahink |
had sense enough to leave when the first sign aibte
started.”

Elizabeth paused a moment as tears flowed down her
cheeks.

“Hold on a moment.” Alex rose and returned withod of
toilet paper.

Elizabeth accepted it silently, taking time to dpeick in
control.

“What did he write on your walls?”

“The usual banal comments. Queer, lesbian, cueteahd
so on. Toward the end...” she took a deep breatht ‘got
worse. | tried to keep Noel from my room, but kate curious.
For each incident, | had the police there becausanted it
documented. But they didn’t take notes or picturss, | did.
When | asked them for a case number, they toldheg hadn’t
gotten around to it yet. The time | mailed my nades pictures
to my lawyer, they were returned to me the next. deyt up
with a dead rat in the box. | tried to leave towmjt
Grandmother Chasley wouldn’'t have any of it. Callee
spineless, said she would handle it.

“After three weeks, | decided | had enough of indde the
mistake of packing our things to move out like nafmpeople
do. No one would rent me a van, trailer, or evenaadcart.
That's the first time the brakes to the car werapgared with.”
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Elizabeth laughed bitterly. “But, I'll tell ya, winethe weekend
came, there was a taxi cab waiting for us to takéouthe rest
home. The only time | could get a taxi.

“There was a bus station about an hour's walk fraun
apartment we went to. Not only did the attendahtse me any
tickets, but he flat out told me dogs were notwadd on the
bus. Noel didn’t want to leave Rusty behind andheidid I. |
didn’t trust what Bobby would do to him. | madeargements
with someone in the rest home to meet us at the efigown,
then drop us off at the train station in the nemiy town. My
only contact with the outside world,” she said grybhe wiped
a tear from her cheek. “But...Rusty...he...

Suddenly, a deep painful sob came out followed thers.
Elizabeth curled in pain.

“Rusty, Rusty, I'm so sorry,” she finally got oub softly
Alex could barely make out the words. “I shouldle& sooner.
Oh, gods, | should've left sooner. Then Noel. l'dddave just
left. We could have just walked until we got outladit town.”

Alex moved to sit next to Elizabeth, rubbing herclkan
slow circles, letting the woman cry out her pain.

“He poisoned Rusty.” Her words were mixed with sobs
making them difficult to understand. “Noel was saified. Oh,
Noel. He blamed himself for it. I...I shouldn’t halet him see
his grandmother alone that last day. When he gegs/ahe just
blurts things out, and she loved to get him angmy that
reason.”

Elizabeth continued to sob out her personal retiobs.

“I think he told her that he hated her for makirgystay in
that town,” she finally got out. “He told me he ilegked she was
mean enough to have someone do all those thinggetdNVhen
he gets an idea, he holds onto it, and the onhgthd do is to
let him run it out of his system. Oh, gods.” Elieéiiblooked up
at Alex. “She wouldn’t order her only grandson’satte would
she?”

A dark anger burned in the pit of Alex’'s stomadie very
anger that brought her to work for SID. “I don’t dum,
Elizabeth. I've never met her.”
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Chapter 24

Far away somewhere, Adison could hear her alarrmffjo
She wanted to roll over and go back to sleep, hetet was a
heavy weight lying across her. She opened one egdomked
down at shadowed face of her roommate. A tinglitayted
through her body as she rolled the word roommatgemmind
and felt the warmth and weight of her. The longbetifted,
and a mumble Alex could not make out came from bty
warmer, pleasantly vibrating against her collarbokdeg that
was comfortably resting between hers moved to s il@gmate
position.

“Good morning,” Alex said softly, struggling to keder
voice even but not able to stop her hand from stk
Elizabeth’s warm back.

“Aren’'t you going to shut that alarm off?” Elizabet
mumbled. Her warm breath ticked Alex’s neck.

Alex could feel her chuckle vibrate in her chestwbuld,
but I'm pinned down here.”

Elizabeth groaned and lifted herself. “This coush niot
made to sleep on.”

Alex’s body objected to the parting of her sleeppagtner.

“A long time ago, | used to have a waterbed. More
comfortable.” Elizabeth gave Alex an apologetiongfiNot to
say your body was too lumpy or uncomfortable. Yarewery
comforting. Thank you, Alex.”

Alex nearly gulped as she watched Elizabeth’'s dgek
over her reclining form before handing her her roliéo
problem.” Alex heard her voice respond.

The alarm kept up its racket.
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“The alarm,” Alex mumbled. She wrapped her fingers

around the extended arm and was pulled to her lteetcurred
to her she needed a cold shower and not just te@ wak But
Alex kept to warm water, chickening out on the caMhen she
realized the water heater had a lot more hot wegtpacity than
her small apartment had, she stood for a long timder the
water. Finished with her dressing, she leaned dutthe
bathroom, listening for any movements. There weresounds
from inside the house, not even of the house sgitliShe
slipped her bathrobe on and went looking for EletabPeering
through the carved bed panel, she spotted the istedprm
curled up under blankets.

A beep from the alarm alerted her that somethirgglathan
a rabbit was within ten yards of the property. &ie her cup of
coffee down on the kitchen counter and went to gbendoor
to Angel, who came pushing her wiggling thin frami¢gh her
rope toy clutched between her jaws. Alex laughed laoked
up at Mark who had a long cane draped over his @moh a
small bag in the other hand.

“Good morning, Alex.

“Good morning, Mark. Good thing it's you or | wolle
bashed the unannounced visitor over the head witlcoffee
cup. Is that the cane that has a knife or sometlsingrp
attached?”

“Sure does. | had to hide it because of the kids.”

Alex leaned out of the door and looked at the coafifog
that were rolling in. “We’re going to need radaffitad our way
back to town.”

“No running today. | don’t want to challenge thdefa on
getting hit by a car or running off a cliff. Weivork out in the

gym.”

“Sounds okay to me. Come on in while | get my bag

together. Elizabeth just went to bed. She worksgtit.”
“Writing?”
“Yes. Did you know we have four of her books at N&d$?
| read them. Not bad. She has seven pen namesamdmd
then writes romance novels. Her specialty is adwentike
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spies and such.” She peeked inside the bag he thamele
“Ooh. Doggie toys.”

Mark looked embarrassed. “Yes. Well, it's a goothghl
brought them if she’s going to be sleeping in. Bg way, |
didn’t hear the geese.”

“The monitor shows them around their pond. | guithey
don’t want to wander off the cliff when the fog's thick. Smart
birds. Where’s Angel? Usually, she doesn’t leavesmag until
| give her a cookie.”

“She’s working,” Mark said.

“I feel hurt.”

“I won’t be surprised if our fellow officers arelat snippy.
They had to get off their duffs and take four coanmi calls
yesterday while we were unloading stuff here.”

“Yeah?” Alex looped her gun belt around her waistl a
tossed her fanny pack into her workout bag. “Hownyna
complaint calls did they generate about theirwadg® The chief
always gives time off for moving. They know thatowi many
times has Danny moved in one year, milking that?”

“Uh-huh,” he agreed. They stopped at the coffeeputre
Mark held two travel mugs. Alex filled both cupsdamirned the
pot off, following Mark out to the police vehicle.

“So what's on our schedule for today?” Alex shivkand
pulled the collar up to keep the dampness out.

“After we work out and the chief has his meetingarmces
are we're going to be foot patrolling until the fofis. Maybe
spend some time in the coffee shops, picking upghenlatest
gossip.”

“Ah, my kind of duty.” Alex settled behind the wHaehile
Mark balanced the two coffee cups and kept an epefar
anything coming their way.

“As much as | trust Claire and Genie’s talents totect
their residents, if the White Knights chose to iwadhe shelter,
it would traumatize the other women. Moving Elizétbeut was
smart,” Mark said.

“It's going to be a pain dealing with the gossiptex
returned dryly. She didn’t dare take her eyes efrtiad, but she
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wanted to give him a glare, even if it was going ke
halfhearted.Gods, Alex, you are so in trouble here. You love
rooming with her, and if he hadn’t thought of thisu would’ve
been thinking of all sorts of ways to bump into. her

“So what do we have to worry about at the houseesDoc
and Lily are suspects in this operation?” Alex didmve to
look at Mark to know he was frowning in thoughtf We had
blueprints, we could see what other surprises tiggnal owner
had going,” Alex suggested.

“Yes. The contractor moved to Oregon. Too many odd
things about that house. Like, why is there is amg entrance
to the master bedroom, especially with the way dthtleer
bedrooms are set up? Have you thought of which rdmen
original owner’s brother stayed in? He was paramsidugh to
set up the protection to this house, so where €igléep?”

Alex shook her head, curious also.

Mark’s cell buzzed. He pulled it out of its holstand
flipped it open. He listened, saying little. Whée tconversation
was finished, he closed it and slid it back in®hblster. “That
was the chief. Briscolle called him this morningeébhim know
that the Libyan freighter is still stalled with tharbor master.”

“Any new orders?

“Nope.”

Alex squinted out the window at the swirling clounfsfog.
Using the windshield wipers to clear the moisturié the
windshield was pointless. She cleared her throate ‘talked
last night.”

Both were quiet for a while.

“From what | gather, the whole town wouldn’t helgrh
when Bobby Miles was harassing her, even the |pcéte,
whom he worked for. She had mailed evidence of the
harassment to her lawyer, but it was returned tdheenext day
cut up along with a dead rodent.” Alex paused.

“Didn’'t she have any friends outside of that towrmow
could’ve come to pick them up?”

“She was effectively isolated. She had no cell ghdder
calls and mail were blocked and her car immobilizEteir dog
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was poisoned, and when she and Noel tried to esmageot,
they were run down.” The same dark cloud from thevipus
night engulfed her as she imagined the guilt Ekthbmust be
feeling.

“Piddle heads,” he muttered.

Alex turned her head toward Mark startled. “What gou
say?”

He continued to stare out the window. “Piddle hedits a
‘safe’ curse to say in front of the kids. You knguigdling?”

“Piddling?” she repeated blankly. “As is in, oh.yH¢hat's
clever. Piddle heads. | can't wait to use it.”

“Slow down even more, there’s a side road...right...enak
right here,” Mark directed.

“Just where are we going?” The tires slid slowlytbe wet
sandy road before gripping and making a good turn.

“Near the shelter. The fog doesn’t hang so thicktlois
road. See, it's clearing.”
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An hour into their workout, Adison and Mark werenjed
by Harriet who liked to pedal on the bike an hoefdoe starting
work. She played bluegrass music. The three of themmed,
and Alex tapped her feet between reps. She galieeashuffle
jig she learned at the dance hall on Country andtéve nights
as a finale before heading to the shower. Undehttewater,
she reminded herself to get a copy of Harriet's fobthose
days she needed a lift.

Showered and changed, the trio met in the coffeenrand
chatted about the weather, waiting for their mepto begin.
The chief was in his office on the phone. It wasirsolater
when his door opened. Harriet, Eric, Mark, and Alesk their
seats around the table in the meeting room. Bedhesaeeting
was so late, Mike and Danny were there also andgaththe
seats closest to the door.



“Good morning, troops. The duty roster for todatdis
voice was clipped. “One of the women at the sheédtenissing.
Alex and Mark, that's your beat. Mike and Dannyuyao are
assigned to the outer rim until next week. You bmdive been
charged with harassment, and until next week whenptrovo
from Bales gets here to take your statements, yeunat to
engage in any contact with a tourist. Am | clear?”

“How are we going to know who is stealing from gteps
if we don’t check out suspicious customers?” Dadagnanded
angrily.

“Ah. So you know what this is about.” The chief'ges
became intense as he shifted his weight to focushentwo
problem officers. “Frisking customers without cau3éat is
harassment in legal terms, and you both know itaW\bavid’s
customers purchase in his shop is not your businekess he
says someone stole something or you have proo$ Iseliing
something illegal. This is the fifth time you’'vedrereminded to
stay away from his customers. We are here to sardeprotect,
not to humiliate or harass anyone. Nor are youllmwait to
happen in your presence.” The chief paused as ifoltect
himself. “This is official, so I'm saying it for @ryone at this
table, so hear me good,” he continued in a calmearev “This
suit against Sunrise covers verbal and physicadsanent. The
town is being sued for a lot of money, and | ddhink the
committee will be swayed to keep either of you. thee time to
update your résumés and to huddle with your lawyer.

“What about my rights, free speech?”

“Your rights? At this moment, you have the righttédke a
personal day off, which will be without pay, or pavhere your
only communion is with nature until next week wrtea board
reviews the case to see if you will still have b yoith SPD. In
case you've forgotten, you have used up all yount pik time,
personal time, vacation time, and floaters. If yblike to quit,
that’'s also an option. The victims are taking tlmiscourt, and
they have plenty of withesses. And may | remind,ymu are
not to interfere with any of the witnesses or potiwitnesses.
If any of them pulls out of this case with a chamjeune, it
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will be investigated as if evidence was tampereth\and you
will be arrested immediately. Do | make myself c®a

Danny wrapped his arms around his chest, appetripgff
out in defense, while Mike sat back in his chais hands
folded on the top of the table looking unconcerned.

“Dis...missed!”

The chief looked at Alex as they passed. “| wanéde you
two in my office before you take off to the House.”

When the others had trickled out, the chief gestucethe
chairs, then pulled one out for himself. “Sit doveit, down.”
His voice was still brusque from the meeting.

The slim form of Agent Briscolle entered the office

“I had Agent Briscolle wait in the computer roomtilin
those two left.” The chief rubbed his chin as histation
subsided.

“Last night, we believed everything was put on hdiee to
the Libyan freighter tied up at the harbor, but oantact says
Bobby Miles has boarded a private plane with hiardulf he
leaves his state, a bounty hunter will have a ot at
collecting a fee for bringing him back. If he shows here, any
law enforcement officer can arrest him on chargésted to his
stalking Elizabeth Duke across state lines. Heslbipeaking the
court limits set for his release until his casekmfhapping is
brought to trial.”

“So you’re saying anyone can make an arrest on ddile
Won't that be defeating the purpose if some boimiyter gets
it in his head to collect?”

“No one knows where he’s headed, and no one knows
where Elizabeth Duke is.”

“Besides the Jaded Amulet and White Knights. Setat
right there leaves too many people in the know.”

“There are no perfect plans and no guaranteesg/thatside
will win. We do our best with the highest goal gbss no one
but the bad guys get hurt and strive to make itpkap
Briscolle said. She turned to look at Alex.

“So are you comfortable with the security at theude
Elizabeth Duke is staying at?”
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“Officer Burns and | removed all the old monitoring
equipment we found and put in our own,” Mark asdurer. He
held up a small device. “And as you know, I'll getsignal if
anything disrupts them that is bigger than a rabbié glanced
at Alex who regarded him with surprise.

“I have no intention of letting Miles have her |l@rgthan
what is needed to catch him and the others,” Biis@&xplained
to Alex, who looked irritated that she had beert @it of
something that involved the safety of her assigrni&erhaps
you can give Ms. Duke an update as soon as possiike her
to be kept abreast of what's happening.”

“Okay. She’s sleeping right now. Angel and the geas
guarding the place for now. The phone company iglisg a
man out to check the switch box about noon, sdéllout there
before then. We also have some more furniture qpdisaces
that will be delivered and hopefully, installed &yd That will
give me a legitimate reason for being out theretrabthe day.”

“Okay. Miles will have the house checked out. Henivo
grab her just yet. Remember, harassment is forepladym,”
Briscolle cautioned.

“How does he know that we aren’t setting him up?”

“Not we—you—her roommate. I've heard the gossip in the
coffee shop that says the two of you are romaryicalolved
and you moved out there to protect her from heb@xriend.”
The agent shrugged at Alex’s uplifted brows. “Itjgdanged
what was originally going around a bit. Not by mudiut
enough to give any of Miles’s group an idea that'lyjpe acting
as a bodyguard for romantic reasons.”

“What's keeping the other factions from not goinfiea
Elizabeth Duke now, with this fog giving them coverAlex
asked.

“They haven’t done a reconnaissance of the plateFyem
what I've seen of the area on my walk last nighthvidetective
Scripts, the terrain is pretty rough going witloadf chances of
twisting an ankle or running into a trap. She hatog, geese,
and a cell phone. She need only press one button fo call
me. The only way to take her in that situation wiobk to use
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heavy artillery, and they don’t want that type tieation. They
do things under the public radar. If they didrifiey wouldn’t be
able to use their plant in the FBI.

