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On a sunny winter afternoon in West Hollywood, California, a seven-year-old girl gets into a car with a stranger.

Two hours later a single mother receives a call telling her not to go to the police.

On the other side of the country, Miranda and Parker are sparring in the gym—until a colleague tells them her sister’s daughter is missing and begs them to help.

A kidnapping? A missing little girl?

Of course, they have to help. With thoughts of the desperate search for her own daughter, Miranda boards the next plane to LA, along with Parker and the team.

But when they arrive in tinsel town, the clues are sparse. Locating the little girl seems hopeless, and soon they find themselves at the kidnapper’s mercy.

But is this just a kidnapping?

Or is it something much worse?

You’ll want to read this next installment in the Miranda and Parker Mystery series, because it will keep you guessing.
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Chapter One

 

Imogen Wesson didn’t always like the teacher at her elementary school in West Hollywood, but today she thought she was just great.

Ms. Bishop told the class they would be going into second grade soon, and it was never too early to think about the future. Their assignment was to write about what they wanted to be when they grew up.

Imogen knew what she was going to write about. And as the bell rang and she pulled on her backpack and headed out the door, her mind raced with ideas.

She wanted to be either an astronaut or a zookeeper. Or a rock star.

A zookeeper, she decided following the rest of the kids out to the waiting buses. She loved animals.

She’d been begging her mother for a puppy. In fact, she’d asked for one that morning before school. But Mommy said they couldn’t have one in their apartment. And they were both too busy to take care of a puppy. She’d gotten mad at Mommy and said she didn’t care about her. She said she bet her Daddy would let her have a puppy.

She hadn’t mean that.

She was sorry she’d said that to Mommy. When she got home, she’d tell her so. And maybe if she made good grades, maybe Mommy would let her have a puppy for her birthday.

Though that was a long way away.

No, not a zookeeper, she thought. She wanted to be a veterinarian.

Thinking about what it would be like to play with puppies and kittens every day, Imogen lingered along the blue fence. As she peered through the gate, something caught her eye.

A squirrel was sitting on the lawn in front of the school chewing on a nut he held in his little paws. He was looking straight at her. She glanced back at her bus. Most of the other kids were climbing aboard, but she still had a little time.

Trying to be quiet, Imogen opened the gate and took a few steps toward the animal.

“Hello, there,” she said, grinning.

The squirrel froze, dropped its nut, and scampered away across the grass and up a nearby tree.

“Oh, you didn’t have to run away,” Imogen pouted, wondering if she really could be a veterinarian.

Then her gaze drifted to the street.

A man stood behind one of the skinny trees growing in the sidewalk. Imogen had always thought it was funny to plant trees in the cement.

The man was tall and dressed in black leather. He had tattoos on his arms, like her daddy. Was it her daddy? She hadn’t seen him in so long, she wasn’t sure.

He was staring at her and smiling. He seemed friendly in a scary sort of way. And familiar.

Slowly she inched toward him.

He bent down and his smile grew bigger. “Hello there, Imogen.”

She sucked in a breath. The man knew her name. “Daddy?” she said softly, her heart starting to beat faster.

“I’m a friend of your Daddy’s. He’d like to see you.”

“He would?”

The man nodded. “He sent me to get you and take you to him.”

“He did?” She’d dreamed about her father coming to get her.

“C’mon. My car’s right over there.” He held out a hand to her.

It was big and rough. Don’t go with strangers, Mommy always told her. But this man wasn’t a stranger. He was Daddy’s friend.

She put her hand in his and let him lead her to the car. It was an old car. The side was dented. As she climbed inside, she saw the seat was torn. The man closed the door, then came around the other side and got in beside her.

He snapped a seatbelt around her. “Don’t want anything to happen to you,” he chuckled, then he started the car and drove away.

She watched the apartment building across the street fade away as they rolled down the street. This was the same direction the bus took every day. She recognized the bushes and the houses.

Was this man taking her to Mommy’s shop? Was Daddy with Mommy? Were they getting back together?

But then they were on the big street with the tall palm trees, and she was sure the bus would have turned by now. They passed a place with a big orange machine. A crane. They were building something here. Green pipes held up a ceiling with no walls.

She turned around and peered out the back window. She didn’t see the bus anywhere.

They were on a wide highway now, with grassy places and lots of trees. She didn’t recognize it.

They drove and drove.

“My Daddy must live very far away,” she said at last.

“It’s only a little longer.”

“Maybe he’ll take me for ice cream when we get there.”

“Maybe.” But there was a scary sound in the man’s voice now.

Mommy never let her have ice cream after school. She made her eat a sandwich. If she finished all her dinner later, then she might get ice cream, but she usually didn’t.

The man made so many turns, Imogen didn’t know where she was. They were on a big street she didn’t recognize at all, with lots of auto repair places. “Trans—mis—sion,” she read on one sign.

Then the man turned down a side street, drove a few blocks, and slowed.

They were at a light green two-story house with dark red trim and a short driveway. It looked funny. It didn’t have a front door. Imogen wondered how they would get in. Then the man turned into the drive, pressed a button, and the garage door opened. He drove into a tidy garage and pressed the button again to close the door behind them.

It was dark in here, and Imogen was frightened. “Where’s my Daddy?”

“Inside. I’ll take you to him.”

She didn’t believe the man, but it was too late to change her mind now.

She got out of the car and followed the man up a short step and into a kitchen. It was small and the edges of the countertops were chipped. On the other side of the refrigerator there was a door. It smelled bad in here. Like someone had forgotten to take out the garbage.

She moved away from the man and hurried into a nearby living room. The furniture looked old and worn here, but there was nobody here.

“Where’s my Daddy?”

“He’s at work. He’ll be home soon.”

“I think you should take me back home now.”

“Sorry. Can’t do that.”

“What if I run away?”

“You’re not going anywhere.”

“Yes, I am. I’m going right out that door.” She pointed toward the kitchen.

Though she had no idea what she’d do outside. Would someone help her? Mommy made her memorize her address, but right now, she couldn’t think of it.

She moved toward the kitchen again. The man blocked her.

“I said, you’re not going anywhere.” He sounded mean now.

“Yes, I am.” She tried to go past him.

Before she could get around him, he bent down and picked her up in his arms. She beat against him with her fists, but it didn’t do any good.

He carried her down a hall to a small room. She kicked and screamed, trying to get away from him, but he was too strong.

He stuffed her under one arm and opened the door to the room. It was a dirty place with a mattress on the floor and a wrinkled blanket on top of it. It smelled bad in here, too. He wasn’t going to make her lay down on that. She wouldn’t.

But instead he carried her to the corner and opened another door. A closet.

Was he going to put her in there? No! She screamed again. Then she did the only thing she could think of. She bit his arm.

“Ow. You little bitch, you.”

But he let go of her and she dropped to the floor.

She ran.

She almost got to the hall. Almost got away. Then he lunged for her. His big hand clamped around her arm hard, making her cry out.

“Leave me alone!”

“Shut up.” He picked her up and carried her to the closet.

He slung open the door, tossed her inside and shut the door in her face.

She could hear him locking it from the outside. She banged on the door. “Let me out of here.”

“Shut up, I said.”

“My Mommy will call the police. They’ll put you in jail.”

“No, she won’t. Not if she knows what’s good for her.”

And then she heard the man walk away.

She sat down on the floor. It was dusty and smelly like the rest of the place. She began to cry. Why hadn’t she listened to what Mommy told her? Why had she got into the car with that bad man?

Where was her Daddy? Gone. He had been gone for a long time. He was never coming back.

“I’m sorry, Mommy,” she blubbered into her hands. “I’ll never be angry with you again.”

All she wanted was to go home, but she had no idea how to do that. She didn’t know what to do.

Except cry.


Chapter Two

 

Olivia Wesson was having a bad day.

First her diva hairstylist had called in sick. Roberto’s schedule was booked solid, so she had to fill in for him herself. Two of her regulars got their appointments mixed up, and she had to do both of them at the same time during a break, without letting the other think she was getting short changed.

Mrs. McDougall wanted a full makeover, which Olivia normally loved doing. She didn’t have time for it today and had to hand it off to another operator. Then Tennille and Nanette, two of her other operators, starting fussing at each other and she had to referee. Plus answer the phone which had been ringing off the hook all day. And she hadn’t even gotten to last year’s books so she could be ready for her appointment with the accountant next week.

She loved running Lavish Looks. She’d worked hard to make the upscale beauty salon a success since she’d bought it four years ago. But today, by the time the afternoon rolled around, all she wanted was to get off her feet.

She finished blow drying a young woman who spent the whole session bragging about being invited to a party in Beverly Hills, and collapsed into a nearby chair.

Suddenly Olivia realized something was missing. Someone. She reached for her phone to check the time. After three.

She looked around the salon. “Where’s Imogen?”

Tennille was combing out a customer in the chair behind her. She shrugged. “I don’t know.”

“Did you see her come in?”

The tall dark-skinned woman with the short copper hair who looked like a fashion model shook her head.

Imogen usually said hello to everyone when she came in after the bus let her off outside. Olivia shot up onto her aching feet and hurried toward the little break room behind the Ladies room in the back of the shop. She peered inside at the small table where Imogen did her homework while she waited for Olivia to finish up before they went home.

It was empty.

No backpack. No books. No pencils or crayons. No sign of her daughter.

She stepped across the floor, opened the fridge, and found the peanut butter sandwich on seven-grain bread she’d made for her that morning. It was untouched.

She didn’t know what to think. Surely the bus had let Imogen off as usual.

She hurried back through the store and out the front.

Her salon was in the middle of the second floor of a two-story strip mall with a white stucco exterior. It was mid-January and cool, though the temperature never got too extreme in LA.

Rubbing her arms from nerves rather than the weather, Olivia peered over the banister and onto the parking lot below. It was about half full of cars. A couple was climbing into a red Volkswagen. No little girl out there.

The bus always let her off alongside the curb on La Cienega. Right in front of the mall. Did Imogen decide to sit down somewhere and—do what? There was nothing along the street but antique stores and home furnishing shops. Nothing to interest a little girl.

A skateboarder rolled by on the sidewalk in the distance. Would she have followed someone like that? No. She knew to come straight in.

Maybe she wasn’t on the bus. How could that happen?

What kind of mother was she, not to see her daughter wasn’t on the bus?

No, this was a good area, Olivia reminded herself. And the bus driver always made sure Imogen had climbed up the stairs and was inside the shop before pulling off.

She should call the school. She turned around and made her way back into the store.

Had Imogen gone out the rear exit? There was nothing there but an alley and dumpsters.

And then she remembered the argument she’d had with her daughter that morning.

She wanted a puppy, and Olivia had said no. She’d told her she didn’t have time to talk about it then. Imogen had gotten so mad at her, she hadn’t even kissed her goodbye.

Had she—run away?

In a half daze, Olivia made her way to the back again and sank down into the chair at the table. Where was her daughter?

After her break up with her no-good live-in six years ago, Olivia had struggled hard to make a life for herself and her daughter. They’d been staying in a bad part of Culver City. A place where she’d been afraid to go out at night. It had taken all she had to move to West Hollywood.

She’d worked two jobs and gone to beauty school part time on a loan. She’d even had to go crawling back to her parents and beg forgiveness for how she’d left home years ago.

Worse, she’d always had to wrestle with her guilt about not being there enough for her daughter since she was working so much. But she had to do it to give Imogen the best life she could.

It was for her. For them.

She sat up straight and took out her cell phone. Call the school. The bus driver made some kind of mistake. She’d straighten it out and everything would be fine.

She was just about to make the call when her phone went off. She stared down at the screen.

Unknown number.

Her fingers trembled as she answered it.

When she heard the voice, her whole body trembled.

It was a harsh distorted sound like something in a horror movie.

“We have your daughter,” it said.

Olivia breathed in a ragged breath of terror. “What do you want?” she asked, not knowing what else to say.

“It’s what we don’t want. Don’t call the police. Don’t call the authorities. If you do, you’ll never see her again.”

They hung up.

Olivia tossed the phone onto the table as if it were a snake. She pressed her hands to her face, her heart pounding.

Who was that? She had no idea. No, she had a vague idea, though it didn’t make much sense.

What was she going to do? Should she call the police anyway? No, that was too risky.

She stared down at the phone. Who could she turn to?

She might have gone crawling back to her parents years ago, but there was one person who up to now, she’d refused to grovel before. Her sister, Janelle.

They’d had such a big fight the last time she’d seen her. Janey had said some awful things to her. Among other things, she’d told her she was stupid and would never amount to anything. Well, she was proving her wrong, wasn’t she? Still, they hadn’t spoken in years.

But Janey worked for a big time investigation firm in Atlanta. Her parents had said she was an investigator herself. She would know what to do. Olivia felt a pull in her stomach.

She didn’t want to call her, but what choice did she have? She’d do anything for Imogen. Even swallow her pride. Even if she had to listen to Janey telling her what a bad mother she was.

She was the only one who could help.

Hoping she didn’t end up regretting the decision, Olivia picked up her phone and dialed.


Chapter Three

 

Miranda Steele swung her foot through the air and smacked Parker square in his gorgeous chest.

He made an “ugh” sound and took a step back, but she suspected that was fake.

“Don’t you think it’s time to call it a night?” he said in his seductive Southern voice.

She scowled, eyeing the sweat beading on his brow and the dark hair with its sexy touches of gray that had fallen over his irresistible face.

She took a moment to admire his tall muscular frame, then gave him a smirk. “You wussing out on me, Parker?”

She turned the other way, raised her other foot, and was about to get him in the side when he caught her calf in his bare hands.

“Not at all. I was thinking about our dinner date at Parker Towers.”

She bounced on her free foot to keep her balance. He’d made reservations for eight o’clock. “I see. You were holding out on me. I’ll get you for that.”

“Oh, will you?” He pulled her leg up and down she went onto the mat.

He followed her fall, pinned her hands over her head as he drank her in with his toe-curling gaze.

It was after hours, and they were on the fourteenth floor of the Imperial Building in the ring in the Parker Agency gym. The same place where they’d had their very first kiss.

In about the same position.

But Miranda wasn’t in the mood for kisses now. Not even with Parker’s muscled chest expanding and contracting over her, his warm sexy breath fluttering over her face, and desire glowing beneath her waist.

Well, maybe a little. But she couldn’t afford to lose focus.

He bent his head and her stomach fluttered. She took in the raw virile scent of him, nearly succumbing to his charms. But as soon as his lips brushed hers, she got her knee under him and gave it a shove.

“No fair,” he growled as he pivoted away and she got to her feet.

She danced to the end of the ring, batting the air with her fists.

Parker went to the opposite corner and reached for a towel. “We’ve been at this for an hour, Miranda. It’s time for a break.”

She stopped prancing and let her fists fall to her sides, the relentless anxiety eating away at her. “I’ve let two desperate creeps get the best of me on our last two cases. I can’t let that happen again.”

Worry peppered his face as he wiped his brow. “You’re fighting skills are better than they ever were.”

Were they? And would they ever be good enough?

Parker studied the determined angles in his wife’s lovely face.

Their last case had been a month and a half ago. But the image of her swimming for her life in the cold Atlantic Ocean would not leave him. Courageous as always, she had done her job. The job she considered her destiny. And yet he wondered if it had been his fault she’d ended up in the ocean. Had putting her in charge of the team been too much for her?

He crossed the ring to her and put his hands on her waist. “You did see Dr. Wingate this morning, didn’t you?”

She turned her head away.

He took her chin in his hand. “Miranda?”

“I did, yeah. Of course.” But she’d ended up mostly talking about Mackenzie.

She’d seen her daughter a few times over the holidays, but it had been a lot like her birthday. A little talk, a little food, a little unwrapping of presents, and then the girl would go upstairs with her friends. Miranda had noticed she was wearing the silver heart-pendant she’d given her. Then she’d wondered if Mackenzie had done that only because she knew Miranda was coming over.

She obsessed over her too much.

“Did you ask Dr. Wingate about the mind control drugs?”

“What? Oh. Yes, I did.”

“What did she say?” Parker’s deep gray eyes bore into her, demanding information. He was worried about her.

“She didn’t have an answer, except her usual therapy. She knows a specialist who might have an opinion.”

“Who is it? Is she going to contact him?”

“I told her not to bother.”

“Why?”

“Because I don’t want to be somebody’s guinea pig, Parker.”

“Oh, my darling.” He took her in his arms and pressed his lips to hers.

This time she couldn’t resist.

She was thinking about sliding to the mat and finishing what they’d begun here so long ago when she heard the iron doors clang and the sound of heels tapping across the gym floor.

Talk about déjà vu. Was that Gen?

She broke Parker’s kiss and peered over his shoulder to see red-flaming hair, lots of gold around the neck, and a deep green dress that made her eyes shine like emeralds.

It wasn’t Gen. It was Wesson.

Her matching green heels stopped short about five feet from the ring, and her expression turned to shock as she took in the sight of her two bosses making out.

“I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to interrupt—uh—anything.”

“It’s all right, Janelle,” Parker said in his most understanding boss voice.

Miranda eyed the dress. “You’re here late.”

“Oh. I was going to meet someone nearby for a date and was waiting around. I guess I’ll have to cancel.”

It wasn’t until then that Miranda noticed Wesson was staring at her phone, and seemed really out of it.

“What’s wrong?” she and Parker said at the same time.

“It’s—my sister.”

“Sister?” Miranda remembered Wesson telling her about a sister when they were on the Boudreaux case. She and Wesson hadn’t spoken in a long time, as she recalled. “The one in California?”

Wesson nodded. “She’s in LA now. West Hollywood.” She put a hand to her face. “I just can’t believe it.”

“Believe what?” Miranda started to climb out of the ring.

Parker followed her.

“Olivia was pregnant when I last saw her. And she was still with that guy.”

“The biker dude?” Miranda remembered Wesson saying that guy had beat her sister up.

Wesson nodded. “But I guess she broke up with him. And now—” Her eyes teared up.

“What, Janelle?” Parker touched her arm gently.

“She’s been kidnapped. Olivia’s little girl, Imogen, has been kidnapped. She needs our help.”

Miranda felt as if Wesson had slapped her across the face. “Kidnapped? How old is she?”

“Seven. She’s in first grade. Olivia said she went to school this morning and didn’t come home on the bus.”

The bottom dropped out of Miranda’s stomach. She knew only too well what it felt like to have your daughter snatched away from you. She could imagine what Olivia must be going through.

“Is she sure someone took the girl?” Parker asked.

Wesson nodded. “She was about to call the school when someone called her cell. It was a distorted voice from what I could tell.”

“The caller used a voice changer,” Parker said.

“Yes. They told her not to call the police.”

Miranda put her hands on her hips. “Did they ask for money?”

“No. They didn’t ask for anything. Didn’t say if they would call again. Just said ‘don’t call the police or you’ll never see your daughter again’.”

Miranda pressed a hand to her forehead, her stomach aching for the poor mother. “We’ve got to do something, Parker.”

“Has she asked for help?” he said.

Wesson glanced around the gym looking lost. “She wants me to come out there, but I don’t think I can find Imogen by myself.”

Miranda didn’t know if any of them could find the girl. But she was determined to try. She turned to Parker. “We can go, can’t we?”

“Olivia said she’d be willing to pay your fee. She’s got her own beauty salon now and has some high end patrons. Apparently she’s done really well for herself. I had no idea.” Wesson looked totally bewildered.

“Okay, then. It’s settled.”

Parker nodded to her. “Do you want to bring anyone else from the team along?”

Oh, right. She was still in charge of the team.

She thought a moment. Becker couldn’t go. Fanuzzi was into her second trimester, and the doctor said she needed more rest. Becker had been helping his pregnant wife with her catering business.

Holloway had been mad when he’d learned he’d been left out of the last case. He’d bite her head off if she didn’t take him along on this one.

“We can use Holloway,” she said. “Is that okay?” She didn’t want to rack up expenses.

Parker nodded. “The Agency can cover anything your sister can’t afford.”

“Sounds good.” She turned to Wesson. “You want us to take you home so you can pack?”

“No, I’m all right.” She seemed calmer and more focused now that they had a plan.

“Let’s meet at the airport, then,” Parker said. “I’ll text you the information as soon as I have it.”

“Yes. All right. Thank you, sir. Thank you, Steele.”

“It’s what we do.” Miranda headed for the door with Wesson and Parker beside her. “Who knows?” she said trying to give her some hope. “With any luck, maybe we’ll learn this is just some sick joke someone’s playing on her.”

Wesson gave her a half smile. “Yeah. Let’s hope this is a wasted trip.”

But as the three of them hurried through the doors and out the rear entrance of the building, Miranda didn’t think that was likely.


Chapter Four

 

Parker reached the penthouse in record time, given the rush hour traffic. They showered, Miranda finished packing quickly, and went downstairs. She found Parker in the kitchen.

She hurried over in time to see him assembling gourmet meats and cheeses onto sourdough Kaiser rolls.

He swiped mayonnaise over the bread. “In lieu of our dinner at Parker Towers.”

“Sandwiches?”

“I detest airline food.” He reached into a bag for some chips to go with his creation.

“If they even offer it.” The airlines were getting chintzy these days, and she didn’t think they should splurge on first-class for this trip.

She slid onto a stool at the granite counter. “I got hold of Holloway. He sounded glad to be included in this case. Wesson had told him about her sister, so he knew part of the story already.” She held up a hand. “And before you ask, he was just finishing a frozen pizza.”

Parker smiled and set the plate in front of her.

She took a bite. Parker could make a sandwich taste as good as a five-star restaurant meal. “How are we going to find a kidnapped girl without the aid of the police?” she asked when she had swallowed.

“We’ll have to see what we can learn once we’re there.” He didn’t sound hopeful.

“I just hope we can help.”

“We will.”

He was right. They had to think positively. It was too soon to draw conclusions. But already this case was bringing back memories of the morning she’d woken up to find her baby’s crib empty.

They finished the sandwich, put the dishes in the dishwasher, and headed out the door.

###

Parker had booked four first class tickets on the last flight from Hartsfield Jackson to LAX. After meeting Holloway and Wesson at the gate, they got onboard.

Miranda’s team mates were both dressed in jeans and loose fitting tops. Holloway wore one of his corduroy jackets over a blue T-shirt—the most casual Miranda had ever seen him. And Wesson was looking her classy self in a fine knit light gray sweater. The gorgeous redhead would fit right in in a town full of movie stars.

They boarded their plane, and before takeoff, Miranda managed to squeeze in a call to Becker. Even though he wasn’t heading to LA with the rest of the team, his services might come in handy.

He had just finished putting the kids to bed, and when she explained where they were going and why, Becker promised to help all he could.

“Call me for anything, whatever the hour,” he told her.

“Thanks, Becker. Gotta run. We’re taking off now.” She hung up, feeling like she had the support she needed.

Becker loved kids and a kidnapped little girl disturbed him greatly.

Since they had so little information about the case, there wasn’t much to talk about. They used the flight time to try to get some shuteye so they could hit the ground running when they arrived at their destination. But it was hard to relax when a child was missing. Holloway spent most of the flight playing games on the tablet he’d brought along, while Wesson stared blankly out the window.

Miranda’s thoughts kept going back to Mackenzie.

Five hours later they landed in Los Angeles, jetlagged and stressed before they even got started.

“Olivia said to meet her at her apartment,” Wesson told them after they’d finished at the car rental booth.

“Then that’s where we’ll go first.”

Parker led the way outside and across a parking lot to the shiny black Lincoln Navigator he’d rented.

They filled the back with their luggage and took off.

Parker headed north up the 405, then east on 10 toward downtown. But their route wouldn’t take them into the city, Miranda noted following the GPS map on the dash. West Hollywood was eight or so miles northwest of LA proper. More than a suburb of LA, Wesson had explained on the flight, the community was its own city. Nestled between Beverly Hills and Hollywood, it was home to, among other things, the famous Sunset Strip. A place full of glitz and glamour.

Not exactly what they’d come for.

After about another half an hour they pulled up to Olivia’s West Hollywood residence. It was a well-lit, white stucco apartment complex with arched windows and an elegant stone staircase at the entrance. Nice place to live.

The street was lined with cars, so they had to park a block down and walk.

At the door, Wesson called her sister and she buzzed them in. They stepped into a vaulted lobby with more arches, and found an elevator.

They took it to the fourth floor.


Chapter Five

 

As soon as she stepped into the hall, Miranda spotted their new client waiting for them at her apartment door.

Wow, she thought. Olivia was just as gorgeous as her sister, though she was a blonder, shorter, and slightly heavier version of her.

With her long thick hair pulled back in a ponytail, she had on a colorful pair of leggings and a baggy gray T-shirt. She wore flip-flops and her toes were painted a metallic blue. A tissue was crumpled in one hand, fingernails that matched her toes digging into it.

As she neared, Miranda saw the young woman’s large blue eyes were red-rimmed.

Instantly her heart went out to her.

“Livvy,” Wesson said, giving her sister a hug.

She hugged her back, but there seemed to be a bit of tension in it.

“Janey,” Olivia said softly. “Thanks so much for coming.”

“Of course, I was coming. This is Wade Parker and Miranda Steele of the Parker Agency.”

“Good to meet you.” They shook hands.

“I wish it could have been under better circumstances,” Parker said sincerely.

“And this is my coworker, Curt Holloway.”

Holloway extended a hand as well. “Glad to know you.”

Olivia stared at them for a long moment. Then, as if at a loss of anything to say, she reached for her door. “Why don’t you all come inside.”

They stepped into a tiny living room-dining room combination with dark hardwood floors, light walls, and a high ceiling. A leafy artificial palm tree stood in the far corner, giving the place its only greenery. Nondescript art pieces hung on the walls. A pale blue sectional couch took up most of the space. Miranda noted a teddy bear on the coffee table.

“I don’t have enough seats. I’ll get some chairs from here.” Olivia started toward the dining area.

Parker stopped her. “We’ll take care of that. Why don’t you sit down and tell us exactly what happened.”

Vacantly she nodded and sank onto the couch.

Miranda took a seat next to her, and Wesson settled on her other side while Parker and Holloway grabbed chairs and set them across from the sofa.

Olivia stared down at her cell phone.

Parker gave Miranda a look that told her she should take over now.

Okay then. She’d try to be gentle. “Wesson tells me you got a strange phone call this afternoon?”

Olivia pulled her blond bangs away from her face. “It was so weird. I was so stunned I didn’t know what to think.”

“I can imagine. We’re so sorry you’re having to go through this. Can you tell me exactly what the caller said?”

“It sounded like a man. He said, ‘We have your daughter’.”

We. “And then?” Miranda prompted.

“He said, ‘Don’t call the police. Don’t call the authorities. If you do, you’ll never see her again’.”

“That’s all?”

“That’s all. After that, he hung up. Oh.” She pressed the tissue to her face. “That voice was so ugly, so horrible.”

And cowardly, Miranda thought. “Olivia, do you have any idea who it was on the phone?”

“It was that creep she was engaged to,” Wesson blurted out.

Miranda gave her colleague a sharp look. Wesson’s feelings about this guy were really strong. She didn’t blame her, but it wouldn’t help to put words in Olivia’s mouth.

Wesson blinked and turned her head away.

Olivia shrugged. “It might have been him.”

“Why would he do that?” Miranda asked.

“To torment her. That’s why,” Wesson muttered under her breath.

Olivia exchanged a meaningful look with her sister. “I don’t know. Axel was the first person I thought of. But he never wanted anything to do with Imogen. She was one of the reasons we split up.”

He let her go, Miranda surmised, got tired of her or something. “This guy’s name is Axel?”

“Axel Cage.”

“Do you have a photo of him?”

She shook her head. “I deleted them all when I left. I burned the printed ones.”

A lot of resentment there. Miranda glanced over at Holloway, saw the hard look on his face, and realized Wesson had shared details about this guy and her sister with him. Parker’s look was even more iron-like. On the flight, Miranda had told him what little she knew of the girlfriend-beating creep Olivia had been with.

She turned back to Olivia. “Do you know where Axel lives?”

Again she shook her head. “We lived in Culver City when we were together. There’s a studio there. Axel was always trying out for a part in the movies. He managed to get a few jobs as an extra, but they didn’t pay much. He sold the house when we broke up. I don’t know where he is now.”

Miranda forced herself to be patient. “How about a picture of Imogen?”

“Oh, I have lots of those.” She scrolled through her phone. “Here’s her school photo from this year.”

Miranda studied the screen. Imogen Wesson had on a cobalt blue sweater and wore a pretty smile. She had bright blue eyes, the color of her mother’s. Her light brown hair was cut shoulder length with a wisp of bangs over the forehead. She seemed like a happy kid.

“She’s such a sweet thing. We hardly ever argue. Though we did this morning before school.”

“Oh? What about?”

“She wants a puppy. But I can barely keep up with all I have to do now. She didn’t understand. She was upset when she—” Olivia put a hand to her mouth.

Could she have run away? But what about the phone call? Maybe she ran into some bad folks on the street who saw an opportunity to get some money. That would only make it harder to find her.

Olivia rose as if she needed to move around. “I have more pictures of Imogen on my laptop, if that would help.”

“It would.”

Miranda followed her into the bedroom where a laptop sat on a small white vanity table. Olivia scrolled through several dozen photos of the little girl at various ages from newborn to seven. Olivia and Imogen tossing a ball in a park when she must have been about four. Birthday parties. A school play photo that had been taken last year. Imogen stood on a stage dressed like a lemon.

Miranda chose four of the most recent photos and transferred them to her phone.

When she stood, she saw Wesson standing in the doorway. “That creep is going to call back, you know.”

“Stop calling him that. You don’t know it’s him.” Olivia brushed past her and back into the living room.

Miranda shook her head at Wesson, then followed her out to where Parker and Holloway waited. She couldn’t deal with a sibling rivalry now. Even if she agreed with Wesson’s assessment of the ex.

Parker was wearing a grim look. “Does the school have an emergency after hours contact?” he said to Olivia.

Holloway looked at the time on his phone. “A little late for that, isn’t it?”

“Not when a child is missing,” Parker said.

Miranda glanced at her own phone. It was almost eleven-thirty. Two-thirty a.m. Atlanta time. She felt weary and jetlagged, but she had to press on.

Olivia’s face turned to alarm. “I can’t contact the school. They’ll notify the police. The man on the phone said not to call the police.”

“We may have to,” Wesson said sternly.

“No.” Olivia sounded hysterical.

“I believe we can convince them not to contact the authorities, Olivia,” Parker said. “The school may have some clue about where your daughter is.”

Or who took her. “He’s right. What’s the number?”

Olivia’s eyes filled with tears. “Are you sure?”

“I’m sure.” Most of the time Parker could convince anyone to do anything.

“All right.” She consulted her phone again. “Here’s the number.”

Miranda handed the phone to Parker. He dialed it on his own phone, handed Olivia’s back to her, then stepped into the hall for privacy. No need to broadcast his persuasion techniques to their client.

Miranda looked down at the phone in Olivia’s hands. “Do you have your list of calls from today?”

She nodded and scrolled to it.

Miranda looked it over, saw a few calls from Olivia’s customers. Then the call from the kidnapper at three-thirty-four that afternoon. It was identified only by a string of zeros and the word “Unavailable.” Miranda wondered if Becker could trace the call, but it was probably made from a burner phone.

She had to tell the distraught mother her thoughts. “The kidnapper’s going to call back at some point. He’ll probably demand money.”

“I don’t have much.” At the idea, Olivia put the phone on the table and pressed her hands to her face. “I don’t want to hear that awful voice again.”

Holloway cleared his throat.

Miranda turned to him. “You have an idea about that, Holloway?”

“I do. Becker’s been playing around with some voice pattern software lately.”

“Has he?”

Holloway nodded. “If we could get a recording of the distorted voice, he might be able to turn it back into the real one.”

And then Olivia might recognize it. “That’s a good idea.”

The woman seemed confused. “A recording? How would we get that?”

Holloway sat forward. “I can set up an app on your phone to do that.”

“Really? Is that legal?”

“For our purposes,” Miranda said quickly before anyone else could answer. It probably wasn’t in this state, but if it did the job, no one would have to know that.

Holloway picked up the phone from the coffee table. “May I?”

Olivia raised her hands in an expression of helplessness. “Sure.”

Miranda watched the tension in Wesson’s face as Holloway fiddled with the phone.

After a minute he handed it back. “Here you go. When the call comes in, just tap that icon, then answer.”

“Okay.”

At that moment, Parker returned from the hall with a satisfied look. “Mrs. Halifax, the principal, was most cooperative.”

That was a relief.

Olivia stared at him wide-eyed. “She won’t go to the police?”

Parker slipped his phone into his pocket. “She’s agreed not to. She’s very concerned about this incident and is calling Imogen’s teacher and bus driver. She’d like us to meet at her home as soon as we can get there.”

Parker could work miracles. Maybe one of those people would be able to give them a clue about who took Imogen or where she was.

Miranda got to her feet. “Are you up for that?” she said to Olivia.

“Of course. I just need to change.”

Miranda nodded. “We can all go in our rental. There’s plenty of room.”


Chapter Six

 

Mrs. Halifax lived in a small house a few blocks away from the school.

The wooden shingle roof was a steeply pitched A-frame over a rough stone exterior, giving the residence the flavor of an English cottage. Just the type of house a teacher would live in.

As they got out of the car and made their way up the sidewalk, Miranda noticed a row of high hedges bordering the yard.

For privacy or protection? she wondered as Parker opened the chain link gate that didn’t match the country style of the rest of the place. Maybe both.

An outside light was on, and the front door opened as soon as they reached the step.

“I take it you’re the gentleman I spoke to on the phone?”

The woman on the low narrow porch wore a lemon yellow business suit. She had a stocky, broad-shouldered frame and wore her short auburn hair cropped close around her square-shaped face.

As they approached, she eyed them with an authoritative air.

“I am.” Parker extended a hand as he reached her. “We’re sorry to disturb you at this hour.”

She gave his hand a quick shake. “Not at all for a serious matter such as this. Please come in.”

She led them into a cozy little living room. A dark cyan sofa covered with colorful pillows stood before the front window. A pair of matching overstuffed chairs sat in the corners and a red oriental rug covered half the hardwood floor. Aztec art objects decorated one of the walls. Across from it stood a bookshelf jammed with volumes of every size. Leadership. Motivation. Accounting. Astrology.

“My husband’s out stargazing on the back porch with his telescope,” Mrs. Halifax said, by way of explanation. “Unlike so many in LA, his interest is real stars.”

The chair in the far corner was occupied by a thin dark-skinned woman with black hair cut in choppy layers. She was dressed in a pale green pantsuit outfit, and she couldn’t have been much older than twenty-five.

Mrs. Halifax gestured toward her. “This is Ms. Bishop. She’s Imogen’s teacher.” She waved a hand toward the sofa. “And this is Kimberly Carmichael, the driver of Imogen’s bus.”

A tan muscular looking woman of maybe thirty or so sat in the corner of the couch, thumbing through a book. She put it down as soon as she realized Halifax was speaking to her. With a head full of short dark curls, she wore jeans, a pretty pink blouse, and long fingernails painted to match.

Parker nodded, acknowledging the women. “These are my associates Miranda Steele, Curt Holloway, and Janelle Wesson. And of course you know her sister, Olivia Wesson.”

There were the obligatory handshakes all around.

The first grade teacher squeezed Olivia’s hand. “I didn’t know you had a sister. Or that she was a private investigator. Oh, Ms. Wesson, I’m so sorry to hear what happened to Imogen. I’m just beside myself.”

Halifax cleared her throat before Olivia could reply. “I was very alarmed when this gentleman called and said one of our students was missing. We take great pride in our school. Our procedures, our staff, everything is geared for the education and well-being of our students.”

She sounded like a public service announcement.

“I don’t know what to say. I feel responsible for what happened.” Finally Ms. Bishop let go of Olivia’s hand.

“We understand,” Miranda said, taking over. “Our purpose isn’t to place blame. We’re simply trying to gather evidence.”

She took a seat in the corner while Wesson and Olivia settled onto the couch and Parker and Holloway stood along the wall next to the principal.

Miranda turned to the teacher. “When was the last time you saw Imogen, Ms. Bishop?”

“Please call me Vondra.”

“Vondra, then.”

“The last time? It was at the end of the day, I suppose. We end class at two. I’d given the students an assignment to write. It was about what they wanted to be when they grow up. I always try to encourage ambition in them.”

Halifax let out a huff, as if she thought that frivolous.

“Now I remember. I usually walk the children out to the buses. But Makayla Zimmerman had some questions about the assignment. She wanted to know if she could write about being an artist.”

“And so you weren’t outside when your class got on the bus?” Miranda asked.

“Dana watches the children when I’m not there.”

“Dana?”

“Dana Duncan. She’s the second grade teacher. But I came outside to the parking lot before the buses left. I didn’t see Imogen. I thought she’d already gotten aboard her bus.”

Miranda turned to the woman on the couch. “And what about you?”

The woman named Kimberly Carmichael sat up and looked around the room as if she were about to take the witness stand. “Me? I was in my place on the bus. I didn’t see Imogen get on. I assumed Ms. Wesson had picked her up.”

“I do sometimes,” Olivia admitted. “When it’s slow at the shop. But I usually tell someone.”

“I thought you’d told Ms. Bishop,” Carmichael said defensively.

Vondra Bishop straightened her already straight back. “I think I would have said something.”

“I’m not to blame here.”

Miranda held up a hand. “Like I said. We’re not here to blame anyone. I’m sure you were all just trying to do your jobs. What we need to know is if you saw anything unusual this afternoon.”

The two women fell silent.

“Anyone hanging around the schoolyard who didn’t belong there? A strange car?”

Vondra Bishop shook her head. “I didn’t notice anything like that.”

“I was busy watching the kids and making sure the bus was in working order.”

Miranda doubted she’d gone to those lengths, but she would say if she’d seen anything. Might not have been paying much attention to her surroundings.

“What time did you leave the school?”

“Two-thirty. Like always.”

“And you’re absolutely certain Imogen wasn’t on the bus?”

She nodded. “Positive. Like I said. I thought her mother had picked her up.”

Feeling dejected Miranda took out a couple of business cards and handed them to the women. “If you do think of anything, give me a call.”

Vondra Bishop stared down at her card. “I’m so sorry. I wish I could tell you more.”

From where she stood next to Parker, Halifax shook her head. “I’m afraid we might have to notify the authorities, after all.”

Olivia shot to her feet. “Please don’t call the police, Mrs. Halifax. Whoever has Imogen said—”

Halifax held up her hand like a crossing guard. “Yes, yes. Mr. Parker explained that to me when he called earlier. I’ll give you a few days, but I’m afraid I’ll have to if you can’t find her by then. The school will be held responsible for the child’s disappearance.”

Parker turned to her with all his irresistible charm. “I understand your position, Cynthia. But if you’ll give us a chance to do our jobs, we may find the girl and this incident won’t be a black mark on the school’s reputation.”

Man, he was smooth. And how did he get her first name?

Halifax straightened her shoulders. “Very well. But I can’t wait forever, Mr. Parker.”

“We’ll work as quickly as we can.”

“And you’ll keep me informed of your progress?”

Parker gave her his winning six-million-dollar grin. “Every step of the way.”


Chapter Seven

 

“She’s going to call the police,” Olivia whined from the backseat.

“No, she won’t, Livvy.” Wesson was trying to sound comforting, but it didn’t seem to help.

“She said she’d give us a only few days. How long do you think it will take?”

Miranda wanted to groan out loud. They were back in the Navigator winding their way around the roads near the elementary school.

The streets were dark and crowded with apartment buildings. Long rows of cars were parked along the curbs. No one seemed to be out.

Miranda studied the fence around the school. Had Imogen slipped through it and wandered around on these streets? They should canvass the area, she thought. There were three stories of balconies across from the school. Someone might have seen something.

But as Parker came to a halt at the stop sign at the end of the lane, her head drooped onto her chest.

Gently he touched her hand. “It’s almost three-thirty Atlanta time. We should get some rest and start fresh in the morning.”

Miranda sucked in air to wake herself up. “Good idea.” She wanted to keep going, but there wasn’t anything more they could do tonight.

“I’m so sorry to be so much trouble,” Olivia said.

“You’re not any trouble, Livvy,” Wesson said.

Miranda turned around. “She’s right, Olivia. We’re invested in this case. We’re going to find your daughter.”

Olivia nodded.

“Is it okay if I stay with Olivia tonight?” Wesson asked.

Her sister gave her a frown. “You don’t have to.”

“I can’t leave you alone.”

Miranda eyed Holloway. He was staring out the window either mulling over what they’d learned so far or ignoring the sisterly bickering.

“I think that’s a good idea,” Miranda said. Maybe they’d talk each other to sleep. “Are you okay with that?” she said to Parker.

“Of course.”

A few minutes later, Parker pulled the Navigator up to the door of Olivia’s apartment building.

“I’ll call you in the morning and we’ll get a plan together,” Miranda said to Wesson.

She nodded. “Sounds good.”

“Thank you so much,” Olivia said. “Thank you for what you’ve done so far.”

“Wait until we finish the job.” And your daughter is back in your arms, Miranda thought.

Wesson and Olivia got out of the car. Miranda watched them go inside the building, Wesson wheeling her luggage behind her.

A moment after the door closed behind them, Parker pulled away from the curb, letting out a breath of deep frustration.

“This isn’t going to be an easy case,” Holloway commented from the backseat.

In the headlights Miranda watched the palm trees pass by. “No, it isn’t.”

When they reached the hotel, Miranda was just awake enough to take in that it was one of Parker’s pricey choices.

She mumbled goodnight to Holloway, waited for Parker to unlock the door, and stumbled toward the bed, pulling off her clothes as she went. Noting the fancy gold-and-deep blue décor, she sank onto the mattress.

Before she could move another muscle, she was asleep.


Chapter Eight

 

Janelle Wesson stood in her sister’s living room with a towel wrapped around her freshly washed hair.

After using Livvy’s cramped shower, she’d pulled on her baby doll pjs and a fluffy white robe and was now staring down at the couch.

The sound of the blow dryer in the bathroom stopped, and her sister plodded out into room wearing pink lightweight pajamas with little gray hearts all over them.

She looked worn. As if she had aged five years in a day.

Janelle looked down at the balls of fluff on her feet. “Bunny slippers?”

Livvy let out a sad laugh. “It’s a mother-daughter thing. Imogen has a matching pair. She loves animals.”

Once again, Janelle’s heart broke for her sister. She waved a hand at the couch. “I can sleep here.”

