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Synopsis

Assigned to partner Detective Daryl Chandler in the
investigation of a series of child abductions, Special Agent Blythe
Kent is both intrigued by the cases and the woman bringing them to
the attention of New York’s Deviant Data Unit. Detective Chandler
knows she can find every child in her case files. Possessing an
almost uncanny sixth sense, and using good old-fashioned detective
work, Daryl has been drawn to a wealthy suburb where she believes
the children are. With Daryl and Blythe posing as a loving couple
desperate to adopt a child of their own, Daryl believes they can
draw the kidnapper out and bring all the missing children home.
Neither of them is aware that unearthly hands have a stake in the
abductions, and that when it comes to facing demons, they are going
to need a protector of their own to get everyone home safe and
sound.
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Chapter One

“Special Agent Kent? Do you have a moment, please? I
have something I need to run by you.”

Blythe Kent looked up at her boss, Supervisory
Special Agent Nathan Lake, who stood by the side of her desk. He
looked so serious and somber that she felt a flash of unease. She
sprang to her feet.

“Of course, sir.” She followed him to his office,
fielding curious looks from her colleagues and shrugging off their
concerned faces. Instructed to close the door behind her, Blythe
did so then stood at attention before Nathan’s desk. She wracked
her brain for what she could have possibly slipped up on without
realizing it.

“Sit, please.” Nathan waved her to a chair. “And
don’t look so worried; you’ve done nothing wrong. I just need to
ask if you’re willing to take part in an undercover
assignment.”

Blythe sat up straighter. “Undercover, sir?” She
couldn’t disguise the excitement in her voice.

He smiled slightly and held up a hand to forestall
her eager questions. “You might want to hear me out first before
you get your hopes up. It’s not infiltrating a drug ring or
anything that requires you to completely disappear off the radar.
And I have specific reasons why I’m asking you to consider this
assignment that you might take exception to.”

Blythe settled in her seat. She tried not to get too
apprehensive at the thought of being specifically singled out for
an assignment. “Now I’m really intrigued.”

“We have a detective flying in from Vermont
tomorrow. She is looking to put together a team to investigate
newborn baby kidnappings in Connecticut. Babies she believes are
then being passed on to couples.”

“They’re stealing babies to order?”

“That’s what Detective Chandler believes. She has
proposed that we set up an undercover operation where two people go
in posing as a couple looking to acquire a child.”

“And you’ve picked me why?”

“You have the highest success rate of any agent in
this building. Your profiling skills are excellent. You’re a highly
valued member of our team and would be perfect, in my opinion, for
this assignment.”

Blythe gave him a considering look. “Yet there’s
something you’re not telling me.”

“Firstly, the detective requires it to be a lesbian
couple who pose for the adoption.”

Blythe’s eyes widened with surprise. “Wow. This has
to be the first time my sexuality has actually counted for
something here.”

“You haven’t been considered solely because of your
sexuality. Even if you had a husband and three kids I’d still put
you forward for the role. You’re my most experienced agent. I want
you to think this over, sleep on it tonight, and hear what she
proposes tomorrow. If you think you can handle the assignment then
we’ll go ahead. This is Detective Chandler’s investigation though.
It’s her baby, so to speak.” Lake’s eyes drifted to look out his
office window. “Between you and me, Blythe, you are the best woman for the job. Even if you weren’t
gay. For a start, I could hardly send Agent Reynolds on the
job.”

Blythe chuckled at the thought. “True, she’s quite
vocal in her lack of maternal instincts. She’d probably be happier
handing them over to the kidnapper.”

“Agent McBride has a family, and I really need
someone who isn’t going to mind taking maybe months away from their
normal routine.”

“Months?”

“You’ve got to establish a recognized presence in
the area the detective believes these kidnappings are operating
from. She’s asked for our help in setting up a home for the couple
and supplying new identities. Her department isn’t equipped to do
what we can do here, and that leads me to why she’s come to us. The
feds dealing with the Connecticut FBI refused to let a detective
from Vermont aide them. Even though the FBI there called her in
especially.”

“Was any reason given for the refusal?”

“Seems the new deputy assistant director doesn’t
play well with people who have different
ideas from what he does.”

“And just how different are Detective Chandler’s
ideas?”

“Her findings were dismissed because they didn’t fit
in with the profile and leads the officers working on the cases had
worked up.”

“So she’s brought her findings to us instead?”
Blythe gave Lake a skeptical look. “We’re not part of these cases,
sir. It doesn’t make sense for her to try another agency to be
heard when she’s already been dismissed.”

“She sought out me. I know
her. I know her way of working and I know how damn good she is at
finding lost kids.”