“They’ll send in someone to look over the place ahd
possible, do whatever they can to make sure sh&'sfthe
picture in a quiet way.” The agent smiled faintigo far, they
haven't hired an outside hit on her, so we know gbing to be
one of their own,” Briscolle finished.

“Oh, great,” Alex muttered. “It doesn’t take muahhilock a
cell’s transmission.”

“Not with Angel there,” Mark disagreed. “She worlét
anyone near enough to Elizabeth without letting autowl.
And when she does howl, believe me, the town wilbw it.
Besides, it'll set off all the other dogs aroundmo’

Agent Briscolle nodded. “Good training. The cellopk
gives off regular signals. If the signal is diseght that alone
will set off an alarm. Claire and Genie also arenitwring the
signal.”

“Are they part of SID?” Mark asked curious.

“No, they're part of the organization assistingtasset up
this scenario. They have a leak in their systerd, lnhelping
us, they're finding the source of the hole.”

The chief stood. “Let’s get moving then. The misbsld be
lifting soon and Mike and Danny will be heading tioeir
assignment.”

“Where are they now?” Agent Briscolle asked.

“The Cigar Room,” three voices chimed.

The meeting broke up.

Alex looked at Mark curiously as she tried to kegpwith
his long strides while they walked to the Housetl# pace he
set, it would take them about twenty minutes totbete. “You
never mentioned you were going to be salting tinel laround
the house. Anything else you've been doing thatldvinterest
me?”

Mark shrugged. “I was thinking about it, and Agent
Briscolle just happened to be able to get accesmoe nice
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wireless alarms. It slipped my mind in telling yqust like your
password change, huh?”

Alex nodded. “Wireless are easy to detect, Markt ¢girese
and a dog, uh-huh. | sure would like to ask Doc \wkyhas all
the cameras around in the house, just to see hdvaindles the
guestion.”

“I'm not sure it was his idea. They were all nenteresting
that the cable to the cameras in the cavern anenking.”

“Like how new?”

“l found wire casings tossed into the grass outsideere
wasn’t any traces of duck poop on them, and youwktitey
poop everywhere they go, so it had to be recent.”

They quietly nodded at storekeepers and weaveddrtine
stands that the stores were setting out.

“So we’re back to Doc,” Alex said softly. “I wasadeing
heavily toward my list of Ms.”

“Don’t give up on them yet. They and the Ebbensehino
many things going for them. There’s no family coctien, so
maybe it's something else or maybe just separategsts.”

“Oh, that reminds me.” Alex pulled out her cell pleoand
pressed a few buttons. “Hi, Margaret, is Gary irés,Yl would
like to talk to him...Hi, Gary. What did you find ithe pills
Elizabeth brought you?Qkay. What about the pill | gave
you?...Thank you. And, Gary, don’'t mention this &oyone
else...Oh, | have one more question. Who is younspartner?
Honest, it's not for public consumption...Emily Cheg?
Who...you mean our Mrs. Dodd?” There was a longspaas
Alex listened, her eyebrows rising to her hairlifido, | didn’t
know. Thanks, Gary.” Mark and Alex exchanged lodkzary,
| want you to..Yes, yes. I'm sorry, Gary. Just you two be very
careful. Okay?”

Alex hit the off button.

“Mrs. Dodd is the silent partner, but it's under meaiden
name. Did you know that Lily Ebbens is a third cousf hers?
They had a falling out when they were teens aneimagpoken
to each other since. Mrs. Dodd told Mai the stohew she was
explaining to her why she refused to be treate®by Ebbens.
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So..” She smiled to herself more than to her partnérere is
the connection between Doc and Mrs. Dodd and thetéWNh
Knights, but not why she fears him. Cousins. liesonust have
been a doozie of a spat between them if it séhds between
Lily and her.”

“Those two we think are from the White Knights hawve
resemblance to Mrs. Dodd. So Lily Ebbens is relatedhe
White Knights but just how close? You said Mrs. Doahd
Lily are from Florida. The White Knights are baséd
Kingstown, Alabama. Maybe they belong to the lisfamily
members that have been booted out.”

“Noel’'s grandmother is a Chasley. It sure is a $mafld.”

“Yes,” Mark scowled. “Now that we know more abobiet
family history, I'm really curious why we can’t fih Doc’s
pictures when he was young. You know so far, mgdrprints
match up to who he says he is, but what if we geAR’

“How and match it up to who? Those pills Gary tddieat
Elizabeth had brought in at their request? Garg && found
nothing wrong with them; however, | gave him a piletrieved
from Elizabeth’s floor in the bathroom at the skeltHe tested
that and got back some interesting results. Gadytka pill had
carbonate of lime in it. That would take someone¢hwhe
knowledge of chemicals to pull that switch. He s#idauses
the joints to swell, especially with exertion armldcmoist air.
The bottles of shampoo and conditioner that shedibin the
next day were easy. They had the garden variefyoon in
them. Literally. Bug poison for plants. That woubé Karla.
She probably got it from the House garage wherere€Claeeps
her garden supplies.”

Mark let out a puff of air.

“I can’t help but feel Karla’s job was to drive Ehbeth out
of the protection of the House. However, if Eliztéibkad gotten
any of the poison in her eyes, she would have bedan to the
hospital in Bales.”.

“...where the Jaded Amulet has one of their members
working but where she would’'ve been vulnerable nyoae
who wanted to finish her off or kidnap her,” Markerjected.
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“But then, she would be damaged goods. That isheoMO
of Miles, who likes to do the torturing himself,dait’s not the
MO of the Jaded Amulet. They don’t get involved hwihis
stuff. It's got to be another brain-warped membkethe White
Knights, only not on Miles’s team.”

“Right. Unless Karla did more than what she wasrutsed
to do,” Mark added.

“Could very well be. So who is she related to andt | say
which faction is she representing?” Alex pursed hgs in
thought.

“Was Doc in the day she picked up her pills?”

“No. That's the twist in this. He was in Bales, ddlty was
nowhere in the clinic. She doesn’t visit the clinBut our M
person works there,” Alex told him exasperated.

Mark was silent for a while. “Well, I'd like to psue this
connection with Mrs. Dodd. Maybe we can get anothgrclue
from her, such as Lily’s maiden name. Did you netidly
doesn’t have a middle name? In all my researchesndie has
never listed her maiden name or given a middle mame

“I noticed. She also has only Doc as her neardstive. It's
on my list of ‘'so what’s with this?"”

The two climbed the stairs to the House and raad#il.

While Alex confirmed the delivery of the utilitiesith
Claire, Mark looked around the sitting room.

“Mark, what are you looking for with that thing?”lare
asked as she and Alex walked into the room.

“UV devices, listening devices, or anything suspis.”

“If my residents didn’t find anything, you can bers you
won’t. Why do you think anything would be here?”

“Karla,” Alex said.

“You won't find anything. Last night, we had a daen
planting listening devices. The women found sewtd seven
was how many | hid. Karla wouldn’t have left anyitpisince
she knows about the classes.”

“Do you tell the women how many you plant?”

“No, I give them an hour.” Claire paused a momentfa
thought had occurred to her. “Well, you know, tlastiroom
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Karla was in was the upstairs sitting room. | havetanted
anything up there for about a week. Maybe we’lldhanother
egg hunt before lunch.”

On the way back to the station, they walked by Ghgar
Room. By the laughter, they figured Danny and Mikaze still
inside with their buddies.

“Let’s go look at some furniture. Elizabeth needdesk to
work at,” Alex suggested.

Mark resisted teasing her. He was not sure if she aware
that she was taking a permanent attitude towardaBdith.
Somehow out of this chaos, he felt, they wouldsalivive—
battered and bruised perhaps, but alive.

It took them thirty minutes of fast walking to getthe side
of town Alex was interested in. She was huffing ahghtly out
of breath when she stopped next to Mark as he gdate a
darkened store.

“How about that desk? If Elizabeth likes the styleat
would really be nice.” Mark quickly rapped on théendow of
the used furniture store, Antiques for the Discnating.
Walter’s thin face was seen behind the closed sign.

Waving his wrist in a foppish manner, the thin nopened
the door enthusiastically. Walter had a crush oteEteve Mark
Scripts.

“That desk over there, mind if | check it out?” Maasked,
trying to put more space between him and Walter.

Alex rescued him by pulling on Walter's sleeve. ‘N&a
Tone it down. Remember our talk?” she reminded before
moving to join Mark. Walter was a nice person buswnot
politically correct and didn’t care if he shocketth@rs with his
exaggerated posturing and effeminate displays. aWalften
declared that at his age he earned the right tolever he felt
and if he felt more “girlish” one day and less d&wt so what?

Mark was regarding the table with a critical ey&hts
would be great for her. Jeez, Alex. It must kill he sit on the
floor and work.”

“I'm sure she’ll appreciate your consideration.”

Walter frowned. “Just who is this for?”

367



“My roommate. So what's the price?” Alex asked.

The desk and chair were a deep cherry red, almask,b
with bronze handles on the desk drawers, and sidgxd@ lines
around the table.

Walter stood staring at the desk. It was the loekghave
when he was preparing a long-winded story.

“Walter,” Alex called impatiently. “I haven't all @y. Can
we do some business here?”

Walter looked indignant. “Well, I'm not sure. I'thave to
look and see what the price is.”

Alex warned herself not to roll her eyes, instelad kwoked
at her watch. “Got to get back to the house. Lettalk to
Elizabeth and see if she wants to come over and.5ee

“Okay,” Mark and Walter responded.

“How about if we meet you at the Palace Gardensuioch
at two?” she asked Mark, “after the lunch rush. Télephone
guy should be finished by then. Okay?”

“You sure you have enough help with unloading theep
stuff?”

“Yes. You have enough on your plate right now.”

“If you're sure. Give me a call to keep me postedark
girded his belt and got ready to do some seriouygtraing
with Walter before he checked out Mike and Danngr F
Elizabeth and Alex, he could do this.

“Walter, you and | know you can sell it for anytbiryou
like,” Mark told him after Alex was out the doorl ton'’t
expect you to take a loss here, just give a faicepfor our
friend.”

“Well, for a small favor, | can let it go for, sayn lesser
price.”

“Walter, I'm married and I'm not gay, nor have any
desire..”

Walter looked shocked. “That's not what | was goig
suggest,” he said indignantly, drawing himself gptal as he
could. “I was thinking maybe lunch one day.”

“Today would be fine. At two. With two conditions...”
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Walter nodded frantically, listening to the conolits. He
then gave an extremely low price for the table amair. Mark
refrained from looking surprised.

Walter settled in Sunrise after his longtime lodexd in a
car accident. An old crony of his had moved herethBmen
had more money than they could spend in SunriseeyTh
entertained themselves and the town with the weirdi
oftentimes outrageous bets they made on occasioe.bdt was
that Detective Mark Scripts wouldn’t be caught dead public
place with an old queen like Walter.

This was going to be the best meal ever, he thougbbing
his hands together as the automatic phone dialepdakas it
worked.

“Alfred, honey?” His voice oozed with sweetnessths
familiar voice answered the rings. “Is businesstiasy to have
lunch at say two today? Detective Mark Scripts bwdl be...”
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Chapter 25

Adison felt a little disappointed at not seeingzibeth at
the front door waiting for her. The alarms had &vd let her
know the gate was being opened.

Get over it, Adison. You're acting like you're aupte.
Ruefully, she shook her head and parked her vehiutier the
awning. The image of Desi Arnaz opening the doat eailling,
“Honey, I'm home,” mocked hefhis is ridiculous! But darn it,
at least Angel could bark a hello.

A sudden thought that something might be wrong with
Elizabeth had her pulling out her semiautomatic sliing out
of her SUV, carefully closing the vehicle door matt latching
it. Leaning against the body of the vehicle, slsehed for
anything out of the ordinary and snorted to hersitiere was
nothing ordinary about this house.

All right, first of all, 1 have to get these geegsenned. |
know no one is around because they’re nice and cadort of.
She moved to one side as three of them glaredrawitie their
beady red eyes. She moved to their enclosure ampbed grain
into their feeder to entice them back into the $snatrea.
Honking and flapping of wings covered any other seoi
Impatiently, she waited for the last one to waddte the pond
area so she could swing their fence closed. Itseasething the
Ebbens put in when they hired geese to protect thmipty
house.

Into the house she moved, closing the door firnghibd
her to shut out outside noises. She cocked her foeade side,
not quite understanding what she was hearing. Shedf
Elizabeth and Angel by the sounds of crying.
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Elizabeth had her arms wrapped around a pillow isghb
and Angel was standing near whining.

“Elizabeth,” Alex whispered. She sheathed her weaagmad
sat next to her. She would have taken her intoaners, but
Elizabeth had a firm grip on her pillow. Insteade shrapped
one arm around her and gave her as much comfshesould.
Angel gazed at them and whined forlornly, then t’s
demeanor changed. With a growl, she whipped aroommbint
her nose at the ocean window.

Alex felt her heart pound out adrenaline as shéeguher
weapon and held it before her, gripping it betwbaeo steady
hands. She was aware that Elizabeth struggledrttebebehind
her. Looking toward the window where Angel was diog
she saw nothing.

“| disengaged the alarms so they wouldn’t go ofthwtihe
telephone guy walking around. Wait here until | seleat’s
going on. Angel, good girprotect”

Alex moved into the hallway and listened for anyrsas.
Not hearing anything, not even Angel, she movedicasiy
into the dining room, then to the front door. Pdlithe door
open, a telephone truck was sitting in their driggwA young
man standing on the side was holding some wires damug
nothing else.

Maybe he’s the lookout.

He nodded to Alex, looking relieved at seeing sameeo

“You have an ID?” Alex asked, stepping off the goand
glancing around them. He appeared nervous. “Angise here
with you?” She handed him back his ID.

“Two. Just two others. We wanted to check the detsind
inside boxes to make sure everything’s okay,” hgabein a
rush. “Since no one’s been in this house for aevhil

“Uh-huh. Where’s the other two?”

“Checking the phone box on the side of the houe”
repeated nervously.

“‘Names.”
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What he stammered out was not translatable. “Whsit@”
asked impatiently.lIs he doing this purposely to keep me
occupied?

Not waiting for a third try at deciphering what keas
mumbling, she left him at the truck, pointing agiém at him to
stay where he was. She knew where the phone box amals
there was nothing wrong with it. The wire was frayand
needed to be replaced from the pole to the house.t&ped
out a distress code over her radio.

She found a husky guy dressed in a telephone jumpsu
uniform that looked like he was wearing someonee’sls
clothes. He nodded at her and resumed his workripfpsig
wires.

“Hey! Even | know you don't strip wires that waytdp
right there and pack up your gear,” she ordered: éiges
moved to the sliding glass door at the back of hbase and
found it was opened. “Did your partner enter mydeiti

He shrugged, giving her an expression that he thiosige
was crazy. “Get back to the truck. I'm going to davtalk with
your supervisor.” She watched him gather up hisghislowly.
Impatiently, she moved to the sliding glass doat entered the
dining room. The guy had been wearing military lsooistead
of the usual shoes lineman wore.

Alex’s heart was pounding as she moved into thes@ovith
her gun extended. Looking over the front room aiwihg the
laundry room a quick glance, she moved silenthypulgh the
hallway into Elizabeth’s room. A tall blond guy waslking
out of the bathroom. He didn’t even bother with tustomary
repair uniform. A quick glance told her there wasHlizabeth
or Angel.

“Hey, there, ma’am,” he said in a slow Southernwdrdde
put his hands up in a playful gesture. “I'm juse ttelephone
installer.”

“How did you get in here?Never mind the fact that you
were checking out the bathroom.

“Back way. The door was opened. No one answered my
knock.”
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“I didn’t order any phones to be installed. Just thutside
wire to be replaced.”

“Well, ma’am, my mistake.” He moved toward the dear
the woman with the gun pointed at his forehead rdomto the
center of the room to let him by.

She did a scan of the room and glanced into thierdain,
not lowering her weapon. “Stop right there. Go thé same
way you came in.” She had no intention of givinghlany more
views of the house. She followed the guy out arai@d the
house to the front yard where the young guy wadkfstdling
with some cables, not looking like he was doingthimg.

“Where’s the other guy?” she asked suspiciously.

“Ah. Working, ma’am.”

“Call him,” she ordered, nodding to the walkie tallon his
waist.

“He ain’t carrying one, ma’am. Hey, Jake! Yo!” hellgd.