Livvy shook her head. “No. I’ll take the couch. You gave up a hotel room for me.”

“I’ll be all right. You’ve had a hard day. You’re worn out and stressed.”

Her shoulders slumped with fatigue. “Stop trying to coddle me, Janey.”

“Is that what you think I’m doing?”

Ignoring the question Livvy turned away. Janelle watched her pull sheets and a blanket from the closet in the small hall that led to her bedroom.

She returned and set the linens on the ottoman. “You can help me make this up.”

Janelle looked down at the L-shaped sofa. It didn’t look comfortable. “I guess it doesn’t fold out.”

“No.” Her tone was defensive.

She didn’t mean to sound critical.

Livvy picked up the bottom sheet, unfolded it, and handed a corner to her. They stretched it across the sofa and tucked the ends under the cushions.

She reached for the top sheet.

Janelle took the corner. “You didn’t answer my question.” About coddling her.

Olivia knew what she meant. She arranged the top sheet over the bottom one as best she could and let out a sigh. “Remember when I was in second grade and the kids started to call me ‘Olive Oil’?”

Because of their last name, Wesson. “Yeah. I put a stop to it.”

Olivia rolled her eyes. “You only made it worse.”

“What do you mean?”

“They said I had to get my big sister from seventh grade to stick up for me. They thought I was a baby.”

“You were my baby sister. You still are.”

“Sometimes I need to fight my own battles, Janey.”

She could get that. But she couldn’t help feeling protective of her. And she knew the incident Livvy was really talking about.

“Okay, maybe I can understand that when we were kids. But can you imagine what it was like to walk into an emergency room and see my sister with a black eye, a bloody nose, and bruises on her arms?”

“Yes. Since I was the one in the emergency room.” Without making eye contact Olivia reached for the blanket and spread it over the sheets.

Feeling awkward, Janelle removed the towel from her head. Her hair was dry now. While Livvy finished with the couch, she went to the bathroom, put the towel in a hamper, then strolled to the dining area. She peeked through the door into the next room.

Imogen’s room.

A narrow bed sat in the corner covered with a pink-and-blue comforter. In the far corner stood a storage cube with pink boxes stacked with colorful books. Next to the bed was a large blue basket of stuffed animals. Pictures of zebras hung on the walls. A lonely-looking stuffed dog sat on the bed as if waiting for its owner to return.

Janelle couldn’t help noticing the small pair of bunny slippers neatly placed on the rug near the bed.

“Imogen’s bed is too small for either of us,” her sister snapped.

“Yes, I can see that.”

“I need a pillow.” Livvy turned and went back down the hall.

Janelle followed her into the bedroom.

Livvy stared down at her queen size bed, as if she couldn’t decide which of its two pillows to leave here for her sister.

They were too tired for this. But it looked like they were going to have it out tonight, anyway.

Janelle sat down on the corner of the mattress. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

Livvy leaned over the bed for the far pillow. “Tell you what?”

Janelle took the pillow out of her hands and put it back on the bed. “About what happened with you and Axel.”

Her resistance crumbling, Livvy sank down onto the bed next to her. “It was hard enough trying to make it on my own. I couldn’t take any more criticism from you.”

How could she think she’d criticize her? All she’d ever tried to do was help her.

But she wasn’t going to argue. “How did you make it?”

Livvy scowled. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

Janelle sighed. She couldn’t say anything right tonight. “I mean, how did you get away from him?”

“From Axel? He got tired of me, I guess. I wanted him out of the life, and he was climbing the ladder in the gang. I wanted something better. I wanted to be normal. We fought all the time.”

“Did he—?”

Janelle felt her sister bristle. She knew what she meant. Did he beat her again?

“A few times. And then he’d just leave and stay away all night. Then the nights turned into weeks. We made up a couple of times. Got close enough to conceive. But it never lasted. By the time I found out I was pregnant, he wanted out. He wasn’t interested in another mouth to feed. His words.”

She wished she’d known.

Janelle got up, took off her robe and got under the covers on the other side of the bed.

She pulled the sheets back on Livvy’s side and patted the mattress in invitation. “So you called it quits?”

Livvy eyed the bed for a moment, then laid down beside her.

“It was mutual. He made it clear he wasn’t going to make any support payments. I didn’t dare get lawyer.”

They weren’t married, after all.

“After Imogen was born, I had to go crawling back to Mom and Dad. I needed money to move to a better place and I wanted to go to beauty school. They helped some, but I had to work and take out a loan for school. I left Imogen with them for a while. I just couldn’t take care of a baby and work two jobs and go to school. But I came back for her as soon as I was established.”

Janelle stared up at the ceiling. She’d been in the area at the time. She could have helped, but Livvy hadn’t come to her. That stung.

“That must have been hard,” she said, suppressing the hurt.

“Don’t go off on me about how bad a mother I am.”

“I wasn’t going to say that.”

Livvy had been pregnant the last time she saw her. When they’d had that awful fight at Christmas time. She’d moved to LA with the guy, but Axel had come home with her for the holidays. Christmas Eve, he’d decided he had enough wholesome family atmosphere and went back to LA, leaving Livvy there.

Janelle had tried to tell her this was her chance to get away from him. She wouldn’t hear it.

Livvy put her hands to her face. “I know I was stupid for falling so hard for a guy like Axel. I just couldn’t help it. And now? What if you’re right, Janey? What if he’s got Imogen? What if he’s going to do something terrible to her?”

Her heart melting, Janelle put an arm around her sister and pulled her close. “You can’t think about that now, Livvy. You’ve got to get some rest.”

“I know. You’re right.”

“Try not to worry. We’re going to find her. Steele and Parker are the best.”

“Yes, I know.” Her eyes fluttered close. She was starting to drift off. She was exhausted. Gradually her breathing grew steady.

Janelle watched her sister’s face, remembering when their mother used to read them bedtime stories. With all her heart she wanted to meet the sweet little niece she’d never gotten to know.

But with so little information and no police support, she wasn’t sure even Steele and Parker could find the girl.

They would try, though, she thought, turning off the light. They all would. With everything they had.

It was all they could do.


Chapter Nine

 

Outside across the street and half a block away from the apartment building, two men sat in an old tan Cutlass Ciera with a dent in the passenger side door.

Dressed in a gray muscle shirt and black leather vest, the driver held a pair of zoom binoculars to his eyes, watching the rooms on the fourth floor. He wore dragon tattoos on both of his arms, and had a thin scar running down the side of his face from the edge of his eye to his chin.

The dark-haired man in the passenger seat sat smoking a cigarette, flicking ashes out the open window.

The last light went out in the bedroom.

The first man lowered his binoculars. “Nighty-night.”

The second man shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “So what now?”

The driver shrugged. “I don’t know.”

“What do you mean, you don’t know?”

“I counted four of them.”

“Right. Parker. Steele. The guy. The sister.” The man took another drag of his cigarette.

“The redhead.”

“Right. Olivia’s older sister, Janelle.”

The driver let out a low chuckle. “She’s got a nice rack on her.”

“Hey. Don’t talk about her like that.”

“You getting soft, Axel?”

Axel Cage stubbed out his cigarette in the car’s ashtray. He didn’t like this idea. Hadn’t liked it since Draco came to him with the scheme two weeks ago.

“We need to stay focused,” he told his cohort, cautiously eyeing the expression on his narrow face. “So what’s the problem?”

“There are supposed to be five.” Draco scratched the short beard that matched the long stringy light red hair that reminded Axel of Shredded Wheat.

“Right. The computer nerd isn’t with them.” Axel had read the files Draco had been sent.

He wiped his palms on his oil-stained jeans, stains he’d picked up from his job at the shop, stared up at the dark windows of his ex’s place, and thought about their years together.

He’d loved her. Sometimes. But she’d always find a way to piss him off. Near the end, she’d make him so mad, he’d fly off the handle all the time. It was always her fault. She knew he had a temper, especially when he was drinking. And she just couldn’t keep her mouth shut. He had to show her who was boss.

So he’d slapped her around a little. Maybe more than he should have, but she’d asked for it.

Finally, he’d decided the aggravation wasn’t worth it just for a piece of ass. He could get that anywhere. And her parents had cut her off, so the money he’d used her for had stopped.

And when she let herself get pregnant, that was the last straw.

He had no room for a kid in his life.

After they split up, he’d come to see her only one time. It was about four years ago when she’d first opened her beauty salon. He’d seen his daughter then. But once was enough. Livvy started nagging him about work and responsibility, and they got into a fight. He’d left before someone called the cops. That was it. He’d never wanted to see either of them again.

And then Draco came to him with this plan.

“I take it the thing went well today?” Axel said.

“Better than expected. It was easy. Like taking candy from a baby.” Draco chuckled at his own sick joke. “Didn’t even have to follow the school bus and nab her when she got off. She wandered out in front of the school and came straight for me. She thought I was you.” He laughed again, annoying the piss out of Axel.

“So where is the kid?”

“My place.” Draco shoved the binoculars into the glove compartment and started the car. “Let’s go.”

“Sure.” Axel rolled up his window and settled back.

Draco pulled out into the street, and Axel watched the well-kept buildings pass by as they headed toward Santa Monica and the eight mile drive back to Culver City.

Their turf.

The place that had been his home for ten years now. Longer than any other place Axel could remember.

He’d never known who his father was. His mother had been a crack whore who left him with her mother, never to be seen again. When grandma died, he’d become a ward of the state, getting shuffled from one foster home to another.

The last one had been a poor family in Sonoma who’d taken him in for the income. The father was a laborer in one of the local vineyards, who liked to sample the wares a little too much. He’d had a bad temper when he drank, which was often. And he liked to exercise his fists on the foster kid.

Axel knew no one cared about him, so why should he care about anyone else?

When he was nineteen, he got in with a gang of thieves operating in downtown Napa and was convicted for car theft. The judge was lenient, and he got out after six months with probation. But he had acquired a taste for bigger things. A friend told him his brother was in a street gang in LA. He said he’d introduce him. He decided to go there as soon as he’d saved up some money.

Then he’d gone to a party and met Olivia.

She told him her parents had forbidden her to come to the party, but she’d snuck out with a girlfriend. His type of wild.

She was curvy and blond and hot as hell. One look and he decided she was his.

She went for him, too. They hooked up, and she started sneaking out of her house to meet him at night. They’d cruise around, then go park somewhere. He’d bang her eyes out, and she loved it and begged for more.

But when he told her he was going to Los Angeles and wanted her to come with, she said no.

That made him mad. Their first fight.

He’d given her a cut lip and a black eye that night. It was a stupid thing to do, leaving marks like that. Her parents found out she’d been sneaking around and grounded her.

But that made her angrier at her folks than she was at him. It changed her mind about LA.

Next thing he knew she’d packed her things, left her house, and told him she was ready to go anywhere with him.

So off they went.

But it was the beginning of the end even back then. A girl like her was never meant for the life he lived.

“Wake up, dreamer boy.”

Axel felt Draco’s punch on his arm and roused himself out of his thoughts.

He looked around the neighborhood. They were here.

Draco hit the switch on the automatic door opener and they cruised up the short drive and into the garage of Draco’s house.

The place was still and dark. Axel didn’t like it.

“She’s here alone?”

With only a grimace Draco got out of the car.

As Axel did the same, he eyed the dent in the passenger side of Draco’s Cutlass. Draco got the damage in a parking lot fight when he’d slammed some guy’s head into the side of his car.

“You should bring that by the shop,” Axel told him. “I can fix it for you.” He’d moved from transmissions to body work some years back.

“Sure,” Draco said and opened the inside door to the house.

Axel knew he was brushing him off. So he just followed him inside.

The place looked like a pigsty. Smelled like one, too.

Axel eyed the overflowing trashcan and the unwashed plates in the sink. “Think you could do the dishes once in a while?” he muttered.

“Not since my old lady left.”

Draco went through women like he did beers. One after the other. There were a couple who said their kids belonged to him, but he always denied those claims.

They walked past the living room and down the hall. As they approached the room at the end, Axel heard a pounding noise.

“What’s that?” He flung the door open and flipped the light switch.

There was nothing but Draco’s mattress and a bunch of dirty clothes in the corner.

Then the pounding started again. It was coming from the closet.

“Help,” cried a small voice.

He glared at Draco. “You locked my daughter in a closet?”

“What else was I supposed to do with her?”

Axel crossed the room and turned the knob of the closet door.

Inside the little girl sat with her backpack beside her. Her eyes were swollen and her cheeks were smudged with dried tears.

Imogen.

She looked up at him with sad blue eyes. “Are you my daddy?”

Axel didn’t know what to say. But the word came out of his mouth before he could stop himself.

“Yes.”

The little girl got to her feet and threw her arms around his neck. “Daddy!”

Suddenly feelings Axel never knew he could have surged through him. The kind of feelings a normal father would feel.

Peering over his shoulder she caught sight of Draco. “That man was mean to me.”

“He’s my friend.”

“That’s what he said. Are you sure about that?”

She sounded like her mother. “Yes. I’m sure. He’s sorry for what he did, and he promises not to do it again.”

Axel heard Draco cuss under his breath in disgust.

Imogen didn’t look like she believed him, but she had other things on her mind.

“Daddy, I’m hungry. And I have to go to the bathroom.”

“Okay. Let’s do something about that.” With a glare in Draco’s direction, Axel took his daughter by the hand and led her down the hall to the bathroom.

The small cavity halfway down the hall was as dirty as the rest of the place, so he did some cleaning up, and made sure the seat was down before he let her in.

“There, honey. Let me know when you’re finished. I’ll be right out here.” He closed the door.

“Honey?” Draco sneered. “I thought you didn’t give a crap about the kid.”

“She’s my flesh and blood.”

“She’s a bargaining chip,” he corrected. “And she’d better not try to climb out the bathroom window.”

“She won’t.” Axel crossed his arms over his chest and glared at Draco, stunned by the protective emotions surging through him.

After a moment he heard the sound of flushing, then of water running as the little girl washed her hands.

He opened the door.

Her eyes flashed. “I’m not done, Daddy.” She wiped her hands on the wrinkled towel.

“C’mon,” Axel said to her. “Let’s see what Uncle Draco has to eat.”

As they headed for the kitchen, Draco looked as if he were about to smack him for that title.


Chapter Ten

 

“Don’t you have any decent food in here?” Axel pulled a carton of milk from Draco’s fridge and sniffed it. It smelled like moldy socks.

He stepped over to the sink and poured it down the drain.

Draco sat at the kitchen table next to Imogen, watching her as if he thought she might bolt any minute.

“Sorry my place doesn’t meet with your approval,” he grumbled. “I’m not a five-star hotel, you know.”

Ignoring him, Axel went back to the fridge and found a package of hotdogs. “This will do.”

He found a frying pan, washed it out, and began to cook the meat. From a drawer, he grabbed a spatula and turned the dogs.

“Didn’t know you were such a chef,” Draco sneered.

“They let me cook when I did time.”

Imogen frowned. “What does ‘did time’ mean?”

“It means he was in jail,” Draco said before Axel could think of an answer.

Her eyes went wide. “You were in jail, Daddy?”

He lifted a shoulder. “For a little while.”

“Is that why you couldn’t come to see me and Mommy?”

It was before they split. He’d only done six months for armed robbery. Then one day, he had a visitor with, as they say, an offer he couldn’t refuse. He joined a new organization while keeping his place in the old one.

Ignoring the question, he found a plate in the cabinet, a loaf of bread on the counter. No hotdog buns, of course.

He put two dogs on the plate beside a slice of bread and set it down before his daughter. “There you go.”

She stared down at it without moving.

“What’s the matter?”

“Mommy says we shouldn’t eat white bread.”

Sounded like her. Uppity bitch. “You can while you’re here.”

She brightened. “Can I have a root beer?”

Axel looked at Draco.

He shook his head. Might have known. Only real beer here. He went to the sink, found a glass in the cabinet and filled it with water.

He set it down in front of Imogen.

She looked horrified. “Tap water? Not bottled?”

“It’s all we have.”

She nodded thoughtfully. “Do you have ketchup?”

With a huff, he turned back to the fridge and found a bottle.

She took the container and squeezed out two neat perfectly aligned rows next to the hotdogs. Again she looked up at him. “Knife and fork?”

“Right.” He hunted them in a drawer and handed them to her.

Daintily she began to cut into the hotdogs. She avoided the bread.

From the corner of his eye, he saw Draco snickering at him.

Carefully she put a bite into her mouth, chewed and swallowed. “Are you going to take me to school tomorrow, Daddy?”

He gave Draco a cautious look. “No school tomorrow.”

She frowned, cutting off another bite. “How come?”

“You get the day off. Your Mommy said you could stay with me a while. Won’t that be fun?”

She looked like she didn’t believe him. “I didn’t do my homework. I couldn’t see in the closet.”

“That’s okay. You can do it tomorrow.”

She ate the last bite of hotdog, took a sip of water, and yawned. Her eyes were drooping.

“We need to get you to bed.”

“Where am I going to sleep?”

“On the couch. I’ll sleep on the floor next to you.” He wasn’t going to leave Draco alone with her. He turned to his host. “You got any extra blankets or anything?”

Draco lifted his palms. “I don’t know. I think Marie might have bought some. Look around.”

Marie. Draco’s second to last girlfriend. The one with two little boys who looked like him. She liked to buy things for the house when they were together.

Axel found some blankets in a basket in the laundry room and carried them to the sofa.

He retrieved his daughter from the kitchen where she’d fallen asleep with her head on the table, and carried her into the living room.

Gently he laid her down on the ratty couch and covered her with the blanket.

Couldn’t be that comfortable, but it was better than the closet.

For a long moment he watched the child breathe softly in and out. Once more, those strange paternal-like feelings bombarded him.

How the hell had he gotten mixed up in this?

He returned to the kitchen and found Draco still at the table, nursing a beer.

“I don’t know about this, Draco. We can’t take care of a kid for long.”

“We’ll figure it out.”

Axel shook his head. “I don’t know why I listened to you.”

“Same reason as always. Because of the money.”

It was true. Axel couldn’t resist the lure of a big payoff, and this one was really big.

Money. The reason he did everything he was told to without question. Of course, since he’d been required to play it cool and not arouse suspicion, he’d had to live below his means. But for years he’d been saving what he’d earned serving the organization. Early on, he’d travelled to Europe under a fictitious name and opened a Swiss bank account. He’d been storing his funds there, far away from the prying eyes of the police. After this assignment, he’d more than double his balance.

But there were risks. He lowered his voice. “They’re going to look for her.”

“Those detectives? They won’t find her.”

“They’re good. Didn’t you read the file? They’ve taken down serial killers.”

Draco’s chair creaked as he sat back. “I know what I’m doing.”

“Okay, but we need to get it done fast.”

“We will.”

“Like tomorrow.”

With an irritated look, Draco took a pull of his beer. “I told you. We’re missing one.”

The computer nerd. “So? Can’t we do it without him?”

“The order was clear. He wants all of them.”

Axel didn’t see the difference. “Why can’t we just knock off the four?”

Draco set his bottle down with a smack. “I just told you. Savko wants all of them.”

“Savko?” Axel hadn’t been told who had given the order. The name turned his blood to ice.

Draco looked around his kitchen as if he thought it might be bugged. “Where else would an order like this come from?”

“Savko contacted you direct?”

“What do you think?”

Of course, he did. Draco was higher up in the organization than Axel thought. Well above him. It wasn’t smart to cross him.

Besides, Axel knew the only reason Draco had brought him in on this scheme was his ex’s connection to the Parker Agency. He was expendable.

“So what do we do? How do we get the computer guy here?”

Draco sat back and smoothed his oily red-blond hair. “I’ll have to think about that. I’ll come up with something.”

“I just want it over. I don’t like getting my family involved.”

Draco fixed him with a threatening gaze. “We have to be careful, Axel. Very careful.”

“Aren’t we always?”

“I’m not talking about drug dealing or gun running. This is big. It’s a carrot-and-stick situation.”

Axel felt himself start to sweat. “What are you saying?”

“The carrot—more money than you’ve ever been paid before.”

He already knew that. The sum was worth risking his neck. “And the stick?”

Draco smirked and reached for his beer. “You don’t want to know.”

He’d always been tough, but Axel felt a chill go down his spine at those words. He’d heard of the gory deaths dealt out to those who didn’t come through on their promises by Savko’s toadies. Stories of meat hooks and chain beatings and getting dropped into the ocean alive to become shark bait.

This would be worse.

“So what are we going to do?”

Draco studied the label on his bottle. “Maybe bring Crow in early.”

“For what?” Draco hadn’t told him what they needed Crow for, but Axel could guess.

“I need to sleep on it.” Draco got to his feet, the chair squeaking across the cheap tile floor.

“I just want to make sure my daughter and my ex are okay.” Somebody had to take care of the kid.

Without answering, Draco drained his beer, tossed the bottle in the trash, knocking an empty junk food bag onto the floor.

As Axel went to pick it up, Draco headed for the hall. “You can stay here and watch the kid tomorrow. Have fun with your sleep-over.”


Chapter Eleven

 

Miranda woke with a familiar sensation of terror rippling through her chest. Her eyes flew open, and she realized her heart was pounding.

Taking in several deep breaths, she forced herself to calm down. It was morning and daylight was streaming in through a nearby window.

She’d had another bad dream. Of course. Something about the day Leon took her daughter from her. But she couldn’t remember anything else.

It was just as well. She didn’t have time for nightmares.

She turned over and saw Parker standing at the full-length wall mirror next to a marble-topped table. He was dressed in dark khakis, adjusting the cuffs of an ice blue button-down shirt. A dark textured sports coat was draped over a nearby chair upholstered in a lush deep tone that kind of went with his shirt.

His gray eyes were trained on her, and his expression told her he knew she’d had a bad night.

Not wanting to dwell on it, she ignored his reaction. “Dressing down today, are we?”

“Blending in,” he said, his gaze still intense. But he didn’t bring up the dream. “Janelle called and said she’ll meet us at Olivia’s salon. She wants to be there early to open up.”

Miranda considered that. “Did Olivia think Imogen might have gone to the shop after everyone left last night?”

“Janelle’s tone implied that, but it’s probably wishful thinking.”

It wouldn’t have made the little girl any safer to find her mother’s salon locked up.

Shaking away that thought, Miranda looked at the clock and frowned. “Is that Pacific Time?”

“It is.”

She’d slept six and a half hours, but still felt like crap. Hoping her brain would clear soon, she got to her feet and shuffled to the bathroom.

She brushed her teeth, showered, and padded back out to the closet, feeling a tad more alert.

She dug for an ensemble to match Parker’s semi-causal look, and came up with a satiny blue blazer, white top, and a pair of nice dark jeans. Flat black shoes completed the outfit.

She pulled it on and turned to Parker, arms outspread. “How do I look?”

“Like a woman on a mission.”

“You bet I am.”

And so was he.

Parker studied the determined look on his wife’s lovely face. She was focused, as always. But this case touched something deep inside her. A missing child was something she could hardly be objective about. It was almost as difficult for him. He’d nearly lost his own daughter five months ago. He was familiar with the gut-gnawing fear any parent would suffer under those circumstances. It had been Miranda who had saved Gen. But that case had started his wife on a downward psychological spiral that worried him deeply. And this situation would only make it worse.

He could only pray they would find the girl quickly.

Miranda noted the zeal in Parker’s step as he opened the door.

He wanted to get this case over fast. Good thing. She did, too.

“Let’s go.”

Since neither of them wanted to waste time, they opted for the complimentary European style breakfast and met Holloway in one of the hotel’s restaurants off the exotic lobby.

Everything on the menu seemed to be ultra health conscious. Parker chose egg whites and kale on a brioche bun. Holloway opted for smoked salmon on an Everything bagel. Miranda did the Mexican cage-free eggs with extra hot peppers. Along with the steaming hot black coffee, she hoped it would get her engine going.

As she chugged down the flavorful brew, she noticed Holloway in his usual brown jacket, slacks, and tie. He didn’t get the memo.

“Lose the tie,” Miranda told him.

“Really?” He glanced at Parker for confirmation.

“Everyone dresses casual here,” she told him. “We don’t want to stick out.”

“Okay, okay.” He loosened his tie then realized he had nowhere to put it. “I’ll get rid of it in the car.”

Good enough.

They finished up, Parker signed for the tab, and they headed through the lobby and outside.

The day was bright and sunny, with a nice breeze and a temperature somewhere in the low sixties. A welcome change from the wintry forties they were having back home.

The valet brought the Navigator around and the trio hopped in and headed for Lavish Looks.


Chapter Twelve

 

They got caught in traffic and when they finally got to the beauty salon it was already past nine, making Miranda irritable.

As they stepped inside Olivia Wesson’s posh salon, Miranda’s eyes began to water from the smell of hair dye.

Fighting back the tears, she glanced around for the owner.

The place was clean and stylish, full of glass and gloss and large trendy-looking abstract shapes. Behind a white-and-chrome chair, a tall man in black with purple hair and a pencil thin mustache was dabbing color onto a customer’s head.

Hence the stinging odor.

In another mirrored station nearby, a dark-skinned woman with hair the color of a shiny penny wielded her scissors like a ninja swordsfighter in a video game. Hair flew from her blades like wood chips off a lumberjack’s saw.

“So, like, I’m on this new diet?” she said as she clipped away.

Diet? Miranda thought. The woman was as skinny as a twig.

The man with the hair dye chuckled. “What is it this week?”

She snipped the ends of another section of hair. “It’s like, kale and cola? Like no meat? No salt?”

“Kale and cola? Like, eww, Tennille.”

“It’s not so bad. I think I’ve like already lost, like, a pound or two.”

If she lost any more weight she might need a transfusion.

“I’m doing the apricot cleanse, myself. Okay, so I might be in late tomorrow.”

“You’re like always late, Roberto.”

“A genius needs his beauty sleep.”

Smiling at the remark, the woman named Tennille shook her head and handed her client a mirror.

Before Miranda could interrupt the scintillating conversation, Tennille caught sight of the new arrivals and turned toward the woman washing out brushes in a sink near the back.

“Customers, Nanette,” she called out.

“We’re friends of the owner,” Miranda said, not knowing how much Olivia had told her employees.

“Oh, right,” Tennille said as she gave Holloway a half-grin. Then her eyes went wide as she got a better look at Parker.

Guess Olivia had told them something.

Just then Wesson came out from the back. Apparently, she did get the wardrobe memo.

She had on jeans with denim stars down one thigh, and a casual forest green top that showed off her curves.

She hurried up to them and lowered her voice.

“Olivia’s in the break room trying to keep it together. We had kind of a bad night.”

“Perfectly understandable,” Parker said.

“I need to talk to her,” Miranda said.

And as if they were accountants there for an audit, the party marched around the workstations and headed toward the back.

Olivia sat nursing a cup of coffee at a small table, looking worse than she had yesterday.

“Have you had any more phone calls?” Miranda asked, getting straight to the point.

Olivia shook her head. “I just couldn’t sleep last night. I can’t stop thinking about my poor Imogen.”

“Have you had breakfast?” Parker asked.

Olivia shook her head.

“We ignored the alarm for a bit and came straight here,” Wesson added.

She looked pretty haggard, too.

“You should eat,” Miranda told her, sounding like Parker. “Do your employees know what’s happened?”

Olivia nodded. “They were here yesterday when Imogen didn’t get off the bus. Except Roberto. I filled him in this morning.”

Roberto. The one with the mustache and purple hair who was going on the apricot cleanse. “I’d like to talk to them.”

“Why?”

“They might have seen something.”

“Okay.” She looked a little lost.

“Why don’t you and your sister get something to eat. You both need to keep up your strength. Holloway, go with them.”

He gave her a questioning look.

“The three of us might be too intimidating. We’ll get more information if they’re at ease.”

And if the theory about the ex was right, an extra body with Olivia wouldn’t hurt. Wesson could handle herself, but if the ex decided he wanted his old flame back as well as his daughter, and tried to nab her on the street, things could get dicey.

Seeming to understand he drift, Holloway nodded to Wesson. “C’mon. You can show me where the best Danish is.”

“Ask the hair washer to come in,” Miranda said to Olivia as they moved out.

Olivia frowned. “Hair washer?”

“The shorter one. She was washing brushes.”

“Oh, Nanette. Sure.”

And the three of them shuffled down the hall.

A moment later, Nanette appeared in the doorway.

She gave Miranda a huffy glare. “I’ll have you know, Ms. Steele, I’m a full-fledged hairstylist not a hair washer. We’re all responsible for keeping our equipment clean.”

Touchy, wasn’t she?

Miranda glanced at Parker.

His bland look told her he was bracing himself for a rigorous interrogation.

Miranda pulled out a chair from the small table. “Okay, Nanette. My mistake. Would you have a seat, please?”

But full-fledged hairstylist or not, Nanette couldn’t tell them much. She had been with Olivia’s salon only a couple of years and had known Imogen since she was five. She’d never seen Olivia’s ex. Or anyone suspicious hanging around the salon recently.

The flamboyant Roberto couldn’t tell them much, either. He lounged in the chair, waving his arms as he talked about his tenure here at Lavish Looks, and how all the customers requested him.

Miranda leaned over the table. “I understand you called in sick yesterday.”

He blinked and straightened his back, surprised at the question. “Yes, I did.”

“How come?”

“I—I had a case of the sniffles. I, like, usually call in sick when I’m feeling bad. It would be like horrifying to give something to one of my customers.”

“Are you sure you didn’t go to pick Olivia’s daughter up at school?”

“What are you saying?”

Miranda leaned in closer. “I’m saying—like—maybe you like little girls.”

“How dare you?” He pinched the bridge of his nose with his fingers, pinky raised. “Oh, all right. I’ll admit it.”

Miranda’s heart jumped. “Admit you took Olivia’s daughter?”

“Heavens, no. I’m admitting I went to Sydney McAllister’s for a private consultation.”

Miranda turned to Parker. “Sydney McAllister?”

“A woman who starred in a high-grossing film series and won an Academy Award last year.”

Miranda must have missed all that.

Roberto spread his hands. “She called me personally. I couldn’t tell her no. Like, a stylist has to do what a stylist has to do.”

This arrogant guy was stealing clients behind Olivia’s back. Sheesh.

But that didn’t have anything to do with Imogen Wesson.

“You can go back to work now,” Miranda told him flatly.

Finally Tennille came to the back room.

She had been with Olivia from the beginning, so she had a little more information.

“Olivia had like, such a hard time after she broke up with that creep, Axel,” the woman said pouring herself a cup of coffee. “She worked like, really hard to get this place going. She did great. It’s a competitive business, but she managed to snag some like, well-heeled customers? We’ve got a high end clientele and a reputation to like, you know, match it?”

She sat down and stared at the cup.

Miranda folded her arms. “And what do you get out of it?”

Tennille blinked at her with her ultra-long lashes. “Me?”

“Aren’t you still just an employee? After all these years?” She gave Parker a glance.

His face was unreadable. But she knew he had also considered the possibility Imogen’s disappearance could be the work of a disgruntled employee.

“What are you like, saying? I’m proud of this place. I work at an up-and-coming salon.”

“Wouldn’t you like, oh, maybe to be co-owner one day?”

Tennille rolled her eyes as if the idea was beneath her. “I’m happy with what I do. I don’t want the headache of like, keeping the books and doing the marketing and worrying about the numbers. I’m an artist.”

Okay, Miranda could buy that. The woman did seem trustworthy. “Who do you think took Imogen?”

“I have no idea.” She glanced around the small space. “I didn’t want to say anything, like, you know, with Olivia within earshot. But kids get snatched around here every once in a while. You hear about it on the news. Mostly like, celebrity children. Somebody wanting to make a quick buck? Know what I mean?”

She did. But why go after a beauty salon owner when there were much richer targets? Beverly Hills was just down the street. There were tons of folks in the area with more money than Olivia.

No, this had to be personal.

“Have you noticed anyone hanging around outside lately? Someone who doesn’t belong here?”

“No one I can remember. We stay like, pretty busy.”

“What about when you take a break?”

“We come back here to the break room or go out back.”

“Have you ever seen Olivia’s ex?”

“Axel? One time. He came to the shop like, about four years ago.”

“Do you remember what he looked like?”

She made a strange face. “He was the type who was hard to forget.”

“Describe him,” Parker prompted.

“He was about five-nine.”

“Muscular?”

“Yeah. He looked like a biker, which he, like, was. Wore a lot of leather and chains. Rode a Harley. Parked it out front.”

“Anything else?”

“Let’s see. His hair was thick and dark. Raven, I’d call it, but with hints of like, gold. He wore it almost to his shoulders, parted on the side. Had had stubble on his face. And thick brows.”

A hair stylist’s description. “Tattoos?”

Tennille thought a moment, then nodded. “On his forearms. A black design. A swarm of bats. It was like, creepy.”

Creepy mark of a creepy guy, Miranda thought. “Why did he come here?”

“Four years ago? He said he wanted to see his daughter.”

“And did he?”

She nodded again. “Imogen was about three then. She was here in the break room, playing while her mom worked. Olivia let him go back and see her. He stayed, oh, like maybe fifteen minutes? Then he left.”

“Did he ever stop by again?”

“Not that I know of. I’m sure Olivia would have told me if he had.”

The back door Tennille had mentioned opened, and the party returned from their food run.

Olivia stepped into the room with a large bag in her arms. “I brought doughnuts from Bianchi’s for everyone. I thought we could use them.” She looked at Tennille and her eyes went wide. “Am I interrupting?”

“We’re finished,” Miranda told her.

Tennille got to her feet and glanced at her cell. “We’ve got Carmen Stauffenberg in fifteen minutes, Olivia.”

“Right. She’s our movie star. One of them.”

Wesson’s mouth fell open. “You do Carmen Stauffenberg’s hair?”

“Yes. Well, Roberto does.”

“I’ve seen every one of her movies. I love her.”

“Her off-screen persona is a little different.” Olivia looked at Miranda. “She can be very particular.”

Miranda got the hint. Not good for business to have a bunch of PI’s hanging around. Besides, there would be too many questions.

“We’ll be heading out now,” she told Olivia. “I’ll keep you posted.”

“Thanks.”

“If you receive another phone call, be sure to let us know immediately,” Parker told her.

“Yes, I will.”

“And don’t forget about that recording app,” Holloway added.

“No, I won’t. Thank you, all.”

“Thank us when Imogen’s back.” Miranda leaned in close. “And by the way, Roberto’s moonlighting.”

And with that, she gathered her crew and headed out, just missing the movie diva.


Chapter Thirteen

 

The traffic in LA was even worse than Atlanta.

On Santa Monica Boulevard, they came to a standstill with both lanes packed with compact sedans and minivans. Miranda eyed the palm trees growing in the median. If she planted one now, it might be full-grown by the time they reached their destination.

“My sister owns a high-end hair salon in West Hollywood and does Carmen Stauffenberg’s hair,” Wesson murmured from the backseat of the Navigator.

She seemed bewildered, but Miranda knew there was more to it than that. Wesson really cared about Olivia, and the lost years between them had to hurt.

Holloway cleared his throat. “What did you learn from the staff?” he asked to change the subject.

“Not much,” Miranda said. “But Tennille gave us a description of the ex. She saw him four years ago.”

Miranda repeated the description.

“That sounds like the guy,” Wesson said bitterly.

“What’s your take on him?” Miranda asked her.

“What do you mean? I think I’ve made my opinion clear.”

“Do you really think he’s the type to snatch his own daughter?”

Wesson thought a moment. “He never seemed like the responsible type. But it wasn’t as if I got to know him. Livvy and I fought every time he was around. After a while, I just kept my distance.”

Parker made a turn onto a side street. “If Axel Cage was too irresponsible to care for a child, it’s unlikely he’s after custody.”

Good point. Unless he was going to sell her, Miranda thought. It was easier than snatching a celebrity’s kid. They were more likely to have body guards. And the police would be on it fast. But sell your own flesh and blood? Was Axel Cage that ruthless?

She didn’t dare utter her thoughts aloud or Wesson might have a fit.

“If he wanted to take his daughter,” Holloway said. “Why didn’t he do it when he came to the shop? It wouldn’t take four years to hatch a scheme like this.”

“Especially not if the guy’s a career criminal.” Miranda reached for her phone. “I’ll have Becker do a background check on the guy.”

She dialed Becker’s number and was greeted with the sound of a child crying and pots and pans banging. She could hear Fanuzzi fussing in the background.

“You have to heat it slowly or it burns.”

“Hey, Steele,” Becker said at last. He sounded weary.

“Is this a bad time?”

“No. Of course not. I was working from home today. Hope that’s okay. We just finished lunch.”

It was after one-thirty in the afternoon there. “No problem. I need you to do a background check for me.”

“Sure thing. Anything to help on this case.” She could hear the fire in his normally timid voice.

“His name’s Axel Cage.” She gave him what little information she had.

“I’ll get right on it.”

“Everything okay there?”

He sighed. “Yeah. We had a bad night. Joanie had a terrible migraine and she’s got a big party tomorrow.”

At least the nausea had stopped. “Is she going to be all right?”

“I hope so. Coco’s here helping. We’ll be okay. I think.”

“Just hang in there. You’re almost halfway there.”

He laughed. “It seems like a lifetime already.”

“I know. But it’ll pass faster than you think. Soon you’ll be holding your new baby in your arms.” That would be a happy day.

And now Miranda felt herself tearing up as memories of holding her own baby flooded her. She needed to have a heart-to-heart with Mackenzie when she got back and find out what was going on with her.

“Thanks, Steele. I’ll get your information ASAP.”

“Thanks.”

She hung up, thinking about babies and lost children.

They had to find that little girl.

She realized Parker had surreptitiously reached over to hold her hand. And he had pulled along the curb about a half block down from Imogen’s school.

“What’s your plan, Steele?” Wesson said.

She sounded eager to get started.

Miranda gave Parker’s hand a squeeze and pulled herself together.

She pointed out the window. “See that fence around the school?” A blue security screen covered the chain link.

“Yeah,” Wesson said.

“There’s a narrow gate in it. Imogen could have come out there.”

Holloway shifted to get a better look. “She could have come out that front door, too.”

“True.” The school’s entrance wasn’t far from the gate.

“But she was supposed to go out the side door and get on the bus waiting in the parking lot,” Holloway reminded her.

“Right. See that apartment building just across the street?” Miranda pointed up at the sandy-colored abode-hut-style structure.

Wesson followed her gaze. “Uh huh.”

“Each apartment has a balcony facing the school. Each balcony has a pair of sliding glass doors.”

Holloway leaned over and squinted out the window. “If anybody was home at that time.”

“School lets out at two,” Miranda continued. “The buses pull off by two-thirty, so that’s our timeframe. All we need to do is find a resident who was on their balcony or who peeked out their glass doors then. They might have seen Imogen.”

“Let’s go.” Wesson was out the door and crossing the street before Miranda’s feet had touched the sidewalk.

She hurried to catch up to her.

“We’ll split up,” she told her team, once everyone had gathered beside the building. “Wesson, you and Holloway start on the first floor. Parker and I will start on the third. We’ll meet in the middle.”

“Roger that.” Wesson spun on her heel and started for the entrance.

“Text me if you get a lead.”

“Likewise.”

They hurried up the sidewalk, past the patches of stone-and-shrubbery landscaping, and found the front door.

They waited for a man who’d been walking a pudgy white bulldog to use a keycard, and slipped through the entrance behind him.

He headed for an elevator.

“Let’s catch it,” Miranda murmured to Parker, while Wesson and Holloway started off down the hall to the first floor apartments.

They zipped over to the elevator, and Parker put out a hand to catch the door just in time.

They stepped inside. Parker pressed the button for the third floor. The man had already punched the one for the second.

As the elevator rose, the dog yawned noisily and sat down. The man looked nervously from Parker to Miranda to Parker again.

He was short and thin and dressed in a yellow-and-blue exercise suit with a matching headband over a shaved head. He was maybe in his late thirties.

Miranda gave Parker a half-grin and began. “Excuse me, sir. I’m wondering if you could help us.”

The man started. “Um. I don’t—I—like, what do you want?”

No doubt, he thought he was about to be mugged.

“No need to be alarmed, sir,” Parker said.

The man turned his head and stared at him.

Miranda looked down at the bulldog. “Not much of a watchdog, is he?”

The man straightened his thin shoulders. “What do you want? I don’t, like, have any money.”

“A lot of crime in this area?”

“Some. Like, like everywhere.”

“We’re not criminals,” Parker said. “We’re private investigators.”

“Say what?”

“Investigators,” Miranda repeated. “We’re on a case and we’re looking for information.”

“Wh—what sort of like, information?”

“Does your apartment face the street?”

“Yeah. So?”

“We’re wondering if you saw anything unusual outside yesterday between two and two-thirty.”

“Like, what do you mean by unusual?”

“Any sort of activity that caught your attention. Especially outside the school over there.” Miranda nodded in the institution’s direction.

Blinking, the man thought a moment. “Between two and two-thirty? That’s, like, when the kids get out. It’s usually pretty noisy then.”

“I can imagine,” Parker said. “Do you watch them through your window?”

The man glared at Parker. “I’m not, like, a pervert, if that’s what you mean.”

“He means, did you see anything unusual yesterday? Such as a child who seemed lost?”

“No.”

“Are you sure?”

“Of course. I work the nightshift at the Ramada. I get off at like ten, come home, have dinner, walk Giorgio and go to sleep.”

Miranda let out a huff of frustration. “But don’t the noisy kids wake you up sometimes? Don’t you ever look out the window to see what’s going on?”

“Not in the last two weeks. I, like, got earplugs.”

The elevator stopped at the second floor and the man hurried out as if he were escaping with his life.

“We struck out with that guy,” Miranda sighed as she watched the skinny man and Giorgio scurry away. “And why does everyone here sound like Wendy Van Aarle?”

“It’s the local lingo. Perhaps we’ll have better luck upstairs.” Parker pressed the button and the doors closed again.


Chapter Fourteen

 

On the third floor, Miranda marched over to the first apartment with a balcony facing the elementary school and knocked.

No answer.

She waited a minute, then knocked again.

Still no answer.

“Nobody’s home here.” She moved to the neighboring unit and knocked on that one.

After several tries, no one came to the door here, either.

Miranda let out grunt.

Parker eyed her with his patient look. “Some of the residents are probably at work.”

“Guess it’s not a great time to canvass this area.”

“Actually, it’s an excellent time. Those who are working now most likely would not have been home during our timeframe. You’re eliminating them.”