“So she’s come specifically to you to ask for help
in going against another FBI team as well as the feds who don’t
want her assistance?” Blythe wasn’t sure she liked the sound of
that. “And you’re seriously considering hearing her out? Sir, the
DDU is still a relatively young division. We need the cooperation
of other teams to run. Pitting us against our own FBI isn’t going
to do our reputation very good.”

“Or your reputation if you
are seen going against them,” Lake said.

Blythe felt her skin prickle as the implication hit
her. “I’m all for being flexible with the rules, sir. However, I
try to follow the letter of the law because I want to do the best
job I can within the law. I need to know I
can count on the backup of my fellow lawmakers. Going against their
decisions could leave me in a very precarious place in future
cases.”

Agent Lake nodded. “I know Detective Chandler well.
I also know you. If she can prove to you that the direction the
feds are leading the investigation is totally the wrong way then I
think you’d want to be involved in finding the missing
children.”

“Well, of course I would, but…”

“Then just hear her out. If you don’t think she has
enough evidence to corroborate her theories then say so and the
operation won’t go ahead.”

“You’re hinging this on my decision?” Blythe balked
at the idea.

“No, I’m justifying my choice in you as a part of
this operation and in my total belief in her.”

“What makes this detective so worthy of your trust
that you’d go against the feds?”

“I worked with her father for years. And she found
my brother,” Lake stated softly. “When no one else could even say
he was missing, she found him alive in a ditch miles away from
home. I’ve seen her in action. If she says that the investigation
into these missing children is being steered incorrectly, I’m more
inclined to believe her than anyone else, no matter what their
rank.”

“That’s serious praise, sir.”

“And justified. I need you to listen to what she has
to say, weigh your options, and consider the consequences.”

“Find the children and possibly incur the wrath of
the feds for doing so.”

“We’ll deal with that fallout if and when it
happens. For now, the children are the main priority.”

Blythe’s head swam with the ramifications of what
she was being asked to consider. “So should I agree with this
proposal we move to Connecticut, play the happy couple, and then
what?”

“Look to adopt a child. Detective Chandler has some
leads as to where she believes the kidnappers are operating. She
has hospitals and adoption agencies earmarked as possible targets.
She’ll explain all her findings in detail when she presents her
case. She hopes that by masquerading as a couple who are desperate
to have a child, it will bring out the kidnappers to make their
move and they can be caught.”

“Stealing babies is detestable. The birth of a child
should be special. You don’t use it as fodder to sell on the market
to the most desperate bidder.”

Agent Lake sat back in his chair and regarded her
closely. “Do you think you could do this? Chandler is an exemplary
detective. If she thinks she can stop these people then you can be
sure she’ll do her damnedest.”

“So I get to play house in Connecticut if I agree.
Well, at least it isn’t too far away from New York.” She looked at
her hands conspicuously devoid of rings. “It’s not like I have
anything in my personal life that I need to put on hold. I have my
job and my apartment. All I’ll need to do is bring in my plants for
Trace to look after and give her my keys so she can keep an eye on
my place.”

“You’ll meet Chandler tomorrow then. I think you’ll
get along just fine.”

“What’s she like, sir?” Blythe was curious about the
woman that Lake would risk their careers for.

“She’s one of the good guys and more than a match
for you.”

Blythe smiled at his cryptic words. “I sincerely
hope so, sir, because if I’m planning a family with this woman
she’d better be worth it.” She caught a hesitation in Lake’s
demeanor. “Is there something else?”

“No. It’s just…” He shook his head. “I’ve known
Detective Chandler for many years. She’s outstanding in her field,
but some people find her style of investigating…a little
unorthodox. But she gets the job done with fantastic results. And
don’t think I haven’t tried my hardest to get her on board here at
the bureau. I’ve been trying to recruit her ever since she was
solving her father’s cases for him.”

“She’d be an asset for the team,” Blythe mused, now
even more intrigued by the woman she was going to partner with,
given Lake’s obvious admiration.

“That’s why I expect you to fully utilize her
talents on this case. If anyone can find out who’s behind these
kidnappings, Daryl Chandler can.”

 


*

 


Detective Daryl Chandler thanked Agent Elliott for
picking her up from the airport and driving her straight to the
Deviant Data Unit’s New York department. He merely nodded but still
wouldn’t hand over her luggage. Elliott was obviously determined
not to let her out of his sight until he delivered her personally
to the doors of the DDU. Daryl tried not to let amusement show at
how he was struggling to balance both suitcases, but he’d seemed
affronted when she’d reached for them herself. She decided not to
bruise his agent ego any further. The flight had been pleasant, and
Daryl had enjoyed the scenery as she’d been driven through the
recognizable sights of downtown New York City. She was more than
aware this wasn’t a pleasure trip, for all the bright lights and
tall buildings begging to be explored. She caught sight of a very
impressive looking man heading her way. She recognized him and
straightened her posture accordingly. Agent Elliott also snapped to
attention.