Five minutes could have passed, though it seemegeto
before she heard the light tread behind her anavkhat most
telephone workers didn't walk quietly. Not with d@ie gear
hanging from their belts.

She moved so she had all of them in sight, her arap
sitting in her holster.

“Let me see your IDs,” she ordered.

The two men flashed their IDs, not giving her adjoew.
They all could hear a vehicle approaching. It gaview honks
as it rushed into view in a cloud of smoke. Alexsweoping it
was the good guys, her cavalry.

So is it worth pushing the ID business? They loe&l r
enough.

Amanda Briscolle and Genie were in the van. Botk tm
the three men and Alex.

“Alex, we thought you could use some help with the
furniture. It's just behind us,” Agent Briscolle rmwunced,
jumping out of the van.

The guy fixing the wire let out an expletive in an
exasperated tone. “I need another type of cables iBh't the
right type. We have to go and....
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“We'll be back to finish the job,” the tall blonaltd her
before he climbed up into the telephone truck’s cab

“Right,” Alex said, ignoring the chill he gave hét.catch
you here again, buddy, and I’'m going to hurt yah& muttered
just loud enough for him to hear.

His leer told her he heard and didn’t take it sgsig. The
truck rolled out with the dust from the side of tlead, churning
up as they moved over for the furniture truck.

Alex looked at the two women. “Was that who 1 thiitk
was?”

The agent nodded. “That's one of the cousins. [@id yee
any tattoos on the back of his wrist? We won’t knbig
affiliation then. You have cameras in the house, tdgu?”

Alex nodded.

“Well, then, we can get a closer look at him. Soneeaow
knows what the place looks like and most probally i
weaknesses. Genie said some of the women spottexan out
on the dunes earlier in the day as the mist wasdif Detective
Scripts sent us over. Said he got an SOS from yteis
keeping an eye on Mike and Danny to see what teayprto.”

“Well, if Miles is out there watching and this gisywith the
other side, | sure hope he gets pissed and takee three out,
so we won't have to worry about them.”

“You couldn't have arrested them?” Genie demanded
angrily.

“For what? | don’t have cause!” Alex responded jast
upset. “Their IDs looked legitimate. For all | knpane of them
may file a complaint against me for drawing a weapa him.
Elizabeth!”

Alex ran back into the house, not daring to callHer just
in case the place was bugged. She put a shusimgegrfto her
lips and the others nodded as they fanned out.f@led two
listening devices in the carvings. She turned tuk lat Agent
Briscolle who nodded. They were going to have to autsweep
through the whole house. Rather than go throughagain, she
decided that Mark, a man of many talents, was gtorgave to
help her tie in the phone lines.
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She slid the closet door open and whispered Angelige.
There was no one there. She heard a faint whinesenadching.
A door swung open. A very happy Angel came outpieed by
a frightened Elizabeth.

“That was one of them,” she said softly. Her handAtex’s
arm was shaking and cold.

“Yes. Which side, though?” Alex took a deep breath.
“According to Briscolle, there’s two or three famwis in this
organization and each with its own agenda.”

“How did he get in?” Genie asked.

“The sliding door. | shut the alarms off, so théepdone
repair guy wouldn’t set anything off.”

A honking from the front and a yell sent Genie hegdor
the door. “Oh, | forgot to tell them it's okay toifig the stuff in.
I'll see to it.”

Elizabeth limped to the edge of the bed and samndadver
hands were shaking in her lap.

“Are you going to be able to go through with this?”
Briscolle asked. “It's just as complicated as itswm the
beginning.”

“I've gone this far. I'll be fine. | was just suiped.”

Alex rested a hand on her trembling shoulder.

“I'll call Detective Scripts and give him a repdrBriscolle
said. She walked out of the room with her cell ghaout and
ready to use.

Alex gave her a grateful smile. Kneeling in front o
Elizabeth, she wrapped her warm hands around Eihab
fingers. Nothing was said as the golden brown-dyadyguard
looked from one face to another, then rested hegghhead on
Elizabeth’s thigh with a soft sigh.

“Once we get the utilities hooked up, how aboutgeento
town for lunch? | found a nice desk for you. I'#diyou to see
it. We can also pick up some cheap rugs. Thesesflae cold
at night.” Alex knew she was rattling on, but iesed to relax
Elizabeth, and it was helping to thaw out the dahat in her
stomach.
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Elizabeth nodded and took a few deep breaths. “Basds
and a desk are a necessity for a study,” Elizatsethed, “and
chairs to sit and read in. A lamp or two.”

Alex nodded, gently squeezing Elizabeth’s hand YBu
want to shower and change? There’s a lot of us, sergou’ll
be safe.”

“Do you have some shampoo? | haven’'t had a chamce t
replace mine.”

“Sure. I'll go get it.”

When Alex returned, Elizabeth was already in thewsdr.
She dropped the bag of cleaned laundry Genie btoogér
onto the bed and headed into the bathroom. The eshetall
showed the outline of a tall form. She managedatmly rap on
the door and wait for a dripping hand to take tlogtles. As
Alex left, she gave Angel, sprawled out on the cttdd
bathroom floor with her chew toy, a doleful lodkais is going
to be a rough one.

Alex followed the sounds of the grunting, as twg buys,
Kinney and Alan, maneuvered the double-door refatpe into
its space.

“Good grief! At my apartment, | had one that carpgamy
knees and kept a few things in it.”

“What did you use it for? You never ate at homeloh't
even think you had leftovers,” Genie teased.

“With friends like you and a great place like Mels,
there’s no incentive to learn to cook,” Alex reteidn

Next was the oven. It matched the refrigeratorglat ltan. It
didn't take the men long to connect it. Elizabethivad,
dressed and cleaned up and ready for Genie’s at&mns on
how to use the electric stove and opened the sshigr to
impress the two women.

“Is that a hint to stock it full of food?” Elizalleteased her.
“And by the way, thanks for the clean clothes.”

Genie nodded chuckling. “You're welcome. Speakirfg o
food, anyone hungry?”

“l told Mark | would meet him at the Palace Gardexts
two.”
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They all looked at their watches.

“Well, let's get going, we’ll be just a tad lateytbhe knows
why. Maybe after lunch, you all can look around sheres for
some more stuff for this place. You need carpetshese cold
floors. Oh,” Genie paused and gave a thick enveltpe
Elizabeth, “cash of yours we still had in the vaaitd your
lawyer said he transferred money into your new bactount.
Here’s your account information. It arrived todaythe mail.
Took them long enough.”

L

Lunch was pleasant with Walter being entertainimgl a
witty and his unfortunate gambling buddy, who gavérave
front by adding his quips to the happy atmosph&hey didn’t
stay long after lunch was finished. Adison was gtey had a
lot to discuss and argue about. After the two mefh, Ithe
conversation turned to gardening. Elizabeth, Lireripts,
Genie to a small degree, and Agent Briscolle shapsdwhile
Alex and Mark were content to sit back and enjog Hun.
Angel was sprawled out under the table, coveringdaiand
Mark’s feet.

After lunch, Agent Briscolle parted company and oitleers,
including Linda with her arm wrapped around herbdaumi’s
waist, went to Walter's store to look over the deslex
described to Elizabeth.

“It's perfect. Very nice,” Elizabeth praised. Waltevas
standing by with a serene smile. Alex chuckled trsélf,
thinking he must have made a killing on his betmare ways
than one. Turning to see what Elizabeth’s attentias drawn
to, Walter was nodding and gesturing to one ofNaskers.

“Add this bookcase to the table delivery,” Walteoked at
the young muscular man for a few moments. “Andthaé you
don’t add any nicks to it.”

Mike winked at the group and gave an extra wigdléis
hips when he went into the back to get the fureiamlly.
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“If he weren’'t so naughty, | wouldn’t put up withinlm”
Walter said. “He has more sick days than a woman.héHe
stopped suddenly, realizing who his audience wasrd was a
time when Walter wouldn’t have cared, which to Alereant
even old dogs could learn new tricks.

“He holds down two part-time jobs and goes to sthide
works for you as a favor, Walter. Don’t be ruinirtgs
reputation. Elizabeth may want to hire him.” Alebargced at
Walter irritably.

“You ruin the whole effect when you take thing®tdlly,”
Walter said.

“Hey, we can use some lamps,” Alex said, joining
Elizabeth, Genie, and the Scripts where they wikitesting out
a reading chair.

“Walter, I'll take this, too.” Elizabeth turned talex. “I
picked out two already. One for my room and for degk. Do
you want another for the front or dining room?”

From the furniture store, the group parted compamgrk
received a call and said he would meet them latada left the
three women to prepare for her late afternoon cldsle Genie
dragged the two women into a linen store.

L

“Hey, Mark,” Genie greeted. She set the last bag of
groceries next to Elizabeth’s new clothing purclsaske was
talked into.

Mark peeked in the van. It had bags of groceriat @her
items. He spotted new throw pillows sitting atope @ollection
of bags. “Hi. So are you ready to head back?” lkkedshe three
women with a grin.

“Yep. You going to come along and help fix the pdlene
lines for me?” Adison asked, hoping for the best.

“Uh-huh. | just happen to have all that we neethi patrol
car.”
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Alex went to the car trunk and helped Mark transfable
and equipment to the van. He hopped in the vaimgihext to
a wiggling and dancing Angel. “Let’s go.”

“I've ordered three services for the house,” Aleplained.
“They should already be set up once we get the ngjpaired.”

“Three?” Elizabeth asked surprised.

“Yes. | thought you would like one for yourself, can
usually have one for the computer and one for mynph The
house was previously set up for three separats, |s@it wasn't
that difficult to reactivate them.”

Mark and she exchanged looks, passing the unspoken
message that there was another point in favor af &al Lily
Ebbens being the boss of the Jaded Amulet. What'tdiid
were the Ms, and they had to fit somewhere.

Back at the house, the van was quickly unpackeex Al
paused to study a dust cloud heading their wayatThust be
the furniture truck,” Alex said.

“While the guys unpack the furniture, Genie andll work
on the wires.”

Elizabeth and Alex directed the movers as to whegace
the furniture and carpets. Then Alex spent timaen bedroom
unpacking. She could hear Elizabeth laugh as the nven
teased her about her elaborate bed. Alex grinnkd.idea that
the bed was hers and Elizabeth was sleeping irave gher
pleasant shivers. Symbolically, she realized she placing
ownership on Elizabeth, and right now, it was camig to
her. Shaking her head she thought she had betteelgaviark,
something that was not related to setting up house.

She found Mark up the pole.

“Hey,” she called up. “Need help?”

“Yes. Can you feed me some more line?”

Alex pulled cable from the box and fed it to Mark he
needed.

“Where’s Genie?” she asked.

“Replacing the outside box. They trashed it.”



Alex snorted. She could have told him that. Shevired as
she replayed the scene again. She could not remmembe
unlocking the sliding door, so how did he get in?

“Hey,” Mark called to her. “Pay attention, Gumby!”

Alex looked up. “Oh, sorry.”

Finished, the two went to look for Genie.

When Genie had enlisted in the Army, they assigmadto
communications where she climbed many a pole arrédwi
many a station. Somewhere in there, her CO foundloa not
only liked to cook, but she was good at it, so &ad éncouraged
her to take lessons when she was posted in Gernidmat.
changed her career track, and she was moved tangoirk the
officers’ mess.

From there, her life went downhill. In the Army,gaod
chef was an important asset for a CO to have. Itapbdinners
with important people discussing important subjects the
record and off, meant someone had to keep tightraloof all
those serving at those dinners. The control wermr do all
levels of her life to the point of marrying into abusive
relationship. Her only way of escaping was to dieoboth
Army and husband. If it was up to her, she wouildi s in the
Army singing cadence and standing proudly in hefoam.

By the time it grew dark, the house was beginnmgake
on the aspect of a home. While watching the gaisecbehind
the van with Genie, Mark and Angel, Alex breathediisense
of contentment. Even if it was pretend, the ideasattling down
gave her a nice feeling'm getting too complacent. First a
cabin and now a roommate and...

Shaking her head, she closed and locked the dabwant
to join Elizabeth in the kitchen. She had to rementhis part
was not real, even though she wanted it to be.

Elizabeth was fixing dinner.

Having nothing better to say, she announced, “Pfione
work.”

Elizabeth glanced at her and smiled. “So | hedrd.hlear
another test ring, I'll toss it in the clothes baskShe paused a
moment. “We don’t have one. Maybe in the cellar.”
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Alex grinned. “You and Angel must've been going siut
was thinking of exploring this place closer toni¢ht

They now had tall stools for the kitchen counterd #lex
climbed up on one as Elizabeth prepared their dinRtates
were already set out. She looked at her arms gestin the
counter. “I think | need to clean up before | &x.right back.”

Alex scrubbed her skin with the washcloth that was
saturated with the new herbal-scented soap Elihgh@tchased
for her as a housewarming gift. Whatever it was|Edenice,
filling the steamed room with its fragrance.

She turned the shower off and stepped out, mentally
reprimanding herself to keep focused on her asseginAlex
plopped down on her bed and promptly leaped upndebut a
screech she didn’t recognize coming from her. Hearhwas
pounding as she stared at the offending articlesha sat on. It
was Angel’s soggy chew toy.

Ewwww! Oh, my god. EwwvDisgustedly, she picked up
the object with as little of her skin touching & possible and
turned to the bedroom door that flew open.

At first, Elizabeth had a comical look on her fatteen she
doubled over with laugher. Alex tossed the horray tat
Elizabeth's feet.

“You wouldn’t be laughing so hard if you sat yousked
self on it,” Alex told her irritably. She grabbeg iner towel,
wrapping it around her, and with as much dignityshe could
muster, headed back into the shower. At the bathrdoor,
Alex turned to say something more, but Elizabetlk {@aighing
too hard to hear.

Elizabeth finally straightened up. “You sat on i&fe held
onto the doorframe for some more laughing, therprsed
Alex by limping over to her and wrapping her armguad her.
Reflexively, Alex returned the hug.

“I hope you're not expecting me to repeat sometHikg
this,” she said.

“No, | don’t think my heart will take too many ohdse
squeals.”

381



“Squeals?” Alex pushed away from Elizabeth affrdntghe
would much rather stay in complete body contacthwit
Elizabeth’s, but something very important needed b®
understood here. “l don’t squeal. | shout. | haveoacasion
screamed, but | don’'t squeal,” Alex said firmly.was rather
difficult to maintain an offended expression wheliz&beth’s
face looked pinched from her struggle not to laugh.

Finally, with a great deal of aplomb, Elizabeth gawer a
sweet smile and suggested, “Well, while your takargpther
shower, you can think of a description for thatrebui heard. It
was not a scream and it was not a yell.” Elizaktetined to
where she had tossed the wooden sheath to her.sword

“Oh, here let me.” Alex moved to pick it up.

A little flushed, Elizabeth took the reassemblediecand
limped back to the kitchen.

Alex went back into the shower grinnindome towels are
just not made for bending over in.

When she reappeared, she was dressed in a T-siiirt a
sweats. Elizabeth looked up from the pan she wenaig.

Alex’s eyes took in two place settings waiting thnner to
be served. “You didn't have to wait for me,” Aleaid, “but
thank you for doing so.” She could feel a slighisfi at the
thoughtful gesture. Elizabeth’s back was to heslasturned to
the oven to bring out their warm meal.

“Since we’re exploring tonight, would you mind ifew
checked out the space in my room first?” Elizalzestked.

Alex nodded. “That sounds like a good idea.”

L

Armed with SureFire lights that left no corner umisand a
first aid kit just in case, Adison led the way trplore their
home. Pushing the back wall, the door popped oaed,Alex
flashed her light around, then descended the stalizabeth
laid a hand on her shoulder to steady herself.

Focus on what you're doing, Alex. It's just a hand.

Ten steps down, they hit a flat spot...a cement floor
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“It appears to extend beyond the foundation oflibase.”
Alex flashed her light above them to show the ngilwhere she
thought the floor above them ended. “This is unither back
deck.”

Elizabeth flashed her light to the side of Alexts dive a
larger view. Someone had used it at one time. Tihvere pipes
that came from the house down the wall but wer@ed@bout
two feet from the floor.

“In your writer’s imagination, what would this beZ&lex
asked as she turned around, studying the wallsrigr mark.
There were no other exits. It was just a small cetecroom. No
electrical outlets, no attachments for a light. V8wt was the
advantage of having this hidden space?