One way to look at it. But she was glad he was trying to be positive. She needed that.

Moving to the next door, she tried again.

After four knocks, she felt her temples start to pound.

Suddenly a door two apartments down flew open, and a man’s round head appeared.

Angrily he growled at them. “What in the name of Saint Christopher is all this stomping about and knocking?”

Bingo. Miranda turned toward the man. “May we speak with you a moment, sir?”

He grimaced at her as if she’d just announced she had herpes. “What about?”

“We’re private investigators looking into a local case,” Parker explained.

The man’s brows disappeared under the sleep mask he had pushed up onto his forehead. “Oh, yeah?” he sneered. “Well, you can tell Angela where to stick it.”

Miranda glanced at Parker. “Angela?”

“My wife. Or rather, my soon-to-be ex-wife. She thinks I’m cheating on her. As if I had time for that.” He raised his hands above his head and shook them in a gesture of exasperation.

Then he turned and went back inside his apartment, leaving the door open.

Miranda took that as an invitation.

Giving Parker a nod, she hurried over and stepped inside. “Sir, we’re not here about—”

“Oh, I know she thinks she’s got me by the short hairs. Thinks she’s going to take me to the cleaners. She’s got a big surprise coming.”

He took off the sleep mask and tossed it on a nearby table, revealing a bald head encircled with wavy gray locks that fell to his shoulders. His body was short and round, and he wore a loose silky Chinese style outfit in red that made him look a little like a tomato.

“We’re not here about your wife,” Parker said firmly.

“You’re not?” The man stared at him, bewildered.

“Nice place you have here,” Miranda said, trying to put him at ease.

The furnishings were sparse and had a monotone design, with a small muted gray sofa, a nearby wooden stool painted the same color. Pewter frames on the wall held prints of fruit arrangements and food magazine covers. One of them featured the man, with the headline.

Miranda stepped over to it and read aloud. “Frost’s Spin on an Old Favorite.”

“My bone marrow and parsley creation.” He pointed to the picture. “That’s me. Friedrich Frost from Verdier’s on Melrose. Surely you know it.”

“We’re new in town.” Miranda noticed a thin-legged table against the wall held several empty bottles of wine. Dipping into the cooking sherry?

With a grunting noise, the man bent down and began to roll up a mat on the floor near a chair across the room.

“Now I won’t have time for Tai Chi. I finally have my sous chef trained well enough to handle the lunch hour so I can run home for a nap, and look what happens.”

Nap? “We’re you home yesterday?”

“What? Yes. Lakshmi’s been filling in at lunch for three days now.” He rose and stuffed the mat into a closet.

Miranda stepped toward him. “Were you able to nap yesterday?”

He scowled again. “What business is it of yours?”

“We’re looking for a lost child,” Parker told him.

“A what?”

“A lost child,” Miranda repeated. “She may have been kidnapped.”

He glowered at her. “So now you’re calling me a kidnapper? I ought to call the police. Who are you two, anyway?”

With a sigh, Miranda dug in her pocket for a business card and handed it to him. “I’m Miranda Steele and this is Wade Parker. We’re from the Parker Investigative Agency in Atlanta.”

“Atlanta?” Frost stared down at the card.

“And we’d very much appreciate it if you don’t involve the authorities.” Parker’s voice was dark with a hint of threat in it.

Catching the tone, Frost blinked at him. “I don’t know anything about a kidnapped child.”

Miranda drew in a slow breath. “All we’re asking, Mr. Frost, is whether you noticed a little girl outside from your windows yesterday.”

“A little girl? Yesterday?”

“That’s right,” she said.

“You mean a child from the elementary school across the street?”

“It would have been between two and two-thirty,” Parker told him.

Frost frowned. “I was just about to leave then. I drive past the school on my way back to work. There are always kids around. That’s when they get out. They nearly make me late.”

Miranda scrolled to the photo of Imogen in her phone and held it out to the chef. “And did you see a little girl who looked like this?”

He studied the picture a long while. “She looks familiar.” Then he slapped his head with his hand.

Miranda’s breath caught. Was this it? Had they found their eye-witness?

The chef shook his head. “Silly me. Yesterday there was an emergency with the lobster delivery. Lakshmi swore ten of those little devils had crawled off the back of the truck somehow. I had just laid down and was called back in to handle it.”

Miranda’s hopes began to creep away with those lobsters. “And what time was that?”

“Around twelve-thirty. Long before the school let out.”


Chapter Fifteen

 

As they rode down the elevator, Miranda grumbled aloud. “We’re really batting a thousand, aren’t we, Parker?”

He was silent a long moment then let out a low sigh. “It was a good idea. And worth the effort.”

Yeah, right. He was putting a good spin on it, but they weren’t any closer to finding Imogen.

She was starting to have the same thoughts that were tormenting Olivia. Was the little girl cold? Hungry? Frightened? They had to do something.

The elevator doors opened, and Miranda saw Holloway and Wesson had finished on the second floor. Their faces told her they’d had no luck, either.

“Only one person answered the door,” Wesson reported sullenly. “A mother with two young kids. She thought she might have seen something yesterday, but she was too distracted changing a diaper.”

Bummer.

Not knowing what to tell her, Miranda led the way outside. She stopped on the sidewalk and studied the row of symmetrical hedges around the building. There had to be something. There had to be.

Wesson drew in a frustrated breath. “I need to take a walk,” she said, her voice cracking with suppressed emotion.

And she took off toward the corner.

Miranda lifted her palms in exasperation the way Chef Frost had.

Parker’s look was a mixture of sympathy and irritation. “I’ll go after her. Wait in the car.”

She watched him trot around the corner and up the incline of the next street.

Well, okay then.

“We’re going to find this kid,” Holloway said.

She appreciated his commitment, but she wondered if it was enough. Kids disappeared and were never heard from again every day.

Why should this one be different? They just might be too late to save her.

Her gaze went across the street to the school again, and the blue fence around it. Shouts and laughter rose from behind it. The kids must be having recess.

Maybe she should go talk to the teachers. Maybe Vondra Bishop had remembered something.

Suddenly a bright yellow ball flew over the fence. It landed on the grass, rolled, and came to a stop at the foot of a tree trunk near the school’s front door. The gate opened and a little boy ran out toward the ball.

When he reached it, he picked it up and caught sight of Miranda and Holloway watching him.

The ball under one arm, he squinted at them. “Hello.”

“Hello, there.” Miranda checked the traffic and hurried across the street.

The boy didn’t run away. He stood on the grass looking very boyish in sneakers, jeans, and a jersey with blue-and-white horizontal stripes. He pushed his shaggy dark hair out of his eyes, revealing a pair of rosy cheeks and a curious smile.

“Who are you?”

“My name’s Miranda. I’m a detective.”

His brown eyes grew bright. “Really? Wow.”

“And so is my colleague here.” She pointed to Holloway, who had followed her across the street.

Holloway bent down and held out a hand. “Hi, there, partner. My name’s Curt.”

“Hi, Curt.” The boy gave his hand a huge shake.

“What’s your name?” Miranda asked.

“Kale.”

“Kale? Like the salad?”

“Uh huh. My mommy ate a lot of it when I was in her tummy. That’s why I’m so strong. Grrr!” He dropped the ball so he could flex his muscles while he twisted his face into the grimace of the monster he must have thought was intimidating.

Miranda smiled. “Wow, Kale. That’s something. Do you come out here a lot?”

“You mean here in front of the school?” With an expression of guilt, he looked down at the ball, picked it up again. “Teacher says it’s okay if the ball goes over the fence.”

“Okay, but we’re wondering if you could help us.”

He nodded eagerly.

“Do you know Imogen Wesson?”

He nodded again, then frowned. “But she’s not here today. She’s sick.”

Apparently Vondra Bishop decided not to let the other kids know she was missing. Thank goodness.

“When was the last time you saw her?”

“Yesterday.”

“Are you sure about that?”

Again he nodded vigorously. “It was right after school let out. She was supposed to get on the bus, but she went this way instead. I called to her, but she didn’t hear me.”

“Oh?”

He pointed down at the ground. “I ran over right here, and I saw her with a man.”

Miranda blinked at the boy, stunned. Had this kid really seen what had happened to Imogen? “Can you tell me what the man looked like?”

“He had big dragons on both of his arms.” He gave the word “big” an explosive boyish emphasis.

“Tattoos?”

“Yeah. Big ones.”

“What color hair did he have?” Holloway asked.

Miranda noticed her colleague had pulled a pad and pencil out of his pocket.

“Red, I think,” Kale said. “Almost blond.”

“Beard?” Holloway asked.

“Yeah. He looked tough. He had on a leather vest, too. No sleeves. That’s how I saw those dragons.”

Holloway made some strokes with his pencil. “Okay. Was his face chubby or skinny?”

“Skinny. And he had a scar.”

He asked the boy a few more questions, then bent down to show him his pad. He’d drawn a sketch of the man from the description.

“Is this what he looked like?”

Kale’s eyes bugged out. “Yeah. That was him. Only the dragons were red and black. And bigger.”

Holloway made an adjustment to his drawing. “I only have a pencil, so we’ll pretend about the color of the dragons.”

Miranda was stunned. Did Holloway just produce their best lead?

She turned to the boy. “Can you remember anything else about the man, Kale?”

Kale scratched at his head, then brightened. “He had a car.”

“What kind of a car?”

“A big one.”

“A van?”

“No, just a car.”

A large sedan. Maybe an older model. “What color was it?”

Kale frowned. He didn’t remember that detail. Then his face brightened. “It was kinda brown.”

“Dark brown?”

He shook his head.

“Tan?”

He nodded. “Yeah. Tan. And it had a dent in the side. It was even bigger than the one my mommy got when she went to the grocery store. I saw it when he opened the door.”

Miranda glanced at Holloway. “He opened the door of his car?”

Kale nodded. “When Imogen got in with him.”

Miranda drew in a breath. “Imogen got inside his car?”

He nodded again.

“Where did they go?”

“He drove off that way.” He pointed down the street.

“Did you tell anyone about it?”

“No, I forgot. I thought it was her dad. Imogen said he was in a motorcycle gang.”

A teacher’s stern voice rang in their ears. “Kale? What are you doing out here? You’re supposed to be playing with the other children.”

Kale spun around and froze. “I went to get the ball. Then these two detectives talked to me.”

Vondra Bishop stepped across the grass to the group. “Hello, detectives.” She turned to Kale. “Why don’t you go back and finish your game with the others.”

“Okay, Ms. Bishop. Bye, Miranda and Curt.”

“Bye.”

“Bye,” Holloway said.

Kale picked up his ball and ran back through the gate.

The teacher lowered her voice. “Is there any news?”

Miranda snatched Holloway’s sketch from his hand and held it up to her. “Have you seen this man around here lately?”

Ms. Bishop frowned at the picture, then shook her head. “No, I haven’t. He looks dangerous. Where did you get that from?”

“From the description Kale just gave us. He said he saw Imogen get into a car with this man yesterday after school and drive off down the street.”

Looking shocked, Ms. Bishop studied the picture again. “I’m sorry. I’ve never seen that man before.”

Miranda handed the pad back to Holloway. “If you do see someone who looks like that, give me a call.”

“Yes, of course I will.” And she headed back toward the gate.


Chapter Sixteen

 

Miranda peered toward the end of the sidewalk near the apartment building and saw Parker and Wesson were just coming around the corner.

As Ms. Bishop returned to her students, she headed back across the street with Holloway at her side.

“Where did you learn how to draw like that?” she muttered to her colleague as they stepped off the curb in unison.

Holloway shrugged. “I took a couple of classes when I was working in the recruiting office in Georgetown back home. Thought about becoming a police sketch artist.”

She never would have guessed. “I’m impressed.”

He gave her a sideways look. “Just trying to help. Janey’s really upset about all this.”

But she’d meant her compliment. And she knew Holloway cared about the lost little girl.

As they neared Parker, she could see Holloway had been right about Wesson’s state of mind. Her eyes were red. She and Parker must have had a good talk. Miranda was glad she had something positive to tell them.

“We got a lead,” she called out before she reached them.

Wesson blinked at her, stunned. “You did?”

“We found a little boy outside the school gate over there. He saw Imogen get into a car with a man. And it turns out Holloway here is quite the Rembrandt. He drew a sketch of the man from the boy’s description. Show ’em, Holloway.”

Looking embarrassed, Holloway pulled the sketch from his coat pocket and handed it to Parker.

Wesson leaned over to study it. “That’s not Livvy’s ex. Who is this creepy-looking guy?”

“That’s what we need to find out.”

“Excellent work, Detective,” Parker said to Holloway.

“Thank you, sir.”

“But what do we do with this?” Wesson wanted to know.

Miranda nodded toward the Navigator. “We take it to Olivia.”

###

Twenty minutes later they were back at the salon. They parked in the back and used the rear entrance to avoid any movie stars or nosey clients. In the break room with the door closed, the team huddled around the table while Olivia stared down at Holloway’s sketch.

Bewilderment riddling her pretty face, she pushed the paper away from her as if it were poisonous. “I’ve never seen this person before.”

Miranda didn’t blame her. The image Holloway had drawn gave her the creeps, too.

But she slid it back, forcing her to look again. “Are you sure it isn’t Axel?”

Olivia shook her head. “Axel’s hair is dark brown. You said the boy said this man’s hair was light red.”

“Maybe he dyed it.” Funny a beauty salon owner wouldn’t think of that. But she was under a lot of stress.

“The face isn’t right. Axel’s face is more square.”

“Maybe he lost weight?” They were getting nowhere.

“It isn’t Axel,” Wesson snapped from the corner. “I already told you that.”

“One of his buddies, maybe?”

Olivia stared up at her with her blue eyes growing watery again. “What are you saying? Where did you get this picture?”

“Holloway drew it.” Miranda caught Parker’s stern look.

He was right. She had to let Olivia know what they’d learned. She hadn’t told her that yet.

Okay. Do it fast. Like pulling off a Band-Aid. Quickly she explained about the little boy at the school and what he’d seen yesterday.

Olivia’s hands flew to her face. “You mean my baby got in the car with this horrible-looking man? Oh, my God!”

Wesson rushed over to her sister and put her arms around her. “It’s okay, Livvy. We’re going to find this guy. We’re going to find Imogen.”

But Olivia pushed her away. She buried her head in her arms on the table and wept.

Miranda watched them, her heart breaking all over again. Despite the progress, this investigation was starting to fall apart. There was too much emotion all around.

She turned the sketch around on the table and took a picture of it with her phone. “I’ll see what Becker can do with this.”

Before she could compose a message, her phone buzzed. Becker had sent the information he’d found on Axel Cage.

Miranda scrolled through the text.

Raised by his grandmother until age twelve. Upon her death was put into the foster care system. At eighteen, was assigned to a family in Sonoma, California. At nineteen, convicted of grand theft auto in Napa, sentenced to six months and probation. When the probation period ended, moved to Culver City, California. Possible affiliation with the Savage Skulls.

A real winner.

The addresses for two former residences were listed and the name of a car repair place where Axel had worked.

Miranda touched Olivia’s arm.

She stopped crying and raised her head. “What is it?”

“Can you verify any of this?” She handed Olivia the phone.

Her brow furrowed as she read the data. “Yes. All that’s true about Axel. It’s what he told me about his family. Or what passed for his family.”

“What about those addresses?”

She wiped her nose. “The first one is the apartment we lived in when we first came to LA. The second is the house.”

“The one that was sold?”

She nodded.

“What about this? Better Than Good Auto and Transmission on West Washington?”

“That’s where Axel used to work.”

“As a mechanic?” It was a reasonable guess.

“Yes. But he left that job about a year before we split up.”

So there was nothing here they could use. Miranda took her phone back and texted Becker.

Anything more recent? An address?

After another minute her phone buzzed.

Working on it.

Maddening.

She thumbed a message explaining Holloway’s sketch and how they’d gotten it, attached the photo, and asked Becker to run it through facial recognition.

A moment later, a reply came.

Not sure the software will work with a drawing.

Try it anyway.

Will do.

Now that Olivia was calmer, Miranda pointed to the sketch again. “Are you sure you never saw a guy who looked like that when you were with Axel?”

Olivia studied it hard. She was trying. Miranda had to give her that.

But after another minute she sat back, rubbing her arms. “I didn’t see many of the people Axel hung around. We didn’t socialize. I mostly stayed at home back then. I watched TV, went shopping, cooked, did the laundry.”

And was generally miserable, Miranda thought. She knew what that kind of life was like, never knowing when hubby was coming home. And when he did, whether you’d get a kiss or a smack across the face.

Olivia picked up the sketch. “Imogen knows not to talk to strangers.”

Somehow this guy made her trust him. Probably offered her a puppy.

Now what? Her great lead had turned out to be another dead end.

Just then, Holloway’s stomach grumbled.

Looking embarrassed, he shrugged. “Sorry. Fast metabolism.”

Parker touched Miranda’s arm. “Why don’t we have lunch and talk over what to do next?”

She didn’t want to eat. She wanted to find Imogen. But she also had a team to think about.

With a weary sigh, she brushed the hair away from her face. “Okay. Do you need anything?” she said to Olivia.

“No. Tennille went to get sandwiches an hour ago. We already ate.”

Miranda looked at her phone. It was past two-thirty. No wonder Holloway was hungry.

“We’ll keep you posted.”

As the team headed out the back Wesson gave her sister a hug. “Don’t worry, Livvy. We’re going to find her.”

Olivia only stared down at the floor.

“She’s right,” Miranda added. “We’ve got a lead now. It’s only a matter of time.”

But as she turned and caught up to Parker at the door, she knew in her heart she was lying.


Chapter Seventeen

 

They drove around for a while. Deciding to pass on Chef Frost’s place on Melrose, they ended up at another fancy place down the street.

The four of them sat around a circular table with a nice view of the street through tall windows. The soft music soothed Miranda nerves a bit, and the smell of garlic and fresh herbs in the air was reviving her appetite.

She studied the menu, and rose a brow at the array of salads and veggie dishes. Brussels sprouts, cauliflower, quinoa, and the ubiquitous kale.

“Lots of vegan dishes,” she murmured.

“It’s the thing now in Weho,” Wesson told her.

“Weho?”

“Slang for West Hollywood.”

That was right. Wesson used to live here, too. “Was your boutique near this area?”

Wesson ordered and closed her menu. “It was in Glendale. I had no idea Olivia had moved here.”

“Maybe you we could swing by and visit your old place. Didn’t you have a partner?”

She shook her head. “Diana sold the shop a couple years ago.”

“Oh?”

“She met someone and they decided to go live off the grid somewhere in Montana.”

“Nice.” She’d been trying to cheer Wesson up a little, but had only succeeded in making her sadder.

The food came quickly. Miranda had a spicy chicken paillard with red quinoa, artichokes, and chia seeds. Wesson had selected salmon with eggplant, olives, and onions. Holloway had a pizza with squash, kale and avocado. Parker had a veal milanese, which was simply breaded meat, with eggplant and wild arugula on the side.

The food was good. Elegantly prepared and delicious, it definitely met Parker’s standards, but Miranda found herself wishing for a raw jalapeno to gnaw on. As she stared out the window at the pedestrians trotting along the sidewalk, she wondered if any of them were celebrities. Not that she’d recognize them. She wondered how Wendy would react if she were here. Even Mackenzie might get excited if she knew her mother was in West Hollywood.

She was thinking about texting her daughter when she caught Parker studying her with a knowing look.

She wiped her mouth. “This dish could use some hot peppers.”

He gave her an indulgent smile. “Do you think you might like to go back to the hotel and rest while we wait for Dave’s results?”

Rest? As much as she’d love to stretch out on that big bed in their room with Parker, she knew she’d never relax. And neither would Wesson.

“There’s got to be a way to find that guy in Holloway’s sketch,” she told him.

Parker sat back with a bland expression. “The area of Los Angeles is more than five hundred square miles. Its population is almost four million.”

Yeah, it wasn’t as if they could go door-to-door.

She watched Wesson swallow a huge bite of salad.

She looked up at her. “I eat when I’m upset. Wish I didn’t. I can’t help it.” She shoveled another forkful into her pretty mouth.

“I’m not judging.”

“So what’s our plan, Steele?” Holloway wanted to know. He’d scarfed down his exotic veggie pizza in record time. All that remained on the flat aluminum plate was a few organic crumbs from the crust.

“Let me see your sketch again.”

He took it out of his jacket pocket and handed it to her.

She studied the lines he’d drawn. The scraggly hair, the narrow face, the muscular arms, the surly look in the eyes.

Wesson watched her then pushed her empty plate away. “That picture is creepy.”

“Yeah.”

“He’s got to be in the same gang as Axel,” Wesson said.

Miranda wasn’t so sure. “We can’t assume that.”

“Why not?”

Parker cleared his throat. “Did the little boy notice any gang colors on the subject’s clothing?”

Holloway shook his head. “He was too fascinated with the guy’s dragon tattoos.”

Wesson pointed to the sketch. “He looks like a gang member. He could be working for Axel.”

“He might not even know Axel.”

Wesson raised her palms. “How would he know about Imogen? This can’t be random.”

Wesson wasn’t thinking clearly. It could very well be random. Somebody noticed Olivia’s shop and assumed she had tons of money. He watched the shop and saw her kid getting off the bus every day. He formed a plan and executed it.

But why hadn’t he asked for money yet?

“So what are we going to do?” Holloway said again.

Miranda tapped her fingers on the table. All they had to go on was Olivia’s old address and the place where Axel used to work.

It was a start.

“Let’s go check out the house where Olivia used to live with her ex.”

She got to her feet and everyone else got ready to leave while Parker picked up the tab.

As they reached the door, Parker murmured in her ear. “I’m glad you had Chia seeds for lunch.”

“Why?”

“Chia means ‘strength.’ Mayan warriors once claimed the seeds gave them power.” His gray eyes glistened.

Miranda had to laugh. How did he know that? The same way he knew everything. “Let’s hope they give all of us some of that.”


Chapter Eighteen

 

After bundling back into the Navigator, Miranda and her intrepid troupe made their way eastward.

Parker took Santa Monica to Wilshire and cruised through Beverly Hills, though Miranda didn’t see any swimming pools and movie stars. They must have been hidden behind the palm trees.

He turned and got onto the 405, hitting the early rush hour. They inched along in silence, frustration mounting in the car. She’d never complain about the traffic in Atlanta again, she vowed, staring out the windows at the shops and buildings as they slowly morphed from chic and trendy to ordinary to old and worn down.

Was she wasting everyone’s time? Maybe she should have taken Parker up on that nap.

By the time they reached Culver City and turned into a local neighborhood, she had a full-fledged headache.

Off Inglewood near the community service center they found Axel Cage’s old address. The house sat at the end of a street lined with small homes and fenced-in yards, many with iron bars on the windows and doors.

It was a small place, painted a cheery yellow with a red brick façade. Looked well taken care of.

Two Hispanic boys stood in the front yard tossing a baseball back and forth. They couldn’t have been much over twelve.

 Parker pulled over to the curb a few houses away and stopped the car. He said nothing, waiting for her to make the call.

What to do? Go door-to-door here? Would that do any good?

While Miranda was mulling it over, a pale green Honda drove past them and pulled into the drive of the house next door to Olivia and Axel’s old place.

After a moment, a woman in her sixties emerged. She opened her trunk with her key fob and headed to the back of the car.

An idea popped into Miranda’s head. “Holloway, with me.”

With her artistic colleague behind her, she jumped out of the Navigator and crossed the lawn just as the woman pulled out a gallon of milk.

“Excuse me, ma’am.”

The woman turned and eyed her with a narrow look. Her short hair was an iron gray and she had on pale blue denim slacks and a sleeveless knit top with slim blue-and-orange stripes. Her skin was leathery and her arms were covered with freckles.

“Can I help you?” she asked in a deep smoker’s voice.

“Have you lived here a long time?”

She scowled. “Who wants to know?”

Miranda pointed toward the house next door. “I’m wondering if you knew the couple who used to live over there.”

The woman stared at her with a suspicious glare in her dark eyes.

Miranda thought fast. “I went to high school with the woman. Olivia Wesson. Did you know her?”

The woman continued to glare.

Picking up on the ruse, Holloway touched her arm. “C’mon, honey. I told you not to bother the neighbors.”

Now it was Miranda’s turn to glare. But she made it brief and turned back to the neighbor.

“I haven’t seen her in years. She gave me this address. I guess she moved.” She slumped her shoulders and pouted a little.

Still looking suspicious, the woman reached for a bag of groceries. “If you mean the young blond woman who lived with that gang banger, they moved away years ago.”

Bingo. “Did they? I should have called Olivia. I’ve been meaning to for years, but you know how life gets in the way. Do you know where she went?”

“Not a clue. But I hope she wised up and left that jerk.”

“Oh?”

“Things could get pretty noisy over there. I heard screaming a number of times.”

Miranda’s stomach twisted inside her. “She was fighting with her husband?”

“He wasn’t her husband. They were living together. He was in some motorcycle gang. A few times, him and his buddies congregated out in the street. Made a hell of a noise.”

“What happened to him?”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, where did he go? Is he in jail or something?”

“Oh, I don’t know. She moved out and he put the house up for sale. It’s changed hands several times. There’s a nice quiet family living there now.”

“He was here by himself before the house sold?”

She nodded. “Had some noisy parties with those friends of his. I was glad when they left.”

“Did he move down the street?”

“I would have heard him if he had. Like I said, I don’t know where he went.” She closed her trunk and pressed her key fob to lock her car. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I have to get this milk inside before it sours.”

Without saying goodbye, she marched up the drive and into her house.

Miranda’s shoulders slumped for real this time. She stared down the street.

“Guess we’ve eliminated one block,” Holloway muttered.

“Yeah.”

They returned to the Navigator.

“Any luck?” Parker asked, though he already knew the answer.

Miranda gave him a smirk. “Let’s drive around a bit.”

Parker turned the car around and cruised down the street to the main road. When the traffic cleared, he crossed it and drove down a street with another set of homes similar to the ones they had just left. Stucco, wood, brick. Picture windows. Small lawns.

Parker went around the block, turned at the light, and crossed into another neighborhood. More cozy little houses.

A man walking a dog along the sidewalk. Another dog barking behind a chain link fence. Pickup trucks, palm trees, and hedges. A woman dragging her trash can up her driveway.

Ordinary people living their ordinary lives. With their ordinary secrets.

No one looked like Axel or the mysterious man in Holloway’s sketch. She didn’t see a motorcycle anywhere.

After another half hour, she leaned her head back and groaned. “This is hopeless.”

“Like watching paint dry,” Holloway muttered from the backseat.

Parker’s voice cut through the silence. “I trust you all remember how patience was stressed in your training.”

His remark was met by more silence.

He turned to Miranda and lowered his voice. “We can try the auto repair shop.”

She had been saving that, but if Parker thought this neighborhood cruise was an exercise in futility, might as well go there now.

She nodded to him. “All right. Let’s head that way.”


Chapter Nineteen

 

Back out on the main road traffic was growing heavier. They drove into an area with stand alone businesses, office buildings, and an occasional motel. There were a few strip malls, as well, and apartment buildings, which the team scrutinized as they passed, finding nothing of interest.

Parker slowed as they neared a white brick building on a corner. Miranda spotted the cocky name in bold red letters on a big white sign.

Better Than Good Auto and Transmission.

Miranda pointed to a road. “Turn down there.”

“Just what I was about to do.” Parker pulled onto the narrow side street running beside the auto repair shop.

As they passed the place, Miranda peered into the open bays where mechanics were working. She couldn’t see much in the shadows.

“Shall we stop?” Parker asked.

“Yeah.” An idea was forming in her mind.

Parker drove down a bit, made a neat three-point turn and headed back toward the shop. About fifty feet away, he pulled over to the curb.

“What do you have in mind?”

She tapped her fingers on her lap. “There’s a chance Axel might have come back to work here.”

Parker nodded. “Or someone might remember him.”

Time for some play-acting. Miranda turned around to Wesson. “Do you think Axel would recognize you?”

“I don’t think so.”

“Want to go undercover?”

She grinned. “Do I ever. And just in case—”

She reached into her bag and pulled out a tan canvas sunhat and tucked her thick red hair up under it. A pair of sunglasses completed the look.

Miranda grinned. “Perfect. You two gentlemen cover us ladies.”

“As you wish,” Parker said, a note of pride in his tone.

With the tint on the windows, he and Holloway wouldn’t be seen, especially at this distance. And Parker had just the right viewing angle if anything went south. Of course, that was just extra precaution. She and Wesson could handle themselves.

She got out of the car, waited for Wesson to emerge, and the two ladies headed for the shop through a gate in the chain link fence.

As they stepped across the asphalt, the smell of oil and chassis grease greeted them, accompanied by deep male shouts and the high-pitched screech of lug nuts being tighten with an air gun.

Miranda peeked inside one of the bays and saw a guy in a greasy uniform balancing a tire on a car suspended over his head. Another uniformed guy stood at a bench along the far wall, pecking at a computer.

Neither of them looked like the guy in Holloway’s sketch.

The guy under the car lifted his gun again.

Before the noise started, Miranda called out, “Excuse me, sir.”

He turned, caught sight of her and Wesson, and grinned widely. He turned off the air gun machine and sauntered over to them. “What can I do for you ladies?”

He had a bright white Hollywood smile and blond surfer hair that he had pulled back in a ponytail that went halfway down his back. Under the bland gray uniform Miranda spotted a toned body, but she didn’t see any tattoos.

His name tag said, “Denver.”

No need to fool around. She got straight to the point. “Does Axel Cage work here?”

The smile turned skeptical. “Who wants to know?”

Same question the neighbor lady had asked. People sure were cautious around here.

She turned to Wesson and let out a girlish giggle that was way out of her comfort zone. “I guess he has a lot of girls asking for him, doesn’t he?”

The mechanic eyed her up and down. “Maybe.”

The guy from the counter stepped over. “What’s going on, Denver?”

“These ladies are asking for an Axel Cage, Ethan. You know him?”

The second guy was taller but just as muscle-bound. His head was covered in short brown curls and he wore a thick wide chevron mustache that probably made him look older than he was.

Casually Ethan raised an arm and leaned it on the car’s bumper, which was at his head. “Yeah,” he said. “Axel worked here a long time ago.”

“How long?” Miranda asked, still trying to sound girly.

“Maybe seven, eight years ago.”

That fit with what Olivia had told them.

Miranda forced another pout. “That long ago? He told me he worked here now. He said to look him up.”

Playing along, Wesson took off her sunglasses and wagged a finger at her. “I told you not to believe a guy you met in a bar.”

Denver, the first guy, lit up at the sight of Wesson’s gorgeous face, and his shiny white smile reappeared. “Was Axel going to do some work for you? Maybe one of us could help you ladies out.”

Miranda could imagine the type of work he had in mind. But these guys had to have more information on their possible suspect.

She shifted her weight. “Well, he said he would look over my ride, but I really wanted to see him. Are you sure he hasn’t been back here?”

“Not that I know of.”

Wesson put up her hands. “Well, that’s it. You’ll have to give up on him.”

Miranda tried to look as if she might cry. “You don’t happen to have Axel’s address, do you?” She batted her eyes at the taller guy with the curls named Ethan.

Looking uncomfortable, he scratched his chin. “I couldn’t give you that.” He glanced at his coworker. “But I can tell you where he used to hang out.”

“Really? Could you?”

Denver shook his head. Apparently he knew the spot his coworker was talking about. “I don’t think you should tell them that, Ethan.”

Wesson took a step toward the guy. “Why not?”

“It’s a pretty rough place.”

“But my friend needs to know,” she said, sounding sexy as hell.

Denver melted like snow on the Rockies in springtime. “Okay.”

Ethan raised his hands. “No guarantees you’ll find him there.”

Miranda nodded. “Sure, we understand. What’s the place?”

Ethan glanced at Denver, still hesitating. Then he said the name. “The Wet Guillotine.”

“The what?” Wesson breathed.

“It’s a biker bar over on Culver.” Denver pointed in the direction of the street.

Miranda blinked and glanced at Wesson.

She couldn’t tell if she recognized the place.

Wide-eyed, she turned back to Ethan and resume her girly girl act. “Really? Do you think he’s there?”

Ethan shrugged. “I seem to remember Axel went there several times a week. Don’t know if he still does. Like I said, no guarantees.”

“Sure. But he could be there.” She hoped.

Denver smiled even wider. “Like I said, it’s a pretty rough place. I’d be happy to escort you ladies if you’re going there tonight.”

She was sure he would. But since these two dudes couldn’t tell them any more, it was time to vamoose.

“Oh, thanks.” Miranda began to back away. “That’s so nice of you. But we’re not sure what we’ll do.” She turned around.

Denver took a step toward Wesson. “If you’d like me to look at your car, I can do that for you.”

She shook her head and let out a half-giggle. “That’s okay.”

“Thanks, anyway.” Miranda forced a very fake smile.

Ethan and Denver both took another step toward them.

This was getting dicey. And she had no idea what Parker might do at the sight of these hungry wolves on the prowl.

“Oh, I just remembered I have a manicure appointment.” Wesson said, suddenly sounding not so girly.

She took Miranda by the arm, and they hurried away as fast as they could go without running.

Miranda dared a glance over her shoulder and let out a sigh of relief that the mechanics weren’t following.

Instead they stood there, looking like they were wondering what was wrong with their game.


Chapter Twenty

 

Her face flushed, Miranda climbed into the Navigator and let out an excited breath. “Got it.”

Parker’s brow rose with suspicion. “What precisely did you get?”

She was right. He hadn’t cared for watching his wife flirt with two muscle-bound grease monkeys. But Parker wouldn’t have blown their cover.

She grinned at him. “A place where Axel used to hang out, according to the guy in there who used to know him.”

Parker’s expression turned to satisfaction. “Excellent work.”

Her stomach rippled at the compliment, especially in front of the other two. “Wesson did great, too.”

“Where is this place?” Holloway wanted to know.

“It’s called The Wet Guillotine.” Miranda punched the name into her phone. It didn’t take long for the website to come up. “And it’s just a few miles away.”

She held out the phone to Parker.

His brow rose. “The Wet Guillotine?”

“What kind of a place is it?” Holloway asked with just as much wariness.

Wasn’t it obvious from its name? “The kind of place a guy like Axel Cage would hang out,” she told him as Parker punched the address into the GPS.

Wesson was bouncing up and down in her seat. “Let’s go.”

“Very well.”

Parker turned down the side street and headed away from the auto repair shop. After a few more turns they emerged onto a large tree-lined highway. They were going northeast, toward a better part of town. There were large, more upscale office buildings here, as well as a museum and a park.

Miranda had to blink as they passed an arched entrance. “Is that what I think it is?”

“Yes, if you think it’s a movie studio,” Wesson said from the backseat.

Holloway read the sign out loud. “Thunderclap Studios. Hmm.”

No big deal to her. Miranda recalled something Olivia said. “Did Axel really want to get into the movies?”

Wesson shrugged. “I remember he once bragged he was an undiscovered talent. He said one day he’d come into his own. I don’t know if he was talking about movies or not.”

Hmm. “Maybe he did get some sort of job at the studio. Maybe that’s why he left the auto repair place.”

“Could be.”

For all they knew, he could have gone to Cape Canaveral and tried to become an astronaut.

Parker made a turn onto another side street off the main road and pulled into the bar’s parking lot. Not a lot of customers now. It was just past five. Half a dozen cars and a few motorcycles were parked alongside the neighboring building.

Miranda studied the squarish red brick structure, the beer logos on the window, the sign in blood red letters. The Wet Guillotine. An intentionally creepy place.

But she’d been in creepy dives before.

They were on a hill, and the side street they’d come from dipped downward into a residential area. She watched a tough looking guy in leather with a thick beard and a bandana over his head plod up the sidewalk and make his way to the entrance.

“Do you think Axel’s in there now, Steele?” Wesson asked.

“Hard to tell. It’s kind of early to go drinking.”

Holloway let out a huff. “What are we going to do? We can’t go in there and sit around until nightfall hoping this guy might show up.”

True.

“We can come back later when the place is busier,” Parker suggested.

Miranda looked down at her blue blazer and white top. They might have gone casual today, but they were still too dressed up. “No matter when we do it, we can’t go in there dressed like accountants.” She turned around to Wesson. “Do you know of a place where we can get some appropriate duds?”

She blinked, surprised at the question. She looked even more surprised when the answer came to her.

“La Brea Fashions. It’s back where we came from.”


Chapter Twenty-One

 

So they headed back toward Weho to go shopping.

On the way Wesson called Olivia, and Parker called Mrs. Halifax, the principal, to update them without really telling either of them what they were up to.

By the time they’d fought their way through the traffic and found a parking spot, the sun had gone down, but the trendy leather shop on North La Brea Avenue was still open. An hour and a half later, they had selected their outfits for the evening and were looking cool.

“All we need are chains and knives,” Miranda murmured to Parker as they stuffed their packages into the back of the Navigator.

He didn’t smile. “That’s not a bad idea.”

They rode around for a bit until Parker found an out-of-the-way pawn shop. Inside, they looked over the selection in the cases. The laws were strict in this state, and they didn’t have time to wait for weapons permits, but they picked up a couple of switch blades and short daggers. Those would have to do for tonight’s soiree.

Miranda decided to take Parker up on his nap idea, so they headed back to the hotel and caught an hour and a half of shut-eye before getting dressed and heading out.

In the lobby they stopped at a convenience shop for energy drinks. As they stood sipping them at a small table in their new attire, Miranda couldn’t help smiling at the looks they got from the upscale passersby.

She couldn’t decide whose black leather jacket she liked best.

Hers had zippers up the sleeves and big silver buttons along the V-neck collar. Holloway had chosen a classic racer with a band collar that suited his lanky frame. Wesson was eye-popping in a curve-hugging jacket with a square neckline and a wide front zipper she’d pulled halfway down.

But in Miranda’s opinion, Parker stole the show.

His sexy dark hair was slicked back, except for the unruly wisp that liked to fall over his forehead. In his double-breasted rider of full grain leather, his powerful, muscular body was heart-stopping.

Not only was he even more mouth-wateringly gorgeous than usual, he looked dangerous.

Tight jeans, boots and belts completed the outfits. Along with a black-and-white zebra print top for her, and a leopard skin one for Wesson, both of which the diva detective had picked out.

Looking like a foursome not to be messed with, they finished their drinks, and headed out the entrance. When they climbed into the rental again, they were more than ready to take on whatever they’d find at The Wet Guillotine.

It took another forty-five minutes to reach their destination, and when they turned into the side street alongside the bar, it was just after ten-thirty.

This time, the place was hopping. There was no room in the lot. They would have to park down the street and hike up the hill.

As Parker hunted a spot, Miranda craned her neck to study the row of cycles now crowding the lot and thought of the night she’d gone street racing with a gang leader back in Atlanta.

Just then her cell buzzed. It was Becker.

She read through his text.

“What is it?” Wesson wanted to know.

“Becker got a little more on Imogen’s papa. About ten years ago, Axel Cage did six months in the Los Angeles County Jail for armed robbery.”

She let out a huff. “Livvy didn’t tell me that.”

There was an attachment. “He sent a mug shot taken when Axel was arrested.”

Miranda opened it and took in the punky features of a guy in his early twenties. Medium stubble beard. Intense hazel eyes. His hair was dark brown, as Olivia had said. It fell in waves to his shoulders. His square face was cocked to the side in a surly expression. He was good-looking.

Parker pulled into a spot about half a block down from the bar. “Let me see that.”

She handed the phone to him.

“No distinguishing marks.”

“Other than the bat tattoos, which aren’t in the photo.”

Wesson sat forward. “Let me see.”

Parker passed the phone to her, and she and Holloway took in the image.

Holloway handed the phone back to Miranda. “At least we have a better idea of who we’re looking for.”

“There is that.” Maybe it would help.

But Imogen Wesson had been missing over thirty hours now, and it was hard to keep her hopes up, even if they found Axel.

It didn’t do any good to brood over it. They had to keep trying. She reached for her door handle.

“C’mon. Let’s get in there and see if we can hunt down this creep.”


Chapter Twenty-Two

 

Inside the seedy establishment, they found a smoky, crowded room reverberating with loud Lynyrd Skynyrd music. The walls were littered with the typical neon beer and whisky signs, plus several fake blades covered with fake blood along with a few plastic severed heads with their mouths gaping open as if in a scream.

How else would you decorate a place with this name?

Miranda scanned the tables. Tough-looking clientele sat crowded around them. Lots of hair. Lots of tattoos. Nose rings in abundance. Leather and chains in more abundance, along with jeans and T-shirts embossed with motorcycles, wings, and skulls.

In their new duds, she and her team fit right in.

To the left stood a bar where several large burly patrons sat on stools with their backs to the main area.

In a corner beyond the bar was a pool table. A couple of rough-looking guys were drinking beer and having a game. Neither of them looked like the mug shot of Axel or the dude in Holloway’s sketch.

Miranda spotted an empty table in the corner. She leaned over to Parker. “Why don’t you and Holloway take the bar while Wesson and I go sit over there.”

He drew in a breath. “Are you sure?”

He didn’t like leaving her side in a place like this.

“We can take care of ourselves. If anybody bothers you, we’ll come to your rescue.”

He narrowed his eyes at her bad joke, but he had to agree it was better for him and Holloway to look over the beefy patrons at the bar.

“You can count on the reverse of that,” he said darkly as he gave Holloway a nod, and the pair crossed the room.

Miranda led Wesson to the corner, and they wedged into a little round table. A waitress came by, and they ordered drinks.

Miranda had a root beer and Wesson got a ginger ale.

“Like, is that it?” said the wide-eyed brunette with a tasteful bloody guillotine logo on her T-shirt.

“You have a problem with that?” Miranda asked.

The waitress rolled her eyes. “Suit yourself.”

They had all agreed to no alcohol to keep their heads clear, but now she wondered if they were going to look conspicuous.

After a different waitress delivered the bland drinks, Wesson took a sip and leaned in close. “I don’t see anyone in here who looks like that mug shot Becker sent. Or Holloway’s drawing.”

“I don’t either,” she groaned.

As the music changed to Led Zeppelin, Miranda scanned the tables again.

She watched a large tattooed man with bushy hair who was laughing at something the thin blond across from him had just said. At another table, a hefty woman in a black T-shirt with a large white spider web stretched across her breasts slurped from a big beer mug. A dark table in another corner held a guy with spiky hair dyed yellow who was singing along with the music.