“Thank you, Agent Elliott,” Nathan Lake said,
reaching for the suitcases and relieving him of his duty.

Daryl thanked him again and he gave her a small
smile. “It was my pleasure, Detective. Good luck with your
assignment.”

Daryl shook Lake’s hand and gave him a relieved
grin. “SSA Lake, thank you for inviting me here.”

“We’re looking forward to going over your files and
having you present your findings to us. Sounds like you’ve acquired
a particularly nasty case.”

“Child abduction is despicable,” Daryl said. “But
stealing newborn babies from their parents has to rank even
lower.”

“So how’s your dad enjoying his retirement?”

“He loves every second he can spend out in the yard
seeding and planting. He’s taken to retirement better than I’d
hoped, sir.”

“Can’t be easy after losing your mother,” Lake said
softly. “She was a good woman.”

“Yes, she was, sir. She’s still greatly missed.
Thank you for the flowers you sent.”

“I’m just sorry work kept me away from paying my
respects to a remarkable lady.”

Daryl followed after him into the main hub of the
office. “Dad would be amazed by the force you have here.”

“A bit different from what you’re used to,
Detective?”

“A lot more people for a start,” Daryl said, swiftly
scanning the room full of agents. “It’s an amazing setup for your
unit. And I was very grateful for the ride here. Some of the
departments I’ve had to visit usually expect me to make my own way
to their door.”

“Common courtesy never hurts anyone.”

“You do know that I can carry my own suitcases,
right?” Daryl shifted her laptop bag on her shoulder more
comfortably and wondered why it was men had to prove
themselves.

“I know, but it’s that common courtesy thing again
rearing its ugly head.” Lake led the way to his office. “I’ll leave
your bags here.”

Daryl stared around the room in undisguised awe.
“Nathan Lake, you did yourself proud.”

Lake grinned at her. “Do you think your dad will
ever forgive me for leaving his station and coming here for what he
called a ‘cushy job’?”

“I don’t think Dad ever understands why someone
would leave the street beat to join the FBI. He was supportive when
I went for my detective badge, but I could see he just didn’t get
the appeal.”

“He’s old school. Times are changing, and technology
is helping us find the bad guys. The word on the street doesn’t
always pay now.”

Daryl nodded. “I agree.” She ran her hand across the
back of a highly padded chair. “So this is what you keep trying to
tempt me away to?”

Lake guided her to the window. “Look at the view
from up here. It’s a huge area to police, and we’re called out to
anywhere in the country. The more hands we can gather on our side
the better.”

“My dad would kill you for corrupting his daughter
if I defected to the Dark Side.”

“He wouldn’t kill you for
being corrupted?”

“I’m his only child. I think you’d be top of his
shit list and he’d just be disappointed in me for a while.” She
shrugged and gave Lake a slight smile. “He always comes around
though.”

“I still want you working here.”

Daryl grinned at his earnest voice. She’d heard it
so many times when Lake had called to see if she’d reconsider her
detective status and try the FBI on for size. “I’m here now; let’s
see how it pans out.”


Chapter Two

From her seat in the conference room, Blythe could
see through the large window out onto all the people at their
desks. She turned her attention back to the file before her,
flipping through the records of stolen children. Her innards
twisted into knots at the thought of someone stealing a child from
its parents. From the corner of her eye, she caught sight of Trace
Wagner wheeling in to park her wheelchair beside her. Small and
wire thin, Trace had been in the wheelchair as long as Blythe had
known her. The loss of the use of her legs was the result of a car
accident when she’d been a teenager. Blythe admired Trace’s
expertise with a computer and knew that Trace could run rings
around anyone who was involved in tech.

“So are we just waiting on this detective’s arrival
and then the show can start?”

“Lake said she was coming in on the ten a.m. flight.
She’s being picked up by one of our agents and brought straight
here.” Blythe’s attention went back to the file in her hand. “I
think she’s compiled one hell of a case here.”

“While you’ve been looking over that file I’ve been
checking into the woman who compiled it. From what I can glean from
the cases she’s been involved with, she’s got an amazing success
rate in locating lost kids.”

“But?”

“But she’s got a reputation of being a bit of a
Spooky Mulder.” Trace grimaced at Blythe’s look. “I’m not kidding.
The woman is classified as a little odd. We’re not talking tarot
cards or talking in tongues here, but she’s renowned for pulling
weird ass rabbits out of stalled cases hats.”

“So she’s good at investigating.” Blythe wondered
why she felt the need to stand up for someone she hadn’t even met
yet.

“It’s more than that. She sees things others never
even think to look for. She’s either clairvoyant or has some other
kind of crazy magic mojo working for her. I just thought you should
be forewarned, Scully.”

“Thank you, I think.” Blythe was beginning to wonder
what the hell she was getting herself into with this
investigation.