“Well, no iron hooks or holes in the walls or wapipghings
on the floor, so dungeon is out. A hideaway, peshdpose are
water pipes not gas. Maybe some water for whoesed uhis
place. A dark place like this could be used for sone
interested in photography, but the trapped fumeglavkill the
photographer in no time. No ventilation. Come tmkhof it,
water drainage needs ventilation. Maybe a wineacellet's get
out of here. It's giving me goose bumps.”

Elizabeth continued up the steps and waited irckbset for
Alex to come up. They moved out of the bedroom itite
kitchen for their next adventure. Alex pulled uje titoor in the
kitchen closet. Shining her light down the stastse looked for
anything that might jump out at them. When she stasg there
were no strange apparitions to threaten them, tsinied down.

Elizabeth followed closely. The dampness was aluad
them. The thick smell of wet sand and the boommgd of the
pounding waves echoed around them. Alex read héshwit
was ten at night. Where had all the time gone?

“What time do you normally break off your writing?”

“Three, maybe four in the morning.”

They didn't have far to descend before finding wate
covering the lower steps. They shined their ligatsng the
walls and as far as it could go in the cavern, ilogkfor
anything that may be out of place.
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“We’ll check out the rest in daylight. | want to daw when
the tide covers the ground and when it starts t@wgo When
the camera’s fixed, we’ll have better coverageaswoping for
more, but we’ll have to make due.”

“Well, I think I'll get to my writing since the expration is
over for tonight. Right?”

“Yes. That was enough excitement for one day. Véante
tea?” Alex offered.

“Yes. Thank you.”

As Alex prepared their drinks, she remembered Mai's
instructions for Elizabeth to exercise her knee amhdered
just what that involved. Her imagination got thestoef her and
took off on an erotic binge.

Snapping out of the daze, Alex looked around toisehe
was caught in the actlow did that happenZlearing her
throat. she decided to do something. Standing aroamd
waiting for the water to boil obviously was detrim& to her
police ethics. With nowhere else to go, Alex walketd their
new study. Elizabeth’s back was to her ,and bystheking of
her shoulders, something was wrong.

“Elizabeth? What is it?”

Elizabeth turned a stricken face to her. She hardda
note. “It was left on my laptop,” she explainechty.

“We did a search after they left, how did we misis?” It
was a scanned picture of a young boy and a ddgk®# it this is
Noel and Rusty.”

“Yes. It was inside the case.”

Elizabeth looked at the picture and touched the fafcthe
smiling boy gently. Tears streaked her face. Theromiave bell
dung, and both women jumped.

“Why not give it a rest tonight?” Alex suggestedrie
night of interrupting a ritual shouldn’t hurt.”

Elizabeth looked at her with sadness and Alex sdpp
forward, sliding her arms around the woman andimmlher
close. They held each other for a while, lettingitlftombined
warmth wrap about them. Alex reluctantly broke toatact.
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Elizabeth looked down at the laptop. Frowning, sped
the floppy button. “I don’t leave floppies in myigg. I'm too
paranoid,” she said as she ejected the suspiciskis d

Alex took it from her and stuck a small remindetenon it.

“Maybe you should check yours,” Elizabeth suggested
uneasily.

“Will you look at that? | know | didn’t have a flgy in the
drive. | checked it before | moved my stuff heredd haven't
booted it up yet.”

“I think they are quite angry with me. Karla madeapy of
my files from the dummy hard drive | leave in tlatiop for
this very reason. It had a Trojan virus on it.”

“You created a virus?”

Elizabeth smiled wanly. “No. Agent Amanda Briscolle
your other partner, thought | would like somethindight back
with in case they got that close. It sends a cdpth® address
book of each person it reaches to SID, a bug tb eacson on
the address book, then starts eating away at tlezatipg
system of the computer it infected.”

“Oh, joy.” She caught Elizabeth’s uplifted brow. &dvk and
| monitor those sites since its part of our casanD| wonder
why she didn't say anything to me about it. Theyownl
monitor those sites. Ah. | get an updated versiotheir virus
detect on a regular basis. That will protect me bot my
partner.”

“Then you should warn him.”

“Uh-huh.” While her PC booted up, she watched Héeth
in the reflection from her monitor.

“You’re not going to call him?”

“No, | can send him an encrypted message along thih
most recent virus update. We share a PGP file. B&*8EAL
is sneaky about his codes. And | thought | was paenoid. He
has his family to worry about, so he has all thesky ways to
make sure they're safe while he does his cop thiAdex
listened to the dialer log on to her browser. “Magkieves that
all these precautions will one day pay off for tbae nut case
who will try to hurt him or his family.”
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“From my own personal experience, | see nothingpaid
about taking precautions.” Elizabeth pulled theicfam her
desk and rolled it over to Alex. “Here. Sit downhid is far
more comfortable than that fold-out you've beetirggton.”

“It won't take long.” Alex smiled up at her, buteslgot up
anyway and exchanged chairs, realizing how nicectienge
was as soon as she sat. “Whoops. | got to changghuoge
number here. Oh, and post a note to go DSL tomoriidus is
way too slow.”

L

Alex finished her typing and stretched while shetedfor
her computer to shut down, then headed to her rtmmet
ready for bed. As she was pulling the covers bahk, had the
urge to check on Elizabeth just to make sure she allaright.
She grabbed her robe from the back of the doorifedown
the hallway, she could see through the open domofs
fluttering glow.

A candle.

Curious, she padded quietly over the cold woodeor$l.
From the doorway, Alex could see Elizabeth’s féex Elowly,
then relax. Alex moved in farther, past the ornatarved bed
frame, letting her eyes follow Elizabeth’s baretfep to her
ankles, past the bare calves, resting momentanillyes scarred
knee, then up to the bare thighs. Here her eygerad while
her fingers flexed involuntarily, wanting to runrieands along
them and everywhere else on Elizabeth’s tall b&iyallowing,
her eyes continued their journey, up past her apaxely
hidden under a long T-shirt to a stomach whereharal rested,
rising and falling slowly. From the hand, Alex'sesymoved to
the soft mounds that the T-shirt covered. Elizalsetiipples
projected from the smooth surface of the shirt.

Alex found her mouth watering at the thought ofngsher
tongue to bring these nipples to a hard, erect idond
Breathing in slowly and deeply to adjust to the nqmting of her
heart, Alex backed out of the room. Trembling, bleried to
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her own room, frightened at what she wanted to dwmsscthat
line of professionalism and unprofessional conduct.

Gods, its time like these that | wished | belontged gym
that is twenty-four hours.

The next morning, Alex was up early. She left seran the
kitchen counter for Elizabeth that she was goingafoun. Her
run was down a path to the beach and back up. d$t steep
enough for her to feel she got a good workout. Wkba
returned, the study door was closed, Elizabethtrdmam door
was wide open, coffee was freshly made, and theénemelled
of shampoo. Alex gathered Elizabeth was closedupe study
writing.

After her shower, she returned to the kitchen xohirself
breakfast and plan her day off. A beep warned bere®ne was
on the property. Alex slid off the chair and peerad the
security monitors in the front room. Mark and Angeére
visiting.

What's going on”She waited at the opened door as they
pulled up. “Hey, what are you doing off?”

“Not off. Two of the cars have mechanical problerss,
while Max is fixing them, I'm driving my truck. Ihbught you
could do with a visit from Angel. Linda called w&lltme the dog
was driving her crazy. | can’t get her to take & dé. Do you
mind?”

“Just like her daddy,” she remarked dryly.

Angel was happy to get out of her taxi and pushast p
Alex, briefly pressing her nose against her opelmpalex
shook her head with a big smile. “I think it's helnew rope
she’s wanting. | had the unfortunate discomfordistovering it
last night.”

“How about lunch at one?”

“Great. Get any information yet?”

Mark smiled. “Check your mail. And thanks for thamwing
last night. Oh, and here. This is the cable forcdénee monitor.”

Mark opened the truck door and Alex pulled out hieck
cable rolled in a box.



“Talk to you at lunch.” He waved and backed outthigk,
disappearing in a cloud of dust.

Alex took a long glance around the yard. The geese
going about their business with an occasional sguate
breeze bending the trees was not the same thatditew the
carport, and the sky was clear. She looked forystefiections
outside the gate in the open land or cars passiranmtherwise
quiet road. Not believing for one moment they weangvatched,
she turned back into the house. In the front roonere she
dropped the cable, she studied the row of monifbne geese
were ranging along the north fence content fronir tmerning
feed. All the working monitors showed the usualngseexcept
the one monitor for the cave. It was black. Hodgfidhe could
get it working with the new cable.

In the kitchen, Elizabeth was making coffee. Angebpe
toy was at her feet.

“Now she finds it. I'll be in the study.”

Alex booted up her computer after making sure thexe no
disk in the floppy drive. She needed to get in tabit of
checking for the small things. After opening up timernet
connection, she pushed the mail button at the tbghe
keyboard.

Elizabeth had quietly entered with two cups of eefand a
not-so-quiet Angel who immediately plopped down méee
two women. Elizabeth sat in the folding chair niexher.

“You certainly have a lot of fans out there,” Eluedh said.

“Making it with chatty friends over the InternetAlex
muttered as she scanned for a particular address. was
hoping Elizabeth would leave it at that.

“Your pen pals have some real strange names,” lidira
said with a writer’s curiosity.

“They’re strange people. Some of them are rapist¥aa
murderers locked up in a prison who think they'ettisg up
some plain Jane for when they get out or to seachtimoney or
goodies while they're in the can. Here’s the or&he opened it.
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“It's on this house.” Elizabeth recognized the latydhat
appeared on the screen. “Why do you write to tHeyou know
they're dangerous?”

“They picked my name out in a chat room, pretendoge
something they’re not. | guessed who and what tene about
and for practice, traced them back to their dedort’t answer
them. They just keep writing.” Alex looked up atizabeth’s
frown.

“Before you go into a chat room, you have an oppuoty to
create a profile on yourself, so, no, | didn't sayything that
was really truthful about me. | mean, no one teiks truth and
everyone knows it's made up.” She sighed. She ve@sggto
have to engage the spam blocker and put thesecthiezan a
bounce list. At first, they were entertaining, Imaow they were
bothersome.

Alex pointed at the floor plan to change the subjéts
from the original owner’s son. He works for NASAdi his
uncle. By the looks of it, this place was origigadet up with a
few hidden places. Doc would have had the contrasxt up
the foundation for them so he knows about themeéms our
stairs to the ocean were once to a wine cellarhiNgt like
adapting to a situation.” She looked up at the ldyes that
were next to her. For a moment, both said notHiMgybe the
space in your room is the new wine cellar.” Alexok® the
spell.

“Could be. Do wine cellars have hot and cold waipes?”

“I don’t know. I've never seen one. Mark left ofélae for
me to rewire the security camera in the sea cdWedd that
after breakfast.”

“Breakfast. Let me go check on it before it becomes
charcoal.”

L

After breakfast, Alex began the dirty job of rephar the
cable while Elizabeth cleaned the dishes.
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“Alex, the screen is working,” Elizabeth’s voice heed
through the cavern.

“Good,” she muttered, as she drove another pinthmtaock
wall to hold the cable out of sight. She slippeel llmmmer into
her leather pouch and carefully clambered dowrrdhgh wall.
Standing back, she looked over her work, tryingede it with a
casual eye.

“Well, it'll do. It works, that’s the important thg.”

Sloshing back to the stair,s she grabbed her tockdt and
carried the rope attached to the handle with heintp the
kitchen. From there, she hoisted up the bucket.t&&e swung
it up and dropped it against the panty wall where Eft her
sandy shoes and wet socks. Padding back to theglndom,
she studied the monitors.

“That’s good. Four views of the cave.”

Elizabeth and Angel joined her in front of the ntors.

“So do you want to check out our own passagewath¢o
sea? | don’t advocate going out onto the beachniattime,
maybe later, but for now, we can see the view.”

“I'd like that,” Elizabeth nodded.

Equipped with SureFire flashlights, they descendeel
stairs, letting Angel go first. The dog was dancinghe wet
sand anxious to get moving by the time the two wojoéened
her.

The first part of the cave was dark, but once ttoeyded a
corner, sunlight from the entrance gave them plehtight.

“Nice and cozy until it opens up pretty big hereoks like
someone’s been working on the natural cavern.” ablkzh
studied the walls moving her light on the walls aeding.

“Uh-huh.” Alex added her light to Elizabeth’s. Tkewas a
faint line that ran down the rock wall, then heblea which
blended in with the cuts of the rockdot too bad a job. Can’t
see them unless you know they’re there.

When they rounded a corner, the daylight nearindad
them. The entrance from the beach to the cave wals w
protected by large boulders. Near the opening,nghyi was
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chained to the rock wall. Since the tide was dutested in the
sand.

“I guess Doc and Lily don’t use it anymore.”

Alex watched Elizabeth as she looked longingly authe
cave and beyond the beach, then at the dingy, itogici
wistfully. “lI guess not,” she replied automaticallyDo you
sail?” Elizabeth asked.

Alex’s eyes opened wide. “Sail? Once. | got se#,sishe
admitted, looking a bit ill just remembering thepexience she
had no intention of replaying. That mental imagel Wdex’s
face turning red. She managed to get out, “Do you?”

“Yes. Took some lessons. It would be nice to hdment
Want to go out sometime?” Thankfully, Elizabeth wagst
looking at Alex.

Alex smiled weakly. “No. If it were a date and | ntgyou
would never ask me out again.”

Elizabeth looked up at her, and her smile of amesgm
diminished the wariness in her eyes. Alex mirrotieel smile,
feeling for a moment a reprieve from the weight tbfs
assignment. They continued to grin, forgetting Angetil she
pushed at Alex’s hand with something. Alex autooaly
opened her hand to receive what Angel was handing h

“Angel!” Alex dropped the offending article and jyexd
back, bumping into a laughing Elizabeth. “Eew, vih#tis?”

“I's the remains of a tennis ball,” Elizabeth exjpled
between laughs.

“Yuck. I'm not touching it, Angel, so you can judtop it.”

“Well, unless you have anything else to look atrdvere, |
think I've had enough temptation,” Elizabeth said.

L

Mark was already at Mollie’s, sipping his first capcoffee
when he spotted Alex’'s SUV pull into a parking spdiere
only SPD could get away with parking. Unconsciouslysmile
curved on his face as he watched a laughing Ali¥teabeth
Duke something that had both of them smiling. Itdméais
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heart feel full when he watched them together. dswot his
police side that was rejoicing in the connectiondoelld see
between the,m but the side that was the antitteésis military
and police training. It was not with any pleasuratthe would
have to bring them back to the stark reality tHaytwere
dealing with a psychopath.

He sat in a booth close enough to the back to lsavee
privacy.

“Hi, Mark,” the two greeted.

Elizabeth slid in first and Mark noted that shendidike
sitting on the inside. After they received theirffee, Mark
started with his update.

“The FBI is in town, so to speak,” he said. “Thensone
of their agents to the coroner’s office accompamith three
bodies recovered in the forest. They wanted an idme
autopsy. According to Dr. Fishbach, the three mdiaucasian
males, were involved in a car accident up the nauontThey
went over a cliff.”

“FBI,” Alex muttered. “I take it they didn’t part ih the
information.”

“No. Dr. Fishbach thought it was rather interestihgt two
of them had driver’s licenses from Alabama also Hasl from
the telephone company in Bales. He had his segrajiae
Harper a heads up.”

“Wow,” Alex said softly. | shouldn’t feel guilty about
wishing for this and it came true. If those three #he same
three at the house, they deserve to get knocke8mfivhat if it
was done by."Did he happen to mention how they ended up
dead over a cliff?” she asked.

“One had a bullet in his head,” Mark hinted.

“Someone didn't like those guys,” Alex said. “What
coincidence,” she remarked, more to herself thanfiends.
No one said anything for a while, then Alex saitihat is so not
FBI.”

“No,” Mark agreed but didn’'t add anything as if wag for
Alex to say something else, a switch in roles aseolant
person wouldn’tice.
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“So, the FBI has landed.” Alex turned to Elizabadtsee if
she understood the implications. It was a littleemring to see
Elizabeth calmly stirring her coffee as if she ln@drd nothing
of what Mark said.

“It's heating up the game,” Mark mentioned, watchime
two women.