For a moment Miranda thought someone had given him two big black eyes. Then she realized they were tattoos.

She looked over at Wesson and saw she was sulking. Miranda felt for her.

“I’m sorry you’re having to go through this.”

Grimacing, Wesson ran her fingers over her bottle. “I guess I should be used to worrying about my baby sister by now.”

Miranda thought of how much she worried over Mackenzie. “Some people have that affect on you.”

“Yeah.” Wesson stared down at her ginger ale as if she were wishing it was vodka.

Miranda felt like she could use a stiff one, too. “It’s not your fault.”

“Isn’t it?”

“How could it be? You were on the other side of the country.”

Wesson shook her head. “You don’t understand.”

“Understand what?”

“About Livvy and me. How it was growing up in Napa Valley on our parents’ vineyard.”

Miranda could see Wesson wanted to talk. Hoping she wouldn’t regret asking, she said, “What do you mean?”

Wesson took a swallow of her drink to fortify herself, then began. “When I was a teen, sometimes I’d sneak out of my bedroom window in our house and climb down a tree to meet a boyfriend. It was stupid, but I never got caught.”

“So?” What did that have to do with Imogen’s kidnapping?

“Livvy saw me once. She was only eleven then. I thought she was too young to understand what I was doing, but I was wrong. I made her promise not to tell our parents. She never did.”

“Okay.” Miranda still didn’t see the connection.

“A few years passed. I grew up, graduated high school. I still lived at home while I worked and went to community college. One night I came home late and saw Livvy climbing out my window and down that same tree.”

“Like big sister, like little sister.”

Nodding Wesson took another sip of ginger ale. “She wanted me to swear to the same secret. I tried to tell her it was different for me, but she saw through that. I don’t know what I was thinking. I guess I didn’t want to be the overbearing older sister, so I just let her go and promised I wouldn’t say anything to Mom and Dad.”

So she blamed herself for setting a bad example. Miranda frowned. “That still doesn’t make this case your fault.”

“Yes, it does.”

“How?”

“That was the night Olivia met Axel.”

“Oh.” Now she got it.

Jeez. Wesson must have carried this load of guilt around for years. And now it was only getting worse for her.

“Olivia made her own decision that night. She didn’t have to follow in your footsteps.”

Wesson just shook her head.

But Wesson certainly wasn’t responsible for how the jerk named Axel Cage had treated her sister. Only Axel was. Hard for some women to see that. And she wasn’t to blame for what happened to Imogen, either. The only person answerable for the kidnapping was the one who’d taken her.

Knowing she couldn’t convince Wesson of any of that, Miranda kept her mouth shut and studied the crowd again.

A voice came over a loud speaker. “And now for some real fun. Any volunteers?”

“We’re game.”

Lights swept over a stage at the far end of the room as two girls in sparkly dresses climbed a set of stairs to the platform, beer bottles in their hands. Music started. They giggled and poked each other.

Then they began to sing the words being flashed on a nearby wall. “I Feel the Earth Move.”

Yeah, Miranda did, too. Off-key karaoke. Just what her nerves needed.

Wesson gave her a nudge. “Maybe we should try that.”

“Not on your life.”

As the crowd began to cheer for the performers, Miranda’s gaze drifted to the pool table beyond the bar. Parker had wandered over there and was playing a game of 8-ball with a guy in a denim jacket. Holloway stood in a nearby corner looking on.

As he bent down aiming his cue, the guy’s long dark hair fell over his face. She could see tattoos on his arms.

Was that Axel? Had Parker found him?

She gave Wesson’s arm a punch. “Look over there.”

Wesson turned her head in the direction Miranda had indicated and sucked in a breath. “It’s him. Let’s go.”

They got up and squeezed through the tables of customers as fast as they could.

But as soon as they reached the area, Miranda saw there was trouble.

The guy in denim slammed a hand down on the table. “I say you’re cheating, asshole.”

Parker eyed him coolly. “You won the game.”

“The hell you say.”

The guy was as drunk as a skunk.

And now that she was close, Miranda saw his face was too pockmarked to be the man in the mug shot Becker had sent.

Coming around the end of the pool table, the long-haired guy flipped his cue stick and swung it at Parker like a bat—and Parker was the baseball.

Parker didn’t flinch. As the stick reached him, he grabbed it and used the momentum to swing both stick and player around.

The guy let go of the stick and tumbled into the corner, banging his head on a wooden divider.

A heavyset guy with a scraggly beard loomed up behind Parker. “Hey, fucker. You can’t do that.”

Parker turned to him, eyes dark and angry. “I just did. And my name isn’t fucker.”

“Oh yeah?” The big dude rushed him.

This time Parker met the assault with a lightning fast fist to the guy’s jawbone.

With a cry of pain, the jerk crumbled to the floor and rolled under the pool table.

“What are you doing?” Miranda hissed at him.

She was the one who always got caught up in bar fights.

Before Parker could answer, Miranda saw hair fly as another guy lunged toward him.

She got ready to attack, but before she could make a move, a big muscular arm crooked over her shoulder, going for a headlock. She spun around, raised her leg, and gave its owner a hard kick to the groin. He doubled over and joined his buddy under the pool table.

Suddenly there was shouting and bodies all over the place, as everyone started punching and kicking and screaming.

Another leather-clad dude rushed her. She socked him hard in the nose. Down he went with the others.

From the corner of her eye, she saw Wesson tussling with a bushy-headed dude who towered over her. Miranda was just about to reach for the switchblade in her pocket when an alarm went off.

Wah. Wah. Wah.

Oh, crap.

“Steele,” someone shouted.

It was Holloway, who’d just bloodied some guy’s nose. She looked up and saw him point to an Exit sign not far way.

Good idea.

She spotted Parker finishing off a particularly hairy dude. He nodded to her.

“Let’s go,” she shouted to Wesson.

They rushed out the back door, dodging the drunken patrons who were scrambling to get away from the impeding authorities. As people smelling of beer and cigarettes stumbled around her, Miranda looked around to get her bearings.

They had come out near the rear of the bar’s small parking lot. Parker was just behind her. Wesson and Holloway were at her other side.

As she caught her breath, she caught sight of two men smoking and having a private conversation next to one of the Harleys. A black-and-gold Sportster.

They hadn’t been involved in the fight.

But under the street light, somehow they seemed even rougher-looking than the characters they’d been tussling with. One was shorter than the other and on the chubby side. He wore an unflattering horizontal striped shirt under an open leather jacket. His jeans were stylishly ripped at the knees. His hair was bright lime green and framed his face in frizzy curls. He had a large hooked nose that was about as attractive as his hair color.

But it was the other guy who caught Miranda’s attention.

Tall and skinny, he wore black jeans and a sleeveless black leather vest. His stringy, straw-colored hair hung over his face as he stared down at the pavement beneath him.

And on his upper arms—were dragons.

He shifted his weight, turned his head toward the commotion around the bar, and spotted Miranda. Their gazes locked. She could barely make out a scar down the side of his face.

It was him.

The guy in Holloway’s sketch. She was sure of it.

He dropped his cigarette on the pavement and ground it out with his boot. The chubby guy moved away to a nearby sedan, and the dragon-guy mounted the Harley.

“It’s him,” Miranda whispered to Parker.

“And he saw us.”

“We’ve got to follow him,” Wesson hissed, shock evident in her voice. “He might lead us to where he’s holding Imogen.”

“Let’s go.” Miranda spun around, fought through the crowd with Parker and her two colleagues, and nearly raced down the hill to the Navigator.


Chapter Twenty-Three

 

Parker spun out onto the side street and did some fancy maneuvers to avoid the pedestrians and cars hurrying away from the bar.

As they neared the main road, Miranda peered through the windshield. She caught a blur of the Sportster’s taillight.

“There he is. Heading west.”

Parker turned onto Culver and slowed, using the traffic to shield the Navigator from view.

The Harley was in the left lane. They were in the right.

Going about forty, they cruised past the upscale office buildings. Muscles tense, Miranda listened to the traffic noises around her. A silver sedan braked in front of them as a light up ahead turned red.

She sat back in her seat and let out a huff.

“Don’t worry, Steele,” Holloway said. “We’ve got him.”

Did they? Outside the bar, she’d been sure that was the guy in the drawing. Now, not so much. Maybe she just wanted to see that guy.

Parker read her doubts. “It was him. Or at least what Holloway drew from the little boy’s description.”

Good enough. Now, they couldn’t lose him.

The light turned and cars started to move again. A cranberry Audi zoomed past them. Parker held a steady speed. Lights from the landscaped median flickered on the pavement.

They drove past the movie studio, the park, and the museum. As they hit another light, a large SUV blocked her view.

“Damn,” Miranda muttered under her breath.

“I can see him,” Parker said in a reassuring tone.

They started to move again. But after the sluggish SUV made an unhurried turn down a side street, the Harley had disappeared.

“Where is he?”

Wesson leaned forward between the seats and pointed. “I see him. There. Right in front of that gas station.”

Half a block up the road. The guy had gained too much distance for her liking.

“Is he stopping to refuel?” Holloway wanted to know.

Parker’s gaze zeroed in on the guy. “I don’t think so.”

“He’s seen us,” Wesson moaned.

“No, he hasn’t,” Holloway insisted.

Before they could agree on that point, the Harley made a sudden left.

Parker swung into the lane and followed the turn just as the light turned red.

Miranda looked around.

They were in another residential section, similar to Olivia’s old neighborhood. Humble single family homes sat crammed together in scant front yards. Lots of stucco, fences, and palm trees. Everything seemed to be quiet and dark.

The dude on the Harley went two blocks down and turned left. He drove for several more blocks, then turned right onto a street named Elenda. After a short jaunt he turned right again.

Miranda ground her teeth. “He’s giving us the run around. And we don’t have the traffic to cover us here.”

“I was just about to adjust for that.”

Parker slowed and pulled over for a moment, letting the Harley get ahead about half a block. Then he pulled out again and followed at an easy pace.

They passed a ball field lit up by the street lamps. A couple of young guys were hanging around on the corner.

“Isn’t that the park we passed before?” Miranda said.

“I believe you’re correct.”

She folded her arms in disgust. Was this going to turn out to be a wild goose chase?

But the Harley kept on going. A few blocks later, it paused for a stop sign, then turned down another street.

Parker came to a halt and waited at the sign.

The Harley slowed and swung into a driveway. Parker waited another minute, then turned onto the road. About two houses down, he pulled over to the curb behind a black Nissan.

The driveway belonged to a small white single story home with a dark roof and a large gnarled tree in the front yard overhanging the street.

Easy Rider turned off his engine, chained his Harley it up to a fence, and headed for the front door. Before he reached it, lights came on in the living room. Then someone turned on the light at the front door.

The door opened and two tow-headed little boys ran out to greet the man.

“Daddy! Daddy!” they cried.

Miranda peered through the darkness. It was after midnight. A little late for kids to be up.

As the man picked the littlest boy up in his arms, a woman emerged from the house. She had on and gray sweatpants and a loose-fitting jersey. It was hard to tell from that distance, but she seemed young. Maybe in her late twenties. She was pretty and wore her light blond hair in a short sassy style, but it was messy. Like she’d been asleep.

She stood with her arms folded, an unwelcoming look on her face.

As the man reached her, he gave her a kiss on the cheek. She didn’t seem pleased, but he brushed past her and they all disappeared inside.

Miranda wrinkled her nose. “Married with kids?”

“Or he wants us to think so,” Parker said.

Wesson let out a deep sigh. “I don’t think Imogen’s in that house.”

“So what now, Steele?” Holloway sounded beyond frustrated.

Miranda stared at the house feeling numb. Were they being played? The guy on the Harley had clearly seen her—had seen all of them—back at the bar. But did he know they were following him?

In the backseat, Holloway was on his phone. “Looked up the address. This house is in the name of a Marie Applegate.”

“Anything else?”

“Can’t go any deeper with this app.”

She’d have to get Becker to look into it.

So what now? Should they sit here and stake out the house all night? What if she was wrong? A lot of people could fit that sketch of Holloway’s, and how accurate was it anyway? Was this just some ordinary dude who’d gone out and had a few beers, then had come home to his family?

Her head ached with doubt.

She looked over at Parker and saw nothing but hardness on his face. And a small cut on his lip from the bar fight.

Just as she opened her mouth to ask his opinion, Wesson’s phone went off.

They all jumped at the sound.

“Who is that?” Holloway snapped.

Wesson’s face looked pale in the shadows. “It’s Olivia.”

She answered it, listened a moment, then put her on speaker. “You’ve got to hear this.”

Olivia’s rattled voice filled the car. “Oh, my God. My God. I can’t stop shaking.”

“What is it, Olivia?” Parker said to her in a steady voice.

Miranda heard the poor woman take in deep breaths trying to calm herself.

And then she told them what was wrong.

“I just got another phone call from that awful mechanical voice.”


Chapter Twenty-Four

 

Forty minutes later Miranda was back in Olivia’s apartment, sitting in the same spot on the couch she’d occupied twenty-four hours ago.

Her team was gathered around the coffee table, staring down at Olivia’s cell phone.

“Play it again,” Miranda told her.

Her fingers still shaking Olivia pressed the button on the recording app Holloway had given her, and the creepy sounding voice came out of the phone’s speaker.

“Listen carefully and do exactly as I say. Go to Pacific Bank on Washington at ten o’clock tomorrow morning. Withdraw fifteen thousand dollars.”

Olivia’s response had also been recorded. “Fifteen thou—”

“Do it, or you’ll never see your daughter again.”

The line went dead.

Olivia’s hands flew to her face. “Oh my poor baby. My poor, poor baby. Where is she?”

Wesson put an arm around her sister and rubbed her back. “Keep it together, Livvy. We all have to. For Imogen.”

Olivia nodded, sucking back her tears. “What do I do?” Helplessly she looked at Miranda.

Miranda turned to Parker, met his gaze. His look was grim. She gave him a nod.

“Do what he said. Do you have the money?”

She nodded. “It’s most of my savings. But he didn’t even say what to do with it.”

“We can assume he’ll call back with further instructions,” Parker said.

“I don’t know if I can stand another phone call.”

A wild look on her face, Wesson spun around on the couch. “You can’t give that creep your life savings, Livvy.”

Miranda felt Olivia bristle beside her.

“I’ll do whatever I have to to get my daughter back.”

“Calm down, both of you. At least we’ve got a recording now.” Miranda dug out her own phone and dialed Becker’s number.

“Hmm,” said a tired voice. “Who is this?”

“It’s me, Becker.”

She looked at the time on the kitchen clock. It was after four a.m. back in Atlanta. Becker must have gone to bed after sending the information on Axel Cage a few hours ago.

“Oh, right. Hey, Steele. Any news?”

Ignoring the sense of guilt for waking him up, she filled Becker in on what they’d done that night. Parker had already relayed the details of tonight’s excursion to Olivia, and she sat hugging herself, her face pale as she listened to them again.

“We’ve got a recording.” Miranda picked up Olivia’s phone. “Holloway, can you send this to Becker?”

“Sure thing.” Holloway took the cell and started pushing buttons.

“Any chance you can work on this now?” Miranda said to Becker.

“Of course. Heading for my office now. Everyone’s asleep, so it will be quiet.”

“I didn’t wake Fanuzzi, did I?”

“No. She was sleeping like a log, thank goodness. She’s exhausted.”

That didn’t make Miranda feel any better. She hated interrupting Becker’s family life right now. He had to be just as exhausted as Fanuzzi. But she needed him.

“How does this recording thing work?” she asked.

“I’ll take the file, run it through some software, play around with it until I get a recognizable voice.”

“Then what?”

“Then someone will have to recognize it.”

That was a heck of a missing piece. But if it was Axel calling, Olivia could do that. If her nerves held out.

“Okay. Let me know as soon as you get something.”

“Will do.”

She hung up, her mind starting to focus. “Send Becker the information you got on that address as well. What was the owner’s name again?”

Holloway was juggling both his and Olivia’s phones. “Marie Applegate. Already done.”

“Good.” She turned to Olivia. “Pacific Bank on Washington. Is that where you usually go?”

She blinked as if coming out of a daze. “Yes. That’s my bank, but I go to the one on Fairfax near the salon.”

“Where’s the one on Washington? Downtown?”

Parker was looking it up on his phone, his face turned grim. “It’s in Culver City.”

The place where they’d just come from. The place where Olivia and Axel used to live. The place with the auto repair shop where Axel used to work.

A chill went down Miranda’s spine. There was definitely a pattern forming here.

But how did the kidnapper know where Olivia’s kept her money? “Do you bank online?”

“Sometimes. Only from my laptop.”

They might have a hacker on their hands. She wished she could clone Becker.

“I’ll take a look at her computer,” Parker said. “If you don’t mind.”

“No, of course not. I’ll go get it.” As if in a fog, Olivia rose and made her way down the hall.

“We need to go with her tomorrow,” Miranda said quietly to the team after Olivia had disappeared.

Bank. She looked up and caught Holloway’s eye. The last time they were in a bank together it didn’t go well. She’d almost lost her teammate then. And they’d had half of the Atlanta PD coordinating things.

Tomorrow, they wouldn’t even have a weapon among them.

“Here it is.” Olivia reappeared, carrying her open laptop.

She set it down on the small kitchen table, and Parker got to work.

Miranda sat on the couch massaging her temples and staring off into space. They had to get a plan together. They needed manpower, weapons. If only they could call the cops.

She had to laugh at herself. If someone had told her five years ago she’d be wishing for cops, she would have called them crazy.

Wesson scooted close to her. “What are we going to do, Steele?”

The never-ending question. “We need to go with Olivia tomorrow, but it can’t look like we’re together.”

“Right.”

“And we really need to stake out that house we were at tonight.”

“The one Dragon-Boy led us to?”

Miranda smirked. “That’s what you’re calling him?”

“What else?”

It fit. “We need another car.”

“I can rent one and sit outside that location,” Holloway volunteered.

“Are you sure?”

He scowled at her. “Of course, I am.”

It was late and he was getting touchy again.

But she didn’t want to leave a team member alone at a possible kidnapper’s house. She didn’t want to split up the team.

“I’m a big boy, Steele. I can take care of myself.” As he spoke the terse words, Holloway turned to Parker.

Ignoring his comment, Parker shook his head. “I’m not finding any unusual activity. I’m running a special virus scan. It will take an hour or so.”

Miranda shot him a “Help me” look.

Holloway cleared his throat.

Calmly Parker turned to Holloway. “It’s up to Miranda, Curt.”

Thanks a lot.

She looked up at the clock again. It was almost one-thirty here. “Rental places will be closed now.”

“We can get a vehicle at the airport.” Parker rose and showed Olivia what to look for when the scan finished.

“Okay,” Miranda sputtered, at her wits end. “We’ll get Holloway another car. But text me every hour.”

Holloway gave her a self-satisfied expression. “Won’t you be sleeping?”

She got to her feet. “Probably. I’ll read them in the morning. Meanwhile, you keep an eye on Dragon-Boy and see if he leaves the house. The rest of us will go with Olivia to the bank at ten.”

From the kitchen table, Olivia turned to her looking horrified. “All of you? What if the kidnapper is watching me?”

“We’ll be discreet. He won’t see us.” And if Dragon-Boy showed up at the bank, they’d know he was coming because of Holloway’s tail.

Okay, Holloway’s idea about renting an extra car was a good one.

Olivia pushed back her bangs. “It will take at least an hour to get to Culver City in the morning rush hour.”

“We’ll be here by eight-thirty,” Miranda said.

Olivia came over to her. “Make it eight. I’ll make breakfast for everyone.”

“Are you sure?”

Olivia nodded. “I have food that will spoil if I don’t use it.”

Because Imogen wasn’t here to eat it.

“Okay.” Miranda turned to Wesson. “Are you staying here again?”

She nodded. “I’m not leaving her.”

Olivia didn’t respond to that, but deep down she had to be grateful. At least, Miranda hoped so.

“Let’s get going then.”

Olivia took Miranda’s hand and gave it a heartfelt squeeze. “Thank you, again. For everything.”

Miranda squeezed her back. “This will all be over soon.”

But as she headed out the door with Parker and Holloway, she realized this case could be far from over.


Chapter Twenty-Five

 

Axel finished up the dishes and wiped the sink and the counter. He dried his hands and draped the towel over the cabinet door.

He got himself a beer from the fridge, took it into the living room, and eased himself into an armchair. As he sipped, he watched his sleeping daughter on the couch. She was pretty, like her mother. And way too curious.

She kept asking about Draco. Who was he? Why were they staying at his house? She asked about her mother, too, and when she would see her again. Axel wondered if she wanted them to get back together.

After Draco had left that morning for work, Axel had called in sick at his job and taken Imogen to the grocery store. She’d given him directions on every aisle, picking an assortment of healthy foods, including grass fed milk and a loaf of whole grain bread.

When they got home, she’d done her homework while he’d done a load of laundry. Proudly she showed him her paper. She’d written about becoming a veterinarian when she grew up because she loved animals. She wrote she wanted a puppy, but her mother had said no.

Why didn’t Livvy get her a puppy? he thought as he’d swept and mopped the kitchen floor. That was the trouble with women like Livvy. They thought they knew everything. Feeling miserable, he’d cleaned the bathroom, taken out the trash, and cooked a decent meal for supper.

He’d been a regular Suzie Homemaker.

After dinner, he and Imogen had watched some TV together while they waited for Draco to return. It was two in the morning now. Imogen had fallen asleep hours ago.

Where the hell was he?

And why was Axel feeling like some PMSing broad waiting for her man to come home?

Axel was just about to settle down on the floor with the new air mattress he’d bought today when his cell rang.

Draco.

He went back into the kitchen to talk. “Where the hell have you been?”

“Busy.”

“You left me here all day to take care of the kid.”

“Wouldn’t have to do that if you kept her in the closet.”

Axel ground his teeth. If Draco were here, he’d punch him in the face.

“You didn’t do anything stupid, did you, Axel?”

Now he was calling him stupid? “Like what?”

“Like call your ex.”

“Why would I do that?”

“Those detectives found me at the Guillotine tonight.”

“At the Guillotine?”

“You heard me.”

Somehow they’d found their habitual watering hole. “I told you they were good.”

“They tailed me from the bar. I had to go to Marie’s to throw them off the trail.”

So that was where he’d been. “They followed you to Marie’s?”

“Yeah, but I think they gave up and left. I’m staying here for the night to be sure. And to get a little tail.”

Ha. Bet she made him sleep on the floor. See how he liked it. “So how’d it go tonight?”

“I talked to Crow. It’s all set for tomorrow.”

“What about the police?”

“We’ve got our guy inside. They won’t mess things up.”

“You sure about that?”

“You questioning my judgment, Axel?”

For the hundredth time, Axel wished he’d said no when Draco had come to him with this scheme. Not that he’d really had that option.

“Let’s just hope it works,” he said.

“It’ll work.”

“It had better.”

He hung up, tossed his empty beer into the trash, plodded into the living room, and settled in on the air mattress. Before he turned off the light, once more he studied his daughter’s peaceful face.

After this was over, maybe he’d talk to Olivia about seeing his daughter from time to time. The idea surprised him, but he meant it. Something about the little girl hit a soft spot he’d never known he’d had. After this was over, things would change.

Maybe then he could start being a real father.


Chapter Twenty-Six

 

The next morning, Miranda awoke to a loud alarm and a headache.

She sat up and stared blankly at her phone. Less than four hours sleep and way too much stress. After picking up a car at the airport, they’d arrived back at the hotel around three a.m.

At that hour there hadn’t been much in the way of vehicle selection. The best they could do was a hunter green Corolla Miranda hoped was dark enough to hide in the shadows.

At least it had GPS.

She scrolled through her text conversation with Holloway from last night.

I’m here. Harley’s still chained outside.

Make sure he doesn’t see you.

I know how to do my job.

Let us know when he moves again.

Roger that.

Nothing more had come in.

“He’ll text you again when he has something to tell us.” Parker strolled over and touched her hair.

She took his hand and pressed it to her cheek for comfort. “I know. I’m just on edge.”

“We’re doing all we can.”

“Yeah.” But was it enough?

She got to her feet and felt a sudden surge of relief when his arms slid around her and he pulled her to his strong chest. Once she’d resented his strength, his power over her. Now she drew from it, drank it in like a healing tonic.

He kissed her face, then found her lips, lingered there for a moment.

Then she broke away. “I’d better get ready or we’ll be late.” Though she wished she could crawl back in the sack with him.

“This will all be over soon,” he told her.

The same words she’d said to Olivia last night. They didn’t sound so hollow coming from him.

“At least we’re at step one.”

“One step at a time.”


Chapter Twenty-Seven

 

As promised, Olivia had a large skillet of cage free eggs, organic hash browns, and cheese dotted with avocado slices waiting for them when they arrived at her apartment.

They gathered around the kitchen table, and everyone dug in. Miranda wolfed down a big plateful of the scrumptious fare, as well as three cups of black freshly-ground coffee. She ate almost as much as Wesson.

When she finished, she wiped her mouth. “Are we all set for today? Everyone know what to do?”

Olivia picked up her plate and took it to the sink. “Just what I would normally do. Go in and make a withdrawal. I called Tennille and asked her to open the shop for me. I said I’d be in around noon.”

Their client had on a nice pair of salmon colored slacks and a lacy pale gray top. Her thick blond hair was down and flowing to her shoulders. She looked professional.

“Right,” Miranda said, handing her plate to her. “Parker and I will go in right behind you and pretend to be shopping for a car loan.”

Wesson got to her feet and cleared some more dishes from the table. “And I’ll enter the bank two minutes after you do and go to another teller. I’ll ask for two rolls of quarters to do laundry.”

Miranda nodded. “Assuming everything goes well, when Olivia gets the money, Parker and I will finish up and leave right behind her.”

Wesson helped Olivia load plates into the dishwasher. “And I’ll leave as soon as I get my quarters. Should be a snap.” But she didn’t sound so confident.

Miranda could tell she was worried, even though she looked the part in her fashion jeans and a nice T-shirt, with her flaming red hair pulled back in a ponytail.

Parker, who’d worn one of his suits for this ruse, drank the last of his coffee and took his dish to the sink. “The bank will have you fill out a form to report the withdrawal to the IRS,” he said to Olivia. “It may take some time. And as soon as the bank opens, you should call ahead to make sure they have the funds on hand.”

Olivia turned to him, eyes wide. “What if they don’t?”

“We may have to use an alternate institution.”

“I don’t know what that man on the phone will think of that.”

“Let’s just see how it goes before we worry about that problem.”

Olivia nodded.

Wesson wiped her hands on a towel. “I’ve been thinking. Why that amount?”

“What do you mean?” Miranda asked.

“Fifteen thousand. Seems low for a ransom.”

Miranda had wondered about that, too. She’d come up with her own explanation. “He has to know Olivia owns a beauty salon. Maybe he thinks that’s all he can get out of her.”

“I guess so. It’s not like she’s a rich tycoon.”

And why did the kidnapper pick Olivia when there were so many other rich people around he could get more from? Which made it more likely Axel was behind all this. Miranda wondered if Wesson still thought Olivia’s ex was involved after last night. It seemed like Dragon-Boy lived in the same area Axel used to live and work. It wouldn’t be a stretch to think they were in the same gang.

They finished cleaning up and headed for the bank.

Outside the weather was breezy and dry and felt like a spring day. If only she could feel as cheery.

Maybe it would all work out. The kidnapper would give them a drop point, he’d tell Olivia where Imogen was, and they’d all go get her. This ordeal could all be over by tonight.

With Wesson behind her in the backseat of the Navigator, Miranda kept an eye on Olivia’s white Honda Accord while Parker followed it, driving well behind the car so as not to look suspicious.

Well, they’d had enough practice doing that last night, hadn’t they?

They headed down Crescent to La Cienega Blvd and Culver City, then took Venice all the way to the bank. Their destination turned out to be only about a mile away from Marie Applegate’s house. Traffic was heavy, and as predicted, it took about an hour to reach the place.

Parker pulled into the lot and backed into a spot well away from the door.

It was a smallish single-story brick building on the corner with friendly signs inviting customers inside. Pretty ordinary-looking.

Miranda peered out the window at a woman exiting the place with a small child. A middle-aged man got out of a gray Volvo and headed for the ATM.

Olivia’s white Accord sat near the front door.

Miranda checked the time. Nine fifty-seven.

“What’s she waiting for?” Wesson hissed from the backseat.

As soon as the words were out of Wesson’s mouth, Miranda’s cell buzzed. Olivia had sent a text.

I called ahead. They have the funds.

Miranda gritted her teeth. It couldn’t feel great to have to withdraw your life savings to give to some crook.

She texted back. Good. Are you ready?

Yes.

Go ahead, then. We’ll be right behind you.

All right.

A few seconds later, the door of the Accord opened, and Olivia emerged. Without looking toward the Navigator she headed for the entrance. So far, she seemed to be keeping her head.

“Let’s go.” Parker handed the keys to Wesson.

Miranda got out of the car with him and headed to the bank’s front door just as Olivia disappeared through it.

Thirty seconds later, they stepped through it as well.

Inside the air was cool and the style was modern and utilitarian, with a white-and-royal blue carpet covering the floor, its pattern curving around kiosks and countertops. The bank logo hung on a wall behind the teller area. Across the room, Olivia was waiting in line.

On an adjacent wall near the end of the teller counter, an animated sign featured dancing money explaining the life of a dollar bill. Cute.

Miranda took a brochure from a nearby holder and took a seat on a padded bench with her back to the tellers.

At that moment, Wesson entered and headed for one of the areas for customers to fill out deposit and withdrawal slips. There she pretended to hunt for cash in her large purse.

For a long moment, Miranda pretended to gaze up at the illuminated signs near the side offices. They boasted about loans and interest rates on checking accounts. Casually she turned her head and took in the customers in line.

There were about a dozen of them.

A hefty man in a gray pinstripe suit on a cell phone. Two middle-aged women who looked like they were going on a shopping spree. A young guy in baggy jeans and T-shirt who looked bored.

Miranda kept an eye on him.

She didn’t see anyone with a dragon tattoo. But as the far teller booth emptied and Olivia stepped toward it, a familiar tingle went down the back of her neck.

She leaned close to Parker and whispered. “Something doesn’t feel right about this.” Not that kidnapping someone’s daughter could ever feel right.

“It hasn’t felt right since we got here,” Parker agreed.

There was little they could do about that now.

“They told me it would be okay,” Miranda heard Olivia say.

The teller smiled at her and then went to the back. Had something gone wrong?

She felt her phone buzz and pulled it out.

“Message?” Parker murmured quietly.

“From Holloway.” She read it.

Subject left on Harley forty minutes ago. Followed him to movie studio. He entered at the gate with a pass.

“He works at the movie studio?”

“Apparently.”

She glanced over at the counter. The smiling teller had returned. Olivia was finishing up and putting the cash into her purse. Miranda started to thumb a reply to Holloway.

Almost done here. Join us at the—

Suddenly there was a pop and a loud boom.

The dancing dollar sign on the wall next to the teller desk exploded and burst into flames. Shrapnel and powder flew through the air and the whole place began to reek of smoke.

“Get down!” cried the man in the suit. “Get down!”

Everyone started screaming. The tellers ducked behind their counter. Some people got onto the floor. Others ran for the entrance.

Miranda watched Olivia turn around and freeze, a stunned look of horror on her face.

Flames climbed up the wall near her.

No time to wait. Miranda raced across the floor and grabbed Olivia’s arm. A second later, Wesson was at her sister’s other side while Parker cleared a path and held the door open for them. More people rushed out.

As they went out the door, Miranda saw someone grab a fire extinguisher and start dousing the blaze.

They hurried to the Navigator and climbed inside.

So much for the plan to look like they weren’t together.

Wesson put an arm around her sister. “Are you all right, Livvy? Are you hurt?”

Olivia sat staring out the window at the chaos. “I’m okay. I think I am.”

Miranda looked her over. She didn’t look like she’d been cut.

“What happened?” Olivia murmured.

“Someone set off an explosion on that wall near you,” Parker said darkly.

“The kidnapper?” Miranda said.

“Why would he do that?” Wesson wanted to know.

Exasperated, Miranda raised her hands. “I have no idea.”

A siren went off in the distance.

Parker started the car. “If we don’t want to explain what we were doing here to the police, we’d better leave before they arrive.”

“Good idea,” Miranda said.

He pulled out of the parking space and drove to the end of the lot. He turned onto the street and was several feet away when the first police car arrived.


Chapter Twenty-Eight

 

Dazed and confused, they returned to Olivia’s apartment and sat in the living room trying to put the pieces together.

On the couch, Wesson hugged her sister, once again trying to comfort her. “You did get the money, right?”

She nodded and pointed at her bag on the coffee table. “It’s in my purse.”

Wesson opened it to check that the cash was still there. She caught Miranda’s eye. “Why would anyone want to blow up a bank in the middle of the day? It doesn’t make any sense if they weren’t robbing it.”

Olivia leaned over and buried her face in her hands. “All I know is I want my baby back.”

Wesson’s question burning inside her, Miranda marched back and forth across the carpet. She was still feeling the aftershock of the explosion. It reminded her too much of Paris.

She caught Parker staring out the apartment’s glass doors. His dark look told her he was thinking the same thoughts.

“The plan stays the same,” she said. “We have the money. Now we wait for the kidnapper to call back and tell us where to deliver it.” She looked toward Parker. “Right?”

Turning around, he nodded.

She put her hands in the air. “This had to be a coincidence. The kidnapper wouldn’t have set off that explosion. Right?”

“It seems unlikely,” Parker said.

Before she could reply, there was a knock on the door. It was Holloway.

On the way back to the apartment, Miranda had finished her text and told him to come here. She opened the door and let him in.

He entered the room with his long strides. “What’s going on?”

“There was an explosion at the bank,” she told him.

“A what?” The alarm on his face had Miranda flashing back to the bank in Atlanta and what had happened to his ex-wife.

She tried to explain the details, but Holloway seemed just as confused by the incident as everyone else.

Wesson reached for the remote. “Let’s turn on the TV. There’s got to be something about the bank on the news.”

She flipped through channels until the Pacific Bank building appeared on the screen. A female reporter stood outside in the parking lot with a microphone in hand, looking very serious.

“Here it is. We’re on the news,” Wesson said, sounding annoyed.

“Not us,” Miranda told her. “Just the bank.”

Wesson turned up the sound and the reporter’s voice filled the room. “Authorities have no clue as to who set off a small explosion at Pacific Bank in Culver City this morning. Speculation is that the incident was some kind of sick prank, possibly executed by a disgruntled customer.”

“Sick is right,” Holloway muttered.

The reporter continued. “What we do know is the FBI has been called in. Here’s the agent in charge now. Sir, what can you tell us?”

The reporter stuck her microphone into the face of a good looking man in a dark suit. In a deep voice sounding made for television, he explained that the attack on the bank was a federal offense. Then he went on to do some fancy double talk that told Miranda they knew nothing yet.

But that voice was familiar. And so was the face.

As she studied the screen, she heard Wesson gasp.

Her colleague jumped to her feet. “Oh, my God. It’s him.”

It was him. Miranda knew that face. The dark hair. The lean muscular body. The movie star looks. The cocky attitude.

Simon Sloan.

The agent they’d worked with four months ago on the Dylan Ward Hughes case. As the recognition processed in her head, her stomach sank to the floor.

They’d worked with Sloan on a kidnapping case where criminals sold children as sex slaves.

“What the hell is he doing here?” Miranda whispered.

The reporter continued. “Agent, we’re hearing reports from some of the witnesses on scene saying one of the teller’s keyboards set off the blast.”

Sloan’s good-looking face was like rock. “We’re confiscating the evidence for our investigation now,” he said, without answering her question.

“Do you know anything so far?” the reporter probed.

Sloan yielded a millimeter. “We’re considering the possibility the explosion was rigged to go off by one of the tellers’ computers, but we have no verification right now.”

“Do you know who might be responsible for doing that?”

“Not at this time. But we’re glad to report no one was seriously injured. We’ll be making a statement to the press as soon as we have more information. In the meantime, please let us get back to work.” Before she could say any more, he spun around and marched toward the building with his brisk gait.

The reporter turned back to the camera. “And there you have it. Authorities are asking anyone who might know something about this case to call crime stoppers at the following number.”

Wesson switch off the TV. “Why is Sloan involved?”

“Who is he?” Olivia asked.

“An acquaintance.” Miranda shot Wesson a warning look. “We don’t know anything yet.”

Wesson nodded back. The last thing Olivia needed was to hear about the case they’d worked in Atlanta with Sloan.

“What are we going to do, Steele?”

What were they going to do? Only thing they could do. “Stick to the plan. We can’t assume the explosion had anything to do with Olivia. All we know is—”

Just then Olivia’s phone rang and the room went dead silent as the word Unavailable appeared on her screen.

Olivia stared at the cell as if it were a dead rat.

“Answer it, Livvy,” Wesson whispered to her.

Nodding, Olivia reached for the phone as if on autopilot. But she had the presence of mind to put it on speaker.

The unnerving mechanical voice rang out. “Did you get my present at the bank?”

Olivia gasped. “What?”

“That bomb was for you. Just in case you’re getting any ideas.”

She looked lost for a moment, then turned angry. “Where’s my daughter? I have your money. Give her back to me, and I’ll let you have all of it.”

“We’ll get back to you on that.”

The caller hung up and the phone went dead.

“Oh, my God.” Olivia buried her face in Wesson’s shoulder and sobbed.

Her heart breaking, Miranda’s head spun. It was the kidnapper who’d set off that explosion? Why?

Her own eyes were tearing up now. Nothing made sense anymore. Who could set off an explosion at a bank and not worry about repercussions? The kidnapper hadn’t wanted the police involved and now they had the FBI. Who could be so sure of themselves?

Somebody with a lot of power. Criminal power.

They had to get to Sloan. They had to examine that bomb themselves.

Holloway looked like he following her thinking.

But as she moved over to the corner where he stood observing the scene in the living room, he murmured, “Becker.”

“What? No.” In addition to the bank in Atlanta, this case was starting to remind her of Paris again. She thought of Becker’s missing fingertip. “Becker’s already been through too much.”

Holloway scowled, but he knew what she meant. “Becker’s been studying explosives ever since Paris, Steele. He’ll know what this is.”

“Curt has a point,” Parker said.

She glared at Parker. “You agree?”

“The configuration of the explosive device could give us clues about the kidnapper.”

She let out a huff of frustration. “Couldn’t you look at the equipment?”

“I can and I will, but it would be prudent to have a second pair of eyes.”

Miranda ran a hand through her hair. She didn’t like feeling responsible for people like this. But Holloway had a point. The more knowledgeable the investigator, the more likely to get some solid information from the evidence. They wouldn’t need Becker for more than a day or so.

Miranda waved a hand at the TV. “How are we even going to contact Sloan?” They could try going through Parker’s sister, but they probably wouldn’t get very far.

“I have an idea about that,” Parker said.

“Okay, I’ll call Becker.” She didn’t know what else to do.

Pulling out her cell phone, she slipped through the sliding glass doors behind the kitchen table and stepped out onto the apartment’s balcony.

The sun warming her skin, she stared out at the hazy blue sky and the vista of rooftops and hills stretched out below. This was a vacation spot. The place of dreams and movie stars. How could such a thing happen here?

But the sober part of her knew there was plenty of crime in this town, like in all big cities.

She dialed Becker’s number. It rang five times and went to voice mail.

She looked down at the phone, feeling even more on edge. He was probably asleep. She’d had him working all night. She was about to try again when Becker called back.

“Sorry, Steele. Had my hands in dishwater.”

He’d been helping out Fanuzzi. Swallowing down her guilt, Miranda felt herself start to change her mind about bringing him out here. “That’s okay. How are—things?”

“Busy. Joanie’s got that party tonight, Callie and Tommy will be home from school in a little bit, and Charlie has basketball practice.”

She squeezed her eyes shut. “Sounds like you’ve got your hands full. Guess Fanuzzi really needs you.”

“She’s running me ragged,” he chuckled. “I could use a break.”

“Oh? Uh, you wouldn’t want to come out here, would you?” she didn’t sound very boss like, but she’d always had a soft spot for Becker, and Fanuzzi was her best friend.

His answer surprised her. “You mean it, Steele?”

She stared at the phone. “I don’t want to take you away from your family. Fanuzzi needs you. She’s having a baby.”

“Not yet, she isn’t.”

“But you have so much going on.”

“Coco will be there tonight to help Joanie. Our neighbor can watch Callie and Tommy. She loves to babysit. And I can ask Antonio to pick up Charlie after his game.”

“Are you sure?”

There was a long sheepish pause. “Actually, to be honest, Joanie and I are kind of getting on each other’s nerves.”

“Oh?” Miranda said again.

“I was thinking of going into the office today. She told me I should. Right after she told me I couldn’t make a decent ganache if my life depended on it.”

Fanuzzi had been testy since she’d gotten pregnant.

“Plus she told me to go out there last night after you called.”

“She did?”

“She said, ‘Why don’t you get on a plane and go find that little girl?’”

Fanuzzi never did mince words.

“Are you sure?” Miranda repeated.

“Joanie wants to help. I want to help. It’s my job. If you need me, I’m there. I’ll pack a bag and take the next available flight.”

Now she got it. Becker was a good guy, but there was only so much cooking drama a guy could take.

Miranda breathed a sigh of relief. “Turns out we do need you. We had an incident today.”

“What kind of an incident?”

She explained what had happened at the bank and who they’d seen on TV. Then she told him about the kidnapper’s last phone call.

“Oh, my God. The guy who took Imogen set off that bomb?”

“That’s what he claimed.”

“That’s really weird. And Simon Sloan is in LA?”

“Yep.”

“Does that mean what I think it does?”

He was thinking about the Dylan Ward Hughes case, too.

“We don’t know,” Miranda said. “We don’t know much of anything yet. But if we can get our hands on the computer that triggered the explosion today, we might be able to figure something out.”

“And that’s what you need me for.”

“Right.”

“Has Sloan contacted you?”

“Not exactly.”

“How are we going to access the equipment?”

At that moment, the glass door slid open and Parker stepped through. “May I speak to him?”

“Sure.” Miranda handed him the phone. “He’ll be on the next flight out.”

With a nod Parker took her phone and pressed the Speaker button. “Glad to hear you’ll be joining us, Dave.”

“Glad to help, sir.”

“Don’t worry about traveling expenses. The Agency will cover them.”

“Thank you, Mr. Parker.”