Trace straightened in her chair. “Oh my God. If
that is the detective you’ve got to go
play house with, then, honey,” she drawled, “Spooky or not, you’re going to be living the dream of
every lesbian out there.”

Blythe’s head lifted to follow Trace’s line of
sight. Her eyes were drawn to the woman walking alongside Agent
Lake.

“Well, would you look at that, Stretch? She’s got to be even taller than you
are.”

“At least five feet eleven,” Blythe guessed. Tall,
broad shouldered, solidly built. Blythe’s mind raced through all
the details as if she were compiling a profile.

“Her hair is so blond it’s almost white. Jesus, you
two are going to complement each other so well. You with your dark
hair and her with the blond. I bet with her skin tone she’ll burn
like a beacon when blushing…or aroused,” Trace added slyly.

“It’s work, Trace. We’re not being set up on an
interdepartmental date.” Blythe was drawn to the woman’s strong
features. She was handsome but not overly masculine. A gentle smile
curved her lips, and Blythe liked the way it lightened an otherwise
serious face.

“Well, she out-butches me,” Trace muttered.

“I’d say you have more tattoos,” Blythe said. She
studied the woman, taking in everything from her confident walk to
the cut of her hair. The pale blond hair was pulled back from her
face in a short ponytail.

“What are you thinking, Blythe?” Trace asked
quietly.

Blythe tore her eyes away from the newcomer and
glanced at Trace. “I’m thinking she’s incredibly attractive and I
really can’t afford the distraction while we’re working.”

“But you’ve got to make nice with her. You’re going
to be playing the role of lovers. A little attraction wouldn’t hurt
to make the kissing go a little easier.”

Blythe shivered at the delicious thought of kissing
this woman. “Maybe I should just meet her first before I jump
aboard.”

“Perhaps you’ll luck out and she has some goddamn
awful accent that grates on your ears and sets your teeth on
edge.”

Blythe laughed with her.

“She is handsome though,” Trace said. “I’m glad my
Emma isn’t here. She has a weakness for big, tall butch girls.”

Blythe let out a shaky breath. She’s not the only one.

 


*

 


Daryl had left her overcoat in Lake’s office and was
taking off her suit jacket as she followed him toward the
conference room. Damn suits make me feel like I’m
going to a funeral. She tugged at her shirt and hoped she
still looked professional and presentable after her flight. Lake
opened the door for her and she preceded him, heading to the top of
the table to lay down her briefcase and begin rolling up her
sleeves. She looked up to find two people already in the room
blatantly staring at her. She flushed and saw the smaller one lean
into the other to whisper something that sounded like I told you.

Her breath stilled somewhere in her chest when she
caught the gaze of the other woman. She paused and stared back.
She is beautiful. The woman had hair so
black it shone with an unnatural blue, like the darkest night
touched by the faint kiss of moonlight. It fell in wild curls that
brushed at her shoulders. She was slender in build but curved in
all the right places. Daryl tried not to be too obvious when her
eyes lowered to the cleavage just glimpsed behind the confines of a
severely tailored jacket and stark white blouse. Brown eyes the
color of rich chocolate studied her with an unabashed intensity,
and the smile that curved rich full lips made all thought of why
Daryl was there slip from her mind. The stillness of the room was
only broken when two other agents came walking in and closed the
door behind them loudly.

“Okay, now we’re all here. This is Detective Daryl
Chandler from Vermont’s PD. Daryl, these are Agents Tim Browning
and Julian Caldow.” Both gave Daryl firm handshakes.

Lake continued his introductions. “This is our
technical analyst, Trace Wagner. Her team works to make sure we
have all the information we need when we need it. She’s also one of
the brains behind the data units that our teams now employ.”

Daryl smiled at her, recognizing another lesbian in
the room. She cast only a cursory glance at Trace’s wheelchair; she
was far more intrigued by the woman seated in it.

“You’re the one I sent all my data to,” Daryl
said.

Trace nodded, looking surprised that Daryl had
remembered her. “I’ve set it all up for your presentation just like
you requested.”

“Thank you.” Daryl wondered what policies at the DDU
were being flaunted by all the tattoos Trace displayed on her bare
arms. She decided she liked her; there was always room for a little
rebelliousness in the world.

“And this is Special Agent Blythe Kent.”

Daryl moved closer to shake Blythe’s hand. The feel
of her hand made Daryl’s breath hitch in her chest. Blythe’s hand
was soft yet strong, her fingers long and tapered. Small calluses
told of a woman who used a gun. Daryl liked the touch of the rough
edges as they wrapped around her larger hand. She wondered if
Blythe could feel the same worn areas on her own skin. She smiled
at her. “Thank you for considering partnering with me on this
assignment.”

“It would be a fascinating case if it weren’t so
disturbing,” Blythe said.