Alex turned back to Mark and nodded. She felt dos#
from Elizabeth. Part of her understood because Naud her
had not been putting on a confident face latelyl Btizabeth
probably felt she had to rely on herself. That obston gave
Alex a heartfelt pang. Mark’s pursed lips gave hbe
impression he was also feeling sheepish at notgbairsolid
wall of support to Elizabeth; however, Alex didféel SID was
without its own motives, which would take prioritgver
Elizabeth and her safety, and that left her toqubElizabeth
from being collateral damage.

L

Later in the afternoon while Elizabeth loaded nésthes in
the washer, Alex stood staring out at the oceam fitee dining
room window, feeling the pressure of being a boa@yduand
being isolated. Occasionally, she glanced at Efi#tgbwhose
composure was disturbing. Her stomach was in kiiotgs not
the waiting that was difficult, but the allowingraeone to be
attacked.

“m going to check out the beach entrance,” she
announced, wanting to lift her mood and trusting ¢hange of
atmosphere would do it.

“Okay.” Elizabeth was preoccupied with cutting thgs off
her new purchases before adding them to the washer.

Spinning on her heels, Alex headed to the kitcteime
plucked one of the flashlights off the shelf, Idteéhe floor, and
clanged down the metal steps, all on automatia.pilbinking
was depressing at the moment. At the bottom, shiedpher
shoes and socks off, so she could feel the saner ined feet.
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This is niceShe stared at her feet, watching them sink in the
soft sand. She shook her head at the image ofitlang as a
metaphor for this assignment.

Shining her light ahead, Alex moved it along thaesi of the
cave and along the sandy floor.

Her mood was not lifting.

Miserably, Alex sat in the dingy with her face ceppn her
hands and her elbows resting on her knees.

What is going on with me? I'll tell you since yakad. This
case stinks. Too many people involved and evemytithehis or
her own agenda.

There was something about this whole thing that was
unsettling. And what that elusive point was, waarisg her.
She had never been a weak link. She was alwaysndapke.
There were just too many unseen players, and HEthablife
hung on someone getting to her before she wagslkille

Looking out at the bright disk, dropping behind tloeks,
she was unaware of the tears rolling down her fae&ing a
deep but shaky breath, Alex let the myriad emotiarash
through her. She had been putting off dealing Wwehfears, but
now she needed to identify each to get back togusan instinct
that served her so well in the past.

Unconsciously, she wiped a tear from her chin wioghers
soon followed. She closed her eyes and tried toaggtip on
what she feared the most. Alex took another painfeath and
noisily expelled the air. “Crap,” she mumbled a® ttears
continued to fall. Alex buried her face in her hand

A tug on Alex’s sleeve brought her tear-filled eygs to
look into Elizabeth’s eyes.

“I'm so sorry,” Alex whispered.

Elizabeth lifted her hand to Alex’s face and wipgdear
away with her thumb. “This has always been a flexib
operation with no guarantees. | know what I'm doiffgthis
doesn’t work...” she shrugged.

“Elizabeth,” Alex cupped her face tenderly, “nabnking is
failure, and failure is death.”
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Elizabeth laughed in disbelief. “Do you know thatlie an
absolute?” she demanded in a soft but strong vdidée
determine our destiny, and | have no intentionetting Bobby
Miles and his friends win. Not this time,” she aggliher with
vehemence.

“How can you be sure? So many things can go wrong.”

“Because I'm focused. SID has the entire operatomorry
about. | just have my role to worry about. Don’tséo
concentration to where | have to worry about yaa, tAlex.
We’'ll survive.”

It was Elizabeth who gave Alex a firm hug.

“Come on. | have a nice warm jacuzzi waiting tosbared.
Since | don’t have a bathing suit, I'm declaringatbe clothing
optional.” Elizabeth looked at the detective. “lat all right
with you?”

Alex nodded. “I don’'t have a bathing suit anywaghe
sighed heavily, feeling slightly better. “A jacuzaally sounds
good.”

In companionable silence, holding hands for comfibrey
walked back to the stairs in silence.

“Where’s Angel?” Alex suddenly thought to ask.

“Mark came by and picked her up. Her shift is dver.

It was dark as they walked farther into the caud, Alex
didn’t need to see Elizabeth’s face to know she svaiing.

In the kitchen, the two parted company for a momaArex
went to take a quick shower in her own room anddbleth to
her room where she would meet her.

Alex was in the shower when she heard the loud launziz
bang then sudden darkness. Her reaction was adra@sponse,
moving out of the shower by feel and finding herapen and
moving toward Elizabeth’s room, knowing full wehlat she
needed to be extra careful on not shooting the gvparson.

“Elizabeth,” she whispered urgently from her bednoo
doorway.

“I'm all right.”
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By the sound of her voice, she was not. Alex flatlkom her
flashlight and shined it around the room. Her bezauaght a
scared and naked Elizabeth clutching a towel infodm

“It came from the jacuzzi. | turned the switch @md..”
she gulped noaisily. “And an arch of electricity wdrom the
wall switch to the tub.”

“Are you all right?”

“I was wearing rubber-soled slippers. Thank youiz&beth
added. The slippers were a gift from Alex on tha&st shopping
visit.

In her light, Alex found a thin wire leading frore switch
to the water. Using Elizabeth’s cane, she wouraround the
stick and pulled it from the switch. After makingre there
were no more surprises, Alex went to the electog bn the
side of the house and flipped the switches back on.

L

An hour later, both women were dressed in jeans Tand
shirts, sitting at the counter with Chief Harperard Scripts,
and Genie, who was the first to arrive.

Genie had been standing on the back balcony taking
breather from a card game when she saw the hodslersly go
dark, then heard the sound of a bang travel her. Wdyile
Claire called Mark, Genie headed to the house witjun and
her infrared goggles. Elizabeth and Alex heard &sranxious
voice calling them from outside the closed gate.rkvieame
dressed in pajama bottoms, unlaced tennis shoegdarKeest
pulled over a T-shirt, and a very exited Angel. Tdieef was
last.

“So the question is who did it and when?” The clsigped
his decaf coffee and placed it back in the saua#r gareful
movement. Everyone was upset.

“The only time they could have done it was whenghene
crew was here,” Alex insisted. “The alarm logs vebdiave
shown a disruption of service if it happened white were
gone.”

39¢



“Except if they came from the ocean. We don’t haveck
on the floor panel,” Elizabeth reminded the others.

“Yes, but | put a noodle on top of it before | leaso it
would have been moved if someone used it,” AleXarpd.

“Oh.” Elizabeth’'s eyebrows rose. “So that's witheth
noodles | keep finding on the floor. I'll try nad sweep it or let
Angel gobble it up,” she said to lighten the mood.

“So that's where the noodle keeps going,” Alex rexgtl,
giving Elizabeth a smile at her effort to cut tbadion.

“Enough with the noodle,” Genie said, looking ups&Ye
need a real lock on that entrance.”

“I've got something heavy to move over it,” Alexdder.

“We only saw three of them. Could there have beeref?’
Genie asked.

“I don’t think so, but it's not like |1 had them imy sights
during their entire stay.”

“This was professional,” Mark mentioned the obvious

“It was,” Alex admitted, angry with herself thatestwvas not
covering all possibilities.

The chief looked at his detectives. “Let’'s not veasitne
with spilled milk. We learn from our mistakes. Whelse can
you remember?”

“One of them left a disk in both Elizabeth’s and Bg.”

“Disks?”

“Yes. Burns will have to go over both of them arme svhat
nasty social disease is on them.” She got up andned shortly
with the two disks in their plastic bags, handihgm to Chief
Harper.

“Well, there’s nothing else we can do tonight,” plar said.

Mark and Chief Harper rose to leave with Genie. Wiiee
house was quiet again, Alex took Elizabeth’s hand pulled
her to follow her. She was determined to keep B&fa in
sight.

They curled up on Alex’s bed, and though they tlidugey
wouldn’t fall asleep easily, they did.
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Chapter 26

“So what are you doing there?” Alex pulled one loé tall
chairs out and accepted the coffee Elizabeth glicitd her.

“Making a stuffing for the turkey | bought. I thohig |
would practice my Thanksgiving baking skills befdhe last
minute.”

“I'm not all that knowledgeable about baking, bsi't that
a big turkey?”

“It was the only size they had, and | didn’t waotwait for
the next shipment. What are your plans?” Elizalzetked. She
slid the stuffed turkey in the oven and set theetim

“I want to take a look at the hidden area in the.te

“Mind if | tag along?”

“No. Let me get lights and the map.” Alex slid tfie chair,
feeling happy.

Elizabeth did a quick clean of the counter and \wdsher
hands.

Alex was in her bedroom pulling out two SureFirghtis
and the map of the house. She hurried to join Bé#a who
was waiting in the den.

“This diagram shows that the entrance should bétrig
there.”

They both searched the empty bookshelf for anythong
show a doorway to another secret space, but thendfaothing.

“It should be right there.” Alex gave a frustratadh in the
air.

Elizabeth moved back to the center of the room wad
now leaning on her cane regarding the room withitecal eye.
“What if this one being so close to the front o thouse leads
outside? And.”. she held up a finger at Alex to silence her,
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knowing the expression on her face meant she watheat
whining stage of frustration. Elizabeth could bgrdldandle
children whining so adults were beyond her patiefidad it
needs something more than a push button or swiely,
because it is so important only those with a secoele can
pass?” she teased, hoping it would set Alex’s imaigpn off in
another direction to solving the door problem. Stomes
getting sidetracked helped.

Alex looked at her as if she had lost it, then fece
brightened. “Like a gate opener.” Alex ran outlod room.

“Ha,” Elizabeth laughed in disbelief. She was ngbexting
such a dramatic reaction.

Alex came back with the gate opener. She pointed ihe
bookcase and moved it along it, pressing it. “Nuogtii

She was about to toss it when Elizabeth grabbaddtheld
it up out of Alex’s reach, so she wouldn’t damagépth were
startled when the wall cracked open.

Looking up at the ceiling, Alex snorted. “Well, afl the
places to put the sensor. That's a very good ptacput it,”
Alex marveled. “It won’t open by accident.”

“Well, let’'s go see if there’s a bucket of brigtirsy jewels
tucked away in there,” Elizabeth said.

Alex led the way after stopping on the other sidamake
sure they could get back in the same way.

“You know this place has so many underground spanes
entrances, I'm surprised this house hasn’t colldpses
foundation by now,” Elizabeth said in a soft tone.

“It makes me feel real safe,” Alex muttered.

Alex and Elizabeth came to a stop at a set ofsstaading
upward. Alex tried the cover but could not open it.

“Something has to be resting on top of it. Listgau go
outside and I'll tap on this until you hear me.”

Elizabeth made her way back out the tunnel intodée.
Just before she released the lever, she remembeidack to
see if the room was still empty. Pressing her emirst the
back of the wooden shelves, she strained to hewthiag
unusual.
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A noise gave her pause. A soft voice was dronihgnt
stopped.

She nearly dropped her flashlight from a bark. Btessed
the lever and peered out cautiously. Angel, feeliagibly
smart at having found her, gave her a cute remdifoa dog’'s
version of an operatic aria.

Mark gasped holding his chest in mock shock. “Yould
have given me a heart attack.”

“I doubt it. Your partner there,” she gestured aigAal who
was staring into the dark entrance waiting to bewadd to find
the other missing playmate, “I'll bet gave the plaway.”

Mark laughed. “Alex had sent me a copy of the hqulaas.
When you two didn’t answer my call and there’s key in the
oven, | sent Angel to find you. She led me to toism and the
rest was up to me. So how did you get the booktzaspen?”

Elizabeth pointed to the ceiling. “The gate opeaiened at
that spot on the ceiling.”

He nodded with a smile on his face. “Neat. So, wtser
Alex?”

“We found the exit, but she can't open it. We think
something heavy is on it.”

“I'm parked over a manhole cover.”

Both went back outside. Mark backed his vehicle tb#
cover while Angel waited patiently with Elizabetliding out
of his truck, he pulled out a metal pipe and rappedhe cover
his truck tire had pinned down, and it moved a feahes.
Mark got a grip and pulled it up.

Alex nearly fainted when Angel was the first to gfréer.
She was not expecting a hairy muzzle stuck in hes.f

“She wants a cookie as a reward for finding you, tvixtark
said, laughing along with Elizabeth.

“She’ll get it, just get her out of my face. Ewwwngel |
love you, too, but let’s find another way to exgréds’

“I'll get her a cookie while | check on the turké¥lizabeth
offered.

“Angel, ‘protect’ Elizabeth,” Mark instructed.
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“This is a good place for an exit. It's in the campaway
from any casual observers, and if anyone did park,hust by
not pulling all the way in, you can still use it.”

“This place is fun. And | would adore it if Elizathés life
didn’t depend on there not being so many slick gdato hide a
monster.”

Mark pulled out his copy of the house plans andlaiefd it.
“Okay, we have this one identified, and this onélizabeth’s
room, how about these two?”

“Haven't looked for them yet. They don’t look likkey can
be accessed from the outside.”

“Okay, but check them out to be sure. | came owvetetl
you the chief and Agent Briscolle are huddled v@tlire over
what Burns found from his search of the log filestbe House
server. Meanwhile, I'm off to Bales to deliver aadt of
documents on our fellow police officers that thear wants to
review.”

“Are you going to take Angel or leave her here?eAl
guessed.

“If you don’t mind. I'm taking Linda with me. It wied out
that the kids are at a sleepover for the weekemdiywae weren’t
asked to chaperone so we thought we could work mght
alone.”

“Ah. | hear the Hilton’s Estates have masseuses| baths,
and jacuzzis and, woo. | get the picture,” Alexseh “We
don’t mind having Angel over for the night.”

“I was hoping you would say that. | left her digiddood in
the kitchen and don’t forget to take her for a watkrun two
times a day, if you can.”

“Great.”

Mark gave Elizabeth a quick goodbye and a pat ogeks
head with instructions that only the dog and henewcould
hear.

Angel moved to her favorite corner in the kitchéappily
playing with her rope toy, keeping her eye on Higth.

“How’s the turkey coming along?” Alex asked as siid
onto the stool.
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“Good. So | gather by her food and bowl she’s Herehe
night?”

“Mark and Linda are spending some time alone attalhn
Bales and their kids are on a sleepover. Do yourhat | said
we would watch her?”

“No.”

“What's that?”

Elizabeth looked at what Alex pointed at.

“It's a squeaker toy for Angel. Do you want to phaith it
or do you want your own?”

“Does it make a lot of noise?”

“I don’t know. Any more rooms to explore? The tuykeas
an hour more to bake.”

“Not really.” Picking up on Elizabeth’s lack of erest to
explore more, she easily agreed. Since she haglexasion and
Elizabeth didn’t have one, Alex was thinking ofde® more of
the novel she had been trying to finish for the ta® weeks.

“I'm going to write for a while.”

Alex was sitting in the reading chair, Elizabethriex on
her project and Angel curled up near her, sleeping.
Occasionally, both women would watch Angel as sappily
moved her feet as if running in her dreams. Smilese
exchanged and they went back to their business.

Alex had thought it was going to be a boring evgniout
she found it was very pleasant in a domesticated afoway,
and that was a novelty.
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Chapter 27

Adison worriedly stared out at the gray blanketobefher.
She had let Angel out that morning, directing leecheck the
grounds. That seemed to make the dog very happysheuwas
taking a long time. Alex wondered just what Angelsafinding
so interesting on the south side. She was surptimedeese put
up with the dog and even more surprised Angel putvith the
geese. Tiredly, she bowed her head and sighed.

“Once it becomes personal, you're in over your head
familiar voice spoke.

Alex started at the voice and would have spun atoun
demanding an explanation for that remark, but sbeaime
conscious that her arms were wrapped tightly ardueidand
her shoulders were slumped. Standing straighterdmopping
her hands to her side, she only nodded.

Alex turned to look into Elizabeth’s eyes. She feltittle
disconcerted from the tilting of her world by stayiinto
Elizabeth’s eyes. Consciously, she breathed incamdo let her
inner balance reassert itself.

“I'm all right,” Alex murmured.

Elizabeth gave a faint smile, shaking her headx Alafted
uncomfortably as she worked on a list of objections

A whine gave Alex an out.

“Where've you been girl? The dog danced playfuliguand
her. “Didn’t you run off your frisky energy?”

“She has something in her mouth.”

“Oh, probably a ball. Mark said she finds them gwdrere.
Come on, Angel, give it up. Hey.” The dog danceawairom
her and tossed her nose in the air as if to pamtentine toss of
a ball, but her jaws remained closed.
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“Angel, give,” Alex told the dog in a firm voiceOh, please
don’t make it something icky,” she pleaded to thmisement of
Elizabeth.