“On your way to the airport, I need you to do me a favor.”

“Anything.”

“Stop at the Agency. Go to my office. Inside the top right drawer of the credenza you’ll find a key. The key opens a box in the lower left hand drawer.”

“Okay.”

“Inside the box you’ll find a cell phone.”

“Okay.”

“Bring it with you.”

Miranda knew what that was. The secure cell Sloan had given Parker during the Dylan Ward Hughes case. That was how they were going to contact the g-man. Good thinking.

“Will do,” Becker said. “Oh, I almost forgot. I haven’t been able to get anything on that sketch of Curt’s. The program keeps hanging and giving me errors.”

Parker shook his head. “I didn’t expect it to work. The software isn’t trained for drawings.”

Bummer, Miranda thought.

“But the voice recording was a different story.”

Miranda snatched the phone away from Parker. “Did you get a human voice from it?”

“I did. I can play if for you now.”

“Wait a sec.” She took the phone back into the apartment to where Olivia sat on the couch.

Alarmed, Olivia looked up at her. “What is it?”

“Becker got a voice from your recording last night,” Miranda told her. Then she said to Becker, “Go ahead, play it.”

With the phone still on speaker, she set it down on the coffee table.

“Here it is,” Becker said.

The words rang out, almost as frightening as they had sounded last night.

“Go to Pacific Bank on Washington at ten o’clock tomorrow morning. Withdraw fifteen thousand dollars.”

The voice was male. Harsh and raspy. A smoker’s voice. A voice devoid of feeling for anyone but himself.

Was it Axel?

As the room went silent again, Olivia raised her head, a look of sheer helplessness in her big blue eyes.

“I’ve never heard that voice before in my life.”


Chapter Twenty-Nine

 

Too rattled to go to work, Olivia called Tennille and said she was taking the day. The team sat around the apartment waiting for Becker and hoping the kidnapper would call back and tell them where to drop the ransom money.

They napped, taking turns on the couch and the chairs. Olivia offered her bed, and Miranda gave it to Holloway since he’d been up all night.

In the mid afternoon, Olivia made sandwiches and coffee for everyone. Nutty whole grain bread, lean turkey, imported Swiss. They were good, but Miranda couldn’t eat much. She was too busy reliving the years of hopeless searching for her daughter.

Was that how this case would turn out?

Would the kidnapper sell Olivia’s little daughter to some abuser? Would Olivia be left to wonder what happened to her for the rest of her life? Miranda could almost see Leon’s ghost in the corner, laughing at her.

At the kitchen table, Parker reached for her hand. “Positive thoughts.”

He knew what was going through her mind.

She gave his hand a squeeze. “Yeah. I’m trying.”

Holloway took Olivia to pick up her car at the bank. When they returned, Holloway reported the place had been cleared, the bank closed temporarily, and the parking lot empty.

Wesson turned the TV on again, and they watched the local news. All the stations were reporting a rehash of what had happened at the bank this morning and the interview with Sloan. The police seemed to be dragging their feet. As Wesson stared at the good-looking g-man on the screen, Miranda noticed a strange expression on her face.

She was probably just worried about Imogen, like they all were.

It was past seven-thirty when at last there was a knock on the door, and Becker walked into the apartment looking travel-weary. His jeans and T-shirt were baggy nerd style, and the dark hair curling around his ears and neck made him look every bit of the geek he’d become since she’d know him.

But Miranda was so glad to see his homely big-nosed face, she couldn’t resist giving him a hug.

“Glad you could make it.”

“Had to come, Steele. My boss made me,” he joked, sounding a little embarrassed.

She introduced him to Olivia, and he extended a hand.

“Glad to meet you. I hope I can help.”

“Thank you for coming,” she said with a weak smile. The poor woman had been through hell and it wasn’t the end of it yet.

Becker pointed with his thumb toward the door. “My bags are in the rental.”

So now they had three rental cars. “We’re at a local hotel,” Miranda told him. “Parker got you a room.”

“Okay, thanks.” He looked like he needed a rest, but there wasn’t time.

“Did you bring it?” Parker asked quietly.

Becker dug into his pocket and pulled out the small black case. “Made it through TSA without a hitch.”

That was a relief.

“What is that?” Olivia asked.

Parker didn’t answer. With a reassuring smile, he took the phone and retreated toward the sliding glass doors.

Olivia got to her feet and started in his direction. “What’s he doing?”

Miranda blocked her path. Might as well tell her. She’d know sooner or later. “That man on the television? The one from the FBI?”

Olivia nodded.

“We know him.”

“Know him?”

“We’ve worked with him before. Since he’s confiscated the evidence from the explosion this morning, we’re hoping he’ll let Becker here take a look at it. It could tell us a lot.”

Olivia pressed a hand to her forehead. “But that man—he’s with the authorities. The kidnapper said—”

Gently Miranda took her arm and led her back to the couch. “Don’t worry. If there’s anything Simon Sloan is good at, it’s keeping a secret.”

He’d kept enough of them from her and Parker.

About five minutes later, Parker stepped through the glass doors again.

“Well?” Miranda said, unable to read his expression.

Parker slipped the phone into his pocket. “He’ll see us.”

“Really? Sloan’s going to see us?” She couldn’t imagine how Parker had pulled that one off. Or what he’d said to the g-man. Sloan could be obstinate.

“He won’t call the police, will he?” Olivia wanted to know.

Parker smiled at her gently. “Fortunately for us, that’s the last thing he would do.” He turned to Miranda. “He wants to meet at eleven tonight.”

Late. When it was dark. A cloak-and-dagger time. “Just us?”

“He didn’t specify. That’s up to you.”

Parker’s answer took her breath. “Well, Becker has to come. That’s why he’s here.”

Wesson hopped up from the couch. “I’ll go. I mean, if that’s okay with you, Steele.”

Miranda gave her a wary look. “Don’t you want to stay with Olivia?”

“I’ll stay with her,” Holloway said. He was all into volunteering lately, wasn’t he?

Miranda looked at Olivia. “Is that all right with you?”

Looking worn out, she pushed back her bangs. “Sure. Janey doesn’t need to mother over me. I’m fine.”

“Fine” wasn’t the word that came to Miranda’s mind. “Basket case” was more like it. But she decided to roll with it.

“Okay. Let us know if another call comes through.”

Holloway gave her a salute. “We will.”


Chapter Thirty

 

They took Becker back to the hotel and got him settled into a room next to Holloway’s. After a shower and a half hour nap, they all headed down to the lobby and ate a semi-quick dinner in the fancy restaurant there.

Good thing they did. Poor Becker was starving.

He wolfed down a gooey shrimp dish that looked tasty, while Parker had a filet, and Miranda indulged in a skirt steak. Wesson had grilled chicken with goat cheese and arugula, which she gobbled up as fast as Becker until she was halfway through.

“I’d better stop,” she said wiping her mouth. My clothes are getting tight.

As if they weren’t already.

Tonight, while Miranda and Parker were in their usual business suits, Wesson was wearing a cobalt blue curve-hugging dress with a bit of bling around the neck. She’d brought the outfit and a few other things when they’d left Olivia’s. Her thick flaming red hair was striking with the dress, flowing sensuously around her shoulders, styled artfully enough for her sister to admire.

Next to Becker in his drab jeans and T-shirt, she looked like a starlet. But Miranda wondered why she’d gotten so dressed up for a late night meeting with the FBI.

Becker took a swallow of water and pointed at his plate with his fork. “This is really good. Joanie will be mad at me if I don’t remember the ingredients.”

Wesson helped herself to one of his shrimp. “Mmm. Peanuts. And Amarillo, I think.”

Becker grinned. “That should be enough to get her started. Thanks.”

Miranda raised a brow at Wesson. “Since when do you know food ingredients?”

She shrugged. “I dated a chef when I first came to Atlanta.”

Miranda was surprised Wesson could remember who she’d dated after all the guys she’d gone through.

Finished with his meal, Parker cleared his throat and leaned in. “We need to be guarded tonight.”

Wesson blinked at him. “Don’t you trust Sloan, Mr. Parker?”

“I believe I can, but it never hurts to be careful.”

Parker always liked to err on the side of caution when possible. But tonight Miranda agreed with him. “One thing for sure,” she told the team. “We can’t let him separate us.”

Suddenly looking nervous, Becker nodded. “Okay.”

“Right. Stay together.” Wesson raised her glass in a toast and the team clinked drinks.

“Are we ready?” Parker signed for the meal, rose, and the party headed out the entrance and hailed a valet.

Once inside the Navigator, they headed down North San Vicente, took a dogleg to La Cienega Boulevard, and after a few miles hit the Santa Monica Freeway. Traffic was semi-light this time of night, since it was the middle of the week, and they cruised along at a fair clip.

Everyone was silent, not knowing what to expect, hoping for the best, but worried they might encounter the worst.

Listening to the whoosh of the surrounding cars, Miranda stared at the lights of the buildings looming in the distance. LA was much bigger than Atlanta. And on the opposite side of the country. Why had the Bureau brought Simon Sloan in to investigate a bombing at a small local bank?

It didn’t add up.

Last time they’d met the g-man, he’d acted like an arrogant, uncooperative jerk—until he realized they had information he needed. Even then, he’d treated them like spies from an enemy state. It hadn’t been until he told them about the violent death of his sister-in-law and the loss of his brother and one of his men that Miranda had begun to trust him.

She could tell Sloan blamed himself for those losses.

After another eight miles or so, Parker took an exit and turned onto a street in a gritty looking part of town. They went through a block of graffiti-lined walls, then after another turn the high-rises began.

They crossed a few more streets, and fancy hotels and upscale restaurants appeared, towering into the dark night sky, while shops below stood with decorative iron bars protecting their windows. Block after block of tall structures seemed to sprout from the sidewalk, each with its own look. On one side of the street were century-old high arched windows. On the other, a modern silver design formed the facade.

In the next block, Parker turned into a garage and took a ticket from the machine.

Slowly he steered the Navigator up to the next level. Then he drove up the next one and the next and the next, until they were on the twelfth floor.

Miranda’s stomach tensed. “This is where Sloan is meeting us?”

Parker’s tone was as calm as a Pacific breeze. “This is where he told me to go.”

She didn’t like it.

Parker pulled into a space and turned off the car.

“Now what?” she said.

“Now we wait.”

Miranda inhaled an audible breath as she peered out the window. The twelfth level of the garage was about a third full, every third or fourth spot taken. A sporty red sedan was two spaces over on one side of them. A large white Suburban blocked their view on the other side. City lights of the surrounding skyscrapers twinkled through the open concrete slats.

“Isn’t Sloan on our side?” Wesson asked from the backseat.

“We’re banking on that,” Miranda told her.

After what seemed like an hour, another vehicle pulled into the space next to the red sedan.

It was a black van.

This whole thing reminded her too much of the park where a man with an African accent had forced them into a van just like that one.

Miranda felt the hair on the back of her neck rise as she caught sight of the driver behind the wheel.

“That’s our escort.” Parker opened his door and got out.

The rest of the team followed suit and gathered at the back of the Navigator.

Miranda watched the van’s door open and a figure emerge. A big muscular dude in a dark suit. His hair glistened under the lights as it fell in bright red waves down to his brawny shoulders.

He strolled up to them with a casual air. “Good evening, Mr. Parker,” he said in an Irish brogue.

“O’Cleary, isn’t it?” Miranda said.

The guy who had ushered them out of the van in Atlanta.

His mouth twisted into a half grin. “Good memory, Ms. Steele.” He nodded toward Becker. “Is this the technician?”

“This is our associate,” Parker said.

O’Cleary’s gaze went to Wesson and softened. “You’ve brought an extra party.”

“Safety in numbers,” Miranda said.

“It’s fine. We can accommodate another.” O’Cleary turned toward the van. “If you’ll follow me.”

“We have our own transportation,” Miranda said.

O’Cleary turned back. “My orders are to bring you in our vehicle.”

She wasn’t hopping into the back of a van again. And she certainly wasn’t wearing a blindfold. And neither was her team.

“Not if you’re going to treat us like prisoners.”

He grinned. “Blindfolds won’t be necessary this time. I’m sure you’ll find this mode of transportation comfortable.”

Miranda looked at Parker. He nodded.

Like last time, they didn’t have much choice.

“Okay, then.” But if this guy tried to pull anything, she was calling the State Department.


Chapter Thirty-One

 

They followed O’Cleary to the van. He opened the side door, and they climbed into the back seats. Miranda was surprised to find them soft and cushy. And as promised, there were no blindfolds.

O’Cleary went around and got into the driver’s seat. He began the slow decent through the garage levels, Miranda’s stomach pulling at the endless cycles.

At last they were back out on the street, but the curves continued. O’Cleary turned left, drove for two blocks, stopped at a light. He drove another block, turned right, stopped for another light. He kept up the pattern until none of them knew where they were. Finally he turned into another parking garage next to a tall circular tower.

Miranda wondered if they weren’t just a block or two from where they’d started.

They were somewhere in what she took to be the financial district, from the bank buildings and corporate office spaces. But that didn’t tell her much.

Five levels up, their escort pulled into a spot and everyone got out again. He led them across the concrete to a set of glass doors and an elevator bank.

They stepped inside the compartment. O’Cleary pressed a button.

They rode to the tenth floor, emerged, and crossed a lobby done in white Italian marble and glass until they found another bank of elevators.

This time they rode to the fiftieth floor.

“Sloan’s come up in the world,” Miranda muttered to Parker.

Parker’s smirk told her he was also comparing this building to the dark secret labyrinth in Atlanta where they’d first met the g-man.

She glanced back at her two colleagues standing silently behind them. Wesson looked uncomfortable and Becker was wide-eyed. She gave them a reassuring nod, though she felt no reassurance herself.

When they reached the fiftieth floor, the doors opened and O’Cleary led them down a carpeted hall with rose marble walls to a set of tall polished oak doors.

A silver sign next to the doors was etched with the words, “Financial Services.”

A nice vague cover, Miranda thought.

O’Cleary swiped his badge across a keypad. The door buzzed. O’Cleary opened it and gestured for them to step inside.

He led them past a rosewood reception desk with no one manning it, swiped his badge at another door. Down another long narrow corridor they went. And another. And another.

Just when Miranda was getting dizzy, O’Cleary stopped at a twelve-foot door to a corner office.

He rapped on it three times.

“Come,” said an ominous voice from inside.

O’Cleary opened the door and gestured for them to enter.

Stepping inside, Miranda took in the high-ceilinged space. It had a light airy feel and the faint scent of lemon. A few potted plants were tastefully placed in the corners along with several floor lamps that provided illumination. A low table stood off to the side, surrounded by lush white ergonomic chairs and a long tufted bench seat. A cozy spot for high-powered execs to cut multi-million dollar deals.

Part of the cover.

But she focused on the man she’d come to see. Half hidden in shadow, he stood at the desk in the far corner, the magnificent cityscape spilling in on both sides of him from the floor-to-ceiling windows.

Simon Sloan.

Wearing his usual dark off-the-rack suit, his sleek black hair brushed back and gelled in an Ivy League style, he studied a computer screen on the desk. His chiseled movie-star features seemed right at home in tinsel town. Maybe he’d come here to read for a part.

There was a tumbler of ice water on the desk next to a stack of papers. A few lemon wedges floated in it. A saucer holding more wedges sat next to it, strong enough to perfume the room.

Slowly Sloan turned his attention to his guests. His face was like stone as his gaze moved from Parker to Miranda to Becker to Wesson. His cadet blue eyes lingered for a long moment on Wesson, and Miranda thought she saw the man’s mouth twist.

“I’m so glad you accepted my invitation,” he said at last, cynicism peppering his smooth announcer’s voice.

It was their idea to contact him. Miranda put a hand on her hip. “Your invitation?”

“Good to see you again, Ms. Steele.” Sloan’s tone indicated the opposite.

Miranda gestured at the space. “Your office conditions have improved, Sloan.”

He gave her a dark scowl. “It’s a loaner.”

“You didn’t get a promotion after Atlanta?”

With a smirk, he reached for the tumbler.

Miranda smirked back. “Lemon water? Cutting expenses?”

“Trying to get off the caffeine. Let’s cut to the chase, Ms. Steele. What I want to know is what you and Mr. Parker are doing here in LA. And why did you bring your whole team with you?” Once again his gaze went to Wesson and lingered there.

Her colleague had that affect on men. Miranda should have left her with Olivia.

Parker was getting irritated with the man. “Sloan, I told you why we’re here on the phone. We were hired by a client.”

“To do what?”

“I’m not at liberty to say, but it’s important.”

Sloan gave him a look as sour as the lemons. “Doesn’t have anything to do with investigating a local gang, does it?”

Miranda looked at Parker. Did Sloan know about the gang Axel was a member of? Or maybe the creepy looking guy with the dragon tattoos?

“What do you know about a local gang?” she said.

“I’m the one asking the questions here, Ms. Steele.”

Parker’s expression said he didn’t care for the way Sloan was addressing his wife. “I was under the impression you wanted our help with your investigation of the incident at Pacific Bank this morning.”

Sloan raised a hand over his head in exasperation. “And what in the Sam Hill were you doing there?”

Parker must have told him they’d been there to get the stubborn man to see them. But he’d explained little else.

“What in the Sam Hill were you doing on TV, Sloan?” Miranda shot back. “I thought your branch of the bureau was covert.”

Sloan gave her a hard glare. “I follow the orders I’m given, Ms. Steele.”

She watched Parker’s jaw tighten. All they wanted was a little cooperation from this guy, and he was treating them like suspects. Although their history should have been enough, apparently he needed a reason to trust them.

They had one. She decided to give it to him. “We’re looking for a missing child,” she said, her eyes on Wesson.

The woman didn’t blink.

“A child?” Sloan’s expression turned dark. “Why didn’t you tell me that before?” He must have been thinking of the Dylan Hughes case.

Parker let out a frustrated huff. “Our client received a call from the kidnapper telling her not to go to the police.”

“We aren’t the police.”

Parker’s gaze turned hard. “We’re not sure the kidnapper would make that fine a distinction.”

“All we want is to have a look at the evidence you gathered from the bank,” Miranda said. She waved a hand at Becker. “We brought our own expert. We won’t get in your way.”

Sloan came around the desk and leaned against it. “I’m afraid I can’t let you do that.”

“Why not?”

He folded his arms. “My hands are tied. This isn’t our normal jurisdiction.”

Now Miranda’s temper was starting to flare. “What do you mean it’s not your jurisdiction? You’re the freaking FBI.”

“I’m afraid there’s nothing I can do.” He reached for his water glass again, put it back down. “To hell with water. I need coffee.”

And without another word, he crossed the room and went out the door.

“Come back,” Wesson cried, and she ran out the door after him.

Miranda stared after her.

“Do you want me to stop her?” Parker asked.

She shook her head. “Maybe Wesson can convince him to change his mind.”


Chapter Thirty-Two

 

Janelle Wesson hurried down the long twisty hall after the stubborn, fast-moving man, her heart racing with panic, surging with emotions she couldn’t put a name to.

As he turned a corner, she almost caught up to him. Then he zoomed ahead.

“Sloan, stop,” she called.

He did, turning so suddenly she almost bumped into him.

“What is it?”

She stood gaping stupidly at him. The last, most unprofessional thing she wanted to do.

But darn it, the man took her breath away. She recalled the sensation she’d had when she first laid eyes on him. A gut-punch so startling, she hadn’t known what to make of it.

Sloan was handsome, to be sure. Way more than a ten on the Wesson-O-Meter. Better than her personal Top-Ten list of movie stars. And she’d dated good-looking men before. Scores of them.

But none had ever had this kind of effect on her.

He made her heart pound in her chest. He made her feel dizzy and woozy and fluttery. She couldn’t think straight. She could barely breathe. In fact, she might never take a deep breath again.

He wasn’t much taller than she was, but she could feel the vibes of a lean muscular body under his store-bought suit as he eyed her up and down, the way dozens of men had looked at her before.

But this time it was different. This man made her skin tingle with just his eyes.

Suddenly she realized she’d dressed up just because she’d be seeing him tonight. She wished she’d worn a pantsuit like Steele. She wanted to be seen as a professional. Not as a—not unprofessional.

The thought made her angry. In fact, she was furious with this man.

“Why won’t you help us?” she snapped.

“Why should I?”

Now he was turning cynical again. His tone was maddening.

“Because we’ve worked with you before. Because we’re the good guys. Because the missing child is my sister’s daughter.”

Her voice broke with the last words, revealing her embarrassing emotions. She was looking less and less like a professional investigator in front of Sloan and she didn’t like it.

But his dark eyes softened. “She’s your niece?”

Janelle nodded.

“How old is she?”

“Seven.”

His look turned so troubling, she wanted to burst into tears. What did he know? She was certain Steele and Mr. Parker had been thinking the same thoughts she had ever since they’d seen Sloan on TV that morning. Thoughts of the Dylan Ward Hughes case back in Atlanta. Was that what had happened to Imogen? Had she been taken by another kidnapping ring who’d sell her as a sex slave?

The idea made her ill.

She had to know. “Tell me the truth, Sloan. Is this like Atlanta?”

His eyes narrowed with untold pain. “I don’t know,” he said at last.

She believed him. But that only meant they had to find out as fast as possible. “You’ve got to let Becker have a look at that evidence.”

He stared at her a long moment, his chest moving up and down, his face unyielding.

At last, he said, “Let’s get some coffee and we’ll talk about it.”


Chapter Thirty-Three

 

Tired of tapping her foot on the floor, Miranda pulled out her phone. “They’ve been gone for ten minutes,” she grumbled.

Not that she’d noted the time Wesson and Sloan had gone out the door.

“At least ten minutes.” Parker was as irritated as she was.

“For all we know, Sloan’s taken Wesson into custody.” Or maybe to an executive bedroom somewhere in this fancy building.

“He’ll have a lawsuit on his hands if he did.”

“He helped us last time,” Becker offered. He was trying to put a positive spin on things.

“Yeah.” But last time they’d been called in by someone working for the Bureau. Parker’s sister, no less. This time was different.

Just as Miranda was about to go hunt the pair down, the door opened and the couple reappeared.

Sloan stepped into the room carrying a paper tray with four coffee cups. Wesson followed him with the fifth cup in her hand.

So now he was playing host?

Sloan walked the tray over to the low table and set it down. Then he waved a hand at the white chairs. “Everyone take a seat. I need you to tell me everything you know about the bank bombing today.”

Miranda stayed where she was. “Will you let our expert examine the evidence?”

“Yes, yes. But first I have to get some details from you. We need to be on the same page.”

Same page? Miranda glanced at Parker and saw his brow was raised as high as her own.

Apparently Wesson had worked her sexy magic on the g-man. Still, she felt like she was about to be interrogated, as she took a seat in the corner of the tufted leather bench, while the others settled in around her.

She reached for one of the cups and took a big sip of black coffee. She had a feeling she’d need it.

Wesson eased into an ergonomic chair across from her, opened a sugar packet, and poured it into her coffee. “The kidnapper called Olivia last night and told her to be at Pacific Bank at ten this morning,” she said to Sloan.

Sloan set his coffee on his desk and reached for a pad and pen. “Olivia. That’s your sister?”

“Yes. The kidnapper told her to withdraw a large sum of money.” Wesson’s eyes followed the agent as he came around and stood at the edge of the table.

“How much money?” he asked, returning her intense look.

“Fifteen thousand dollars.”

The electric undercurrent between Wesson and Sloan was raising the temperature in the room. But Miranda was in charge of this operation.

She cleared her throat and put her cup down. “We advised our client to do as the kidnapper told her.”

Sloan tore his gaze from Wesson and turned to her. “But you got a recording of the call.”

Miranda scowled at Wesson. Had she spilled everything to him?

Becker sat up and raised a hand, as if he were in school. “That’s right. I ran the recording through some audio decomposition software and managed to reproduce the voice. Olivia didn’t recognize it.”

Sloan stopped writing and nodded with approval. “Do you have it with you?”

“I do.” Becker pulled out the phone and set it on the table in the middle of the cups.

He pressed a button and the chilling words filled the office.

“Listen carefully and do exactly as I say. Go to Pacific Bank on Washington at ten o’clock tomorrow morning. Withdraw fifteen thousand dollars.”

Again, the human voice sounded as ugly as the distorted one.

Sloan stared down at the phone for a long moment. “Could be any one of a hundred thugs in the area.”

Well, that narrowed it down.

Suddenly Becker brightened. “We have a sketch.”

Sloan wrinkled his nose. “A what?”

Miranda hadn’t wanted to tell Sloan about the sketch, but they were in too deep now. So she explained about the little boy at the school, the man whose car Imogen had gotten into, and the picture Holloway had drawn from the boy’s description.

“The boy also told us the man was driving a sedan with a dent in the passenger side door.”

Sloan scratched his chin with the end of the pen. “Curt Holloway. He’s not with you tonight?”

“He’s with Olivia.” Miranda reached for her cup and took another swallow of coffee.

Sloan nodded as if he understood and gave Wesson as tender a look as she’d seen on the man.

“Where is this sketch?”

Miranda pulled out her phone and showed it to him.

“I tried to run it through facial recognition software,” Becker said as Sloan studied the image. “But it was a no-go. Our program isn’t trained for drawings.”

Sloan handed the phone back to Miranda. “We have software trained to recognize faces from a drawing. But we’d need the original.”

She blinked, still shocked at Sloan’s sudden altruism. He had to be after something. She hoped it wasn’t Wesson.

“We just happen to have that.” Parker drew the piece of paper out of his coat pocket and handed it to Sloan.

Miranda stared at him.

“Curt gave it to me before we left.”

Holloway hadn’t trust her with it, had he? This boss thing wasn’t going so well, but she couldn’t think about that now. If the FBI software worked, it could give them enough information to track down Dragon-Boy and find Imogen.

She pointed to the sketch. “How soon can you run that through your computer? And what about the evidence from the bank bombing?” That could tell them more about this guy.

For a long moment Sloan studied the sketch, then he slipped it into his pocket along with his notebook.

“I’ll take you to the lab now.”


Chapter Thirty-Four

 

Sloan had had the power to grant them access to the evidence all along, Miranda surmised, as she followed the man through the halls and down another elevator ride. He just hadn’t wanted to. As they rode down several floors, she wondered again just how Wesson had changed his mind.

Did he have a thing for her?

He definitely had a thing for throwing his weight around. He stuck by the rules, even when he didn’t have to. Especially when the rules put him in charge. Probably had a Napoleon complex. Not that he was small. He was only a little shorter than Parker and sinewy. She bet he’d be tough as nails in a fight.

Was that what Wesson found so attractive about him?

They got off the elevator and passed through a silver-lined corridor to a thick metal door with a keypad and a palm print pad.

Sloan went through the security measures as naturally as if he were washing his hands, and a second later they stepped inside the lab.

It seemed to take up two whole floors.

The huge open space was windowless and lit by rows of fluorescent lamps mounted in the scaffolding so high overhead, they created as much shadow as light. Tall evidence racks lined the perimeter casting more shadows. They were stacked high with hundreds of boxes and labeled with indecipherable codes.

The cool purified air had the hint of a metallic smell and the feel of a morgue.

All around the room were clusters of workstations, some of them manned. About half a dozen technicians stood at long metal tables or sat at desks cluttered with computer screens and lamps. Each technician was surrounded by stacks of boxes and bins. Material to go through, Miranda assumed. Metal baskets sat on carts filled with plastic bags, markers, bottles, tape. About two dozen more workstations were dark.

It was well past midnight. This must be the second shift.

“What are these people doing?” Miranda asked.

Sloan fixed her with a cold look in his cadet blue eyes. “Utilizing our forensic capabilities, Ms. Steele.”

She raised a brow at him. That much was obvious.

“They’re analyzing fingerprints, hair and fibers, blast damage. They’re screening, sorting, and identifying key components.”

Of bombs. “All this can’t be just for Pacific Bank.”

“No,” Sloan said dryly. “But due to the nature of the case, I have access to the resources of our West coast facilities.”

He didn’t say it, but this evidence must have come from places all over the country, all over the world. They were analyzing evidence from terrorist attacks.

Sloan marched over to a thin young woman in a lab coat with her dark hair pulled back at her neck. “Greenwood.”

She pulled off her glasses and turned around. “Yessir?”

Sloan handed her Holloway’s sketch. “Run this through our software and see what you get.”

“Right away, sir.”

Without a thank you, Sloan turned away and pointed in the distance. “The evidence you want to see is over here.”

Their footsteps smacked against the concrete as he led them across the room to another work station. Here debris had been removed from its bags and laid out on a long metal table.

Miranda took it in. “This is from the bank?”

“This is what we collected.”

She turned to Becker. “What do you think?”

“May I?” He pointed at a nearby chair.

“Be my guest,” Sloan told him.

Becker took out a pair of blue gloves from a box on the desk, pulled them on and sat down. One by one he gingerly began to study the pieces. Remaining on his feet Parker reached for a second pair of gloves and conducted his own examination.

There were shards of Plexiglas Miranda assumed had come from the dancing dollar sign. Pieces of sheetrock from the wall. Wires. Circuit boards. There were also plastic tubing and several funnels.

Sloan pointed to a dark shape on an adjacent table. “The teller’s keyboard is over here.”

“The one you think triggered the explosion?” Wesson asked.

“The one people said triggered the explosion,” Sloan corrected.

Becker picked it up, drew it to his nose and sniffed. “Hmm.” He found a magnifying glass and used it to peer between the keys.

Sloan let out a huff and ran a hand over his hair. “We got a few fingerprints. We’re running them now. Already matched two sets to employees. We’ve questioned them both, but they deny any involvement. We’re running background checks on them, as well as all the other employees. We’ve also asked the bank manager if she knows of any disgruntled workers or customers.”

He was missing a key piece of information. Miranda decided to give it to him. “The kidnapper called Olivia this morning and claimed responsibility for the explosion. He was trying to intimidate her.”

Sloan glared at her like she’d just confessed to murder. “He called you again? A third time?”

Parker pulled off his gloves and tossed them into a nearby trash receptacle. “I told you that when we spoke earlier.”

“I thought you were bluffing.”

“I wasn’t.”

Parker had already told him about that call? The two men glared at each other. Miranda was getting more irritated with Sloan by the minute, but a fight wouldn’t get them anywhere.

“This is weird.” Ignoring the tension in the room, Becker sat staring at the half melted circuit board in his hands.

Miranda turned back to him. “What is?”

“This board is set up to look like it was triggered by the teller’s computer.”

“Okay.” That’s what everybody had been saying.

“But this keyboard couldn’t set off anything.”

“No?”

He shook his head. “Looks like there was an incendiary device on the back of the sign. It’s melted away, but it had to be triggered remotely, not by the keyboard. There’s no connection. It worked kind of like the controls to a gas fireplace.”

She put her hands on her hips. “You’re saying the blast was remote controlled?”

“Had to be.”

“By someone inside the bank?”

“Or very nearby. It wouldn’t have had a very long range.”

And the trigger man—or woman—would have to have been watching Olivia to time it right.

“It’s weird,” Becker continued. “All this dirt and flour.”

“Flour?”

“It had to have been stuffed into these funnels and blown out through the plastic tubes. The blast was real, but it was low grade. This stuff made it look worse than it was. Kind of like a movie explosion.”

“I concur,” Parker said darkly.

“Movie explosion?” Miranda turned to Parker, then to Sloan. “Holloway followed the guy in the sketch to a movie studio this morning.”

As if he were getting a migraine, Sloan put his hands on his head. “What are you saying, Steele? I thought you didn’t know who the guy in the sketch was.”

“We don’t. But we found a guy who looks like the sketch at a biker bar last night and put a tail on him.”

“And Holloway followed him where this morning?”

“To Thunderclap Studios.”

“In Culver City?”

“Is there more than one?”

Miranda watched Sloan’s piercing gaze go from her to Parker and back again as the wheels in his head turned.

He jabbed a finger toward her. “You and you,” he said, indicating Parker. “With me.”

He spun on his heels and hurried away.

Miranda turned to Parker and raised her hands.

Parker looked annoyed beyond endurance, but he nodded in the agent’s direction. “Let’s see what he wants.”


Chapter Thirty-Five

 

They left Becker and a bewildered Wesson with the bomb paraphernalia while they followed Sloan across the concrete floor to a desk tucked away in a far dark corner. He pulled up two chairs and took the one at the desk, without bothering to turn on the lamp.

Miranda was tempted to invite the exasperating man outside for an ass-whipping, but instead she sat down.

His face in shadows, Sloan leaned on the desk rubbing his temples while Parker settled in next to her.

Finally, Miranda couldn’t take much more of this secrecy. “What do you have to say, Sloan? We’ve got a little girl to find.”

He raised his head, his face rock hard. “Why don’t you tell me about what happened in Atlanta.”

She blinked in surprise. Was he talking about the Dylan Ward Hughes case? “You know what happened in Atlanta. You were with us.”

“Not Kennesaw. I mean Sweet Water Park. About three months ago?”

Miranda felt as if she’d had the breath knocked out of her. She looked at Parker. His expression was as grim as the special agent’s.

Was Sloan talking about that terrible underground lab they’d found in that park? The tangled labyrinth constructed under the ruins of the old mill there? The place where they’d both endured unspeakable horrors?

Her mind raced. The FBI had been contacted after they’d escaped.

Sloan read her expression. “That’s right, Ms. Steele. Your Lieutenant Erskine contacted our offices about what they’d found. Animal experimentation, mind control drugs. We’re still testing some of those chemicals.”

It wasn’t news. It’s what she’d expect the FBI to do. But she hadn’t thought Sloan would be involved.

She sat back and folded her arms. “Sounds like you already know what happened.”

He ignored her remark. “That night at the park a man was shot and killed as he was trying to leave.”

“Okay.”

“I assume you know who he was?”

She did. Becker had found information about him after the shooting at the bank in Atlanta. “His name was Drew Iwasaki. What of it?”

“Did you know he was in charge of a network of gangs out here?”

She remembered the data Becker had dug up on him. He was a lowlife criminal, who’d done some dirty business in LA. “He ran with some Asian gangs out here. So what?”

“He was in charge of them.”

How could that be? The guy had only been in his mid-twenties. “Are you sure?”

“I don’t make statements I’m not sure of.”

Miranda wanted to shake the g-man. What did Drew Iwasaki have to do with anything?

“Why did the FBI bring you in on the case in the park, Sloan?” she said. “I thought you worked with a covert branch. The Custodians, you call yourselves. And don’t tell me you were just following orders.”

Grimacing, Sloan closed a fist and tapped his knuckles on the desk. The man didn’t want to tell them things they weren’t supposed to know, but he was obviously looking for something from them.

“I’m sure you both recall the house in Kennesaw.”

“Of course, we do,” she huffed.

“Now you’re talking about the Dylan Ward Hughes case,” Parker said.

“Yes.”

That was the last time they’d seen Sloan and his crew. And the house had been a huge fancy mansion.

“When we looked at the laptop we confiscated from the house, we found some disturbing data.”

Miranda’s mind went back to that place and what she and Parker had been through there. The mansion in Kennesaw had been owned by one Eustace DeBow, a wealthy young man from a railroad family. He’d turned out to be the groomer who had been training the boy for life as a sex slave.

Sickening.

Sloan stared into the dark screen on the desk. “One of our guys stopped DeBow’s computer halfway through its automatic self-destruct mode.”

Miranda drew in a slow breath. It made sense that DeBow would have set up something like that to destroy incriminating evidence if the computer ever fell into the hands of the authorities.

She was glad it hadn’t worked. “And what did you find?”

“Emails. Encrypted messages. Communications with Akuma.”

She frowned. “Who?”

“It translates roughly to ‘Evil One.’”

“The Devil,” Parker said in an ominous tone.

Miranda hadn’t known he knew Japanese.

She raised her palms. “So DeBow had a pact with the devil. You don’t need a computer expert to figure that out.”

Sloan pointed a finger at her. “But which particular devil? Or in this case devils. Among other things, Akuma is heavy into the sex trade. Especially the sale of children. And they work out of Los Angeles.”

Her stomach tightened. “So you found the buyers for the kids DeBow was kidnapping.”

“More than that. Last October we set up a team out here in LA to look further into Akuma activities. A few weeks later, I get a message from the agent working the Sweet Water Park case in Atlanta. He tells me about Iwaskai and his underground lab in Atlanta.”

“So?”

Sloan leaned forward. “Iwaskai ran Akuma, Ms Steele.”

What? Miranda felt as if Sloan had socked her in the chest. She didn’t know how to process that revelation.

Sloan pointed at her, then at Parker. “And then our agent tells me you two were caught up in the Sweet Water Park case. And now, while we’re looking into that connection, I’m called in about a bank bombing, and lo and behold, here you two are again. And there’s another child involved.”

A chill ran down Miranda’s spine. She glanced at Parker. He was thinking the same thing she was. The same thing she’d wondered after their ordeal in the park.

Was someone targeting them?

But all the details didn’t match up. “So you think Akuma is your Group 141? I thought it was run by the Ukrainian syndicate.”

“We still think so.”

“Why?”

“I can’t tell you much, but one of our operatives discovered someone out here we think might have taken Iwasaki’s place.”

“As the leader of the sex trafficking ring?”

“Yes. His name is Ostap Savko. He heads a real estate investment company called New Heights Holdings. Worth nearly a hundred million dollars.”

Wow. “But you don’t think that income is just from real estate.”

“No. We think the holding company is a front for criminal activity.”

“So you’re saying DeBow and Iwasaki were part of the same group? That they were connected by this Akuma, and somehow it’s all controlled by this Ukrainian dude named Savko?”

“That’s what we suspect.”

It sounded crazy. But someone with big bucks had to have financed that underground hell in the park in Atlanta. If there were a syndicate, it would certainly have the funds. But that lab under the mill was used to create and test mind control drugs. Why would Group 141 be interested in that?

To make kids more susceptible? Cut out the middle man? Get rid of the groomers?

And in the park, another person had gotten away. Maybe they’d moved the whole operation to the West Coast.

Miranda’s troubled thoughts were interrupted by the sound of footsteps echoing in the distance.

She looked up and saw the dark-haired woman in the lab coat.


Chapter Thirty-Six

 

Miranda watched the thin women’s quick steps as she hurried over to the desk. “I have something, sir.”

Sloan sat up. “What is it, Greenwood?”

“A match on that sketch you gave me. I can pull it up here.”

Sloan got up and gave her the chair.

Greenwood sat down, turned on the screen, and after a set of efficient moves on the keyboard, a clear digital photo appeared next to a scan of the sketch.

Another mug shot.

Miranda’s stomach lurched. She took in the features. Stringy, straw like hair to his shoulders, darker beard, narrow face. And a thin scar running down one side of his face from his eye to his chin. But it was the eyes that had shivers running up and down her spine.

They had the icy stare of a stone cold killer.

“That’s him,” she breathed. “That’s the guy we followed last night.”

Parker read off the information. “Douglas Vaughn. Goes by the name Draco. Works as a set fabricator for Thunderclap Studios.”

Set fabricator, Miranda thought. Fancy name for a carpenter. Was he into special effects, too?

She read on. “He has a record. Gang association. Savage Skulls.” Axel’s gang. She looked at the dates of his last incarceration. Ten years ago. Around the time Axel had been in the Los Angeles County Jail. Did they meet there?

Sloan scrolled farther down. “Look at this.”

She scanned the text.

Vaughn, a.k.a. Draco, was suspected to be involved in drug deals with several local Asian street gangs including—Miranda’s heart nearly stopped as she read the name. “Akuma.”

“See what I mean?” Sloan said.

“No, I don’t. Okay, I can see the connection between Iwasaki and the Asian gangs. And DeBow. But it doesn’t necessarily mean this Draco guy is involved in sex trafficking. The file says gun running and drug deals.”

“One thing leads to another,” Sloan insisted. “And he could also be involved with the Ukrainian syndicate.”

“That’s a big jump.”

“Not really.”

“Why do you say that?”

“A confidential informant told us Savko seems to be expanding into the movie business.”

“So?”

“We learned today he’s in negotiations with Thunderclap Studios.”

Miranda stared at Sloan as the whole huge lab started to spin around her. The gang banger who picked up Imogen at her school might be involved with both Akuma and Group 141? How could that be possible?

“According to our source,” Sloan continued, “Savko is planning to meet with executives from Thunderclap tomorrow for a business luncheon. How would you and Mr. Parker like to have lunch at Hudson House?”

“Hudson House?” Feeling like she’d had the wind knocked out of her, she looked at Parker.

“It’s a famous eatery where Hollywood’s elite conduct business,” he told her.

She pressed a hand to her head. If all this was true, Imogen was in terrible trouble. They should be going after this Draco, not chasing some hunch.

She shook her head. “I don’t know, Sloan.”

“It’s members only, but we can get you a pass. I’ll loan you a bionic hearing device so you can listen in on what they say.”

“I said, I don’t know.”

Sloan raised his hands as if ready to give up. “I thought you wanted my help.”

All they’d wanted was to examine the evidence from the explosion today. So far, that had told them nothing. Except it was made in the same fashion as a fake explosion on a movie set. That didn’t necessarily connect it to the studio. But it could.

As if summoned by that thought, more footsteps sounded. Miranda turned her head to see Becker and a distraught Wesson marching across the floor toward them.

“What’s going on?” Wesson said. “What have you found?”

Miranda pointed to the screen. “Intel on Dragon-Boy. Sit down and read it.”

Greenwood rose. Sloan dismissed her and she hurried off back to her desk while Wesson took the chair and read the screen.

Becker scooted in next to her.

Miranda watched Wesson’s eyes grow big with horror as she took in the data.

She put her hands to her face. “Oh, my God. This is a really bad guy. Akuma? What’s that?”

Miranda didn’t know how to tell her. So she didn’t. She noticed Becker had his phone out. “Do you have something there?”

“Oh, yeah.” He held it up. “You’d think the reception in here would be really limited, but it’s terrific.”

“What do you have, Becker?” Miranda said again.

“A hit on that address you gave me last night. Marie Applegate. She’s a dental assistant. Single mother of two, never married. Modest income. No criminal record.”

“Who is this?” Sloan wanted to know.

“The woman who owns the house we tailed Draco to last night.”

“The two kids called him ‘Daddy,’” Wesson said bitterly.

“We need to bring her in for questioning.”

“No.” Wesson spun around in her chair and glared at Sloan.

Miranda agreed. “She’s right. We promised our client we wouldn’t go to the authorities.”

“And your point is?”