Daryl had to force herself to release Blythe’s hand.
She could still feel the lingering warmth when she closed her
fingers to capture the touch inside her palm. She enjoyed Blythe’s
voice, rich in tone with just the hint of an accent that she
couldn’t quite place. It added a soft drawl to her words. Daryl
knew her own clipped way of talking was considered harsh to some,
but it gave her words an authoritative edge that she intended to
use now to her advantage in the midst of the esteemed DDU. She cast
Trace a look and held up a remote. At Trace’s nod, Daryl switched
on the screen to start her presentation.

“Thank you all for agreeing to see me. Let me get
straight to why I’m here. Two years ago, a young woman went to her
local police department. She said her baby boy had been taken from
her.” Daryl moved to the head of the table but made sure everyone
could see the screen. “Carol Malone was a single woman, struggling
to make ends meet. The local PD couldn’t find anything to go on,
and the case went cold. Eventually, her case and the others I have
here found their way to me, and I began looking into them. You’ll
no doubt come to hear that I have an affinity for cases involving
children. I get requests to look into cases from anywhere and
everywhere. New and cold cases.” Daryl continued on with barely a
pause, not wanting to linger on those facts and invite unwanted
questions. “I interviewed Carol, her family, and the folks where
she lived. Her neighbors were firmly of the belief the father had
come and taken the baby away. He had only been at the apartment a
few times, but they’d all heard him shouting on one occasion that
he’d take the child from her if she couldn’t look after him
right.”

“Did anyone check up on him?” Browning asked.

“The police did initially and then I did. I found
him living the white picket fenced dream with his wife and three
kids and not being all that cooperative to talk while his wife was
around. He didn’t have the child, didn’t want the child, and
admitted he’d made a big deal of it with Carol to try, in his exact
words, ‘to get her the hell off his back.’ He’d been trying to
scare her into leaving him alone for child support payments. It
worked. She stopped all contact with him for fear he’d take the
child away like he threatened. Carol had lost her job just a few
months into her pregnancy so life had started to get very hard. She
was just a woman getting ready to raise a child with what limited
resources she could muster on her own.”

“Some guys don’t deserve to procreate,” Caldow said,
scribbling something down on a pad.

Daryl brought up a picture of the little boy, barely
a day old. “Knowing she was going to be a single parent, Carol had
managed to get some help while she’d been at the hospital for her
checkups. The maternity units run a support system for mothers to
be, they call it Baby Aid. You get help for the first few months if
you’re struggling financially. It’s a great scheme that really
helps, and Carol thought it was the answer to her prayers. She got
food tokens and money toward baby clothes and support from the ones
who run the group. While she’d been there, one of the women had
taken her under her wing. This Good Samaritan, one Mary Parks,
snuck Carol extra tokens to help her out. After Carol gave birth,
Mary was there again offering to baby-sit anytime to give her a
break. Carol trusted her. She had no reason not to. Mary had asked
if Carol had considered giving the child away. She’d asked numerous
times before the child was born, but Carol just told her no, she
wanted to keep the baby. The woman was kind; Carol never thought
anything of it. She just figured she was playing devil’s advocate,
letting Carol know there were other options available.”

Daryl brought up a picture of Carol’s apartment and
a picture of the baby’s room. “This is where two-day-old Matthew
Malone was snatched. Taken from his crib, from his bedroom, right
next to the room his mother was sleeping in, and she never heard a
sound.”

“So maybe this Mary came right on inside and took
him?” Blythe said. “You’d let a friend have a key to your place if
they baby-sat your child.”

“Carol gave me a description of Mary. She was medium
height, blond hair, had dark tinted lenses in her glasses.”

“Handy disguise,” Lake said. “Did you check out all
the staff at the hospital?”

Daryl nodded. “No one of that description worked
there, and no one of that name was listed as a Baby Aid helper. I
spent some time down there and was surprised by how many people
wander the corridors of the maternity wing and no one pays any
attention. If you look the part and act the part, you can blend in
with all the bustle and no one would question your right to be
there.” Daryl brought up another picture. “Then something similar
happened, just a few months after. Josie Jones, a single mother,
was approached to see if she would consider giving her child up for
adoption. Again, a Good Samaritan helped her settle in with the new
baby and then, within a few days, the child was gone. Baby Heather
Jones also disappeared from her own crib.”

Daryl brought up a set of baby photos. “In total,
there have been five kidnappings that I have been alerted to,
spread out over the space of three years.” She brought up the
picture of each child taken. Daryl then switched to another set of
photos. “There are two hospitals linked to the mothers giving birth
there, two support stations, and the city has three legitimate
adoption agencies. One of which has a nice record of adopting out
to gay couples. The other two I still want to check into just in
case there’s another factor involved. The hospitals have to be
checked out. I didn’t have the manpower by myself, and the agencies
won’t divulge anything because of confidentiality. The trail runs
colder than an arctic breeze whenever I try to follow it through
conventional detecting. But I really feel this is where the
investigation lies. Call it a hunch; you’ll find I have a lot of
them.” She looked over at Blythe with a wry smile. “And that’s when
I came up with the idea to go in undercover to find out from the
inside how these agencies work and what they might do to get a
child for a couple that needs one so bad.”