“Here, Angel. Sit. Give.” Elizabeth took over thiguation,
deepening her voice and using hand gestures tthgedlog’s
attention. Alex obviously had not the experiencesbéring a
part of her life in the company of a dog.

Willingly, Angel dropped it onto the floor and baak up,
sat down, and waited.

“What is that?” Alex studied the gooey object, m@nting
to touch it.

Elizabeth picked it up and took it into the kitcherwash it
off. Sand was encrusted around it, but it fell awaty water.

“It's some kind of medallion or.”. Alex straightened up
startled. Two unrelated events attached to a thitdbe right
back!” After two years and | remember this. Let's see wher
would... She stopped in front of her closet and cast hedmi
back to the night she visited Amos Anders’'s waresleofor a
payoff meeting. She imagined herself placing somgtm...

Pocket...

“What are you looking for?” Elizabeth came to sdwatset
Alex off.

On the floor, Alex had pulled out a box of clothe&s no
longer wore. The vest with the many pockets waseurger
Kevlar. It was the upper left pocket she would hdvepped it
in because she had filled the others. Alex unwrdpp@lastic
bag and scooped up the earring that fell out ofttineed-out
pocket. “Something | found about two years badkrgot | had
it.”

Elizabeth held up the metal Angel found, “Do yowéany
silver cleaner? We can see what this is about. No?”

“Hold on, | know who does.” Alex slid her cell ph@out of
her pocket. “Hi, Genie!”

“Hi, Alex! We were just talking about you. How ay®u
two doing?”

“Great. How are things going there?”
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“Quiet, aside from what Eric and Angie found on sarver
logs. Not good for whoever has the service contfactthe
shelter’'s systems. But that’s another story.”

“Angel found something on her morning walk. Eliztbe
got some of it cleaned, but it's made of silver aweither of us
have any cleaner. Do you have any?”

“Yes. You two busy for lunch?”

“No. Do you want to come over here or do you wasita
visit you?”

Elizabeth shook her head. “We've tons of food wiitie
leftover turkey and stuffing. Tell Genie | want hgpinion of
how it tastes and maybe Connie and Ellie want toecwisit.”

Alex relayed the message.

Genie laughed. “Boy, are you lucky that Elizabetioks,
Alex. What time do you want us over? The gang hesnb
asking how she’s doing and we can bring the newoget and
introduce her to you.”

“Sounds like a plan. How many residents do you have
now?”

“Ah, yes. | forgot you have a limited supply of kes and
such. We’'ll bring our own dishes, eating utensilswd.al’ll
bring dessert. See you in an hour?”

“An hour...?” Alex looked at Elizabeth who nodded.
“That’s fine.”

Elizabeth looked over the front room. “At least wen't
have to clean much.”

“Where are we going to seat everyone?” Alex asked.

“Let Claire and Genie worry about that,” Elizabegaid.
“Can you help me get lunch ready? You do microwagt?”

Angel picked up on the excitement and was paciograt
the two women by the time the van from the shedigived.
Behind that was Mark’s 4-runner.

“Just how much of that turkey did you say you havsiex
asked as they watched the vehicles park.

Scripts’s two kids hopped out of the truck with Ashg
finally getting a nod from Alex to rush over to theSomehow,
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she had found time to retrieve her ball and wappirg it in
front of the kids who seemed to know to pick itarm toss it.

“Hi, Detective Alex! Ms. Duke!” the young boy greet
enthusiastically as he pounded the wiggling dogenmribs.

“Hi, and you are...?”

“'m Jon Scripts, and this here’s my sister,
Katharine...but...she likes Katie,” he confided in wéw tone.

“Hi, Katie.”

The five-year-old beamed. From experience, Elizabet
knew the silence would be short lived. Usually, tmes who
were quiet at an introduction were information gaéns. Once
they had everything in place, they became all goestand
conversationalist nearly non-stop.

“Hi, Linda, nice to see you again. Mark,” she gegkethe
couple as they strolled up behind their kids witm& around
each other.

Claire and Genie were supervising the women whoewer
unloading the van of more food and furniture.

“Would you all like to stay for lunch?”

“That’'s a tempting offer. We were going for a wallong
the beach before we headed to the pizza place.”

“A walk after lunch on the beach would be wondetful
Elizabeth exclaimed.

Alex was startled and for a moment panicked urttié s
realized no one would try to snatch her if so maapple
surrounded her.

“That sounds nice,” Alex agreed. She glanced atkMaro
smiled and nodded.

While Linda and Elizabeth, under Genie’s direction,
prepared the varied collection of foodstuff, thbess readied
the table on the deck.

Muriel, the new resident, though given to nervoaskb
over her shoulder now and then, kept everyone atnwgh her
wit. Elizabeth was quiet through most of the mdalf not
disengaged. Alex glanced her way often, lookingsimme sign
of nervousness or tension but not seeing any.
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Alex excused herself. Dessert was finished withryme
enjoying the view and conversation about the gelse.sought
bladder relief in her bathroom. She took a momemance out
the window at the front yard, her eyes scanning doy
movement on the dunes across the stie&how you’re out
there.

Voices from the kids as they fought over who wogiddfirst
was stopped by Linda who directed each to a sepaodet.
Reluctantly, Alex went back into the dining roomjtn the
others on the patio. For a moment, she watchedughrahe
sliding door as Elizabeth spoke with a serious esgion to one
of the women from the shelter.

“Sharing a similar background has a very powerfuiding
effect,” Claire said.

Alex turned in surprise. She had not heard Clamee up
behind her. For a moment, she replayed where ghéhbkatrack
of Claire’s presence.

“Do you think Elizabeth is all right?”

Claire studied Alex’s face. “She’s not at that staget,
Alex,” she said gently. “She’s still in survival me.” She
smiled and added, “She’s looking a sight better.wbat are
you going to do with that medal we saved from abh®”

“It's unusual, no?"Do | tell her it's in the shape of one of
the tattoos on the back of the wrist of a Whiteghkit®? And
similar to another one we found?

“Do you know where Angel found it?” Claire asked.

“No.”

“That particular design is rather interesting. lukblike to
check it out if you don’t mind.”

Alex eyed her. “What’s with the design?”

“I saw someone with a design just like that.”

“Who?” A little ball of anticipation burned in thegit of her
stomach.

“Patience, Ms. Detective. It's nothing to get watkep
about.”

“Claire.”
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“Alex,” she responded calmly, “I would never putyane in
danger. Believe me when | say this is not goingud anyone
by keeping this to myself for now. So how aboutkiog at the
games we brought over. Elizabeth has a great téderfrivial
Pursuit.”

“After the walk. | really would like her to get @ance at
walking on the beach.”

Claire nodded. “How about using that secret doateurthe
kitchen? You know, since you guys moved here, ereyis
remembering about Doc and Lily’s door to the ockan.

“Good idea. Let’s see if the others are ready famaik.”

Everyone was excited about the invitation and duitked
up in the kitchen for their turn down the stairsoithe dark
tunnel. It was a misnomer to call it secret andk deith all the
flashlights that suddenly appeared. Alex suspethed was
what really brought the ladies from the shelterrove bit of
old-fashion exploring.

At the bottom of the stairs, they all removed trs¥ipes to
feel the sand. Excited voices were added with thenging of
the waves that echoed through the cavern.

L)

The sun was warm, but the breeze was chilly whiteng
out on the rocks away from the cliff wall. Alex j@ad Elizabeth
on her private rock island where the encroachimig twas
moving higher up. She was not budging.

Elizabeth glanced at Alex, raising a hand to calen
streaming hair. Her eyes were covered with darlssgls, but
her cheeks were bright red from the chill. Thedests were on
the beach collecting seashells, Claire and Genieddheir own
rock, Mark and Linda were sitting on the beach, dhd
children were playing with Angel.

“I remember seeing a medallion similar to that bne,
Elizabeth said. “Grandma Chasley wore one. Noetdikhe
fiery sword design in the center of the field avilers. She told
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him the women usually wore the medal, though somkeag
tattoo if they married important men.”

“That’s the second medallion | found in Sunrise.”

Both stared out at the ocean, breathing in the/ sattand
feeling the beat of the waves pounding against tioek.

“This is so nice,” Elizabeth whispered, wigglingrhees
when a wave splashed over them.

Alex looked behind them, then studied the cliff foryone
watching them. “It is. Once a week of this is betigan an
apple a day.”

Elizabeth laughed a deep throaty laugh. “I canagilicted
to this.”

“Addicted to what?”

Elizabeth and Alex turned to Claire and Genie wilaal h
picked their way to them.

“All of this,” Elizabeth gestured to the surroungs

“We should make this a ritual. Maybe once a morghthe
ladies to have a picnic out here,” Genie suggested.

Angel balanced on the rocks to get a soggy batl ribiéed
near them with a wave.

“Just keep that slobbery ball away from me,” Aletdt
Angel as she lifted her dripping face.

“You are so uncool, Detective Alex,” Jon laughedhat,
taking the ball without any qualms from his pet'®uth and
tossing it back onto the beach.

By the looks of it, everyone was getting readyeavie. The
tide was coming in. Alex stood and gave a hand dsisa
Elizabeth.

“I thought cops were used to gory stuff and.Jon
continued.

“You don’t need to elaborate on the gory stuff, ,Jdnnda
told him as she and Mark approached the groupjriwplihnds.

All of them slowly made their way back into the eav,
taking a moment to watch the sun sit on the tighef large
boulder outside the entrance.

“Well, we now know there are no warning signs oateh
that this is private property,” Mark said as thegrevleaving.
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“This was a wonderful day,” Alex told Elizabeth. &Skvas
nestled in her reading chair with a recently pusetbbook and
had suddenly realized that she was happy.

Elizabeth was arranging her papers before sittioggndto
work. Her laptop was booting up. “lt was,” a disted
Elizabeth agreed.

“We should have more of them. When this is all ovér
Alex stopped, realizing what she was saying.

“What?” Elizabeth asked, looking up at her with an
unreadable expression on her face.

For a few moments, Alex studied her face partially
shadowed by the tilt of the desk lamp. “I was tlnigk maybe
we can..” Her mind cast about frantically looking for
something to say that was not too revealing. Aléxte blushed
when she realized what she was avoiding. “I'd ilk&know you
under different circumstances.”

“Different as in what?”

“Doggone it, Elizabeth,” she exclaimed exasperdtedant
to date you."Gods. It's not this hard snagging dates over the
Internet. Why does this have to be so hard withesma | see
every day?

“Ah.” Elizabeth leaned against her desk, studyigxAwho
now was clutching the book.

Don’t say anything more. You'll make a fool of ysmlf.
Wait her outAlex firmly told herself.

“Well, the feelings are mutual,” Elizabeth said teatf-
factly and turned back to her laptop to work.

Alex let out a slow breath. “Okay,” she said sofilyell, |
guess there’s nothing much else we can say apthig.

Alex’s phone in her room buzzed. She dropped hek o
the chair and went to answer it. She dared a glah&dizabeth.
She was engrossed in her work and didn't appearote.
Well, that's a comfort. | don’t feel any walls gp,uand she
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didn't ask me to leave her alone. | guess I'll igaddnow if |
come back and she’s closed the door.

“Hello?” Alex clutched the phone receiver tighter.
“Okay...I'll let her know.” Alex hung her head for &ew
moments to gather her strength. The next levelnglhgement
had begun. She walked back into the study and ceeddthat
Elizabeth was not even aware of her.

“Elizabeth..” The dark head jerked up. “The freighter is
going to be here by tomorrow.”

“Is that what the phone call was about?”

“Yes. With the ATF and SID watching over you, thagn’t
stand a chance.”

“And that’'s why you shouldn’t worry about me,” Edizeth
cautioned, getting to the heart of Alex’s fear. 'lHsee you as
competition and will make sure you know of his dkegsure.”
Elizabeth shook her head regrettably. “I don’t knatvy you
put yourself in needless danger. There’s nothingdm from
it.”

Alex looked surprised at the emotion that statentead
behind it. “Well, it's not like | planned it to hapn. It was an
ideal opportunity to protect you, and it's a gobuhg, too.”

“Good thing? How's that? You're going to get youfse
killed and I'll still be kidnapped.”

“If I hadn’t been here, you would have been deadchbw
with those fake telephone repair men.” Alex cowddlfher face
flushed with hurt and confusion. “If anything, Mslewill toss
me in with the rest of the women and sell me.”

“If you believe that, you're tragically mistakert. doesn’t
take much to break someone, Alex. And you're tongaaous
for them alive.”

Alex’s throat worked down the lump. “I'm not going
lose... “

Elizabeth put a finger over her lips. “Don’t sayyamore,
Alex.”

V5512
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Alex’s eyes opened to a light-filed room. Stretghiand
feeling her back pop, she rolled out of bed. Skiehér morning
visit to the toilet, brushed her teeth, and tooguick shower
before looking for Elizabeth. She was nowhere,thatsmell of
hazelnut coffee permeated the air.

From the kitchen, she could hear some murmuringxAl
followed the sounds to the opened front door. Fhemvantage
point, she could see Elizabeth talking to Angel angery irate
and very big gander.

Alex remained still, not wanting to add her pregetw the
tense situation. Angel backed up toward the fromtcp and
Elizabeth followed, joining her at the door.

“Those two had a disagreement over the ownershigmatf
ball,” Elizabeth explained.

Alex looked out. It was a faded red plastic ball.

“Does she think it's an egg?”

“No. | think it's in her territory and Angel didnask for it
politely. Good morning.”

“Good morning. The coffee smells nice. | can fiedkfast
if it's getting the cereal box out of the cabinedasetting out
the dishes.”

“The coffee is for you. I'm going to bed. | was thee who
stayed up all night.”

“Oh, right,” Alex let out a puff of air. They hadgued,
though not with much heat, on who would take thst §hift of
watching over the monitors. Elizabeth was not tiegdtl she
was. From years of making due with few resourcesheat
immediate disposal, Alex gave in and slept.

“Well, sleep well.” Alex wondered if she would have
nightmares, then shook her head at the thoughtalgdth had
been under this pressure for years and like herldvbave
adjusted by now just to survive.

Angel followed Elizabeth into her bedroom, and Ale&nt
to grab a cup of coffee and call into SPD to sethéte were
any messages for her.

Alex was finishing her coffee, staring out at theean by
the back patio when a disturbance with the geesteadied her.
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Her thoughts were on nothing. It was the quiet zepnene
agents were able to get into before jumping inte fhe.
Stepping onto the patio cautiously, she looked mapuhen
studied the two geese that were pecking at songethin

What the heck is thatBhe stepped off the patio to
investigate and was aware for a moment of a sobaddidn’t
register.
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Chapter 28

Bobby Miles stood in front of the makeshift tabdéefallen
log damp from the recent rains. His command magleaed
calm and interested as each soldier reported. Viayids of air
blurred the mouth of the speaker as the news hemadig for
was delivered. He forced himself to breathe, nattimg to give
away how important this news was to him. The deepem
voices droned on as all external sounds receded ladt heard
that Elizabeth Duke was captured. His hands weaspeld
behind his back. A method he found that enabledtbikeep a
calm exterior.

Faces turned to him. The briefing was over. He eddtb
acknowledge the reports, not having heard whatbesh said
for the last fifteen minutes. The plans had alrebdgn made.
There was no reason to deviate from them and remnelae had
to hear them repeated.

“Proceed as planned,” Bobby told the group quietly.

As the others left to rejoin their teams, Bobbynad to Bo,
his second in command and personal bodyguard.

Taking a careful breath, the cold air cleared thages of
Elizabeth Duke from his mind. “Ah don’t trust thoseo
dimwits, it was too easy. Ah want cha to handls thatter, Bo.
Make sure that woman is dead and buried at seaevdmdy the
fish see her.”

“But, Bobby...” Bo started.

He turned away, ignoring the objection. Glancinghsat
other bodyguard, “John, let's go see what's happeai the
other end.”

The two men trooped down the wet forest trail tevehthey
had left their vehicles. The door handle was colBBbbby’s
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touch, as was the driver's seat he slid into. fteoted the
coldness of his thoughts.

As he headed the car to the waiting helicopter,nmemtal
voice was crooning Elizabeth’s name. Slow motiomages of
bright red blood trickling down white skin as heedra sharp
blade across it nearly had him groaning out louldrufstly, he
stopped the images, not wanting to lose control-—et still
had to distract John and pick up Elizabeth Dukevd&d had
his instruction to hold her separate from the athérdward
listened without asking questions. His thoughts twen the
undercover cop, heoommate Bobby'’s lips curled up in a snarl
at the thought of her touching Elizabeth. Rumord &aid they
were lovers.