“Sloan,” Parker said. “You know it’s very likely Marie would let this Draco know if she were interrogated by the FBI about the bank bombing.”

Sloan folded his arms. “We’ll be discreet.”

“You can’t do that.” Wesson shot up from the chair, as if she was about to lunge at the g-man.

Sloan gave her a long look. That tenderness was back in his eyes. “All right, we’ll wait until after lunch tomorrow.” He pointed at Miranda and Parker. “If you two will do what I asked.”

Good grief, what a tyrant. Sloan’s request could turn out to be a total a waste of time. “We need to find this Draco character.”

“We’ll do a deep search on him,” Sloan said.

“I can do some probing, too,” Becker said, pointing to the screen. “Now that we have this intel.”

Sloan raised a questioning brow. “Lunch tomorrow?” He’d given her no choice.

Giving up, Miranda raised her palms. “Okay. We’ll do it.”


Chapter Thirty-Seven

 

A little after eleven the next morning with Parker at her side, Miranda stepped into the glitzy members-only eatery on the top floor of the Hudson House hotel on Sunset Boulevard.

Parker handed a tall blond-and-tan hostess the pass Sloan had given them last night.

While she checked her reservation list, Miranda breathed in the smell of top-of-the-line dishes and took in the view through the lofty windows. From this height she could see the urban sprawl of LA stretching all the way to the city with its tall buildings shimmering in the sun.

Downtown. Where they’d spent most of the night.

It had been after four in the morning when she and Parker had finally gotten back to their hotel room and into bed. She’d had only a few hours sleep. She didn’t feel at her best.

She just wanted to get this over with.

But there seemed to be a small problem with the reservation. Hoping Sloan hadn’t screwed up, she tried to seem bored with it all.

While the hostess consulted with one of the waiters, Miranda eyed the décor. Shiny glass and cutlery on shiny tables surrounded by the shiny gold accents. Ritzy was this spot’s middle name.

Thank goodness Parker had gotten her used to extravagance back in Atlanta, or she might not be able to pull off this ruse. But the atmosphere filling this room was more than ritz and glitz.

It was ambition.

She watched the diners being seated at the fancy tables. Adorned in ultra-chic clothing and hairstyles, they all seemed so very, very happy to be here. The men in polo shirts, chinos, and designer sunglasses. The women tan and blond, with low-cut tops and bare midriffs, tight upscale jeans with horizontal zippers, thigh high boots, and lots of dangly bracelets and earrings.

She realized the room was filled with stars, wannabees, talent agents, producers, directors. Everybody seemed to know each other. Everybody seemed to want something from each other. Smiling and laughing, they shook hands and did a kiss-kiss thing on upraised cheeks as they greeted each other.

Who knew sucking up could be so glamorous?

She and Parker fit in well enough, she supposed.

Parker was in one of his more expensive suits, and she had on a little black dress she hadn’t known he’d packed for her until this morning. Not as trendy as most of the crowd, but it would do. Plus the dress had a matching jacket with an inside pocket where she’d tucked Sloan’s listening device.

In the middle of the room Miranda spotted four people around a table in a gold semi-circular booth enjoying appetizers. She recognized them from the photos Sloan had sent on the secure phone that morning.

The elegant looking gray-haired man in the suit was Jeremy Koval CFO of Thunderclap Studios. The hefty one beside him in a blue checked Eton shirt with a polka dot tie was Benjamin Bruno, top attorney for New Heights Holdings. Next to Bruno was an older woman in a mauve knit dress with a surly look. That was Tallulah Hall, Thunderclap’s Chief Communications Officer.

But it was the man beside Ms. Hall who drew Miranda’s eye.

He was big-bodied, maybe in his mid-forties, dressed in a green polo shirt with a leather jacket over it. His head was shaved and he wore a neatly trimmed dark beard with a touch of gray. His face was well-proportioned with a broad nose that looked like it had been broken a time or two. Under thick black brows he scanned his menu with mean-looking eyes.

He matched the photo Sloan had sent over and marked as Top Secret. This was their target, all right.

Ostap Savko.

The booth next to them was free.

Parker handed the hostess a hundred dollar bill and indicated the table. “We’d like that one.”

“Of course,” the tall blond smiled, slipping the bill under her neckline. Apparently she’d worked out the reservation glitch. “Follow me.”

“Make sure Sloan pays you back,” Miranda muttered to Parker under her breath as she trailed the hostess to the table he’d indicated.

“I intend to,” he said, sounding a little dangerous.

Okay, then. She slid into the booth and got her bearings.

She felt herself relax a bit. The cushions were so soft and cozy they made her want to take a nap. But there was work to do, so Miranda took the earpiece Sloan had given her out of her pocket, slipped it into her ear, pressed her back against the booth, and listened hard as she pretended to study the menu.

“Good to see you, Tony,” said Bruno with a raspy voice at the table as a fifth man joined them.

From the corner of her eye Miranda saw the newcomer was a good-looking young man with brown hair. He was elegantly dressed in a pinstriped suit complete with a vest and a gold pocket watch. A bit of overkill, she thought. He was Anthony Singer, Thunderclap’s VP and General Counsel. According to Sloan’s information, this guy was the decision maker.

Singer shook hands with Bruno, holding his cell in the other.

Savko extended a large burly hand. “Hey man, how are you doing?” He had a Ukrainian accent, but sounded like he’d been in the states a good while.

“Good.”

“It’s great to see you. Sit, sit.”

Singer complied.

“This octopus is something else, isn’t it? Have some.” Savko chuckled as he passed the plate around.

While their targets munched on appetizers, and the talk turned to the weather, winter vacations, and their kids, a waitress came to Miranda’s table. Since they were blending in, she and Parker were obliged to order something.

Besides, they hadn’t had breakfast.

While Hall and Bruno talked about her grandchildren’s performances in school, she and Parker started off with garlic bread and an eggplant dip that was really good.

The main course came while Koval was describing his family’s vacation trip to Palm Beach.

Parker had selected the Ahi Tuna with zucchini and cranberry beans. For her, he had decided on Sea Bream Tacos with pineapple, blue corn, and extra serrano chilies. But while it was an excellent five-star dish, and even on the spicy side, she couldn’t enjoy it while she was eavesdropping.

The waitress visited the executives’ table and cleared dishes away. They ordered coffee and dessert.

Savko’s accent echoed in her ear. “So, Tony. Really, how have you been? All going well at the studio?”

“Very well,” Tony replied, a note of caution in his tone. “Box office receipts are up, production is up, too.”

“Great, wonderful.” Savko chuckled and pointed a big finger at him. “But I’ll bet costs are up, too.”

Tony smiled uncomfortably. “We’re making a decent profit.”

“Good, good. But let us get down to the shiny tacks. Bruno here has a copy of the proposal I emailed you.”

“Yes, I read it over last night.

“I’m sure you can see it’s a very generous offer.”

“It certainly is.”

Savko took out a map and spread it on the table. “As you can see, all we want is a small portion of your back lot.”

Hall let out a tiny laugh. Derision in her voice, she said, “I wouldn’t call it small. You want all five acres. What do you plan to do with it?”

“Develop it,” Savko said as if that were an answer. “It’s prime real estate. And we’re offering you a portion of the rental revenue. C’mon, admit it. A commercial site will make more money for you than what you’re using it for now.”

“We’re using it to make major feature films,” Koval said with indignation.

“Which tend to tank at the box office.”

Koval scoffed. “We do well enough. We’ve got some features in production we think will be blockbusters.”

“Speculation. You know what they say about the bird in the shrub. Just look these plans over again. Think about it.”

“I will, I will.”

Hmm. A little too much pressure, but no talk of muscling, or threat. No mention of drugs, or anything illegal. A little tension, but overall just a normal business lunch. As Miranda had feared, it was nothing. Just a deal over some real estate.

These top-dog executives didn’t even know the lowlife carpenter nicknamed Draco even existed.

And they certainly knew nothing about a little girl who’d been kidnapped.


Chapter Thirty-Eight

 

“That was a bust,” Miranda said as she stepped onto the sidewalk in front of the hotel.

“A decided waste of time.” Beside her, Parker looked angry but he was holding it in.

That morning, she had left Holloway and Becker at the hotel hovering over Becker’s laptop and Holloway’s tablet, trying to dig up anything they could on Douglas Vaughn, aka Draco. Any former contact, employer records, DMV info, anything.

Like Axel, there hadn’t been much in the files on the guy after their time in Los Angeles County Jail. They’d probably escalated their gang involvement after that, bought protection and hid their identities. There was little hope of finding something obvious like an address, but they had to try.

Wesson was back at Olivia’s, trying to keep her calm. The poor woman had hardly slept. She’d spent the whole night crying and was completely frazzled.

Miranda was about to say they should pick up the guys and go back to Olivia’s, when a gleaming black stretch limo pulled up to the curb in front of them.

It came to a halt and the back door opened. Inside sat Sloan, dressed in his dark suit.

“Get in,” he said.

Miranda narrowed her eyes, but she felt Parker’s hand on her arm. He was right. They couldn’t make a scene here.

Gritting her teeth, she climbed into the limo’s backseat.

Scooting over the plush leather, she took in the flat screen TV, the DVD player and stereo, the stainless steel wet bar stocked with drinks. She could smell coffee brewing there. So much for kicking the caffeine habit.

“Your expense account is growing, Sloan.” There was room in here for ten.

“This case is growing.”

“But a limo? Isn’t this a little conspicuous for you?”

Sloan smirked. “Out here, it’s hiding in plain sight. Never mind the transportation. How did it go up there? What did you learn?”

Parker fixed Sloan with a firm gaze. “That Thunderclap has a prime piece of real estate Savko would like to get his hands on.”

Sloan wrinkled his nose. “For what?”

“To develop,” Miranda said, handing Sloan back his bionic hearing device. “For income.”

“Income from criminal enterprises, right?”

Parker shook his head. “Not that we could tell.”

“Savko offered the execs a good price for the land plus a percentage of the rental revenue,” Miranda told him. “It all sounded above board to me. And a little boring.”

Not that they’d discuss illegal activity in a place like the Hudson House. On the other hand, the Thunderclap executives might have no knowledge of what Savko wanted the property for. And neither did she.

Sloan sat back, looking defeated.

Miranda peered out the window. They were cruising along Sunset, heading into Beverly Hills. “Where are we going?”

“I want to talk to that woman you told us about last night.”

Miranda glared at him. “Which woman?”

“Marie Applegate.”

Her spine stiffened. “Didn’t we agree you wouldn’t do that? We’ve fulfilled our part of the bargain.”

“We can’t manufacture evidence, Sloan,” Parker added.

Sloan leaned forward. “Which is why we need to talk to Applegate. We have a man tailing her now. She’s at the dental office where she works.”

“You can’t do that,” Miranda repeated. Everything was spinning out of control.

Sloan looked at her like she was crazy. “Marie Applegate is involved with your kidnapper. You followed him to her house the other night. Don’t you want to know what she has to say about him?”

Miranda fisted a hand against the leather seat. Of course, she did. But it was too risky.

“Among other things, she can probably tell us where this Draco lives. Your missing little girl could be there.”

He had a point. And what else could they do? Draco’s records were so clean, even the FBI couldn’t find him. Finding out where he lived from Marie was a chance that wouldn’t come again.

“What happens when you let her go?”

Sloan shrugged. “Even if she tells Draco we picked her up, we can get to his place before he can do anything about it.”

If she gave them the right address. “Are you sure?”

“I’ll make sure.”

As sure as he’d been about that meeting? But all Miranda could think of was rescuing that poor little girl before she was sold into slavery. If they still could.

She turned to Parker. He’d been staring out the window, his jaw tight. She didn’t need to ask to know he didn’t think this was a good idea.

But she didn’t know what else to do. It was their only idea.

“Okay, Sloan. But if anything goes wrong—”

“It won’t. I’ll make sure of that.”

Sloan rapped twice on the window, and the limo made a turn and headed for the 405 and Culver City.


Chapter Thirty-Nine

 

Douglas Vaughn, who preferred to be called by his nickname Draco, rode his black-and-gold XL Sportster down Santa Monica Boulevard toward downtown LA.

He hated the traffic and the smog, though the city air wasn’t so bad this time of year. Still, he longed for the ocean breeze on the Pacific Coast Highway or the twisty roads through the mountains above Pasadena. Maybe someday he’d be rich enough to get a nice place in Malibu and ride whenever he wanted.

This job might just be the thing to tip those scales.

He turned into the parking garage next to the Plaza Building in Bunker Hill and rode up a level. He chained up his bike, entered the building through a side door, and stepped into the upscale lobby. He ignored the gleaming stainless steel trim and the echoing footsteps of the business people as he crossed the blue marble floor to the elevator.

The office workers. Lawyers, accountants, Indian chiefs. The well-to-do non-stars that sucked off the tits of the movie industry. All moving with an air that said they were better than him. Ha. What did they know?

They were nothing to him but cattle. And an occasional mark.

In the elevator a well-dressed brunette gave him a disapproving look. His jeans and chains and leather didn’t meet with her approval, huh? He’d like to chain her to a bed and change her mind about what kind of man he was.

He rode up to the sixty-first floor and stepped off into the spacious reception area of New Heights Holdings. Ignoring the cute blond at the reception desk, he used the special keycard he had to enter the top executive area and went straight to the office in the corner labeled “CEO.”

He knocked, though he was expected, and waited for the deep voice to answer.

“Uviydit.”

Savko was speaking his native tongue today, Draco thought with a smirk as he entered the room and scanned the surroundings he was getting more used to seeing.

The big office featured strange-looking modular furniture with a mosaic theme in muted brown and gold tones. In a style that was a mixture of Hollywood modern and Old European, it was as rich as the man who sat in the executive chair behind the desk—a fixture that seemed to take up a third of the room. Two large art-deco paintings hung on the wall behind him. One of James Dean, the other of Marilyn Monroe.

He liked the Hollywood vibe out here.

He was big and muscular and dressed in a pricier black leather jacket than himself. Draco had heard a rumor he’d been a boxer back in the Ukraine. Not one you wanted to tangle with. And in his current position, not one you wanted to cross.

Savko looked up from the phone he’d been texting on and grinned. “Ah, right on time. Sit.” He gestured to a chair.

With a nod Draco eased himself into a contoured guest chair and relished the cool atmosphere.

He’d like to sit in an air conditioned office instead of pounding nails into boards and getting splinters in his fingers all day. After ten years, building flats for movie sets got old.

“So, how’s it going with you?” The big man said in the deep-throated accent that reminded Draco of a trendy vampire from Transylvania.

“Good, good. How about you? How did you’re meeting go?”

Savko pointed a thick finger at him. “I like that. Direct. You always get straight to the point.”

Draco smiled and nodded cautiously. You had to be careful with Savko. Draco recalled hearing about a guy who crossed him once. Savko had strung him up and had disemboweled the guy himself with a meat hook.

Suddenly Savko’s grin disappeared and a dark cloud came over the big man’s face. “The studio has rejected our offer for their back lot property.”

Draco put on a scowl. “The assholes.”

“They are lucky I did not have their cars blown up. But I like your idea better,” The smile returned.

“We’ll make them an offer they can’t refuse.”

Savko chuckled. “I love that line. Yes, yes. Two birds with one rock. Very clever. Very clever, indeed.”

“It’s a chance to help them change their minds.”

“And they will, if it goes as planned.”

“It will.”

Savko studied his phone a moment, then laid it on the desk. “The fifth one is here?”

“He is. I followed him from the airport yesterday evening. He went straight to the mother’s apartment.”

The huge man gave him a pleased grin, revealing a gold incisor with a diamond in it. “Excellent. And Crow? He is ready?”

“He’s got everything assembled. Says he can pull it off whenever you give the word.”

His dark eyes narrowed. “Crow knows it will be real this time?”

“He does. He’s been in touch with your military contact for the supplies.”

Savko rocked in his chair. “The bombing at the bank was a risky move.”

“But it worked.” It had been Draco’s idea. He’d wanted to show he could take initiative.

Slowly Savko nodded. He seemed pleased.

Draco took a breath and got to the tricky part of the conversation. “One question.”

“You’re allowed one,” Savko grinned.

Draco forced a small laugh. “Afterward, if the kid survives, what do we do with her?”

“You think she will survive?”

He gave a casual shrug. “I’m covering all bases.”

Savko sat back and steepled his hands. “We can sell her. She’s not the usual quality, but she’ll fetch a decent price.”

“She might be damaged. Physically, I mean.”

“We can get a doctor to patch her up. One of those who writes the prescriptions for our celebrity friends.”

“She’s not groomed.”

“I have a few clients who like to do their own grooming.” Savko grinned again, and this time there was a greedy sort of pleasure in it.

They shared another chuckle over that one.

“One more thing.”

Savko stopped laughing. Draco knew he couldn’t push his luck, but he needed to ask this one. “Yes?”

“The father’s getting antsy.”

Savko’s thick black brow rose. “Is he a problem?”

“He might be.”

He sat back and thought a moment. “He’s been a good earner, but he hasn’t been pulling his weight lately. He may have to go. I’ll let you make the call on that.”

That was all he needed to hear. If he acted up, Draco would take care of Axel himself.

“Anything else?”

“No, like I said, we’re all set.”

The finger was wagging again. This time it was a threat. “This has to go as planned, Draco. It has to be all of them. Those are the orders.”

Orders from somewhere high above Savko. “It will be,” he said with a gut-level confidence. He’d make sure of it. Just in case something went wrong, he’d be there to finish them off. None of them would leave alive.

“I do not want to end up like my predecessor.”

He was speaking of Iwasaki. The elder one.

Draco sat back, met his boss’s gaze and dared to steeple his own hands. “Don’t worry, sir. There’s no chance of that.”


Chapter Forty

 

Still in her little black dress, Miranda paced back and forth over the cheap speckled linoleum of the back room of a small brick building on Venice Boulevard.

When Sloan’s limousine had taken her and Parker to this office in Culver City, she’d assumed it was another covert cover. An FBI outpost made to look like a safe company.

She’d been right.

She stopped and spun around. “Are you ready to answer my question now?”

Marie Applegate sat on the other side of a long folding table dressed in her dental assistant scrubs, staring down at a cup of coffee.

The blinds on the narrow windows behind her were drawn, giving the room a sinister feel. Her short blond hair was combed back flat against her head. Her skin was pale. Her brown eyes were large and filled with apprehension.

Sloan’s man had picked her up at her workplace about an hour ago when she went to lunch. The dental office off the San Diego Freeway where Marie had been an assistant for the past three years had turned out to be only a few miles from the house they’d tailed Draco to the other night.

The safe company was only about a mile from there.

Marie pushed a strand of hair behind her ear. “I already told you, Ms. Steele. I don’t know anything. I don’t know what you want from me.”

Miranda didn’t buy it.

And she knew exactly what she wanted from this woman. But she also wanted enough evidence for a conviction. For several convictions.

She glanced over at Parker who was in his expensive suit from this morning. He was leaning casually against a tall safe in the corner, as if he weren’t interested in the proceedings at all. At the far end of the table, Sloan leaned back in a creaky chair, obviously itching for a crack at the woman.

Parker gave his head an imperceptible shake. He didn’t believe what the woman was saying, either.

Miranda strolled over to the middle of the table and planted her rear-end on it.  “How long have you been with him?”

“With Draco?” Marie lifted a shoulder. “We’ve had an on-again-off-again thing for about five years now.”

“And you never knew he was part of a gang called the Savage Skulls?”

She looked away.

She knew it. And more. Miranda slid off the table and paced again like a lawyer giving summary remarks. “Five whole years you two were living together. Eating together. Sleeping together. Do you expect me to believe after all that time, you don’t know anything at all about Draco’s gun running? His drug smuggling operations?”

“He kept me out of it. Besides, we haven’t been together for months.”

She folded her arms. “Is that right? Didn’t he come to see you the other night?”

Marie glanced around the room as if looking for somewhere to hide. “Okay. Yes, he came to see me the other night, but he didn’t tell me anything. He’s never told me anything about his plans.”

“He just happened to stop by?”

Marie put her hand down on the table with a small slap. “Yes. He just happened to stop by.”

“At midnight.”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know. I don’t ask questions. I take what I can get. At least he spent some time with the boys. I don’t know what Draco’s involved in now.”

Probably most of that was true. Draco probably treated Marie the same way Axel had treated Olivia. That thought pushed Miranda’s buttons. But she still needed answers.

“Okay, let’s try something else. What do you know about what happened at Pacific Bank yesterday?”

Marie’s eyes grew wide with confusion. “That bombing? I heard about it on the news. It was awful.”

“Did Draco plan it?”

She looked up at Miranda as if she were crazy. “You think Draco had something to do with that explosion? Why?” She seemed genuinely shocked at the idea.

Miranda tapped her foot on the floor.

She glanced over at Parker, then at Sloan. She could see the g-man was losing patience with this woman.

He got to his feet, ready to take over the questioning. He’d go hard on Marie.

But not as hard as Wesson would be on him. After they’d picked up Applegate, Miranda had called Becker and told him to gather the team and meet them at the safe company.

Ten minutes later Wesson had called her back. Miranda had never heard such cussing and fuming from her colleague. Wesson had been livid, furious with Sloan for bringing in Marie for questioning after he promised not to. As calmly as she could, Miranda had explained that this was their best chance to find Imogen.

Right now Wesson was sitting in a nearby break room with Becker and Holloway waiting to hear what they could get out of the woman. When she got a chance to talk to him, she was going to bite Sloan’s head off.

With an authoritative air, Sloan strode over to the table and put his hands in his pockets. “Ms. Applegate. It’s a serious offense to withhold information in a federal investigation.”

She blinked, clearly rattled. “I’m not withholding information. I promise.”

“Marie,” Miranda said. “We need you to cooperate with us.”

“I am cooperating.” Her eyes began to water.

Parker came over and spoke in his warm soothing tone. “You may know a piece of information you don’t realize is important. Think back. What did Draco say the other night?”

That seemed to settle her a bit. She stared at the wall for a long moment, then shook her head. “He didn’t say anything—wait. Where was that bank?”

Miranda’s pulse quickened. “On Washington.” In the general area.

“I used to have a girlfriend. Well, until she slept with Draco. Haven’t seen her in about a year. She used to work for Pacific. I think she said they were moving her to that branch.”

Miranda glanced at Parker. “Do you think she had something to do with the explosion?”

Marie shook her head. “Not her. Her guy.”

“Draco?”

“No. After she was with Draco, she started seeing a friend of his. Somebody Draco worked with at the movie studio.”

“Thunderclap Studios,” Sloan said.

“Right. I remember she thought it was cool because she’d work late and let him into the bank. They’d sit around in the break room and drink beer. I told her she was going to get fired. I think someone caught her and that’s why she got moved.”

Miranda leaned on the table. “And who was this boyfriend?”

“His name’s Crow.”

Another nickname. “Did you ever see this guy?”

“A few times. He used to come over and drink with Draco. I never liked him. Draco can be a pig, but Crow was worse.”

“What does he do at Thunderclap?” Parker asked.

Marie’s eyes widened as she answered. “He’s—a pyrotechnician.”

Miranda’s breath caught. “You mean a guy who does explosives for special effects in the movies?”

“Yes. That’s right,” Marie said, her voice quivering.

They were onto something.

“Hold that thought.” Sloan rushed out of the room and returned a moment later with a DVD player. He set it down on the table in front of Marie. “This is footage from the video camera inside the bank.”

Why hadn’t he shown that to them last night? Miranda thought, irritated.

The scowl on Parker’s face as he came around to watch told her he was just as annoyed with Sloan’s secrecy. But it didn’t matter now.

Sloan pressed a button and the interior of the bank appeared on the small screen.

The camera was positioned on the back wall, near where she and Parker had sat. The view from it revealed the teller counter, the blue tiled floor, the dancing dollar sign.

They also had a view of the customers in line. Miranda recalled the man in the gray pinstripe suit, the two middle-aged women. Olivia was at the far end of the counter, finishing her business with the teller.

“Stop the video,” Marie said.

Sloan complied. “What do you see?”

“That guy there.”

She pointed to the last guy in line. The one in baggy jeans and a T-shirt. He was wearing a ball cap, though the sign outside requested customers to remove their hats.

Miranda had only seen the back of him yesterday morning. From this angle, she could see his chubby frame and the frizzy lime green curls sticking out from under his cap.

It was the guy Draco had been talking to outside The Wet Guillotine.

“That’s him,” Marie said, her finger on the screen. “That’s Crow.”

Sloan pressed a button and the image began to move again. Just as Olivia turned from the counter, the guy with the green hair put his hand in his pocket.

The next second, the dollar sign exploded and all hell broke loose.

That was it. Crow had been the one to set off the bomb with some remote device in his pocket.

But they needed more.

“I’ll be right back.” Miranda spun around and headed through the door.

Parker followed her into the safe-lined hallway. “I don’t think she knows much more, Miranda. Draco kept her in the dark.”

“She knows one thing,” she told him.

She turned into the break room and saw her three colleagues dressed in jeans and casual tops, sitting at a round table nursing soft drinks and looking frustrated.

“Anything?” Wesson said.

“Marie just ID’d the guy who set off the bomb. Says he’s a pyrotechnician for Thunderclap. Only name she knows him by is Crow.”

“I’m on it,” Holloway said picking up his tablet.

Miranda turned to Becker. “Do you have that altered voice recording you did?”

“Sure. It’s right here on my phone.”

He scrolled around a bit and handed the cell to her. “Just press that button and it’ll play.”

“Thanks.”

She turned around and left, catching the look of admiration in Parker’s eye.

Back in the make-shift interrogation room, Miranda took a deep breath before she approached Marie. The recording had left the poor woman shaken, and Sloan was handing her a box of tissues he’d gotten from somewhere.

“I have something I want you to listen to, Marie.”

“What is it?” she said weakly.

Miranda moved to the table and set Becker’s phone down. “This is a call the kidnapper made the night before the explosion at the bank. He used something to disguise his voice, but we managed to filter that out and reproduce the original sound.”

Marie nodded.

Miranda pressed the button and the rough-sounding voice filled the room.

“Listen carefully and do exactly as I say. Go to Pacific Bank on Washington at ten o’clock tomorrow morning. Withdraw fifteen thousand dollars.”

Marie raised her head, the tears now streaming down her cheeks. She waved a hand at the phone as if it were a tarantula. “That’s Draco. What is he talking about?”

Miranda stopped the recording. Time to get tough. “Ms. Applegate, your boyfriend is a kidnapper. He obviously colluded with his friend Crow to set off that explosion in the bank.”

“What?”

Miranda picked up the phone and waved it in Marie’s face. “He took a seven-year-old girl from in front of her school three days ago.”

In denial, Marie shook her head. “No, No. That can’t be. Draco would never do that.”

She was telling herself Draco was better than he was. Miranda knew that mind game.

“Why not?”

She reached for another tissue from the box. “He isn’t that bad. And Draco isn’t into kids. We had two boys together, and he won’t even admit they’re his. He wants nothing to do with them.” Her voice breaking, she pressed her hands to her face.

The desperation in her voice made Miranda feel sorry for her. She wished she could help her. Parker had taught her to be objective, but it could be painful at times.

Marie bunched the tissue in her hand and stared down at the table. “When Jojo was two months old Draco kicked me out of his house.”

Miranda froze. This was the puzzle piece they needed the most. She kept her voice low and calm as she asked, “Where was this house?”

“The house where I stayed with Draco?”

“Yes, that house.”

She waved a hand toward a window. “It’s off Culver Boulevard. Not far from here.”

“Does he still live there?”

“As far as I know. I was there about a month ago.”

Bingo. “What’s the address?”


Chapter Forty-One

 

Miranda’s hunch the other day to search this area had been a good one. They’d been close. Draco’s house was only two blocks away from Better Than Good Auto and Transmission. She wondered if Axel was in on this kidnapping, after all.

“We need to get a SWAT team together,” Sloan said as he marched down the hall with her and Parker to the break room.

She shook her head. “There’s no time.”

Sloan pointed over his shoulder. “That woman isn’t going to squeal to her boyfriend. We’ll keep her here until we pick him up.”

He’d left one of the men from this office to guard her.

“And how long will it take for a SWAT team?”

“Half an hour, minimum.”

And it would mean getting the local police involved. “That’s too long,” Miranda said. “We’ve got our team and a couple of your men. That will have to do.”

“We’ll need weapons,” Parker said.

“And equipment. We’ve got some here.” With a nod Sloan led them down the hall.

Fifteen minutes later, in another black van Sloan had gotten from somewhere, their makeshift SWAT team pulled up to the curb in front of Douglas Vaughan’s residence. They were wearing Kevlar vests under their clothes, holsters with the handguns Sloan had provided, and hand held radios for communication. But Miranda had decided a full-fledged SWAT uniform with black body armor and helmets would only spook their target.

Stealth was the watchword now.

The house sat in the middle of a block of tightly-crammed homes. It was painted an unattractive mint green and had rust-colored trim. Overgrown weeds and thick trees sheltered the house on one side, a long three-foot high hedge grew on the other.

A short driveway led to the garage door. Trash cans were lined up along the hedge. No car in the drive.

“No front door,” Sloan observed.

“Interesting,” Parker said.

Miranda decided to send Holloway, O’Cleary, and another one of Sloan’s men through the neighbor’s yard to the back. “Make sure they don’t escape out that way.”

“We’re on it,” Holloway said, climbing out of the van.

When the trio had disappeared, Miranda turned to Becker. “You stay here and call for back up if anything goes wrong while the rest of us check out the front.”

“Okay, Steele.”

She could tell he was disappointed not to be in on the action, but she felt protective of him. Besides, his tech skills could come in handy here.

She got out of the van and with Parker, Wesson, and Sloan behind her, Miranda made her way up the driveway and stood on tiptoe to peer through the garage door windows. There was nothing inside. No car with a dent in its side, like the one Kale had told them about at Imogen’s school. No black-and-gold Harley Sportster, like the one she’d seen Draco next to outside The Wet Guillotine. But she could see an inner door that was probably used for entrance.

A door they couldn’t get to.

Looking around, she notice a wooden gate behind the trashcans that made an entrance through the fence created by the hedge.

Parker spotted it first and was already moving toward it. He gestured to her.

She hurried to his side and peeked over the top. There was a side door.

She nodded and he opened the gate.

“You two stay here,” she whispered to Wesson and Sloan. “In case he makes a run for it out the garage.”

Wesson gave her a military-like nod. “Will do.”

“We’ll cover you from here,” said Sloan.

And they headed off to crouch behind the trashcans so as not to be seen by any escaping parties.

Miranda lifted the latch on the gate and stepped onto a narrow sidewalk. She reached the back door, climbed the two concrete steps, and found a rusty doorbell. She pressed it.

No chime.

“It’s disconnected,” Parker said.

“Guess so.” She reached for the screen door and found it unlocked. She tried the wooden door behind it. This one wasn’t.

Time to play cop.

She banged on the door. “Douglas Vaughn? We need to speak with you.”

Parker stood on tiptoe peeking through a small window. “I can see a kitchen. No one in sight here.” He ran his hand over the window’s frame. “Ah hah.”

“What is it?”

He held up a small bit of metal. “A key.”

“Nice security system.”

He handed it to her and she tried the door. Fit like a glove and the door creaked open. Miranda reached for the radio Sloan had supplied. “We’ve gained access through the side. We’re going in.”

“Roger that,” Holloway replied.

She repeated the message to Becker, but she left out Wesson and Sloan. They didn’t have a warrant and she didn’t want Sloan coming down on her about illegal entrance. To her mind there was plenty of probable cause.

Parker had already drawn his weapon. She removed the 9mm Beretta from her holster, glad Sloan had had her favorite model on hand, and stepped into the dark room.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter Forty-Two

 

The kitchen was silent.

The mustard-colored appliances looked old, as did the worn cloverleaf patterned tiles on the floor, but it was clean. No dirty dishes in the sink. A loaf of whole wheat bread lay open on the counter, but there were no other signs of activity.

Weapon drawn and with Parker behind her, Miranda stepped across the kitchen and through an archway in the opposite wall. She found herself in a narrow paneled hallway with the same scuffed tiles on the floor as the kitchen.

She heard a low humming sound. A dryer running?

On one side of the hall another arch led to a living room.

Peeking through the opening, she took a moment to scan the space. Flat screen TV on the wall. A couple of folded blankets on the arm of a shabby olive green couch. Threadbare chairs in an ugly flowered pattern stood against the window on the opposite wall.

No one in here.

What caught her eye was the inflatable mattress on the old-fashioned shag carpet. Sleepover? Extra company? Or was that for Imogen? She’d come back to that later.

Turning, she headed down the hall.

She found the laundry and the source of the humming sound, a utility closet, and a small bathroom. She looked on the sink and opened the medicine cabinet. Toothbrushes were missing.

Parker’s grim look told her he was thinking the same thought she was.

Somebody ran.

His gaze moved to the floor. He bent down and picked up something from a dark corner near the small worn vanity.

As he rose and held it up, Miranda’s heart sank.

It was a blue crayon.

Not something a member of the Savage Skulls would have lying around. But it could belong to one of Draco and Marie’s kid’s, she told herself as she headed for the last door at the end of the hall.

She opened it and found a bedroom. It wasn’t as clean as the rest of the house and smelled of dirty underwear. A dingy mattress with no box springs lay in one corner, a pillow and a tangle of sheets had been left at the foot. A cheap dresser stood against a wall with one drawer hanging open, a stray sock draped carelessly over the edge.

Miranda stepped over to it and peeked inside. No other clothes. She stepped across to a small closet and opened it. Nothing but a few old shirts and empty hangers.

“I don’t think anyone’s here,” Parker said.

“Looks like somebody left in a hurry.”

“They were tipped off.”

Her stomach tensing at the thought, she spotted another door in the other corner. The floor creaked a little as she crossed the room to open it.

“Stairs,” she said, eyeing a narrow wooden staircase.

“Let some of the others check it out,” Parker said. “I don’t think anyone’s up there.”

He was probably right.

She holstered her weapon, radioed Sloan, and told him and Wesson to come inside. Then she notified the others.

“Steele?” Wesson called out a moment later after she and Sloan had made their way inside.

“We’re in the back.”

She listened to the sound of their footsteps, and soon Wesson came through the door.

“Eww.” She wrinkled her nose as she looked around the smelly unkempt room. Then she started for the dresser and began the same examination Miranda had just done.

After another minute or two everyone else appeared, crowding the doorway.

“There’s no activity out front,” Sloan reported, slipping his gun into his shoulder holster.

He didn’t seem upset about how they’d entered the house, though it didn’t matter much now.

Becker’s face appeared behind the g-man with Holloway at his side.

“None in the back, either,” Holloway said.

Miranda pointed to the open door. “There’s a staircase here. Why don’t you and Becker see what’s up there.”

“Will do,” Holloway said.

And he and Becker hurried around the mattress and through the door. A moment later she heard the ceiling groan under their footsteps.

Wesson crossed the room and opened the closet. “Somebody cleaned out their things and left.”

She turned and glared at Sloan.

“Let’s go back to the front. Maybe we missed something.” Miranda moved through the door and down the hall without waiting for an answer.

Wesson shot past her and headed for the kitchen. She opened the refrigerator. “There’s grass fed milk in here. And organic oranges and grapes. Lunchmeats and the kind of Swiss cheese Olivia buys.” She opened the milk carton and sniffed. “It’s fresh.”

Holloway and Becker returned, clomping down the hall.

“Nothing upstairs but dusty boxes and cobwebs,” Becker said. “Looks like it’s used for storage.”

“Here’s one thing they were storing.” Holloway held up a small plastic bag filled with an ash gray substance.

Miranda grimaced. “Weed.”

“Let me have that.” Sloan snatched the bag out of Holloway’s hand, claiming jurisdiction.

“Were they giving that to Imogen?” Wesson sounded a bit hysterical.

Miranda didn’t blame her, but they had to keep their heads. “We don’t know that. We don’t know anything for sure.”

Wesson’s green eyes flashed. “Of course, we do, Steele. We know plenty.” With a hateful look she turned to Sloan. “Somehow that woman you brought in for questioning tipped Draco off and now he’s gone. And Imogen’s gone with him.”

“Marie Applegate is still being held at the office,” Sloan told her.

“He’s right. Marie couldn’t have told Draco anything.” But the weight of Wesson’s words pounded in Miranda’s brain.

Unless Marie had lied to them, this was Draco’s house. And whoever had been living here was gone.

In the wind.

They had no clue where to find him. Or the little girl.

Feeling as if the walls were closing in on her, Miranda marched into the living room and stared at the TV, the old furniture, the air mattress on its end leaning against the couch. How were they going to find Draco? Where would they even start?

And then her gaze focused on a piece of paper on the floor sticking out from under the mattress. It looked like lined paper. Was that what she thought it was? She reached down for it just as Wesson and the others came into the room.

“What is that?” Wesson demanded, hurrying over to her to read over her shoulder.

But Miranda couldn’t speak. All she could do was stare down at the paper feeling the way she had on a cold wintry morning years ago when she’d woken up to an empty crib.

In her hand was homework. The title was printed across the top in a neat childish handwriting.

“What I Want to Be When I Grow Up.”

The words talked about how much the writer loved animals and wanted to become a veterinarian. Miranda didn’t need to guess who the paper belonged to. In the upper left-hand corner in the same script, the child had written her name.

Imogen Wesson.

“She was here,” Wesson cried. “This was where he was hiding her. And now they’re gone.” She spun around to Sloan. “This is all your fault. What kind of an FBI agent are you?”

She lunged at him

Sloan put up his hands. “Hey, Red. Calm down.”

“Red? I’ll show you red.” Wesson rushed him, gave him a hard shove against his chest, and knocked him into one of the armchairs. The bag of weed fell to the floor.

Wesson raised a fist, ready to slug the guy in the face, but Parker caught her arm in time. “This isn’t doing us any good, Janelle.”

“It’s not his fault,” Miranda agreed.

She might not care for Sloan, but he was right. Marie couldn’t have been the one to warn Draco they were heading for his house.

As if coming to herself, Wesson pulled out of Parker’s grasp and looked around the room at the faces staring at her. Looking mortified, she hurried across the room, kicked away the air mattress, sank onto the couch and burst into tears.

The sound of her cries tore Miranda’s heart to shreds.

She picked up the mattress, handed it to Parker. Then she sat down next to her and put an arm around her colleague. As Wesson buried her face in her shoulder, Miranda let her sobs reverberate through her body. She wanted to tell her it was all right. That it would be okay. That they would find Imogen eventually.

But she couldn’t find the heart to lie to her.


Chapter Forty-Three

 

Axel stood outside the cheap motel room smoking a cigarette and watching the traffic through the gap between the building across the parking lot and the check-in stand.

The sun was starting to set. The sky was getting dark, turning the tall palm trees along the street to ghostly shadows.

He had a bad feeling about all this. He was irritated and worried, but most of all he was tired of Draco’s games.

As if summoned by the thought, the old tan Cutlass Ciera with the dent in its side turned into the lot, drove to a spot next to where the black-and-gold Sportster was chained to a pole, and stopped. After a minute Draco got out, a small package in his hand.

“I thought you were going to In and Out.”

“Later, maybe.” He came over to where Axel stood, set the package on the window sill, and pointed at the cigarette. “Got one of those for me?”

Disgusted, Axel reached into his pocket and pulled one out. He handed it to Draco and watched him light it.

He looked happy, like he was in complete control. He wasn’t.

“Are you going to tell me what the hell’s going on?”

“What do you mean?”

“Why did we have to pack up and leave all of a sudden? What are we doing in this place? This wasn’t the plan.”

Draco took a long drag of the cigarette and blew the smoke out in a steady stream. “You should be congratulating me on how smart I am.”

“Why?”

He grinned and flicked ashes onto the sidewalk. “For good measure, I put a tail on Marie this morning.”

“Marie? Why?”

“Listen and you’ll understand why. I had Crow follow her to work and watch her. At first, all was normal, routine. People going into the office, people going out.”

“To see the dentist.”

“Right. Then a little before one, here comes Marie out the side door, on her way to lunch. And Crow spots this guy in a black suit on the sidewalk. He goes straight up to her. They talk a bit. Then the suit takes her arm, escorts her to a black van, and they drive off.”

Axel stared at him in disbelief. “Was it one of the detectives?”

Draco shook his head.

“Plain clothes cop?”

“Maybe. Crow thinks it was the FBI.”

Axel felt a sudden coldness in his gut. “FBI? What did the damn FBI want with Marie? Are they onto us?”

“Doesn’t matter. We’re covered. Besides, I’m bringing in a couple of the Skulls tonight for extra backup.”

And to make sure Axel did as he was told. But what if the FBI showed up? “Hells bells, Draco. We’re in too deep on this one.”

Draco scoffed. “Don’t worry, man. That’s why we’re here.” He waved his cigarette at the motel room behind them. “If Marie gave the Feds my address, they’ll never find us in this place.”

Axel drew in a breath. He wasn’t so sure about that. He’d never been involved with the FBI before. The organization had protected him for years, kept him out of jail a bunch of times. Even erased some of his records. But all that only went so far.

He shook his head. “I don’t know, Draco.”

Draco’s face turned cold. “Are you getting cold feet, Axel?”

“No, no. I just don’t want to go to federal prison.”

“It’ll all be okay. I’ve triple checked the shooting schedule. No one else will be there. Everything’s going to go as smooth as a baby’s ass. It’ll all be over soon.”

Not sure whether to believe him, he dropped his cigarette and ground it out on the concrete. “I’m worried about the kid. She’s sick. She must have picked up something at the thrift store.”

“I told you not to take her shopping.”

“Had to do something. She needed clothes.”

“Well, you’re in luck. I picked up something for her.” Draco reached for the package he’d lain on the window frame and opened it. He drew out a dark red bottle with a printed label.

Axel squinted down at it. It was a prescription. Draco had to have pulled some strings to get it. “Cough syrup? With codeine? Isn’t that too strong?”

Draco took a big drag of his cigarette. “It’ll keep her quiet. You should give her some now.”

“Now?”

“Right now.”

Axel knew what that meant. Draco’s plan would be going down soon. He didn’t know all the details of it, but he knew it probably wouldn’t be as easy to execute as Draco thought.

Draco leaned in close to him and lowered his voice. “You better not screw this up, Axel. You better do exactly as you’re told.”

“Of course, I will. I just want my money when it’s done.”

“You’ll get it. If you don’t screw up. Like I said, this will all be over soon.”