“It could be someone outside of the agencies running
their own adoption ring.” Browning cast a look at his partner.
“Caldow and I had to bust up a child-selling ring before we were
drafted to the DDU. Nasty business, babies to order.”

“Glad for your experience, guys. I’m going to need
it all. I have some thoughts about what might be happening here.”
She saw Blythe shift in her chair. “I know theories aren’t facts,
but I’ve put a great deal of time and effort into these
kidnappings.” She brought up a photo on the screen of a city block.
“Welcome to suburbia. This is Cranston Heights, a strong community
of the wealthy demographic who can afford anything and everything
they desire. In this self-contained hub there are a huge amount of
children, born to both straight couples and a healthy number of gay
and lesbian couples.”

“Utopia in Connecticut. Who’d ever believe it?”
Trace muttered.

Daryl spared her a grin. “The Heights are perfectly
situated in the geographic profile for this case. It’s also
perfectly placed for the hospitals and the agencies. Meanwhile, the
children being snatched are on the edges of the ring and in the
more lower class areas that skirt the more affluent Heights and
surrounding wealth. But everything centers round the Heights.”

Blythe frowned, her eyes never moving from Daryl’s
face. “What are you getting at?”

Daryl had saved her best information until last. She
knew everything hinged on her being correct in this assumption. She
took a deep breath before answering.

“I believe I know the exact whereabouts of two of
the missing children.”


Chapter Three

Intuitive. That’s what
Daryl’s mother had called her and had never allowed her to be
afraid of what she could do and sense. Her father had been more
apprehensive though, fearing his child had turned psychic overnight
at the tender age of twelve. But Daryl saw no spirits of the dead,
nor received messages from the great beyond. She just somehow
instinctively knew where lost children were to be found. And it was
only ever children; she couldn’t use her ability to find anything
or anyone else.

To her distress, the children weren’t always found
alive, but her mind could focus in and pinpoint on a map the exact
area the children were. It had led her to solving child abduction
cases from her father’s desk when she was still in school. The
other policemen merely looked on her ability as that of her being
the daughter of a cop and following in her father’s footsteps. They
had known her from birth. Anything strange or unnatural about what
she could do was never discussed. She was simply the sergeant’s
daughter, and she always found the missing children. Her father’s
men would have closed ranks around her to protect her had anyone
said anything against her.

Soon, the cases of lost children always fell on
Sergeant Chandler’s desk, and he just set them aside for when Daryl
came in from school and she could look them over. When the time
came for her to begin her own police training, she was extremely
cautious as to how much of her talent she
revealed. She tried to temper her Intuitive state through the
police academy and worked to find more tangible proof to add to
what she instinctively knew. It made her a better recruit and, in
time, an excellent detective.

She relied on both her policing skills and her
Intuitive state to solve the mysteries. Daryl had never told anyone
but her mother what exactly happened to her when she was forced to
focus and the heavy weight of her gift
pressed down on her. In that moment, she felt overwhelmed and
almost crushed by something she could never explain. Her mother had
said she was tasked with the weight of the world balanced on her
shoulders. Daryl hadn’t always seen it as the blessing her mother
had considered it to be. It set her apart, made her different, and
sometimes brought into question how serious she could be taken in
her job. But Daryl used her talent to protect and serve. It was the
code she lived her life by.

 


*

 


The conference room was deathly silent after her
announcement, then erupted into everyone asking questions at once.
Lake put his hand up to quiet everybody down.

“Daryl, you never said anything about two in our
phone call.” His tone of voice was just a shade shy of
accusatory.

Daryl knew he was aware that her picking Cranston
Heights was not about just sticking a pin in a map; she
knew they were there. What was infuriating
Daryl was the fact she couldn’t find all five of the children she
had files on. At least, not yet. She’d
told Lake she knew of one child’s whereabouts. Now she was certain
she could add to that number.

“I don’t have any way of actually proving it unless
I’m in the Heights and can gain access to the children themselves.
If I go in as a cop, I’m going to blow whatever chances I have of
finding the person behind the kidnappings. No amount of
investigating has brought up anything further. We’re hitting a
blind spot there.”

“How certain are you about the children?” Blythe
asked.