He turned onto a dirt road, then the clearing odeop
before them. Both men quickly got out of the cad Araded to
the helicopter. Before they got too close wherdéinghould be
necessary to be heard, Bobby gave John his instnsct

“John, ah want ya to make sure Al is at the rendez\point
on time. He doesn’t have eyes in the back of hedhand ah
don’t trust our kissing cousins. It's been too sthagp ta now.”

John nodded. He understood completely as he wasopar
the small elite group that knew Bobby was not gdimdpe on
the beach where he could easily be picked off \@iteniper
shot. Carney was to take his place. They had time $auild and
in the dark could be mistaken for each other. Jotew Carney
was not aware he was being sacrificed, and sinegytly was
suspected of agreeing with another faction in tamniffy, it
worked out well.

Bobby smiled as the helicopter lifted with John.

“Lizabeth, my lovely 'Lizabeth,” he crooned. “Wdall be
reunited real soon. Can you feel me nearing?” Hiegwut his
cell phone as he maneuvered the car around a shar@ down
the mountain.

“Andy, this here is Wolf. Have ya got Little Redd®y’
Hood?”

“Yes. Hurry up. We're almost there.”
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Ten minutes later. Bobby had Elizabeth’s limp baolgsed
into the back of his rental car. Bobby tried toenithe fire that
was running in his veins and lighting up his dagle® His
father had once told him he knew when he was in ankis
dark moods because his skin would become flushed has
eyes would have an eerie look to them. He had taken
warning seriously and schooled himself to cover feslings,
exchanging the heat for cold—until he was alone.

When Bobby was out of sight of the Humvee, he thbaak
his head and howled his madness until he was alhuzste. It
had taken enormous amounts of energy to keep timds of
absolute joy contained while in front of his mehtHey knew
how obsessed he was with Elizabeth, Bo would have dnore
than object to his being alone with her. But rightv he didn’t
care. He had her and now there was no one who ¢akiédher
away from him. He had two hours to do what he wdshéth
her, and the place to do it—an abandoned farmhoutsgde of
Sunrise. He had stayed in it with his troops tingt filay of their
arrival. Neighbors were too far away to hear oraeghing.

“Fore ah say goodbye, ’'Lizabeth, ma abominable neho
ah’'m gonna mark ya as mine. Ah see you've dyed hgar.
How appropriate. In some countries, my love, theg a knife
blade to tattoo their women’s bodies to show owmetsT hat’s
what ah’'m gonna do to ya. There’s going to be sbloed loss,
but ya women are used to that,” he giggled, theruly
stopped. His eyes moved quickly to the rearviewranithat
reflected the unconscious form on the back seat.

Impatiently, he increased his speed but had tokfuidt
his foot off the gas pedal when he came too closbd edge of
the cliff. He laughed madly at the thought thateafall his
careful and brilliant planning that it should endhahim driving
over a cliff. He had no intention of dying. He haever felt this
alive.
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Chapter 29

Adison felt like she was having a bad dream. She wa
suffocating and the noise around her was too carjusr her
thoughts to distinguish. Then her body shiftednare like slid
and bumped into something hard. So why did it nott™h
Maybe because she was too busy trying to breathe.

Bright lights suddenly burned her eyes, and shédctael
herself dragged, then tossed. Alex struggled tatheeas fear
paralyzed her. It seemed like a long time before $it
something solid, then everything went black.

Alex woke to her own coughing, then violent retchiof
salt water. Thoughts focused on breathing and pgsbut the
pain that was in every part of her body.

How can anyone hurt this bad and still be alidéwas a
long time until she was able to think of anythirgee

Realizing she was on her stomach, Alex tried to enber
limbs to roll over. Nothing movedstop! she screamed to the
panicked voices in her head.

All right. Finger, move. Damn. Is it movinghe moved her
eyes to see if there was any movement. There it Wa®
fingers. So why was that not registering with hexiy?

What is the last thing you remember? Oh, god. Bégal
They have Elizabeth! Move! Damn it, body! Move!

It was past noon by the time Alex could get henbimddrag
itself farther up the beach. She used a trash @glt herself
into a sitting position, then stand. It gave heassurance that
whatever she had been shot with was not permanent.

Where am 1? | don’t recognize this beatlmoking up the
side of the cliff, she realized the trash can wamething
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someone had tossed from above. There was no rogarking
indicating there was public access.

So, right or left? Jeez, what difference does itttena
You're lost! Just shut up and move.

Keeping her balance was a difficulty. Determinetie s
managed to roll onto all fours. This she could ng@na
Occasionally, she would rock back on her kneestakel stock
of where she was.

| think I know this placeShe was on the south side of the
Ebbens’ private beach. “Those SOBs threw me owectifi!”
she fumed. “I could’ve been killed!”

Alex cocked her head to the right, trying to pigk a faint
noise.A boat?The sound of an engine grew stronger. “Friend or
foe. Great because | don't trust anyone at thistploneed to
hide behind something.”

The tide was coming in and where Alex lay was wisire
knew her body wouldn’t be swept ashore. She hopémbked
like her foot was caught between rocks and thaisiseedead.

“Over here,” a Southern voice called to another.

“I told you, you should have added weights!”

“If you did it my way, a shark would have eaten hgmow
and weights wouldn’t be an issue,” the other ardusszk.

“Just grab her. I'll go get a bag.”

Alex felt herself being hoisted by the collar andtch. For
a moment, she thought she was going to be tossétedreach,
but she was carried through the swirling waters.

“You should've had the bag on the raft!” her captur
hollered at his partner. “Jackass,” he mutteredtassed Alex’s
body onto the sand. He sat next to her. After a fieswnents,
she felt herself being patted down. “Wonder if thksft
anything,” the voice muttered.

Alex dared to open her eyes a crease. A heavysetwita
muscles was facing away from her, more interesteskeing if
anything was in her wet pants pocket. In a quickngé, she
could see his sidearm holstered and secured. 8kedder arm
muscles to see if they would respond should shel rleem
suddenly. She imaged just what she wanted her adrhands
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to do so she would be ready if the opportunity @nésd itself.
But whatever drug they used on her was not completg of
her system and her reflexes were sluggish.

The puttering of the returning boat had her bodydstop
patting her down. Once more, she was lifted and time,
dropped into a body bag. The bottom of the raft m@tsas hard
as the sand. Alex clutched the knife she had stbiem her
would-be Killer. In her present situation, she im=l choice of
weapon made a big difference. Being tossed somewhethe
deep ocean with a knife sounded better than a nmagnu
however, she had no intention of being dumped aghishe
were the one getting rid of a body in the oceame, wbuldn’t
leave the body in the bag but rather a weightedsoetarious
body parts wouldn't float off while the fish pickdtie bones
clean.

The raft bumped against a hull and started to rock.

Oh, shit. I'm going to pukeHowever, that was better to
think about than being zipped up in a bag.

“Grab the other side of the bag,” one directed.

“No. Just leave it. We've got to get beyond theales. If
we’re boarded before we get to the dumping poird)llvget
caught with the bag. If we see someone approacpurga hole
in the raft and let it sink with the evidence.”

“Good idea,” the partner agreed. “We need somethewayy
then. | hope it doesn’t come to that. We’ll havepty for its
replacement.”

The other snorted. “Better that than jail. It's isg@nough.”

The raft rocked against the hull of the yacht &y ttlimbed
out of it.

So there’s only two of them.

As the boat picked up speed, Alex, who was alrezadyng
her way through the side of the bag, began toagsted around
dangerously.

Oh, jeez. I'm going to puncture the raft at thisera

Suddenly, she felt airborne and felt the cold waterund
her. The bag began its decent with Alex franticaliyving her
way out of her cocoon. The water was cold, but fe@as a
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colder knot in her stomach, giving her strengtipad through
the hole she cut. Frantically, she swam to theaserf then
slowed down when she neared it. When her head biteke
surface, sounds were rumbles and mixed with hemngiog
heart so she nearly was run over with the returmiogpr yacht.
It was not like the ones she and Mark had spoitadgsin their
bay. The wash from the boat nearly was drowning dsethe
two men frantically searched for any debris. Theyevarguing
over whose fault it was this time losing her bodiex grabbed
the dangling tie line that was hanging from theesid the boat
with one hand, not daring to let go of the knifdteh the two
spent an hour motoring back and forth, not evemlifigp a
floating body bag they pushed the motorboat torneta their
harbor. Alex wrapped the rope around her wrist heldl onto
the stairs just above her. If she thought she ¢alid would be
climbing aboard.

The two argued on what story to give to their de#der.
Alex worried below them that she would be spottedhey got
closer to the docks.

“Stop here. This is where we're supposed to leavBon’t
mess this up.”

“This is not the place! He said near the buoy ik yellow
mark. That’s green, moron.”

“You're stupider by the minute. It's that buoy I'lnoking
at. If you want to go someplace else and get cauglthis
stolen boat, fine with me. I'm taking the raft agdtting off
here.”

“You're not taking the raft if this is not the pkacThat isn’t
green or yellow. It's blue and orange.”

The two started to take insulting each other totlarolow
level, but by then, Alex was swimming underwatelttie raft
that was still tied behind the motorcraft and #gi¢ underside
with her stolen knife. Happy, she swam back todide of the
boat not facing the beach and tried to get heribgaiand make
plans. It was almost dark and Elizabeth was someawwvih a
psycho.

“It's sinking!” a horrified shout informed her.
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“That’s just great, moron. Now how do we get to retfol
don’t swim and neither do you.”

“There’s a dock over to the south. No one was thiénere
have to, we’ll blast our way out of there. DamnWwié stuck to
the original plan, we wouldn’t be in this trouble.”

“If we stuck to the original plan, | wouldn’t be thia moron
like you, and | sure as hell wouldn’t be on somatltumping a
local cop’s body in the ocean.”

“She’s not a cop. She’s a spy.”

“She’s a fed, and that means more trouble. Thiaildet&s
doomed from the start,” he mourned. “There’s our daez.
We're going to have to walk a long ways to get btacit.”

“If you had pulled the raft up on deck instead aifihg the
lazy way out, we would have the raft and a bodgebrid of,”
the other accused.

“Shut up. You're not too bright for tossing her oviee cliff
without asking.”

“He said get rid of her. | got rid of her.”

Alex checked to see if the knife was still secumedher
waistband. The men’s arguing gave her a idea tlzgtm she
could swim to their vehicle and wait for them. Sieeded to
find Elizabeth.

The men cut the life raft from the motor yacht sincwas
partially underwater. To Alex, it meant somethingppant was
keeping it afloat that maybe she could use. Shenmswa
underwater to the raft and hid behind part of ishs opened a
side pocket. One of the emergency floatation buwd been
activated. Alex gratefully pulled it out and ingak the other
side. Wrapping it around her chest, she began wen g0
shore.

Eventually, the waves pushed her to the beach ataltbe
shore. Her hands were numb with cold as were hgs énd
feet. Knowing time was moving on she forced heslego a
stumbling walk toward the only vehicle in the sjkerking lot.
As she neared the car, she could make out a rental
advertisement on the license frame. That meantnalarms.
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One thing about being in the business of collecting

information was knowing how to break into a carnwiit being
messy and with just a knife. She planned on hidintpe trunk
until she saw what was there. It was filled witreithgear,
including weapons, a walkie talkie and duffle baGsancing
around, she strained to hear if anyone was appiragackhe
pulled one of the duffle bags open and rifled tiglout. She
pulled out what she didn't need and stuffed it wieful gear,
including a Kevlar vest. She slammed the trunk edosind
moved to the car’'s engine. She loosened threeeofailr spark
plug cables. Looking around again, she could seefigures
walking through the more populated parking areaeaido the
boats where there were street lamps. It was hervauald-be
assassins, and it looked like they were still arguiAlex
grabbed her stolen bag and headed to the pubtrooes.

Dressed for serious business in clothing meantaftarger
person, Alex peered out the restroom door. It wak,dout she
had night vision goggles on. The rental was stllked and the
two men were unhappily waiting for someone to gioém up.
They were silent. A Humvee came barreling towarehthand
skidded to a halt.

“You two idiots. Did you at least dump the body? angry
voice barked.

“Yes, we did and we’re not mechanics, and we digick
this car out. What are you so all fired mad about?”

“Bobby’s gone, and he’s taken the dyke chick witim.k

Alex gulped.

“He’s not gone,” one of the men said sarcasticdllyst
having some fun with her. You knew he wasn’'t goiagbe at
the pickup. He’s too paranoid of a sniper. Probdabbk her to
that vacant house that was all shot up.”

“Yep. Plenty of atmosphere for carving up thatdfitrash,”
her other abductor snorted.

“Well, that's just the point!” the driver mincedHg’s not
supposed to be’. but the rest of the words were cut off when
the door slammed shut.
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When the Humvee took off, Alex ran to the car sisalded
and secured the cables. “They are idiots,” sheeredt One of
them left the keys in the car, which she was suas @one
intentionally as a statement to the rental car egesf their
displeasure for not being able to get the vehigtening.

Alex pulled out of the lot and at the road floothe rental
to its highest speed, fishtailing for a momentnts&aightening
out. During her drive back to Sunrise, she kepgheoside roads
and focused on a plan. Psychos were not peoplecgald
always reason with since their agendas were thvei &he left
the rental in one of the pullouts along the digdoShe disabled
the vehicle and left it unlocked.

Armed with two automatic handguns and enough
ammunition to reload a half-dozen times, she rathéohouse
and stopped in front of the car. She rested hed barthe hood.
It was still warm. She lifted it and pulled outiatful of cables.
She then turned her attention to the house. Alitgghwavered
and stilled in the front room. Alex knew the insiolethe house
intimately from the domestic dispute call.

| wonder how they knew of this house. No mattienolw the
back door was broken and the place trashed by |kicks.

To avoid losing time going through the back andlifig a
way to the front without tripping on trash, Alexepped onto the
porch and peeked in through the broken window. [&ttkenever
seen Bobby Miles before, only heard his voice. Anma
fatigues was arranging furniture. Elizabeth, stillher shorts
and T-shirt she wore when she went to bed, wadngaat a
crazy angle on the remains of a couch. Alex’s hkmaped at
the knowledge that she was still alive. She gued€idds
drugged her.

Bobby was speaking in a conversational voice asvéet
about setting the scene. Alex could not hear whatvs saying,
but his attention was focused on Elizabeth.

A Colt 1911 was lying on the broken coffee tableevéhhe
was placing candles carefully on its scarred setfate table
leaned from the added weight. Bobby picked up ho# @nd
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went to the side where there was piled debris aed what he
could to stick under the table for more stability.

Alex tried to remember if the front door made aroise
when it was opened. Holding one of the automatidser hand
with the safety off and her finger on the trigggte opened the
door quickly and closed it, moving silently inteethoom and to
a darker area. The goggles gave her an advantadpayBvas
too focused on watching Elizabeth to catch her mpwnto the
room.

Talk about rituals. That's what saved her life. Tp®y/cho
has to have a set for the atmosphere.

The floor had been brushed of debris around thelcaund
coffee table. The couch seats had been turned swethe
gaping bullet holes were not as apparent.

Bobby suddenly stopped his conversation, grabbedhisip
Colt, and glanced at the front door. Alex stoppedrmovement.
Her nostrils flared as she realized he may havellasdhéer.
Though she was wearing someone else’s clean c|dibe®ody
odor which now even she could smell, might havédtettito
him.

He moved to the front door and locked it, thenestaout the
broken window for a long moment. He went back fmaak and
selected binoculars from his gear. Standing to shke, he
studied the outside, then moved cautiously to theroside of
the window and studied another view.

“Well now, ’'Lizabeth, you just might have someonet o
there looking to rescue you,” he muttered undebhésth. “But
they're just gonna have to miss the show.” He deapphe
glasses from his eyes and glanced at his capthMe.am about
ready.”

Alex looked for a way to get to Elizabeth, realgithat she
was not exactly at top strength herself. She didmow if
Elizabeth was faking her condition or if she waallge that
much out of it.