Axel was getting really tired of being under Draco’s thumb. But now wasn’t the time to argue. He took the bottle from Draco and went inside the motel room.

Imogen lay asleep on the bed near the bathroom, bundled up in blankets. As soon as they’d gotten here, he’d dressed her in the second-hand pajamas he’d bought for her at the thrift store and tucked her under the covers. A fragment of the pink fabric decorated with mermaids stuck out from the covers.

He laid the back of his hand against her forehead. She was burning up.

She opened her eyes. “Daddy?”

“I’m here, honey.”

“I don’t feel good.”

“I know. I’ve got something to help.”

She turned over to face him. “Why did we have to move?”

He didn’t know what to say to that. “It’s complicated. I’ll explain it to you when you’re better.”

He shook the bottle and looked around the room. They didn’t have a spoon. He’d have to make her drink it out of the cap.

“Where’s Mommy?”

She’d been asking for her mother more and more, making him feel guiltier than ever that he’d brought her into this mess. “You’ll see her soon,” he said as he poured the thick red liquid into the cap. “Here. Just take this now. It will make you feel better.”

She sat up, let him put the cap to her lips, and swallowed. Then she wrinkled her face. “That’s yucky.”

“I know. Just go to sleep now. You’ll feel better, and this will all be over soon,” he said, echoing Draco’s words.

“Okay, Daddy.” She laid her head back down and closed her eyes.

Axel stroked her pretty light brown hair.

“Daddy?” she said sleepily, her eyes still closed.

“Yes, honey?”

“Maybe when I’m well, you and Mommy can take me to get a puppy.”

Her words tore at his heart. “Yeah, maybe,” he lied.

He put the cap on the bottle and took it into the bathroom. He set it on the counter and stared at his own face in the mirror. There were bags under his eyes. His dark hair was as messy as Draco’s. This job had aged him.

It would all be over soon. The words were becoming his mantra.

And when it was, and his daughter was back with her mother, he would take his money and get out of the business. He’d go somewhere far away. Overseas, maybe. Find a villa in the south of France or buy a houseboat in Tokyo. Change his identity. Change himself.

Someplace, somewhere. He wanted a different life. He wanted to be another person. He would be. He’d never be the same after this.

It would all be over soon, he told himself again. And as far as he was concerned, it couldn’t be soon enough.


Chapter Forty-Four

 

Miranda, Parker, Sloan and the team spent the rest of the afternoon going from house to house, canvassing the area around Douglas Vaughn’s now vacant residence.

None of the neighbors had seemed to pay much attention to the man, though they could identify him from the photo. Some didn’t like him. Most just ignored him. One man complained about his unkempt yard. All of them had been at work or shopping or busy inside during the hours before the team arrived at the house.

No one had noticed a car leaving with a little girl.

As the sun started to set, they ran out of neighbors to question so they called it a night. Sloan and his men returned to one of their lairs. Miranda and her team went back to the hotel.

When they reached the lobby, Wesson headed for the restaurant with Holloway and Becker, but Miranda just wanted to sleep.

It was only a little past six, but she felt bone weary.

“You need rest,” Parker said, gently kissing her hair when they were alone in their suite.

“I want to go to sleep and never wake up.”

He lifted her chin. “You’ve done the best you could. We’ll figure something out.”

Maybe, but it would be too late.

She took off the holster with the Beretta and laid it on the dresser. She hung the little black dress in the closet and pulled on a T-shirt. As she lay down on the neatly made bed, all she could think about was that scrap of homework paper on the floor of that deserted house.

She put her head on the pillow and closed her eyes, willing the images of the empty rooms away. A moment later she felt Parker settle in beside her, felt his strong hand massaging her shoulders and neck.

“Mmm,” she murmured, half asleep.

As always, Parker’s touch felt good, but it did little to take away the sense of loss, of failure. Of despair for that poor little girl and her mother.

She’d done the best she could. But it wasn’t enough.

Parker felt the tension in his precious wife’s shoulders as he kneaded her tight muscles. He should have taken over this case from the beginning. He couldn’t have produced better results, but perhaps it wouldn’t have taken such an emotional toll on his wife. No, she would be going through this turmoil no matter who had been in charge.

She cared too much. He cared too much. This case hit home. It was too personal for both of them.

He felt her tension loosen a bit, heard her breathing become steady.

She was asleep. He was glad.

She’d been pushing herself hard ever since they’d arrived in this city. He settled in beside her, closed his eyes, and tried to relax as well.

Rest would do them both good. A nap, a short break. And then perhaps they could think of some way to save Imogen Wesson from a fate worse than death.


Chapter Forty-Five

 

She was running.

Running as hard as she could, as if her life depended on it.

It did.

She was in a long dark alleyway in some city somewhere, the wind whipping around her face as if she were in the middle of a tornado.

But it wasn’t a tornado. Whoever was chasing her was causing the windstorm. She turned a corner and found herself facing a brick wall. Too high to climb over. No ladder. No windows.

Nowhere to go.

The wind howled behind her.

And then she saw it. A small opening near the bottom of the wall.

Without thinking, she fell to her knees and crawled through it.

Gasping for breath she looked around. It was darker here. She couldn’t stand up. She was in a tunnel. A long twisty tunnel that smelled dank and dirty. She had to find her way out of it before they got to her. She crawled and crawled until her knees bled. The tunnel seemed to go on forever. But finally it evaporated and she was able to stand.

Where was she now?

In another hall, she realized. This one was lined with red brick on all sides. There were several passages before her. It was a maze. Before she could figure out where to go, something behind her snarled.

She picked a passage and ran.

Gasping for breath, her bare feet slapping against the pavement, her gauze gown whirling around her legs, she turned to the right, to the left, to the right again. As she ran she tried to figure out where she was, where she was going, where she could hide. But there was nowhere.

She was lost in this place.

Something growled behind her.

Run. Run faster.

And then she spied another small opening in the wall ahead of her. This one had a green wooden door that came up to her waist. And a handle. It was larger than the other passage. Certainly big enough to crawl inside. Did she dare open the door?

A roar shook the air behind her.

No time to think.

She bent down and opened the door. Nothing but darkness. She had to get inside. Pushing her legs into the hole, she climbed into the dark space feet first and closed herself in.

The space seemed smaller now. She could barely crouch in it.

She lay down, stretched herself out on the floor and tried to listen, but just as she did, something behind her grabbed onto her leg.

“No!” she screamed.

It pulled her backwards, away from the little green opening, across the slick floor.

“What are you doing here, you whore? You don’t belong here.”

She knew that voice.

Leon.

And then she was sliding down, down, down, into more darkness. Her body spinning and turning and twisting. Frantically she stretched out her hands, trying to find something to hold onto. Anything. But the surface all around her was as smooth as glass.

Finally she hit the bottom.

Her head ringing, her body aching, she rose and turned around. She was in a small dimly lit room with no windows. The walls were painted black. It smelled of soot. The only piece of furniture stood in the corner.

A cradle. An empty cradle. Amy’s cradle.

Pressing her hands to her head, she spun around in circles and screamed into the air. “What have you done with her, you bastard? Where have you taken her?”

“Why, she’s right here.”

With a gasp she turned around again.

Two tall men stood in the shadows across the room. The one on the right was thin. He had long oily black hair, a scraggly beard, and narrow, mean black eyes.

The one on the left was tall and big shouldered. He wore his shaggy dirty blond hair in a cut that came just under his ears. He had grass green eyes and a sickly grin.

There was a little dark-haired girl between them. Each of them held one of her hands.

“Where are you taking her?” she cried.

The man with the stringy black hair smiled. “Away from you.”

“No.”

“You don’t deserve her,” said the other man. “She belongs to me. I’m her father.”

They turned around and began to lead the girl away.

“No!” she screamed.

She raced across the room, hands outstretched. Her fingers found fabric. She dug them into the material and shook the man wearing it with all she was worth.

“You can’t have her. She’s mine.”

He merely laughed.

She shook him harder. “Give her back to me. Give her back.”

“Miranda. Wake up!”

Miranda opened her eyes with a jolt and looked around. She was on the hotel bed with Parker.

Her fists were tangled in his shirt, tearing at it. She’d already popped two of the buttons.

She loosened her fingers and buried her face in his chest. “Oh, my God.”

His arms went around her, his lips kissed her hair. “It’s all right. It’s all right.”

No, it wasn’t. “I dreamed about them. Leon. Tannenburg.” Again.

“I know. I know.”

Of course, he knew. “They had Amy.”

“But they don’t have her. Your daughter is in Atlanta. Her name is Mackenzie Chatham. She’s safe and sound. You know that.”

He sounded like a therapist. And he meant the words to comfort her, but instead they made the guilt rush in. She had found her lost daughter, thanks to Parker. And yes, she was safe and sound.

But Olivia Wesson’s daughter would never be.

She pressed her face into Parker’s neck and let herself cry while he rocked her like a small frightened child.

She used to hate feeling so vulnerable. Now she relished his comfort.

After a while her tears were spent. They would do no good, anyway. She lifted her head, sniffed, and wiped her face with her palms. “I don’t know what to do, Parker.”

“At the moment, I don’t, either.” He sounded so defeated.

Not good to hear. If Parker couldn’t find a missing girl, who could?

“The team is in Holloway’s room,” he said quietly. “We should meet with them.”

She nodded, feeling wearier than when she went to sleep.

She got to her feet, went to the bathroom to wash her face and straighten her hair. She put on some jeans and a dark blue top with a matching sweater, while Parker slipped on some informal clothes as well.

Then she headed out the door and down the hall with Parker at her side.


Chapter Forty-Six

 

Miranda found her team sprawled about the fancy hotel suite.

Hunched over his laptop, Becker sat at a round marble table with a brass lamp atop it. Wesson was in a blue-and-white chair near the window staring out at the city, a small bag of chips in her lap. Holloway was sprawled out on the blue velvet sofa with his tablet. Everyone was still in their jeans.

“We’re trying to get something on the guy named Crow,” Becker told her.

“Oh?”

Becker shook his head. “His files are as clean as the other two. No social security records. Nothing in the DMV database.”

So Crow was connected, too. Made sense, though she hated to hear it.

Her heart breaking for Olivia, Miranda turned to Parker. “We’re at the end of our rope. I don’t know what else to do.”

He was silent. Parker never liked admitting defeat. Especially this kind of defeat. But he gave her a solemn nod.

Time to draw things to a close.

She took a deep breath and addressed her team. “Sloan’s theory about Savko was total BS. We won’t find Draco or this Crow guy unless we go to the police and they put out a BOLO. And if we do that, they’ll kill Imogen for sure.”

“She might already be dead,” Holloway said grimly. He always liked to be up front about things.

Wesson let out a small moan and stared at the wall.

But Holloway was right. Odds were Imogen was dead. They all knew it.

They could end up hunting the little girl forever. But Becker had to get back to Fanuzzi. She was having a difficult pregnancy and needed him. And Miranda knew Holloway wanted to see his ex-wife.

She hated to admit it, hated herself for thinking it, but it was time to call it quits.

She waited a moment, then said the words. “I think it’s time we turn the case over to Sloan and his men.”

Wesson jolted upright. “To Sloan?”

“To the FBI. They’re better equipped to handle it from here.” She steadied her shoulders. “We need to head over to Olivia’s and let her know.”

Her words were met by silence. Becker put a hand to his face as if he were going to cry. Wesson hugged herself tightly, bracing herself against the pain.

“C’mon, let’s go and get this over with.” Miranda took a step toward the door.

Just as she did, Wesson’s phone rang.

Wesson rose, tossed her chips into the trash, and picked up the phone from the table where Becker was sitting. “It’s Olivia.”

“Put her on speaker,” Miranda told her.

Wesson nodded and answered. “Olivia, I’m sorry we haven’t gotten back to you before now. The team is here. We’ll be heading your way in a few minutes. We have some news.”

“I have some news.” Olivia’s voice sounded hollow.

Miranda marched over to where Wesson stood. “What is it, Olivia?”

The words that came through the phone’s speaker made Miranda’s head spin.

Slowly and distinctly Olivia said, “I just got another call from the kidnapper. He told me where to leave the money.”


Chapter Forty-Seven

 

“Play it again.”

It was twenty minutes later and Miranda, Parker and the rest of the team were gathered in Olivia’s apartment. The poor woman stared down at her cell phone on the little coffee table like it was a hissing cobra.

Sitting across from them on her blue sectional sofa, Olivia’s fingers shook as she leaned forward and pressed the button.

Once more, the horrible mechanical voice filled the room.

“Listen carefully and do exactly as I say. Put the money in a grocery bag. Tonight at midnight go to Thunderclap Studios in Culver City. Enter at Gate Two. Go to Sound Stage Twelve. The door will be unlocked. At the far end, you’ll find the set for ‘Three’s A Party.’ There’s a kitchen with an island. In the back of the island, there are drawers. Put the bag with the money in the left drawer and proceed to the sci-fi set. You’ll receive further instructions there. Remember, no cops. No FBI.”

He rattled off the code for the gate and hung up.

Miranda was glad Olivia had had the presence of mind to activate the recording app when she got the call, but her brain spun with the details. Draco wanted Olivia to take the ransom money to the place where he worked? The place with the back lot Ostap Savko was negotiating for?

Becker cocked his head and pointed to the phone. “Three’s A Party?”

“It’s a popular sitcom,” Olivia said. “I watch it all the time. I know the set he’s talking about.” She looked up at Miranda, her eyes filled with tearful hope. “Are they really going to give me my baby back?”

Miranda couldn’t answer that question. She wanted to believe they would, but she didn't think so.

This sounded like a trap.

Instead she put a hand to her head and turned to Parker. “Thunderclap Studios?”

His expression was dark with wariness. “We’ll have to tell Sloan about this call.”

“No.” Wesson said. “The kidnapper said no FBI.”

“We don’t know what we’ll be up against.” Miranda didn’t want to say it out loud. They hadn’t filled Olivia in on all the horrifying details Sloan had told them last night. But what if his hunch had been right? What if there was a Ukrainian connection?

Wesson looked unmoved.

“Don’t be so hard on the guy,” Miranda said, surprised she was defending Sloan to her. “He’s had some personal losses. A brother, a sister-in-law, and a man under his command. He took them hard.”

Olivia stood to her feet. “I don’t know what you people are going to do, but at midnight, I’m going to Thunderclap Studios.”

And she marched down the hall to her bedroom and slammed the door.

Wesson started after her, then stopped. She turned and looked at Holloway and Becker for support, then her gaze went to Miranda, her green eyes pleading with her. “We can’t let my sister go to that studio alone.”

Miranda straightened. “No, we can’t. But we have to let Sloan in on this. We’ll tell him to be discreet. You know he knows how to do that.”

Reluctantly Wesson nodded.

“It’s settled then,” Parker said in a commanding tone, and he took the secure FBI cell phone from his pocket.


Chapter Forty-Eight

 

A little before midnight, Parker pulled the Navigator up to the side entrance of Thunderclap Studios marked Gate Two and punched in the code Draco had given Olivia in his call.

While they waited for the decorative iron gates to open, Miranda eyed the high concrete walls guarding the vast movie-making fortress. Protection in mortar from paparazzi and over-enthusiastic fans and desperate wannabe stars. She hadn’t felt her spidey sense much on this case, maybe because it was so personal.

But right now it was going off on high alert.

Shivers danced up and down her spine like a chorus line. What in the world were they heading for?

Draco had said no FBI, but he hadn’t asked Olivia to come alone. And why drop the money in a place like this?

For one thing it was deserted, she realized as the gate opened and Parker cruised through.

She checked the mirror and saw Sloan and O’Cleary following close behind in a dark colored sedan. How Parker had been able to talk the g-man into bringing just one man along instead of the army he’d wanted, she would never know.

Before them stood a massive three-story office building decorated with ionic columns and tall palm trees. Parker turned left and made his way around the building to a parking lot.

“Looks like we’ll have to walk from here,” he said.

The lot was well-lit and pretty much deserted, but on the other side under the shadows of a tree, Miranda spotted a tan sedan that looked like it had a dent in the passenger door.

An itchy sensation slithered up her spine. “Is that what I think it is?”

Wesson pulled herself up to peer out the windshield.

“He’s here,” she whispered.

Olivia strained to see out of her window. “What? Who?”

“The kidnapper. That’s his car.”

“He’s here to pick up his money,” Miranda said flatly.

“Does he have Imogen? Is he going to give her to me?”

Miranda peered across the lot. “I don’t think anyone’s in that vehicle.” She turned around. “Holloway, Becker. Why don’t you go check it out.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Becker said.

“Be careful.”

“We will.”

She watched them trot over the pavement and peer into the windows. A moment later Holloway turned back and shook his head.

“He’s not there,” Wesson said, caution in her voice.

Parker turned around and touched Olivia’s hand. “We’ll have to wait and see what happens. Do you think you can do that?”

“I’ll do anything to get my baby back,” she said.

Miranda shifted toward Olivia and saw iron determination in her face.

She gave her and Wesson a confident nod. “Let’s go then. Everyone stick together.”

They all climbed out of the van and made their way over to the FBI vehicle where Sloan and O’Cleary stood.

Sloan nodded toward the dented car. “I see our host is here.”

“Yeah,” Miranda said. “Guess he wants to make it a real party. Must be inside somewhere.”

Waiting for them.

“We ran his plates,” Sloan said. “They belong to a Jamael Hadad who resides in Eugene, Oregon. Mr. Hadad reported his Grand Voyager missing a month ago.”

So the tags were stolen. The Grand Voyager had probably been dismantled in some chop shop weeks ago. Just another one of Draco’s hobbies.

Parker introduced Olivia to Sloan and O’Cleary.

Sloan shook her hand. “Sorry to meet under these circumstances, ma’am.” His voice had an unusual note of tenderness in it.

“Thank you for helping,” she said.

“It’s my duty,” Sloan told her as he moved to the trunk of his car. He opened it, took out a set of maglites. He handed them all around. “Thought you might need these.”

Might come in handy. “Thanks.”

Parker checked the time on his cell. “We need to get going. It’s almost midnight.”

Miranda nodded. “We’ll stick to the plan until something alters it.”

Wesson squeezed her sister’s hand. “You can do this, Olivia.”

“I’m going to do this, Janey. Where is Sound Stage Twelve?”

Holloway peered through a walkway between two of the surrounding buildings. “Over there, from the map I downloaded earlier.”

“Let’s go.”


Chapter Forty-Nine

 

Miranda led the way through the buildings with Parker at her side.

Sloan, O’Cleary and Wesson came up behind them, on either side of Olivia. Holloway and Becker acted as the rear guards.

They still had the weapons Sloan had loaned them earlier. Miranda’s was tucked in the shoulder holster under the sweater she found she needed. The night air had a chill in it.

Parker and the rest of her team carried their guns under lightweight jackets. She was certain Sloan and O’Cleary had arms somewhere under their black suits.

There was enough of a glow from lamps posted on the walls that they didn’t need the maglites as they picked their way through the maze of the huge hangar-like buildings.

Each sound stage was maybe a hundred and fifty feet long and almost as wide. The paved streets running between them turned the network of structures into their own sort of boxy city. A busy city.

Abandoned work trucks and golf carts had been left parked alongside the sheet metal exteriors. Construction crews had strewn all sorts of equipment and material between the vehicles. A blue tarp lay on the ground near a stack of windows leaning against a trailer, waiting to be used in some set. Behind a pickup truck, boxes and plastic bins had been stacked in rows. They passed tripods and folding chairs and piles of lumber.

During the day this area must be abuzz with activity. Now it was dead still.

Miranda eyed the numbers painted on the large barn-size doors of the sound stages. Twenty. Fifteen. Thirty-six. They didn’t seem to follow any pattern.

And then they turned a corner and she spotted the number they were looking for across the road.

Sound Stage Twelve.

She stopped and pointed. “There it is.”

The rest of the team came to a halt behind her.

“We should let Olivia go in first,” Sloan said.

Miranda tensed. “I don’t know if that’s such a good idea.”

Sloan was determined. “We’ll all cover her. We can stay several feet behind and keep in the shadows as best we can.”

“You think we’re being watched?”

“I’m assuming we are.”

He was probably right, given that empty dented car in the lot. “Okay,” she said. “But let’s stay as close to her as we can.”

“Are you ready?” Wesson said to her sister.

Olivia straightened her back. “More than ready.”

“All right,” Miranda said. “Go ahead.”

She watched the woman march with determined steps across the pavement to the door, open it, and disappear inside.

Then she gave the team a signal and they hurried after her.


Chapter Fifty

 

Drawing her weapon, Miranda stepped inside the sound stage. It was cooler in this building than it was outside. The place was massive and smelled vaguely of paint and makeup.

Low security lights spaced around the perimeter provided a dim glow. An empty space through the center made a kind of aisle between the shooting areas.

Slowly she crept across the floor with Parker at her side and the rest of the team behind her.

Sets had been created through the length of the building, forming a sort of grid. They looked as if they could serve a range of productions. In a far corner a large padded blanket hung from some point on the ceiling, stretching all the way down and across a portion of the floor. Some kind of back drop, she guessed, but she couldn’t tell which show it was for.

An area on the other side of the blanket featured a suspended green screen with an RV parked in front of it. Booms and stands that encircled the RV held microphones and ellipsoidal lights pointed in various angles. In the next section, metal ladders rose to a mesh of scaffolding high overhead where more lighting equipment hung.

The place was as silent as death.

All Miranda could hear was the breathing of her team and Olivia’s footsteps as she made her way through the sets, eyeing them as if she were in a grocery aisle.

At last Olivia stopped.

She turned to a set that looked like an ordinary apartment. Miranda took in a living room with assorted furniture and a hardwood floor. Looked like a sitcom set to her. Beyond the living room stood an open kitchen. Two stools sat in front of a brown divider that separated the two fake rooms.

That had to be the island Draco had mentioned.

She signaled to the team. They scattered out and took cover around the set behind the makeshift walls. Miranda watched Parker’s hard gaze scan the area. Sloan was on alert as well. As were the rest of them.

Olivia crossed the wooden floor to the phoney kitchen.

Miranda held her breath as she watched Olivia look around. Finally she set her purse on the counter and took out the grocery bag holding the money she’d withdrawn from Pacific Bank. She pulled out the left-hand drawer, put the bag into it, and closed it again.

Taking a deep breath, she picked up her purse and stepped out into the aisle again. She turned toward the opposite end of the sound stage, and started walking again, heading away from the team.

She was looking for the sci-fi set Draco had mentioned.

“Holloway,” Miranda hissed.

“Yes, Steele?”

“You and Becker stay here and see if Draco shows up. You know what to do if he does.”

“You got it.”

She was glad Holloway wasn’t arguing for once. Probably was relishing the idea of taking down the kidnapper. She hoped he got to.

She turned to the rest of the team, nodded in the direction Olivia was heading, and followed her.

They moved into an area where thin plywood panels made a kind of hallway. On either side, Miranda could see the two-by-fours that made up the back of frames for fake walls.

After about twenty feet, the passage opened up to another large area. Suspended above more wooden scenery panels hung a hive of wires and cables and ductwork.

Olivia walked past the section and then stopped again.

She was looking at a large shape illuminated by muted blue lights.

The walls looked as if they had been constructed out of some futuristic metal piping. At the far end, a computer screen was wedged into some kind of command center. A spaceship. The pipes formed a hexagon-shaped tube running from the one end of the ship to the command center. An assortment of grates and grab bars and vents made the design more intricate and realistic.

Sci-fi set. Was this where Draco wanted Olivia to go?

Something caught Olivia’s attention.

She hurried over to one of the grates and pulled out a piece of paper that had been tucked into it. She opened it and looked around cautiously.

Then she took a breath and dared to read the note aloud.

“Follow this map to the back lot at the end of the studio. In the wreckage set, you’ll find your daughter.”

Olivia’s face went pale.

“Imogen,” she whispered.

Then she turned and hurried into the darkness.


Chapter Fifty-One

 

Axel carried his sleeping daughter through the interior roads along the west end of the studio. She was heavy in his arms, out cold from the medicine he’d given her. Draco’s brew.

As he passed the office buildings, the commissary, the sound stages, he tried not to think. But his mind was whirring and anxiety clawed at his heart.

Think about the money, he told himself. With what they were going to pay him, he could retire and live like a king for the rest of his life. Or at least a duke.

He could get that villa in the south of France. He could go anywhere he wanted. He could have a new life. A good life.

Turning a corner, he came around the side of the last building and saw the grassy meadow behind the stages.

The studio’s back lot.

He’d been here at night with Draco a couple of times to cut deals. Draco was fond of the area.

It was a place no one would think to look.

The lot spanned over five acres, plenty of room for movie sets. Tall floodlights lit up parts of the area like a football stadium. On the far side there was a set for some wedding flick. In the distance beyond it stood a row of city buildings and roads made to look like someplace in New York. The side closest to him was vacant now, except for the wreckage scene along the far corner.

The set from some thriller movie they were filming.

He hoisted Imogen up on his shoulder and made his way across the field, through the make-believe debris to the back of the wreckage. The plywood flats behind the structure supported it, they in turn were held up with large wooden beams, forming a kind of lean-to. A shelter of sorts, but a nasty one.

Why did Draco want her here? At least he could have told him to bring a blanket.

He found a level spot, moved a few of the bricks and empty beer cans away, and laid her down on the ground.

She moaned a little but she didn’t wake up. The medicine was doing its job.

It was cold out here and she was sick. Cursing Draco under his breath, he took off his leather jacket and covered her with it. He’d get himself another one when he got to France. Though the Browning Hi Power in his belt was exposed to view now.

This was it. She’d be back with her mother soon. He bent down and kissed her cheek.

“Good-bye, sweetheart. Be a good girl. Don’t grow up to be like your old man.”

He straightened, but he couldn’t tear himself away.

He looked around the space again, his vision getting used to the darkness.

And then he saw it.

The equipment strategically placed. Crow’s work.

So that was the plan.

Axel’s heart sank. Anger burned inside him. He’d been duped.

Draco had never intended to give his daughter back to Olivia. For an instant, he wanted to find the sonofabitch and demand to know what the hell he was doing. But he’d said some of the Skulls would be here tonight. The image of being beaten to death at their hands ran through his mind.

He had to get out of here.

Still stunned at his discovery, he forced himself to hurry away from the scene, leaving Imogen on the ground, leaving her to the fate Draco had planned for her.

He had to do this. He had to go through with it.

It was orders.

Think about that villa in France, he told himself. A little chateaux overlooking the Mediterranean. Sunny days and warm nights. Actually, he didn’t know what the weather was like, but he’d find out when he got there. When he started his new life. He’d be on his own with no one to answer to for the first time ever. He could make his own course. Make his own decisions. He’d have the rest of his days to figure out who he really was.

And he’d be all alone.

Suddenly he stopped walking. What would the rest of his life really be like?

They wouldn’t let him go. He knew too much. They’d come after him. Hunt him down over the globe. They had people everywhere. Still, he could stay on the run. Be one step ahead of them. Maybe.

But even so—he might escape the organization, but he’d never escape the memory of this night.

It would stay with him.

What was about to happen would haunt him forever. And so would the memory of these past few days with his daughter.

Slowly he turned around and eyed the set where he’d left her, sick and drugged. She wouldn’t feel much pain when it happened.

But he would.

And then it hit him. If he didn’t get the money for tonight, he might not be able to buy a villa in France, but he had enough in his Swiss bank account to build a decent enough life. He could change his identity and hers, too. The organization might not find them if he did it right.

They could go to Europe, just the two of them. He would find her a good school, a good house. If they were found, they could move, change identities again. They could make it together.

He made up his mind.

He would do it. Raise his daughter on his own. All he had to do was get her out of here in time.

He started back to the set, running as fast as he could.


Chapter Fifty-Two

 

Damn. Why hadn’t Olivia waited for them? Miranda was out of breath from jogging between the sound stages, trying to find the distraught mother.

She could have at least shown them the map. Where was she going?

A few minutes ago, she’d radioed Becker. He’d told her there was no sign of Draco yet at the sit com set. That didn’t sound right, but it meant she couldn’t pull him and Holloway away from their post.

“There.” Parker pointed between the two buildings where they’d been hunting.

“She must have gotten lost,” Sloan said.

Miranda jogged over to the two men and pointed her maglite down the corridor, a narrower passage than most. She spotted Olivia marching alongside the metal wall of a sound stage across the road between them. She was looking straight ahead, as if she knew exactly where she was going.

She must have figured out where she was.

“Olivia,” Wesson hissed and dashed through the alleyway toward her.

“Let’s go.” Miranda ran after Wesson with Parker, Sloan, and O’Cleary right behind her.

“What are you doing?” Wesson said when she reached her sister.

Robot like, Olivia pointed ahead of her. “I’m going there.” She handed the paper in her hand to Wesson and started in the direction she’d indicated.

They followed her and suddenly the maze of sound stages opened up to a large piece of vacant land. The strip of pavement along the back of the buildings formed a wide curve. On the other side lay what looked like a meadow.

Miranda stood at the edge of the grass and stared at the spacious field. This place had to be used for shooting outdoor scenes. She felt the hair on the back of her neck stand up.

The back lot.

Floodlights provided enough illumination to make out the wide grassy hill rising to larger ones in the distance. Far away near a grove of trees, cloth-covered tables had been set up with a white archway at one end of them. A set that might be used to film a wedding scene. On a rise a couple hundred feet beyond the nuptial area stood the silhouette of what looked like a small city. A large patch of ground lay between the city and the other side of the field.

But in the distance at the foot of hills rising at the far edge of the grassland, she saw a large wide-body jet. It lay on its side in shambles, as if it had fallen out of the sky and crashed there.

The set for some disaster film.

“That’s it,” Olivia breathed. “That’s the wreckage set.”

And she started for it.

“Hold on, Olivia,” Miranda hissed, hurrying after her. “You need backup.”

“I need my baby.” She broke into a trot.

Miranda and the team hurried after her over the rising ground.

As they got nearer, they had to slow down. There was rubble everywhere.

Under the floodlights Miranda could see the roof of the plane had been ripped off like a cereal box, exposing the empty rows of seats along the twin-aisles. The fuselage lay in huge scattered chunks, broken like a pretzel, and surrounded by pieces of the mangled wings and large mounds of unidentifiable debris.

It looked so real, she half-expected to see bodies on the ground. The wreckage suggested the smell of smoke in the air, but there was only the scent of normal outdoor LA.

It’s only a set, Miranda reminded herself. But the tingling on the back of her neck warned her of danger that seemed very real.

Olivia led the way to the plane.

With their maglites guiding them, the team picked their way through the debris. Slowly they moved through the dusty tubing and wires. Parker went in front of her, kicking aside pipes and sticks to make a pathway. Miranda saw Sloan looking grim as he booted away an empty cardboard box. A few feet away Wesson side-stepped twisted pieces from the plane that looked like metal but were really only Styrofoam. O’Cleary plodded through the mounds of dirt, shoving away fake boulders.

At last they reached the front of the jet.

Olivia made her way around a dislodged control panel and disappeared behind the plane’s nose.

“Hurry,” Miranda whispered, using her foot to knock away a mound of gray stuff blocking her way.

“I don’t like this,” Parker murmured in her ear as they made the turn at the spot where Olivia had gone.

She didn’t either, but they had no choice now.

She stepped around the tip of the jet and saw what she already knew. It was all fake.

In the back, long two-by-fours wedged at the bottom with sandbags and bricks abutted wooden framework to support the imaginary plane wreck on the other side.

There was more debris here, but it looked like stuff left by the film crew. Candy wrappers, empty beer cans, scraps of wood and nails, a few paint cans.

Miranda ran her maglite over the ground. The others did the same. All she saw was trash and rubble.

“There’s no one here.” Wesson’s voice was tinged with anger.

Olivia walked the length of the back area. “Imogen. Where are you, baby? Are you here?”

Miranda’s heart broke for her. And then she looked at Parker and her heart stopped.

He was staring down at a shape tucked under the boards. Several shapes. A row of dark gray tubes about three inches in diameter.

“What is that?” she dared to ask.

His quiet reply rang with an ominous tone. “It looks like some sort of pyrotechnic device.”

She tried to make sense of it. Were they preparing to shoot a scene where the plane wreck blows up?

“Look at that.” O’Cleary pointed to something on one of the support planks.

It was a white box about the size of a bar of soap. Wires running from it were attached to the row of tubes.

Sloan studied it a moment. “Looks like a radio receiver.”

“Yes.” Parker raised his maglite to illuminate the thick wooden beam over their heads. “Look at this.”

Miranda squinted at it, hardly able to believe her eyes. Suddenly she felt dizzy. Her nerves were tingling like a hundred bees were stinging her.

Tucked under the top brace so she could barely see it, was a bundle of red sticks bound with black tape. A cord hung down from the center of the pack.

Her breath caught. “Is that what I think it is?”

Sloan pointed down at the row of gray cylinders. “If these pyros went off, they would light that fuse. Is this a prop?”

It wasn’t a prop. Suddenly it all made sense. This was the trap.

“No,” Parker said darkly. “It’s real. And it’s about to blow. Run.”

Miranda spun around and caught a glimpse of Wesson dragging Olivia around the far end of the plane. She watched Olivia break free and head off in the opposite direction. She felt Parker’s hand on hers as he pulled her out of the set.

All at once they were running through the rubble, through the darkness, running for their lives. But would they be in time?

No.

From the corner of her eye, she saw a terrific flash of light behind her. She heard a blast. A crack. Then an ear-splitting ka-boom!

The earth beneath her shook. The debris at her feet shivered. Her body was forced up into the air, suspending her there for what seemed like minutes. All around her dirt and shrapnel flew through the air like it was snowing crap. Something sharp stabbed through her shoulder blade and she cried out in pain.

Then the force hurled her down again, slamming her against the ground.

She hit her head against something. She couldn’t see anything now. But she could smell the thick smoke. And behind her she heard whizzing and whirring and popping. Snap. Snap. Snap.

The pyros. Fireworks. Like the Fourth of July.

But they weren’t celebrating freedom now. This was death.

Where was Olivia? Where was her team? Where was her husband?

“Parker,” she cried. But her words were only in her mind.

She’d already passed out.


Chapter Fifty-Three

 

Janelle Wesson rolled over on the ground and groaned.

Her ears were ringing and her upper arm throbbed like the dickens. She raised her arm and saw she was bleeding. She’d been hit by a piece of flying wood or something. She wasn’t sure.

She sat up and looked around.

The air was thick with smoke. It was hard to see. Hard to breath. And to hear.

But she must have survived that horrible blast.

Had it gone off five minutes ago? Or five hours?

Where was Olivia? Had she lost her beloved sister as well as her niece? Why hadn’t Olivia listened to her when she told her to run? She was so stubborn. No, she was desperate.

Janelle thought she heard a sound. A voice. Someone talking to her. She turned her head and saw Sloan sitting on a pile of rubble next to her, his suit jacket torn and singed, his dark hair disheveled.

His jaw was moving, but she couldn’t tell what he was saying.

“We have to find Olivia,” she shouted at him.

He shook his head.

No? What the hell did he mean? The man was infuriating.

Then he pointed back toward the buildings.

Janelle followed his finger. She squinted, rubbed her eyes, peered into the darkness. A man stood at the corner of the nearest sound stage.

She couldn’t make out much of him, but she could tell he was on the chubby side. Something in his mouth flashed. A gold tooth. Was he grinning? His arm was bent and he seemed to have something in his hand. Was that what she thought it was?

And then she caught a glimpse of his hair. Neon green. It was Crow.

That bastard had set off the explosion with a remote control. Just like he’d done at the bank.

She felt for her weapon, drew it out, and scrambled to her feet. As fast as she could get over the littered ground, she ran straight for him.

“Red! Janey!” she heard Sloan cry behind her.

She ignored him.

But now Crow had disappeared inside the building.


Chapter Fifty-Four

 

Janelle reached the sound stage door where Crow had entered and flung it open.

The FBI issue Glock 22 Sloan had loaned her drawn, she stepped through and found herself in near darkness. She was in a hall of some sort. Doors on either side probably led to offices. At the far end of it, she saw movement.

She bolted toward it, but hadn’t taken two steps before the lights above her switched on. Turning her head, she saw Sloan with one hand on the switch, the other on his weapon. O’Cleary was coming through the door behind him.

So Sloan’s man had survived the blast, too. She felt a sense of relief to know that, though she wondered if Steele and Parker were still alive. She didn’t want to think about her sister.

She put a finger to her lips and turned around, leading the way to the end of the hall.

The passage made an L-turn, which she took, and made another turn after thirty more feet or so. Finally she reached a door at the end of the hall.

She opened it and found herself in a large dark space.

Crow had to have come this way. There was no other place to go. Unless he’d hidden in one of those offices. She should have checked them.

Unable to make out what was in front of her, she took a step and ran straight into a double rack of clothes. Sputtering, she stepped back as Sloan came up behind her with his maglite.

He ran it over the rack.

Loads of clothes were bunched together on hangers. Laced up bodices, long gathered skirts, petticoats, hooded cloaks. On the other side, headdresses and wigs were stacked on shelves. Medieval period. They must be in the costume department.

Something clanged at the end of the row.

Sloan moved toward it. Wesson hurried with him and O’Cleary to the end of the aisle and found a feudal-style knight’s helmet on the floor.

“He’s nearby,” Sloan whispered.

She nodded and listened hard. To her right was another long rack of costumes. Near the end of it, she thought she saw material flutter.

She dove in.

Now she was surrounded by thick full-skirted gowns with tons of intricate lace and brocade designs. Victorian period. The colors were gorgeous. Rich teals, deep purples, royal blues. And the fabrics. Silks and satins and velvets. Hats and fans and handbags were stacked on more shelves overhead.

Wesson had an involuntary urge to stop and admire the costumes, but she ignored it. That wasn’t her job anymore.

Now her job was to get the guy who had taken away her niece and might have killed her sister and her friends.

At Sloan’s hand signal, O’Cleary moved ahead of her and stepped to the end of the Victorian aisle. He peered down the next row then shook his head.

Had they lost him?

“Where the hell is he?” she hissed under her breath to Sloan, who was close behind her.

“Shh.”

“Don’t shush me,” she snapped.

“Jeez, you’ve got a temper worse that O’Cleary and he’s Irish.”

He was making her livid. “You sound like you’ve got him all sized up.”

“We go back a long way. He’s been a part of my team for years. He can be foolhardy at times, but the man is fearless.”

There was admiration in his voice, and affection. Janelle remembered what Miranda had said about Sloan losing some people who were close to him. She felt herself soften. After all, he was awfully good-looking.

“Look out!” O’Cleary cried.

Just then a wooden spear came flying through the air over the clothes rack and landed on the floor right next to the toe of Sloan’s dress shoe, its head wedged into the tile.

“That was close,” he said, trying not to sound rattled.

“Are you all right?” Janelle whispered.

Nodding, he pulled up the spear and gestured for her to follow him. They went around another rack of costumes—this one from the Twenties—with slinky glittery gowns and feathery boas and silk tuxedos brushing against their arms.

At the end of the aisle they came out at a wall full of shields, swords, axes, and spears. More medieval stuff.

O’Cleary grabbed a shield from the wall and headed through the open door.

“Are those real?” Janelle said softly.

Sloan shrugged. “O’Cleary didn’t stop to test them.”

Preferring her genuine weapon, she sprinted over to the door O”Cleary had gone through and peeked inside. It was a work room.

Two ironing boards stood near a dark window near several sewing machines. One of the dress forms had been knocked over, and a red-and-gold velvet cape lay on the floor.

Janelle wanted to pick it up and stroke the soft material. Instead she stepped over it and through the door on the other side of the room.

Now she was in a huge open space.

It was nearly dark, but she could make out the form of tall metal framework that climbed to the scaffolding thirty or so feet above. This was a storage space. As her eyes adjusted to the dim light, she saw the framework was actually a rack that held several large shelving units. Each shelf was stacked with poles and cameras, booms and light stands.

Beyond this rack a dozen more like it stood in symmetrical rows. They held carts and dollies, ladders and folding chairs, meters and electrical supplies. A myriad of filming equipment.

There was an open aisle before another set of racks picked up on the other side.

There must have been a mile of stuff. How were they going to find Crow now?

Suddenly a gunshot rang out.

Just as a bullet whizzed past their heads, Sloan ducked behind one of the side aisles pulling Wesson along with him. He peered around the end of the rack and fired back.

“Ah, hah. You missed me.”

Cocky SOB, wasn’t he? But now they knew he was nearby.

“You’re under arrest, Crow,” Sloan called out. “Give it up and make it easier on yourself.”

Crow’s reply was another shot, this time into the rack where they were standing.

Sloan ducked and grabbed Janelle’s hand so she came down with him.

“I’m okay,” she hissed at him.

He only gave her a confused scowl before crawling to the end of the rack and firing off another round.

It disappeared into darkness.

No comment from Crow. Had Sloan gotten him? And where the heck was O’Cleary?

Suddenly there was a loud clang and the clatter of poles falling to the floor. Then a few grunts and the sound of punches.

Then silence.

Crow’s voice called out again. “Come out into the open with your hands up, feeb, or I’ll blow his head off.”

Wesson peeked through the bars of the rack. Crow stood brazenly in the open aisle between the rows of racks. He had O’Cleary in a neck lock, a pistol pressed to his temple.

O’Cleary must have tried to sneak up behind him. How that fat little imp had won out over the big g-man, she couldn’t imagine, but the idea made her livid.

Sloan leaned close to her and whispered. “Stay here. I’ll take care of this.”

He wanted to protect her? She didn’t know what to make of that. It felt kind of nice and her heart did a little flip. But there was no time for that now.

She had a better idea.

While Sloan stepped out into the aisle with his hands up, Janelle crept over to the far end of it. There was a space behind the rows of racks running alongside the wall. She could use it to make it over to where Crow was.

“Do you know what kind of time you’ll do for assaulting a federal officer?” she heard Sloan ask coolly.

“No time. I’ve got a good lawyer.”

“You’ve got Johnnie Cochran? I don’t think even he can save you.”

That’s right, Sloan. Keep him talking.

Janelle moved quickly, side stepping along the wall until Crow and O’Cleary came into view.

“Don’t need no fuckin’ Johnnie fuckin’ Cochran. Guess you don’t know how it works. Guess I’m gonna have to show you.”

Through the bars, she could see Sloan inching toward the target, his weapon still in his raised hand.

“You put on a pretty good show out back,” he said.

Crow cackled. “It was something, wasn’t it? And now all the Parker Agency dicks are dead dicks.”