Daryl brought up a set of photos of children playing
at a daycare center. She pointed to a small child half hidden
behind another. “I think this child is Heather Jones, but I really
need a clearer shot for absolute proof.” She brought up the next
photo and pointed to the child in the center of the screen.
“However, I believe this is Matthew Malone. When he was born, he
had a very distinct birthmark on his head, one that would be hidden
when his hair grew.” She enlarged the photo. “Guess his new mommies
like their little boy to look like a proper little boy and cut his
hair to within an inch of its life.” A dark-shaped birthmark was
plainly visible in the child’s hairline. She brought up a
photograph of a baby with the same shaped mark. “This is a picture
of Matthew Malone before he was taken. I’m sure you’ll agree the
marks are incredibly similar.”

“That could just be a coincidence,” Browning said.
“But if it isn’t, what about the other kids?”

“I have been conducting surveillance around these
streets. When I was questioned by the neighborhood watch, I told
them I was looking to buy property there for my wife and I to move
into. I explained she was working and couldn’t make the trip so I
was scouting ahead for suitable locations to raise a child in a
family friendly environment. Suddenly, I was granted access to the
‘inner circle.’ I got a guided tour of every facility available and
I got to walk around taking photos without being stopped or
questioned.”

“Trustworthy, if a great deal foolish,” Caldow said.
“You could have been a pedophile picking out your next child.”

“I’ve worked some undercover situations before. I
know how to deflect questions. I projected money and power. It’s
the language this area recognizes. And I was driving a very elite
car, courtesy of one of the young cops in my station who has more
money than sense. While there, I didn’t just take photos of the
children’s area. I was all over the Heights. It really is a
fantastic place to live in. It’s all but self-contained, the
neighbors are friendly, and the whole area reeks of money.”

“What was your cover story?” Blythe asked.

“I told them my wife and I were setting up our own
IT based business from home. We’d decided to escape the rat race
and settle down and have babies.” She laughed at Blythe’s
amusement. “I know enough about IT to fudge my way through any
questions, but they weren’t interested in that. They were more
interested in my being able to retire early. This area just screams
wealth and prestige, and if you have it, they’ll welcome you in
with open arms. I believe if we can get our foot in the door there,
so to speak, we can find out how so many of the lesbian and gay
couples I saw have babies.”

Caldow and Browning both laughed at that. “Good luck
asking those kinds of questions. Though I guess, like anyone else,
some folk are desperate to talk about their sex lives.”

“I figure if Blythe and I go in as a couple asking
questions about adoption, then those who have adopted will open up
to us.” Daryl clicked at her remote. “Word is the hospitals in this
area will automatically put you in touch with adoption agencies if
other methods of conceiving fail. Specifically, babies are mentioned. Those need to be checked out
first to see if they’ll direct us to a certain agency. I can’t walk
in as a single female looking to adopt. I’m of the belief these
babies are being taken for couples only. Precisely, gay couples.”

“There are a great many things I will do undercover,
but getting examined for infertility isn’t something I think I can
suitably fake,” Blythe said, her face coloring a very fetching
shade that charmed Daryl more than she wanted to admit. She put her
hands up to forestall Blythe’s fears.

“I know a doctor who can work us up some very
convincing medical files documenting our lack of fertility. Neither
one of us will have to be examined by anyone. I want to solve this
case, but I’m not going so deep undercover that we have to
physically try to make a baby and fail in order to be accepted. I
promise you, Blythe, your virtue is safe with me.” Daryl couldn’t
resist smiling at her.

The agents in the room all laughed, and Blythe
nodded her grateful thanks. Daryl caught Trace leaning over to
whisper something in Blythe’s ear that made her flush an even
deeper red.

“You have the copies of all my files and the
photographs in the folders on the table before you. I understand
you need to talk this over and that the DDU is incredibly busy.”
Daryl wanted to make them realize how important this was. “These
children aren’t mine, but I’ve come to know the women who lost
them. I know that in the grand scheme of things, missing children
are a fact of life. But I believe I have a very good case here for
the DDU to take on, and I’d love the opportunity to work it with
you all. You’ll no doubt hear that I’ve been sidelined by the feds
from these cases, even though the Connecticut FBI called me in to
consult. I believe they made the wrong choice and hope you’ll help
me rectify it. I’m available should anyone need to ask me anything.
SSA Lake, thank you for letting me brief your agents. I appreciate
your time.” She held out her hand to Lake who took it firmly and
held on to it.

“You’re staying, right?”

“You carried in my suitcases, Nathan. I’ll stay for
as long as you need me to. I’m entirely at your disposal. I just
need to find a hotel and rent a car.”

“You can stay with me to save wasting your money on
hotel bills,” Blythe said over the underlying chatter of the others
going through files and talking amongst themselves. “I have a spare
room you can make use of. After all, you’re going to need to save
your money, Detective. If you intend to be my significant other,
I’m going to expect wining and dining and showy displays of
affection when we hit the Heights.” She flashed Daryl a toothy grin
to show she was teasing, but Daryl felt the slow burn from that
first look ignite her blood.