While Bobby focused on lighting the candles, Aleawled
over to the couch and tapped it, hoping Elizabeth the
vibration and knew she was not alone.
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“What Ah am doing here, my sinful ho, is heating tip of
my knife, so when | cut you, it will leave a scav plastic
surgeon can remove. Of course, you won't be alhat tong,
but it's also something | like to do with my propet

Alex wanted to shudder at the last part of thaelaion for
his voice took on a tone that frightened her. Bug tapped the
back of the couch again.

Alex looked to her left and found Bobby with hisifien
coming for her. Her reflexes were still slow, ame tgun was
kicked out of her hand with heavy military bootsheT next
move was expected, and Alex was willing her bodprepare
for the stomp on a body part next. However, a dihdle hit
Bobby in the eye, causing him to miss his intentigdet. He
crashed onto the various pieces of broken furniamé trash.
Alex was on her feet, not bothering with looking the gun.
She heard it rolling somewhere, and she neededttilgabeth
and her out of the house.

The two women found each other and with the Bobby’'s
curses and threats, they ran out the front dooristiodthe arms
of ATF agents.

“Get out of here! The place is on fire!” a goggledice
ordered.

“Bobby’s in there. He has a Colt 1911, a Buck tadtknife
and | dropped a magnum under the couch!”

The voice passed the information through his rafii® two
women were directed to wait farther away from thiding.
People came to guide Elizabeth and her to whatelddike a
triage area. Alex was handed something to drink askkd
guestions she answered automatically without bewgnizant
of what it was about. She was too hyped up to &alll too
unnerved by all that was happening to be able tcodmn the
winding down of a two-year hitch.

Alex took to pacing as the drama unfolded. The Agd&m
surrounded the building and went in as far as tayd while
the flames from the candles spread. Alex glancedoasly at
Elizabeth who was receiving first aid. Her head Wwased and
she was answering questions. Glancing back at dieeh) she
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spotted someone running through the fields and rbvibe
road.

“Damn!” she tried to shout. But whatever was in liogid
she had been given didn't help her dry throat amg a croak
came out. Without waiting for backup, she was gprintoward
the road where she had parked the rental, guebsimgpuld see
it and head there.

Alex was panting before she reached the road arsdnoa
aware of Angel’'s unsteady pace a few steps behemdlhshe
had looked, she would have seen the dog was ns¢lher

Alex pulled the other magnum out from the pockethef
borrowed coat, nearly losing her balance in pullindgree.
Gritting her teeth, she pushed on, nearly there. ¢gtggles
picked out someone in the car. Her energy gave and, her
legs stopped pumping fast enough to sustain herentaom and
she began to fall. Determined not to lose her wedps time,
she moved her finger off the trigger and tucketbtbinstead of
slide.

Bobby figured out she had pulled a wire lose frdme t
ignition and was gunning the car toward her. Sliedi her
weapon and aimed in the direction of the gas taok.feeling
confident enough to hit him, however a cadence @bnis
behind her peppered the car as it continued todsimeeard her.
Someone grabbed her arm and dragged her acrossatiee
ditch and onto the embankment as the car cameicgaginere
she had been. Uniformed ATF agents surrounded dhearad
pulled a still alive Bobby Miles from it.

“Where were you? Are you okay?” voices demandeueof

Much to Alex’s embarrassment, she fainted.
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Chapter 30

Adison’s waking mind quickly processed her surraogs.
A hospital. With more strength than she last remeneth she
had, she lifted a hand to assure herself she waattached to
any machines.

“This is the best I've seen you waking up in a hiagg a
quiet voice said.

“Mel,” she croaked. She opened her eyes a crackttzeml
further. A straw was before her. Her eyes liftedBtiscolle’s
face.

“Hey, team. How did the job come down?”

“A success. No one on our side was killed. Whatirieg
were suffered are repairable. Good job. Now magK what
happened to you?” Mel’s voice was concerned.

“The last | remembered, | was on the patio. Thet time |
woke up, | was being washed ashore. | couldn’t ggtelf
together. Arms, legs, they felt paralyzed.”

“They used the same thing on Elizabeth and the”dog,
Briscolle interjected.

“From what | overheard from my two would-be assassi
while 1 was drugged, one of them tossed me overcttiie |
don’t know which one or how I survived, but | did.”

“Good thing you did. He gave us the slip in the mtains.
He found her transponder and put it in one of bisliers and
sent him up to the woods. Your cabin as a mattéaaif”

Alex groaned. “They didn’t burn it down, did they?”

“No. Sam caught him making mischief and had him
neutralized. It was Chief Harper who suggestedatfendoned
ranch house.”
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“We lucked out,” Alex said softly. “He was so obsed
with setting the stage for his ritual, it gave rmaet to get into
the room.”

“How did you know to go there?”

“The two stooges that were supposed to dump médien t
ocean for fish bait were talking about it. Godsiever want to
see another body bag that close up and personal.”

“Well, we’re going to check up on Elizabeth. Shatsthe
shelter. I'm sure she’ll be happy to hear you'reakgvand doing
fine.”

“Wait a minute. Why can’t | come? I'm awake. Why dam
here anyway? Did | get hurt?” Alex started to patself down.

“You're still on drugs,” Briscolle objected.

“Then | won’t drive. | don’t need to spend time @grshe
insisted.

“You're right and, Amanda, stop teasing her. Youlve
her a heart attack,” Mel said mildly.

“Well, there is the clothes thing,” Briscolle rerded her.

“Can | get out of here or not?” Alex demanded.

“The doctor said if you can walk out on your owmouyre
free.”

“Listen, Mel...I need to talk to you,” Alex started.

Briscolle excused herself.

“You want out of the org?” Mel guessed.

Alex gave him a rueful smile. “I'm kind of attach&althese
people, and it's not just because of that,” sheeddd a rush.
She took a deep breath and let it out noisilyu$tjwant to find
out if | can settle down with someone, and | caddt that
working for SID.”

Mel nodded. “How about taking a while off, maybgear,
and see if this is what you really want? You'recad operative
in what you've been doing and | hate to just cugsti
completely.”

“I'l take that.” She grinned at him. “It was a Ign
assignment.”

“You were not intended to be our sleeper, but s i
happened, you were at the right place at the tigig.”
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“How’s Elizabeth?”

“Needs time to decompress. Tough lady. She intenrds
staying in Sunrise. They have a fine program at ghelter
there, and it'll help her settle into a normal vedyife.”

“Thanks, Mel. It was a great experience workingyfou.”

Mel took her hand in his and gave her a squeeze ®u
around,” he said knowingly.

When he left, Alex snorted at his parting comménNDt.
I’m too old now, buddy.”

Alex reached over to the phone near her bed.

“Harper? Alex. If you spring me from this hospitdin
yours, that is, if you still want me.” Alex grinned his remark.

It was less then five minutes when Harper and Mae
into her room.

“Hey, you two. Where were you?” she asked happily.

“Out in the parking lot. We just got here. Whergsur
clothes?” Harper demanded.

“Can we steal some garb that isn’t a hospital géwn?

“I'll see what | can do,” Mark said.

“Thanks.” When he left, Alex looked at Harper. “I
appreciate what you're doing for me.”

Harper laughed. “Do you realize what you're doiray f
Sunrise by staying? | talked to Mel about briefihg rest of the
force on your dual role. We decided until we gét thusiness of
who is the head of the Jaded Amulet out of Sunrisebest to
keep your cover.”

“You mean, we're still feeding information to SIDshe
interpreted.

Harper nodded, grinning. “They occasionally give nise
toys to use.”

Alex laughed, then asked. “How's Elizabeth?”

Harper shook his head, looking worried. “Now thabBy's
in custody, she’s doing a slow meltdown. Claire &ed group
are proving their weight in gold and giving her whapport she
needs. She’s asked about you. | told her you wetlea hospital
for overnight observation and rest.”
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“I'd like to see her,” Alex’'s voice trembled, aneats
escaped down her face.

Harper leaned over and pulled a tissue for her.kMar
returned with hospital clothing.

“Blue for surgeon,” he told her smiling.

Alex suddenly burst out crying. For a moment, botén
were caught off-guard, then Mark gave her a hugerAd good
cry, Alex dabbed her eyes and blew her nose.

“Wow. That makes me feel so much better. I'll bghti
back.” She held the scrubs close to her and stumbke the
bathroom.
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Chapter 31

“I just don’t think you should be dropping in oniZdbeth
dressed like that,” Mark explained.

“You might upset her,” Chief Harper agreed.

“Well, you should’'ve thought of bringing me somealre
clothes then,” Adison said irritably.

It took an hour to sign Alex out of the hospitaidahat was
only half of it. She was hungry and refused to aaything
because it would mean they would stop and take rtiore
from her seeing how Elizabeth was.

No one expected Elizabeth’s kidnapping to takeelache
daytime. Alex realized how lucky they all were. Ahdpad been
darted and recovered faster than her. Since shenbateen
found, it was thought she was kidnapped, too.

While Angel was rushed to the animal hospital byrles
Mark had called for a bloodhound to find Alex. Heent ended
near the south cliff where it was just rocks andewaHow she
survived it was anyone’s guess. Logically, she toddave been
tossed farther along the cliff to have missed teks. Meaning
the men got lazy and instead of dumping her ormtbtor yacht
because she was too heavy, they tossed her whgnwire
partially down the path.

Showered and dressed in blue hospital garb, Alsked
Mark and Harper to the shelter. They would drop ¢i¢rand
leave. She told them firmly she could get home @néer own.

Alex stood in front of the shelter door, waitingpatiently
as the locks were pulled back.

“Alex!” Claire flung open the door and pulled herto a
hug. “Gods, we didn’t know what happened to you!”
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Alex was aware of women gathering around her aniihga
her back. She was overcome with emotion that soymanople
were worried about her, but her eyes and heart enlyght
Elizabeth.

“She’s in her room. I'll let her know you're hereClaire
said.

“Come on and wait in the kitchen. We were bakingkies.
Your favorite,” Genie encouraged her.

The women pulled Alex into the kitchen through shee
energy. Grateful for the diversion while she waitéor
Elizabeth, she allowed herself to be swept along.

“She likes anything sweet,” Carol told the new desits.

“Not entirely,” Genie corrected. “She doesn'’t lilgeigar
cookies people bake for Christmas.”

The chatter and friendly banter that was intentigna
schooled to be non-depreciative was not heard lex Ak she
worried about Elizabeth.

“Alex?”

Alex turned to Claire.

“She’ll see you now. Same room she had when she was
here.”

“Thanks. Is she all right?”

Claire nodded.

Alex took the stairs two at a time, regretting tiem at the
top she had to stop and catch her breath.

Why do they keep telling me she’s all right if sha&t here
baking cookies or won’t come downstairs?

The door was open and Alex rushed in. “Elizabetsi?é
asked concerned.

Elizabeth was bending over something and turnedet®
Alex.

Alex opened up her arms, and both women gave ehen o
a hug.

“Gods, | almost didn’t make it back,” Alex whispdrel’'m
so sorry | didn’t get there sooner.”

“Almost doesn’t count. You got there. Thank you.”
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They held on for a while more, then Elizabeth mhrt&hall
we go now?”

“Go?”

“Home. | don’'t want to spend another night heresiBes,”
she pulled at the blue hospital clothes, “you'rengdo be cold
in those.”

Alex gave her a big smile. “We can call a taxi oayine
Claire won’t mind driving us.” Alex stepped back.

Elizabeth zipped up her overnight bag and led thg wout
the door.

“So you’re not going to feel uncomfortable in thause?”

“It's home right now, and that’s where | want ta Bee you
okay?”

“Yes. Chief Harper gave me a few days off, and Msald
if | need more, he’ll cover for me, but it's too otuwork for
me to take unscheduled time off.”

“You ready?” Claire held up the van keys.

ARG &

434



Chapter 32

“Okay, this is how it works,” Elizabeth told Alexyho sat
on the other couch. “We both are interested in esthbr, we
both are past dating since we'’re already sleepinthé same
house, so we begin with the rules of engagement.”

“Engagement? Errr, as in’..

“Commitment. We won’t be seeing much of each otli¢e.
have two different work schedules,” she explain& our
relationship won't be developing like others. Wentldknow
much about each other, so we’ll talk about ourselv&he
chuckled at the grimace on Alex’s face, then becaemeous,
“and | don’t want any secrets between us about yaurlf your
life is in danger because of some nutcase, | wakhow.”

Alex cleared her throals that all there is to a commitment?
“That’s every crook who's out there, Elizabeth. Wkythat so
important?” She saw the light blue eyes nearly torblack on
the last comment and wanted to know why.

“My last committed relationship’she paused for a
moment, looking pained. “Was with an FBI agent. dtel
Fortier.”

Alex drew in a breath. She heard about it. SID asised to
investigate. Since she was not involved, she didndw the
details.

“She was executed while on a stakeout,” Alex rechll

“By one of her team,” Elizabeth told her.

No wonder SID was asked to look into it.

“Did they catch the SOBs?”

“I don’t know. | was only her significant other. Na wife
in their eyes and not a family member. It probaidyhered the
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crap out of them that | was the sole inheritor ef lestate,
including her memoirs.”

“Memoirs? Did it say who could have been behind it?

Elizabeth shook her head. “I gave the papers tdawyer.
The point is, she was being stalked and harasseaelnybers of
her own team,” Elizabeth’s voice had deepened amtger. “I
didn’t know. | only knew she was stressed out wkle@ would
come home.” Elizabeth looked straight at Alex. Gutd have
done something about it.”

Alex was going to tell her the truth of harassmamilitary
structures, but Elizabeth’s eyes were hard withegngnd
suddenly, it dawned on Alex that maybe she knewesora.

“It won't happen with me. If Mark even got wind of
something like that, it would be the end of thatspa. But I'll
tell you,” she hurriedly added. “Honest.” Alex |deyl.
“Elizabeth, if someone dares to harass me, | giaekband
good.”

Elizabeth’s eyes teared. She shook her head slightelen
thought the same way. Whoever it was walked rightaiher
while she was sitting in her car and shot her @ fidice point
blank. Her partner claims he was getting them eoftdelen
didn't have to work. She did it because she was rtsma
courageous, and really good at her job. But sheasaky and
too self-reliant.” Elizabeth took a deep breath avided the
tears from her face.

“I'll tell you if someone looks at me mean, but tteegoing
to be a lot of people during the tourist seasagivé out traffic
tickets, too.” Alex got up from her seat and wemémnto hug
Elizabeth. As she held her, she asked, “Is thespegific time
when | can kiss you or?”

She could feel Elizabeth laugh against her.

“Now is a good time.”

Alex looked into Elizabeth’s face and wiped therseaway
with her thumb, then gently pressed her lips ag#iass.

Butterflies and heat mixed with breathless heantginag
thuds flooded her senses until she broke the kisa imoment
and kissed her again to see what else there was.
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Later, sitting in front of the fireplace with thewch as their
back support, the two sipped soup while they listeto the
popping of the fire and the wind blowing againg House.

“Do you want to go up and see my cabin?”

“Yes, definitely. That comes under the heading b
secrets’ and subfolder ‘extracurricular activitiés.

“What has Genie been telling you?” Alex pushed tbif
couch and glared at Elizabeth. “Don’t forget ttog/h is rumor
crazy. They have us already married and raisingpiespand
kittens.”

“Is there something wrong with that?” she teased.

“It wasn’t happening. We were just friends.”

“So about the cabin.”

“It's just a cabin, Elizabeth.” She then grinnedjnking
about introducing her to Sam. “One of the homesesathere is
Sam. I'll introduce you to him. His hobby is torntiexy Mark
and me with his mountain survival drills.”

“When did you ever rest?”

Alex let out a breath of air. “It seemed like neVeBhe
kissed Elizabeth’s hand, then started some seniting.

Alex paused when Elizabeth put a restraining hamder
shoulder.

“I know this is one of those bad times to bringud, but I
started my period last night, and I'd rather haue first time
together without the cramps and other inconvenigfice

Alex groaned and dropped her head on Elizabethék.r
start mine next week. And I'm seldom off. Gods, Bot not a
good person to be around during that time.”

Elizabeth chuckled. “Well, in two weeks, we shollave
perfected our kissing techniques and how to wadiuad each
other when in PMS mode.”

Alex hugged Elizabeth tight and whispered, “Thariés
staying.”

“Thankyoufor staying, Alex.”

Alex released her, and they stared at each othex vehile,
then both started to say something.

“No, you go ahead,” Elizabeth offered.
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“I was going to ask if you would like to share aogler.
Saves water and takes care of the messy aspeletealitg.”
“My very thought.”
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