Janelle’s breath caught. This creep had intended to kill the team from the Parker Agency?

She should kill him for that. But they needed him alive. They needed what he knew about Imogen.

She inched forward along the aisle. In the dim light she could see the gleam of Crow’s pistol. O’Cleary was crouched over, his face turning red while Crow’s chubby arm squeezed his neck.

Crow’s elbow waved free in the air behind him.

She’d have to be accurate or she could miss. Or worse, hit O’Cleary’s temple. But she was a good shot. She took aim, thinking of how she’d made the top score on the shooting range test at the Agency when she was an IIT.

“You don’t think you’ll go down for that, Crow?” Sloan took another step forward.

“You don’t listen, do you, feeb? Like I said, guess I’m gonna have to show you.” He raised his arm, turned it sideways in a gangstah-like move.

Now.

Janelle fired.

Her bullet whizzed through the air, caught Crow right in the funny bone.

With a ghoulish yowl, he let go of O’Cleary and leapt away as the gun tumbled from his hand. O’Cleary spun around and had the creep down on the floor in an instant.

Janelle knew it was only his training that kept him from choking the little twit.

She turned toward Sloan.

He had a silly grin on his face and was staring at her like he’d never seen a woman shoot before. Then he took over for O’Cleary, pulled a set of plastic flex-cuffs out of his pocket, and put them around Crow’s wrists.

“You’d better thank that lady over there,” he told his man. “She’s the reason your sorry ass is still alive.” And he turned to her and gave her a sexy wink.

Janelle couldn’t hold back a blush.

Finished, Sloan got to his feet. “Radio our unit to come take this guy in.”

“Yessir,” O’Cleary said, pulling Crow to his feet. “But I think the police are on the way already. That racket in the back was enough of an alert.”

Crow’s face twisted in an ugly grimace. “Ow. Watch it, dickhead. I’m gonna get you all on brutality charges.”

“Yeah? Tell it to Johnnie Cochran.”

“O’Cleary will get the information we need out of that guy,” Sloan said to her under his breath.

Just then Becker’s Brooklyn accent trickled through his radio. “Is anybody out there? We need some help.”

Sloan reached for the receiver. “What’s the problem, Becker?”

“We have a situation here. Can you spare anybody?”

“We’ll be right there.” Sloan nodded to O’Cleary and the man led Crow down to a door at the end of building.

Janelle started after him.

“Hey, Red,” Sloan said behind her.

She turned around. “What?”

And then he shocked the heck out of her.

He took her hand, pulled her to him, and planted his lips against hers in a soul-stirring kiss.

Janelle felt her knees turn to applesauce, her head start to spin like a top. She leaned into him, breathed in the smoky scent of his ruined suit, put her hands on his muscled biceps. Oh, this feeb’s lips tasted good after what they’d just been through. Tangy and sweet. Like salted caramel. Her heart was doing flip-flops.

Wow. He made her shiver all over. No one had ever done that. She’d never felt this way before in her whole life.

He let her go and they stared at each other with watery eyes for half an eternity.

Then O’Cleary’s voice rang out from the other side of the building. “You two coming or not?”


Chapter Fifty-Five

 

They found Becker and Holloway back at the “Three’s a Party” set straddling two big hulking guys in leather vests with long wavy hair and beards.

Savage Skulls.

“We caught them off guard when they came to get the money from the drawer,” Becker said with glee, holding onto a leather strap around his guy’s wrists. “You should have seen the smack Holloway gave that guy. Had to use my belt on this one so I could get my hand free to call for help.”

“Glad you did,” Sloan said as he pulled two more flex-cuffs out of his pocket. He tossed one to Holloway, who had his guy in a Marine style arm lock, and used the other one to take over for Becker.

When he was finished, he radioed O’Cleary.

“Back up’s on the way,” he told them after speaking with his man. “We’ve got a car to take these folks in along with Crow.”

As he got to his feet, Janelle saw blood coming from Holloway’s nose. There was a cut on Becker’s forehead. “Are you two all right?”

“These two put up a good fight,” Holloway said, swiping an arm under his nose. “But we got ’em.” He described the tussle he and Becker had had with the gang members.

After a few minutes, Janelle heard the door to the sound stage open and another FBI man appeared at the edge of the set. He helped Sloan hustle the two thugs out the door, amid more cussing and threats of lawsuits.

Sloan didn’t say goodbye. He had his hands full. Maybe she’d see him again. Maybe not.

They still had to find Imogen.

“Hey, what’s all the commotion out there?” Becker wanted to know after they had gone.

Janelle didn’t know how to tell them. “Draco left Olivia a message in the sci-fi set telling her to go to a wreckage scene in the back lot. He said Imogen would be there.”

“And was she?”

“No. As soon as we got there, the whole thing blew up. Literally. It was rigged with dynamite and fireworks. Crow set it off remotely. We just caught him.”

Becker stared at her wide-eyed. “It blew up?”

“That was the explosion we heard?” Holloway said.

Janelle nodded. “Yes.”

“Where is everybody? Are they okay? Mr. Parker? Steele?”

“I don’t know. I didn’t see them. Or Olivia.”

“Then we have to go and find them.”

“You’re right. Let’s go.”

And with her heart breaking all over again, she followed her two colleagues outside and down the nearest path back to the back lot.


Chapter Fifty-Six

 

Parker lifted his head and coughed. The smoke in the air all around him burned his throat, his eyes.

He raised himself on one arm and turned toward the explosion. The last of the fireworks sputtered and shot through the air, but the devastation wasn’t finished. What had been the jumbo jet was now encased in flames, a fireball as high as a tall building, as wide as the set itself. He could feel the heat from here.

Destruction upon destruction. Like the end of the world.

And was it?

“Miranda,” he called out sharply, suddenly fearing the worst. Pain stabbed at his ribs. His old injury from London flaring up.

He coughed, but forced out the name again. “Miranda.”

No reply.

He got to his feet. His jeans and shirt were torn and smelled burnt. He brushed them off as best he could and ran a hand through his hair. Dust and plaster fell from his head. He must look like a war refugee. And if he was in this state, what injuries had the rest of the team suffered?

“Sloan,” he cried. “O’Cleary. Janelle. Olivia.” He blinked and peered through the smoky air.

Silence was the only answer.

He went a few paces and found his maglite. He picked it up, pressed its button, and it came on. It still worked. The FBI had sturdy equipment.

He used it to scan the gray mounds of dirt and ash and debris around him. He found nothing but more debris. At least he hadn’t found a body. Yet.

“Miranda,” he called out again. “Miranda.”

Still no answer. Where was she?

As he continued to search along the ground, bitter thoughts began to consume him. They never should have taken this case. They’d failed. It hadn’t been worth the cost. But he knew neither of them had had a choice.

Had he lost her? Had he lost the love of his life? All for the sake of finding a lost little girl? Tears began to sting his eyes. But, no. Looking for a lost little girl was just the way Miranda Steele would have wanted to go.

Would he be uttering those words in her eulogy soon?

His heart was breaking, but he stopped wandering. The air cleared a bit. Down below the hill near the edge of the sound stages he saw a figure lingering alongside the farthest building’s corner.

Parker blinked, studied the shape of the face, the man’s build.

Was that who he thought it was? How could it be?

But even though he was far away, Parker knew the figure. It was the man he had seen less than twenty-four hours ago.

Sloan’s hunch had been right.

Parker reached for his weapon, found it where he’d tucked it in his belt. He drew it out, checked the clip. Fully loaded.

And then, rage suddenly consuming him like the flames behind him, he ran after the man.


Chapter Fifty-Seven

 

Miranda was flying again. Drifting through the clouds somewhere way up high. Floating like an angel. A pretty angel with stars in her hair.

No, that couldn’t be her.

Still, she heard music, the singing of sweet voices. And she felt arms tugging at her, pulling her up, up, high above the sky.

Was she really going to heaven?

She hoped so. She had tried to fight the good fight.

A misty image appeared before her, hovering in midair. A glowing translucent shape. But she could have sworn he had flowing black hair and a smiling face.

The brother she’d lost in Maui?

She caught the scent of fresh-cut blossoms. Orchids? No, carnations. Was it a Hawaiian lei? Or funeral flowers?

“Where am I?” she asked the stranger.

He laughed, looking very familiar. “You do not know?”

“Wouldn’t have asked if I did.”

“You have done well. You have grown strong.”

But not strong enough to survive a dynamite blast.

“So it’s my time?” she said, bracing herself for the answer.

He laughed again, shaking his head, and as he did she heard tiny bells chime. “Your time is not nearly up, Miranda. You have much more work to do.”

“More work?” She’d done a good bit already.

He began to move his arms as if he were swimming, and started to fade away. “Before you join the angels, there are more devils for you to fight.”

Oh, really? “Then what am I doing here?”

“But you aren’t here.”

His laughter echoing in her ears, he disappeared. Whatever had been holding her up gave way and she tumbled down. Down, down to the earth like a shooting star.

She felt as if she were reaching warp speed, and just as she braced herself for a crash, she hit the ground with a thud.

Miranda opened her eyes and tasted soot in her mouth. Spitting it out, she lifted her head. It ached like a—she shouldn’t cuss after where she’d just been.

Where had she been? And where was she now?

Pushing herself up, she sat cross-legged on a mound of debris and gazed dizzily around her.

It was coming back to her now. That set with the plane wreck. Looking for Olivia’s daughter behind it. The pyros, the dynamite. Running. The terrible blast, loud as a sonic boom. As horrifying as an atomic bomb.

She turned her head and peered into the light from the massive fire. It was huge. The fake plane wreck looked like a real war zone now. The rubble around it seemed to have tripled.

Behind her the ball of flame that had been the downed jet blazed furiously, high into the night sky.

Where was everybody? Was she—all alone? Like in one of those end-of-the-world movies?

Where was Parker?

She didn’t see him anywhere. She didn’t see anyone.

She struggled to her feet, her head and body crying out in protest. Pain shot through her shoulder blade. Something had pierced her. Awkwardly she reached behind her and managed to pull it out. It was a narrow piece of lumber that had become an arrow in the blast.

She tossed it on the ground. She was probably bleeding, but she couldn’t think about that now. She had to find her team.

“Parker,” she cried as she shuffled through the dirt at her feet.

No answer.

Her hearing seemed to be returning, but maybe it wasn’t all there yet. She turned around in a full circle.

He wasn’t anywhere.

She took in the blazing plane, the foothills, the long row of sound stages at the bottom of the hill below. Across the field she saw the silhouette of city buildings. Not a real city. Another make believe set of some kind.

About fifty feet in front of it, a man was coming toward her. Quickly she took in the features she could make out in the floodlights and the blaze behind them.

Tall thin body. Worn jeans. Black leather vest with no colors. As he got closer, she could see his stringy long straw-colored hair. His nasty beard. The nasty look on a nasty face. And the mean nasty eyes that had locked onto her in the parking lot of The Wet Guillotine.

Draco.

He had a gun in his hand. He raised his arm, pointed it straight at her.

Instincts taking over, she flung herself behind a nearby boulder. It was fake, she knew, and she hoped it would be enough cover.

She patted her side and found the Glock Sloan had provided was still in its holster. This FBI equipment was pretty sturdy stuff. She pulled out her weapon, steadied her aim on the rock and fired.

Her shot missed, but it was enough to make him stop.

She fired again, got closer this time. “Hold it right there, asshole,” she yelled.

Ignoring her, he turned and sprinted back toward the set. Now he was on the run.

She scrambled up and dashed after him. More devils to fight. And Douglas Vaughn, alias Draco, would be the first.


Chapter Fifty-Eight

 

Battling her way up the hill, Miranda ran as hard as she could until at last, she felt pavement beneath her feet.

Pavement.

They’d laid asphalt to create a realistic road for their realistic city. She reached the first set of buildings and suddenly she was on a wide avenue that should have been in Brooklyn. Or somewhere in New York.

Panting, she moved to the sidewalk and studied the rows of brownstones with pretty arched windows. Next to her was a line of pert brick townhouses with well-kept shrubbery planted behind fanciful iron railings. Decorative concrete staircases led to columned-doorways where some heroine would exit on her way to meet some hero.

But where was her bad guy?

She didn’t need to wait long for the answer.

A shot rang out, hitting a wire trash can on the sidewalk beside her. Before she could respond another shot came.

Heart pounding, she ducked behind a concrete stair post just as the bullet hit the window over her head.

Glass shattered onto the street.

Was the creep’s aim that bad? Or was he trying to rattle her?

Where was he? There were old-fashioned street lamps burning along the lane, but the shadows were too thick to make out shapes far away. She couldn’t see him anywhere.

Then she spotted movement behind a tree at the end of the avenue. She took aim and fired in that direction.

Nothing.

No grunt or sound of a gun being dropped.

She had almost come out of her hiding place to check if he was still there, when a crack sounded and another bullet whizzed past her head.

Ducking again, she spotted him taking cover behind a blue sedan parked next to the tree.

Okay, buster. Now your fate is sealed. But she had to draw him out into the open first.

“What’s the matter, Draco?” she sneered. “Afraid of a girl?”

His evil sounding cackle echoed down the street. “You mean a nosy bitch who can’t mind her own business? Why don’t you come out and see if I’m afraid?”

Okay. He was behind the car’s rear bumper. The car was parked along the cross street running perpendicular to the road she was on. No vehicle on her street. There wasn’t any good way to get close to him and stay under cover.

She glanced up at the columned entrance to the brownstone and wondered what was behind it. If the door was fake, it might not even open.

But she couldn’t stay here.

Only one way to find out. She rose, bolted up the steps, and reached for the door handle. As it flung open, relief pulsed through her.

She stepped through just as another bullet whizzed behind her.

She’d been right. There wasn’t much behind the façade of brownstones. Just short walls supported by beams and a grassy area. From the rear, the row of city buildings was just a bunch of big empty boxes.

She was on a wooden platform about two feet off the ground. She jumped off it and took in her surroundings.

Building material was scattered everywhere. Crates and carpenter horses and spare lumber. Good places for cover. Across a patch of grass was a wall of corrugated metal. The back of another set.

She crouched and moved along in the shadows of the wall, making her way to where she’d seen Draco.

Suddenly another shot rang out over her head. Not from behind her. From up ahead somewhere. She ducked behind a crate and returned fire.

Daring to peek over the top of the box, she peered into the darkness. Where had he gone now? And how could he fire from that angle? He must be behind the metal wall, at the end of that building. How did he get there?

That was right. He’d been a set builder for the studio for a decade. He must know every crook and cranny of this place. Not good.

She had to get him out into the open.

“Hey, Draco,” she called. “We came to visit you at your house earlier, but you weren’t home. Did Marie tip you off that we were coming?”

His laugh bounced off the metal siding. “Didn’t have to. Crow saw her get in a van with a Fed.”

So that was how he knew they were coming. Looked like Draco was the one running the show and Crow took orders from him.

“Crow,” she called. “The creep who did the bank bombing?”

“That’s my guy.”

“You scared Olivia out of her wits. There was no need for that. You got your money.”

“It was an added touch.”

From the wreckage scene, another firecracker sang through the air and burst into flames overhead.

“I suppose Crow’s responsible for that explosion back there.”

“Beautiful, isn’t it? A real work of art. And now they’re all dead. Your whole team is gone. All except you. But I’ll fix that in a minute.”

That’s why Draco had been heading toward the blast. He’d been looking for anyone who was alive so he could finish them off.

Miranda sucked in a breath, feeling suddenly dizzy.

Were all of them gone? Wesson? Sloan—? Parker? No. That wasn’t true. It couldn’t be true. Becker and Holloway weren’t even at the plane wreck scene. What had happened to them? Fear clawed at her gut. Tears welled up in her eyes.

He’s trying to shake you, she told herself sternly. Snap out of it. Keep your head. She couldn’t let this bastard get to her.

She crept along the far wall in the shadows, getting closer to the sound of Draco’s voice. If she could just get him in her sights, she could take him down.

And then she heard the sound of running feet. Where was he going now?

She couldn’t let him get away. It was a risk, but she had to take it. She burst from her hiding place and scrambled across the grass. Next to the corrugated wall she found a hub cap. Picking it up, she used it for a shield as she rushed to the end of the building.

She peeked around the corner.

There was a gap between the structures that spilled out into a new set.

Still hunched behind the shield, she hurried through it.


Chapter Fifty-Nine

 

She was on another New York street.

Old brick structures yawned on every side like they’d been here for a century. But this neighborhood wasn’t neat and tidy like the brownstones. Destruction had visited this place. Fire escapes dangled from the buildings. Broken windows hung from their frames.

There was rubble all over the street. Bits of wood, broken bricks. On a corner under a street lamp sat a busted up old Buick with its rear window smashed in. Across the street lay an overturned truck.

It was a disaster scene. Some movie about a big monster on the attack in the city or the end of the world.

Was it the end of her world? It just might be. It was definitely another trap.

And then she heard the footsteps again.

Her hub cap shield hiding most of her, she hurried across the street and ducked behind the Buick. Her breath coming in snatches, she listened as Draco hunted her. He stopped. She heard the click of his gun as he reloaded.

She had a few rounds left, but she was tired of this Hide-and-Seek game. She could set a trap, too.

Picking up a chunk of brick at her feet, she tossed it over the car’s trunk so it landed right in front of the tire.

She heard him stop again. Then start up. She caught a glimpse of his narrow face and stringy straw-colored hair in the car’s broken side mirror.

He was crouched down, weapon drawn, getting nearer to her than he had before. Crunch crunch crunch. The sound of his boots on the rubble in the street was getting louder. Closer he came. Closer.

She waited, waited, until she saw his shadow on the pavement near the rear tire.

Now.

With a loud warrior cry, she leapt from her hiding place. He spun toward her. But before he could angle his gun at her heart, she grabbed his wrist, wrenched his arm up.

The gun fired into the air.

She turned away from him, yanked his captured arm down again, raised her own, and with all her might jammed her elbow into his ugly face.

His gun rattled to the pavement. She bent to pick it up, but before she could his fist hurtled toward her face.

She tried to duck. Didn’t get low enough. He clipped her on the chin, knocking her over onto the car.

He jumped onto her, grasping for her wrists.

Wrong move, buster. He was dangling the family jewels in an open spot.

She jerked up her knee and planted it right in the soft spot.

His eyes bulged and he let out a low primal growl of agony as his dirty hair swung into her open mouth. She spat out the nasty strands, delighted to see the look of pain on his face.

She pushed him off her, going for his gun again.

Before she could get to it, he snatched up her hub cap shield and swung it at her head. She ducked, pivoted, threw a hard punch straight into his gut.

He let out a cry, but caught himself against a stair rail along the nearby building. He recovered fast, used the railing to propel himself forward.

His fists were like lightning, the punches coming at her like an aircraft propeller. She ducked. She blocked. She punched back. She held her own.

Until his arm flew back and he smacked her across the temple, making her head spin.

Seeing stars, she tumbled to the ground.

Had she passed out for a second? She couldn’t tell.

But she was on her back and the ugly man was on top of her, pointing his gun in her face.

No. Not again.

She’d practiced hard. Hadn’t Parker said her fighting skills were better than ever? But Parker might be dead. And in a minute, she might be, too.

Her only chance now was to distract this SOB.

As if she were the one on top, she glared at him. “Who are you working for, Draco? You’re not smart enough to pull this off on your own.”

“I’m not smart enough? Look who’s talking.” He wagged the gun’s barrel in her face. “Miranda Steele. Such a great detective. Ha. You have no idea what you’ve gotten into this time.”

His arrogance sickened her. What was he talking about? “I know you’ve kidnapped a child. And I know you’re going to prison for it.”

He laughed again. “We’ve been watching you since you got here. The bombing in the bank was to get your computer nerd here. This wasn’t about the kid. It was never about her. It was about you. You and your ace detective husband and your team. By the end of tonight, you’ll all be gone.”

Fighting back the terror of his words, Miranda gritted her teeth. She couldn’t let his mind games get to her. She’d come here for one reason. And one reason only. She was going to do her job.

“Where is she?”

“Who?”

“The child you took. Imogen Wesson. What did you do with her?”

He snorted out a smirk. “You know what happened to her. She was blown to bits with the rest of your team.”

“Your note said she’d be at the plane wreck scene.”

“That’s right. She was there in the middle of it when Crow’s work of art went off.”

“No. She wasn’t there.”

He looked as stunned as if she had punched him in the face. “What?”

“Imogen wasn’t there. Was she supposed to be?”

Draco’s surprise seemed genuine. Was he telling the truth? Had that been his plan? To hide the little girl under those beams and blow her up with everyone else?

What had happened to her?

Suddenly she heard a muffled cough and the sound of shuffling. A child?

She twisted her head toward the sound and caught the sight of a pair of boots scrambling out of a dark alleyway nearby.

Above her Draco tensed. He was watching whoever that was with sheer hatred in his eyes.

She was about to snatch his wrists and pull the gun away from her face, when he stood and got off of her.

Apparently the man in the boots was more important than she was. But he turned to give her a hard kick in the ribs.

She rolled over, groaning, nearly passing out again from the pain.

“I’ll deal with you in a minute.”

Then she heard him running away.

Biting down the stabbing sensation in her ribs, she got to her knees, found her weapon on the pavement, and hurried after him.


Chapter Sixty

 

She turned a corner and found herself running down a grassy hill on the studio side of the New York set.

Under the floodlights she could make out two figures poised near the white archway of the wedding scene, smoky air drifting all around them.

A man with black flowing hair dressed in jeans and a black leather jacket stood pointing a weapon at Draco.

Miranda squinted at the man. Could it be—?

She remembered the photo Becker had found of the good-looking young man who was Imogen’s father, Olivia’s ex. As she neared the scene, she got a better look at him.

Yes. It was Axel.

He had aged since that photo was taken, but his features were unmistakable.

So Wesson was right. He had been mixed up in this, after all. But he must have done something wrong. Draco was holding his gun on him, too.

Standoff.

“I knew this was too much for you to handle, Axle,” she heard Draco say in a voice as unnerving as his phone messages.

Axel didn’t flinch. His gun pointed at the other man’s head, he sneered. “It was too much for you, Draco. This was your mistake.”

“I don’t think so.” Draco sneered back. “What did you do with the kid, Axel?”

“She’s my daughter. I wasn’t going to let you blow her up.”

A shockwave rippled through Miranda, almost as powerful as that explosion. It was true. Imogen was supposed to have been left at the plane wreckage site. And it sounded like Axel was supposed to have put her there. But he’d changed his mind.

“You disobeyed a direct order,” Draco barked.

“We’ll see what Savko has to say about that,” Axel said.

Savko. Group 141.

“Savko put me in charge. It’s my call. He said so. You’ve betrayed the organization.”

Organization. There was an organization. Sloan’s hunch had been right.

“The organization asked too much this time.”

“The organization never asks too much.” Draco sounded agitated as he spat out the words. “You never say no to the organization. I’m sick of your sniveling and complaining.”

A siren sounded in the distance. About time.

Axel cocked his head and grinned. Hear that, Draco? “The cops are coming. You’re going down for this. We’re all going down.”

“Like hell. I’ve got protection.”

“I don’t think so. Not this time.”

“Think again. But that’s more than I can say for you. You’ve had this coming for a long while.”

He raised his gun and aimed for Axel’s head. Instinctively, Miranda raised her own weapon and pointed it at Draco. Could she stop him in time?

Just then a small voice came from under one of the tables in the wedding set. “Daddy?”

Axel turned his head toward her. “Run, honey. Run.”

A little girl dressed in pink pajamas shot out from under one of the cloth-covered tables, running like a deer, as fast as she could toward the sound stages. At the same time a blond figure appeared at the edge of the pavement below.

It was Olivia.

She held out her arms and hurried toward her daughter. “My baby.”

Draco shifted his gun in the direction of mother and daughter.

Miranda steadied her weapon, aiming for Draco’s torso.

Axel started to lunge at him. “Don’t you dare, you asshole.”

Draco turned back and fired at Axel, hitting him square in the chest. He fell back and onto the ground.

Miranda fired. Her bullet hit Draco in the ribcage knocking him to the side. Another shot rang out from somewhere, and Draco’s body twisted forward as he fell to the ground.

Miranda stepped toward the bodies, stared at them in shock as Olivia and Imogen reached the scene.

The mystery shooter was gone. She couldn’t see anyone else through the haze.

“Daddy.” The little girl dropped down and put her arms around her father’s neck.

Axel patted her head with his free hand. He was still alive, but barely.

He held his other hand over the spot where he’d been hit. His chest and hand were soaked in his own blood.

Looking bewildered Olivia bent down next to him. “Axel, what have you done? What’s happened to you?”

He smiled up at her. “It’s okay, Livvy. Imogen’s safe now. You’re both safe.”

Olivia began to weep. “Why did you do this, Axel? Why did you take her from me?”

“It wasn’t my idea. But I should have said no. I should have stopped them. I’m sorry. So sorry.” His eyes pleaded with her.

Olivia stared at his chest. “You’re hurt. We need an ambulance.”

“No. It’s too late for that.”

“How do you know?”

“I know. I’ve been in too many gunfights not to.”

He took her hand while the little girl sobbed on his shoulder. “I’m sorry I was such an asshole when we were together, Livvy. Can you forgive me? For her sake?”

Olivia couldn’t answer. She was listening to her daughter’s cries.

“Daddy, Daddy,” Imogen moaned. “What’s the matter with you?”

“I’m sorry, honey. I’m going to have to leave soon.”

“No, no.”

“It’s okay. I’m going to a better place.”

She lifted her head and touched his cheek with her small hand. “You are?”

“Yes, I am. At least, I hope so. Though I sure don’t deserve it. But remember, I’ll always be watching over you from up there.” He raised a bloody hand to the sky as he drew in a wheezy breath. He was in the throes of death.

Olivia looked down into his face. “Oh, Axel. I wish things could have been different for us.”

“Me, too. You deserve better.” His chest moved in and out. His breath grew shallow. “Livvy?” he said with a soft raspy breath.

“What is it, Axel?”

“Will you do one thing for me? For our daughter?”

“Yes. Anything.”

“Get her a puppy.”

And he closed his eyes and stopped breathing.


Chapter Sixty-One

 

A shout came from the bottom of the hill. A bit of smoke cleared and Miranda saw three figures hurrying up the slope.

The first one was Wesson.

Miranda holstered her weapon and ran down the hill, meeting the party halfway.

“Oh, my God, Steele,” Wesson cried. “You’re alive.”

“Barely,” she said.

“Thank God. Thank God.” As she reached her, Wesson threw her arms around her and gave her a big hug.

Aching from the kick Draco had given her, she stifled a groan. A hug from Wesson was something Miranda never would have believed possible before this very moment.

Wesson peered over at the trio on the ground. Her eyes went wide. “Is that Imogen? And Livvy?”

“Yes. You’d better go talk to her.”

With a quick nod, she hurried off to join them. Miranda watched her rush over and go to her knees as she hugged her sister tightly.

“Steele.” She turned around. It was Holloway. With Becker beside him.

“You’re okay. You’re both okay.” She put her arms around the tall Marine and gave him a hearty hug, not caring that her ribs hurt. Then she did the same to Becker and added a kiss on his cheek.

Her team hadn’t been killed. They were still here.

“So glad to see you alive,” Becker grinned. Then he pointed toward the sound stages. “Sloan and O’Cleary are down there with the police, rounding up gang members. We got Crow.”

“Crow? You got him?”

Becker nodded. “Actually Janelle and Sloan did. She’ll want to tell you all about it later.”

“That’s great.” But as happy as that made her, it wasn’t all she wanted to hear. “Where’s Parker? Have you seen him?”

Holloway looked at Becker. Becker looked at Holloway.

“We didn’t see him anywhere down there.”

Miranda felt her stomach drop. Where was he? Surely he had survived the blast, if everyone else had. But he’d been the last one out from the back of that set.

She fought down a sudden sense of panic and took charge. “We’ve got to look for him. You guys take that fake city over there. I’ll go back to the jet wreckage scene.”

Holloway nodded. “Will do. Don’t worry, Steele. We’ll find him.”

“Right.”

Her heart racing, she turned away and hurried through the darkness and smoke until she reached the debris field.

“Parker,” she called. “Parker.”

Nothing.

She kicked around at the mounds of dirt, then picked up a pipe and started digging through the ashes with the end of it.

Her tears were coming now. She’d sent Holloway and Becker to the other side of the field because she wanted to be the one to look for him here. If they were going to come across his body, she wanted to be the one to find it.

She dug harder and coughed with the smoke and the choking tears. She turned to gaze at the sound stages below and thought of Becker’s words. Gang members had been everywhere tonight. Had Parker gone down there and faced one of them?

If Parker were dead, what in the world would she do? How could she go on without him? He was her life. What would happen to the Agency? His legacy?

If Parker were gone, she’d want to be dead, too.

She dug harder, found nothing. She moved to a higher spot, dug some more. Where was he? She felt as if she were losing her mind.

And then through the smoky haze, she saw something.

On a mound of ash a few yards away from her stood a figure. A man.

He was tall, dressed in a suit and double-breasted topcoat that looked very expensive. His hair was combed back in perfectly curved gray waves. Behind him in the distance was a long black limousine. Had he driven it onto the back lot from some access road behind the hills?

But it was his face that had her frozen in place. It was furrowed with rage, dark and evil-looking.

And yet, he looked—exactly like Parker.

Was she hallucinating again?

And then she saw a weapon in his hand. He raised his arm, about to fire at her.

Sirens sounded nearby. Blue and red lights flashed against the corrugated walls of the last sound stage. Police were coming up the hill. And firemen.

A wisp of smoke drifted between them and the man was gone, leaving her to stare after him as she reached for her holster.

A deep shout sounded behind her. “Miranda.”

She spun around and saw Parker coming toward her up the hill.

At the sight of him, her heart broke in two with an unbearable stab of joy.

She ran to him arms outstretched, but not as fast as he ran to her. An instant later, they were together on another mound of rubble. She threw her arms around him.

He grasped her face with his hands and pressed his lips to her, hard and strong and delicious. And real.

This wasn’t make-believe. This was the real thing.

He was alive. Parker was alive!

She broke the kiss and pulled away. There was blood on his lip. She wiped some of it from her mouth with her hand. “What happened?”

His gaze drank her in like a man dying of thirst. But he replied. “After the blast, I woke and went down to the stages to find you. I found Savko instead.”

She sucked in a breath. “Savko? He was here?”

Parker nodded as he reached into his pocket for a handkerchief and started to wipe first her lips, then his own. “We had a conversation that didn’t go my way at first.”

Conversation. “You got into a fistfight with him.”

Parker managed a wry smile. “He throws a mean punch. He seems to have had formal training.”

“Did he get away?”

Parker shook his head. “I managed to come out on top. Then Sloan arrived and arrested him. They found several of the Savage Skulls lurking around. The FBI and the police will be processing new prisoners until early morning, I believe.”

She let out a breath of deep relief. Thank God, he’d made it. And for once, she was thankful for Sloan. She told Parker what had happened to Draco and Axel, and that Imogen was with her mother and Wesson.

Parker closed his eyes and exhaled. “Thank the Lord the little girl is safe at last.”

Yes, she was safe. It was what they had come here to do. Her destiny. She thought of the angel who seemed to be her brother. More devils to fight. But no more tonight.

Not when Parker was alive and well and standing right in front of her.

She took his hand and pulled him to her. “Hold me again,” she murmured.

He didn’t need any more prompting. He slipped his arms around her, pulled her to him, and put his lips to hers again.

Her ribs protested a little, but she didn’t care. His arms were right where they belonged. His mouth moved over hers, devouring her, making her stomach flutter and her head spin. Right there on the back lot, in the middle of all the rubble and destruction, he kissed her, kissed her, kissed her, as if he’d never stop.

And she never wanted him to. He was alive. The love of her life was alive.

She would never let him out of her sight again.


Chapter Sixty-Two

 

Two days later, Miranda was on a jet—a real one this time—sitting next to Parker on her way back home to Atlanta.

As they climbed up to cruising speed, Parker relayed to her what he’d learned from Sloan earlier that morning.

“Savko lawyered up as soon as they got to the station the night of the blast,” Parker told her. “But Crow, as Sloan put it, squealed like a stuck pig.”

“Imagine that.” She smiled at the vision of the green-haired punk spilling his guts to the Feds.

“According to Crow, Imogen’s kidnapping had been ordered by Savko, but Draco was the mastermind. Draco was the one who told Crow to set up the fake bombing at Pacific Bank. Draco also told him to rig the wreckage set in the back lot to explode the way it did. Crow said Savko wanted to intimidate Thunderclap into selling the back lot to him after they refused.”

A chill went down her spine. “A mob tactic.”

“Yes.”

“I guess that luncheon we spied on was a clue after all.”

“Of sorts. Thunderclap Executives are livid and ready to sue Savko’s company. Though they have insurance to cover the damages. The destruction of the back lot set was costly.”

“Did Sloan get anything out of Crow about the Ukrainian syndicate?”

“Nothing about that, but he’s hoping he can get something out of Savko, once he cuts through the red tape with his lawyer.”

Good luck with that, Miranda thought, as she let the details sink in. “I’m glad Olivia got her money back.”

“And her daughter.”

“Yes.”

That night when they took Olivia home with her little girl, she couldn’t stop thanking and hugging all of them. Imogen would no doubt need some therapy after the trauma she’d been through, but she had seemed very happy to be back with her mother, although she’d caught a cold while she’d been held captive.

Miranda sat back and watched the clouds float by the window.

It still seemed odd that Savko had chosen the daughter of one of his own to kidnap. Though she’d heard Draco telling Axel he’d been getting out of line lately. Had this been payback? And how did the kidnapping relate to the explosion on the back lot?

It didn’t.

They’d barely made it this time. She thought about what Draco had said to her. This wasn’t about Imogen. It was all about them. Parker and her and the team. He’d wanted to kill them.

But he hadn’t.

They were all okay.

All about them. Had the kidnapping been a ploy to lure them to that spot? One planned by people who didn’t care who else got hurt in the process?

She wasn’t sure. But as a strange cold feeling stole over her heart, she reached for Parker’s hand.

“Do you think someone’s after us, Parker?”

He took a moment before he answered. “I don’t know. But it would be wise to use some extra caution for a while.”

Caution. They were always cautious. Maybe not enough.

But Savko was in jail. That would take care of any Ukrainian syndicate. No one would be coming after them now.

And then she thought of the man in the topcoat she’d seen in the midst. The one who looked like Parker. He couldn’t have been real. She’d been seeing images of her nightmares come to life lately. He had to be one of them.

How could he be real?

Shaking off the uneasy feeling she peeked over at Holloway and Becker. Her teammates were across the aisle zonked out in their seats. Wesson had decided to stay with Olivia a few more days to get to know her niece. And to plan a quiet memorial service for Axel. They’d said goodbye to the sisters in a park where they were playing with the Golden Retriever puppy they’d just picked out for Imogen.

Her heart brimming with happiness for them, Miranda reached for her phone and scrolled through the text conversation she’d been having with Mackenzie before they took off.

How’s it going, kid?

Fine.

Haven’t heard from you lately.

Been busy.

Me, too. How’s school?

Fine.

Good. Maybe we can get together and go for a run soon. Or do something else together. What do you think?

There had been a several minute lapse before Mackenzie had answered.

I’m going to be busy for a while. Algebra exams are coming up. Maybe in a couple of weeks.

A couple of weeks, Miranda sighed to herself.

She turned and saw Parker’s concerned face.

Grimacing, she handed Parker her phone. “She’s avoiding me.”

He read through the text and handed it back. “She’s going through a phase. Girls her age want to spend time with their friends. Not their parents.”

He was probably right.

“Why don’t you get some rest. It’s a long flight.”

“Good idea.”

But as she closed her eyes and nestled her head against Parker’s strong comforting chest, she couldn’t help feeling something was off.

She thought of her dream of Leon and Tannenburg holding her little girl by the hands. Did Mackenzie know who her real father was?

Once again, Miranda couldn’t tell.


Chapter Sixty-Three

 

Donovan Santana stood at the window of his office in Boston fingering the glass of vodka in his hand. A quiet rage simmered in his viscera as he watched the gentle snow falling to the traffic in the streets of the financial district fifty-five stories below.

He thought of the night in LA.

The fire bomb in the back lot of Thunderclap Studios. The sight of that magnificent blast had filled him with a satisfaction almost as great as when he’d made his first million dollars. His enemies had been vanquished. In one glorious burst of compressed energy all of them were dead.

And then it had all gone to hell.

Anger bursting inside him, he turned and hurled the glass of vodka against the wall.

It shattered against the surface, its contents staining the paint and the silk of a nearby antique chair. He’d have his obsequious secretary clean it up later.

Fuming, Santana paced to his desk, then back again to the window.

Giving the young Iwasaki too much responsibility in Atlanta had been a mistake on his part. He could admit that now. The boy simply wasn’t capable of handling such a task. But Draco was a professional. So was Crow.

And yet, Wade Parker, Miranda Steele and their team had proven too much for them. Of course, the investigators had had the FBI’s help. Because of them, now Savko was in custody as well. That could prove to be a problem.

Damn it. Damn it all to hell.

He stomped to his wet bar, poured himself another drink.

That night, he’d taken care of Draco as soon as he’d realized what had happened and found him. No one who worked for him could produce such a spectacular failure and be allowed to live. It would send the wrong message.

He’d left in a hurry after that, fearing the all-seeing FBI. It had been dark, the smoke from the explosion had been heavy. He’d been disoriented for a moment.

And then, he’d seen her.

He’d been so close. He could have shot her himself. Would have, if the police hadn’t arrived.

And if he hadn’t been distracted by the misty figure behind her.

He’d seen him, too. In person. And the shock of that sight was as violent as the jolt from Crow’s dynamite. He’d felt as if the San Andreas Fault had opened and swallowed him whole.

He would have killed them both that night, but he couldn’t risk being arrested. Not now. Not when they were so close to the goal. And so instead, he’d hurried away.

His phone buzzed on the desk. He reached for it and checked the message.

He smiled. Doroshenko’s time had come.

The plan was in place. One more attempt should do it, and the matter would be over. The pressure his superiors had been exerting on him would ease at last.

And the new lab site was up and running, progressing as scheduled. The final piece was almost in place. He’d been notified that there had been some delays in the negotiations, but his superior would contact him as soon as the arms deal was completed.

It would be the biggest coup of his life. Much larger than the millions in his secret bank accounts he had amassed over the years. It would mean wealth untold. Power.

It would change the world.

It was impossible to think that people like Wade Parker and Miranda Steele would get in his way. And yet they had before.

He could not allow that to happen again.

Wade Parker. Sheer hatred of the man welled up in his breast. His feelings weren’t rational, he knew. They were interfering with his other plans. The organization’s plans. But he couldn’t help it. It was as if he were born to destroy that man.

In LA he had failed to do so. And what do you do when you fail?

His old mentor, Lee Bach, had said it best. Keep trying until you succeed.

And he knew just how to do that.

He hadn’t wanted to go this far. He had some sensitivity, after all. But these people left him no choice. They simply refused to die.

He put down his drink and moved to his computer. He sat down at his desk, switched on the screen. He switched to the chat window he’d been using and slowly smiled.

As something of an insurance policy, he’d been nurturing the relationship for several weeks now. It was beginning to show fruit. He would use it to his advantage when the time was right.

He rubbed his hands together, turned to his keyboard—and continued his masquerade.


Chapter Sixty-Four

 

Alone in her room, Mackenzie Chatham stared down at her phone and the text conversation she’d had with her mother earlier that day.

Guilt flooded her.

Miranda knew she’d been avoiding her. She could tell. Miranda always knew things about her. But what else could she do? She just couldn’t face her biological mother after what she’d learned a few weeks ago.

Miranda Steele had searched for her for thirteen years. She’d saved her life. She’d put her own life on the line for her. And for others, too. So many times.

How could Mackenzie live up to someone like that?

And how could she tell her—No. She couldn’t tell her. She wouldn’t.

Instead she confided to friends on the Internet.

Her phone dinged. There was a message from one of them now.

She scrolled to it and smiled at the image of the cute boy with the wavy brown hair next to his text.

‘Sup?

She thumbed back a reply. Hey, Ambrose. Nothing much. You?

Same old. Just wondering if you’ve said anything to your mother yet.

No. I’ve decided not to.

Hmm. It’s your call, but maybe you should tell her.

I can’t.

Are you sure? They say people who don’t take risks never get what they want.

He seemed so wise for his age. But she’d made up her mind.

I just can’t. I’m glad I’ve got you to talk to, though.

Me, too. Maybe we can meet some time.

She hesitated. It was always dangerous going to meet someone you met online.

Maybe, she texted. Hoping to brush him off for now.

There was a pause. Then another message appeared. Is it snowing down there?

Not this year.

Well, we’ve got a lot of snow here in Boston. Maybe you can come see it before it all melts. I could show you the Paul Revere House or take you to the Old State House Museum.

She’d almost skated in the Boston Open one year. From what she’d seen of the city on TV, it was beautiful. What if she did go there? What if she fell in love there?

Maybe, she texted back, meaning it this time. Though she didn’t think her adopted mother would let her go.

She spied the book on her desk.

I’d better get back to studying. Algebra test tomorrow.

Yuck. Yeah, me, too. Talk to you later.

She signed off and opened her textbook. The problems weren’t that difficult, but it was hard to concentrate. Like it had been so often the last few weeks.

Boston.

What would it be like to go there? Maybe she would. Maybe she’d make plans and let her mother know after it was too late to change them.

Why not? Not right away, but maybe in the spring. Spring in Boston must be lovely.

Putting her Algebra problems on hold, she reached for the mouse on her laptop and began to look up airfares to Logan International.

 

###
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Dear Reader,

My heart is still pounding after that night in the back lot of the movie studio? How about you?

But what the heck is Mackenzie getting into? Miranda would give her an earful if she knew. But she doesn’t know...and Mackenzie intends to keep it that way.

Oblivious to her daughter’s activities, Miranda is soon on her way with Parker to a frightening new journey, when Parker’s father asks him to travel to Ukraine to find someone who’s been missing over a decade. At first, Parker flatly refuses, but Miranda can’t say no to Mr. P.

And so they go.

And five thousand miles away from home, they arouse the ire of a very dangerous group.

People who now want them dead.

You’ll want to read this next adventure, because secrets are about to be revealed.

Get it now.

Vanishing Act (A Miranda and Parker Mystery) #13
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