“That’s very kind of you. I appreciate that, Agent
Kent, but I wouldn’t want to put you to any trouble.”

“It’s no trouble at all. And you’d better get used
to calling me Blythe.” She tugged gently at Daryl’s arm. “How about
I show you where the cafeteria is so you can get something to eat
after your journey and just relax for a while? On the way, I’ll
point out my desk and give you access to our Internet connection to
allow you to check in on your own division back home. I know you
detectives can’t be away from your computers for long.” Blythe
turned to Lake. “I’ll have food sent in here while we go over the
files. Is that all right, sir?”

Lake nodded and regarded Daryl. “Go take the weight
off your feet, Detective. Let’s see if our resources can stretch to
getting you two a house in the Heights to play happy family
in.”

 


*

 


As she sat at Blythe’s desk, Daryl’s attention kept
drifting from the laptop screen in front of her and over to the
conference room windows. She tried not to be too obvious in her
staring, but she couldn’t tear her eyes away from Blythe Kent as
she walked around the room. She gestured as she emphasized some
point and Daryl found herself wondering what part of the case
Blythe was so adamant about. They couldn’t have
found me a prettier partner. She looked around the room at
some of the other women hard at work at their desks. She caught
sight of one who looked very masculine in her black G-man suit.
Daryl was glad she hadn’t been chosen for this case. There’d have
been a distinct imbalance of them trying to top the other. Daryl
hid a smirk behind her hand as she thought about it. Not that she
thought Blythe was going to be submissive in any way. She was an
agent, after all. But she’s so much easier on the
eye.

Daryl pulled her attention away from the conference
area and back to her screen with effort. I didn’t
expect to be partnered with someone I found attractive. She
tried to focus on her e-mail. I can be
professional. I’m here strictly for the case and then I’m going
back to my own station. She surreptitiously looked around
the room again, this time taking in the whole area. She watched the
agents going about their tasks then swiveled in her chair back to
the desk she was sitting at. Special Agent Blythe
Kent, how would you profile yourself, I wonder? She took in
the neatly kept desktop, the files laid out in order, the coffee
cup with the department logo set aside just so.

Daryl paused for a moment. She craned her neck to
look around at the desks surrounding her and noticed some had
framed photos at their workstations. Blythe’s desk was devoid of
any such pictures. No photos at work. Either
you’re very private or you don’t have anyone to go home to.
She thought about her own desk, equally empty of a personal touch.
It’s all about the job.

 


*

 


Blythe wasn’t surprised to come out of the
conference room and find Daryl in the company of one of the women
in the office. She had a feeling Daryl drew women to her like bees
to honey. What she was surprised to witness was the way Daryl was
unobtrusively wheeling her chair back to put some space between
herself and an obviously overbearing Agent Yvonne Tellman. Blythe
altered her mental profile of Daryl. She didn’t use her good looks
to entice women to her. Blythe decided to go to her rescue.

“Detective Chandler, if you’re ready?” She couldn’t
mistake the look of gratitude that flashed in Daryl’s eyes. She bit
back on a chuckle. Agent Tellman had struck out.

“Yes, ma’am.” Daryl sprung from her seat and
hurriedly began closing down her laptop. She gave a polite nod to
Agent Tellman. “If you’ll excuse me. It was a pleasure talking with
you.”

Blythe noticed that Agent Tellman didn’t move out of
Daryl’s way at all. She gritted her teeth to stop herself from
making a caustic comment on her blatant perusal of Daryl’s body
too. Instead, she said sweetly, “Daryl, I had your suitcases taken
straight to my car to save you the bother. That way, we can just go
home now and get you settled in.” She chastised herself for being
petty, but felt it was justified when she saw Tellman’s predatory
gaze.

Agent Tellman gave Blythe a coy look then slipped
Daryl her card. When Tellman had walked far enough away out of
earshot, Daryl asked, “What am I supposed to do with this?” She
waved the card between her fingers. “I wasn’t under the impression
she was part of the team I’d be working with?”

“She isn’t. I think she maybe meant for you to call
her sometime.”

Daryl looked the card over and then flipped it with
deadly accuracy into the trash can under Blythe’s desk. She then
hastened to zip up her laptop case. Blythe was intrigued by Daryl’s
reaction.

“She not your type?”

Daryl shook her head and gathered her belongings.
“She’s married, to a man,” Daryl bit out.
“I don’t appreciate being someone’s side order of
experimentation.”

Blythe laughed. “That’s a wonderful way of putting
it. How do you know Tellman’s married?”

Daryl gestured behind her. “She has a photo on her
desk of them together. I saw it when I was looking around the
office earlier.”

She’s very observant. “Ever
thought about becoming a profiler, Detective?” She caught sight of
Agent Tellman
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