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This book begins one day after the end of Enchanted to Death, Jamie Brodie Mystery #23.
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Chapter 1


Client
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Sunday, May 21

Bel Air, Los Angeles

In his dream it was summer, hot and humid. Kevin Brodie was in his hometown of Oceanside, California, in his dad’s house on South Tremont Street where he’d grown up. The air conditioning wasn’t working, so he stepped onto the front porch to catch a breeze. 

He found himself, in the bizarre fashion of dreams, on the front porch of his grandfather’s old house in Beaufort, South Carolina. No wonder it’s so humid. He went back inside and found that someone had turned on the TV. An episode of Law and Order was starting.

Dah Dum, duh duh duh duh duh...

Then it repeated.

It wasn’t supposed to do that...

The upper levels of Kevin’s brain finally kicked in. His phone was ringing, and the Law and Order ringtone belonged to his boss’s boss, Los Angeles County Assistant District Attorney Victor Gutierrez.

Kevin scrabbled on the bedside table for his phone, checked the time, and thought, Shit. It was 7:36 a.m. on Sunday. Why was Victor calling him, rather than his direct supervisor, Nancy Carlucci? This had to be something bad.

He answered, his voice gravelly. “Victor?”

“Hi, Kevin. Sorry to wake you. We have a...complex situation. You and Jamilah will be involved eventually, so Jermaine Simon and I decided that it would be of benefit to you to visit the scene. I cleared it with Nancy.”

Jamilah Daly was a fellow social worker and Kevin’s partner in the DA’s Bureau of Victim Services. “Simon? It’s a Homicide Special case?” 

Jermaine Simon was one of the supervisors of the Los Angeles Police Department’s elite Robbery-Homicide Unit of detectives, officially called RHU, more commonly known as Homicide Special.

Victor said, “Right. The victims were Chase and Kara Blackwood. Chase Blackwood is a pediatric neurosurgeon at County-USC. He’s also the son of Kermit Blackwood.”

Kevin groaned. Kermit Blackwood was a major developer in the Southland. His name was in the news frequently thanks to wrangling with the county Board of Supervisors. Blackwood had never seen a patch of ground that he didn’t want to pave over. His building sites were constantly picketed by environmental groups and anti-development activists.

“So, Jamilah and I are assigned to Blackwood, I guess.”

“Yes, and the rest of the family, including the six-year-old daughter of the victims. She was in the house but was apparently untouched. There are two sons, too, but they were spending the night with relatives. The little girl is in the custody of DCFS at the moment. I want you to see the scene because I want you to see what she saw.”

Kevin sucked in a horrified breath. “Did she witness the crime?”

“We don’t know. She hasn’t spoken yet. Probably in shock. Anyway, get over to the house. Jermaine’s there. I talked to Jamilah already; she’ll meet you there.” Victor read off the address.

“Yes, sir.” Kevin hung up and swung his legs over the side of the bed.

From behind him his wife, Kristen Beach, grunted. “What?”

“That was Victor. Kermit Blackwood’s son has been murdered. Victor wants me to see the scene.” He’d give Kristen the other details later when she was awake. “I’m gonna take your car. Go back to sleep.”

“Mmph.” She complied.

Benedict Canyon, Los Angeles

Chase and Kara Blackwood’s house was at the end of a cul-de-sac that wound north off a tributary of Benedict Canyon Drive. The entire street was lined with emergency vehicles. Kevin parked Kristen’s Beemer at the base of the street and scanned the cars until he found Jamilah’s white Subaru. She was sitting in the driver’s seat, talking on the phone. He waved to her; she waved back and climbed from the car.

Jamilah was, like Kevin, an ex-cop. She’d spent ten years on patrol with the Irvine PD before earning her master’s in social work. Kevin was with LAPD for eighteen years and had been with Victim Services for three years. Jamilah was his field supervisor for his first two years of social work; since then they’d become close friends.

Jamilah mock-frowned at him. “You didn’t bring me coffee?”

“I didn’t pass a coffee shop. I’ll buy when we’re done here.”

“Deal. Nisha is in there.” Anisha Pandit was Jamilah’s wife and a Los Angeles County coroner’s investigator. 

“Victor says this is a bad one.”

“Yeah. I haven’t talked to Nisha yet.”

Jamilah and Kevin showed their IDs to a uniformed cop, then climbed to the Blackwoods’ driveway. They found Jermaine Simon there, leaning against the coroner’s van, talking on the phone. He held up a finger to them. “Yes, sir. Understood. Will do, sir.” He hung up with a sigh. “The chief. On my ass already. This is gonna suck.”

Kevin said, “No shit. Victor gave us a synopsis.”

“Uh-huh.” Jermaine waved at the van. “Get your gowns and booties and go on in. Avoid the blood if you can. Portman and Eckhoff are in there.”

“Okay.” Kevin thought, Good. He knew Susan Portman well from his years as a West LA homicide detective, and Jon Eckhoff had been his partner through nearly seven of those years. Cooperation with the cops would be a breeze in this case.

They donned paper booties and gowns and walked up the driveway. Kevin noted that there were smeared bloody footprints all along the right side of the paving stones. He glanced back and saw that the blood stopped at the curb. 

At the front door they were met by a second uniformed officer, also in booties and gown, who said, “Uh... I don’t know how far forensics has cleared. Let me call Detective Portman.”

“It’s okay, I’ll call Detective Eckhoff.” Kevin fished his phone out of his pocket. He still had Jon on speed dial. When he dialed, he could faintly hear Jon’s phone ringing.

Jon answered, “Hey. Simon said you were coming.”

“Yeah. Where are you?”

“I’ll come get you. Front door?”

“Yeah.”

“Be right there.”

Kevin stuffed his phone into his pocket, thinking that Jon sounded unusually subdued. Another sign that this case would be nightmarish. 

Jon appeared at the top of the staircase that led to the second floor of the house from the foyer. Kevin noted that his booties were bloody. He trotted down the stairs and handed Kevin and Jamilah each a pair of nitrile gloves. “Just in case. Hey, Jamilah.”

“Good morning.”

Jon shook his head. “Nothing good about it.”

Kevin asked, “The bodies are still here?”

“Yeah.” Jon’s expression was grim as he changed his booties. “There’s a shitload of processing to do. They’ll be here a while.”

They followed Jon up the staircase. Kevin took in the score of bloody footprints on the treads. Jamilah asked, “What happened?”

“We’re still forming a theory. But it looks like Chase was immobilized and forced to watch his wife get raped and bludgeoned to death. Before he was shot in the head.”

Kevin heard Jamilah gasp and sensed her freeze to a stop behind him. He felt as if he’d been drenched in ice water. “Jesus.”

Jon grunted. “Jesus had nothin’ to do with this. They’re in here.”

Jon led them into an enormous master bedroom. The room was drenched in blood. Castoff from whatever the wife was beaten with was strung across the walls and ceiling. Chase Blackwood was in a chair, naked, his hands zip-tied behind him, his feet tied to the legs of the chair, a gag in his mouth. He’d been shot in the right temple at close range. Kara Blackwood was spread-eagled on their bed, hands tied to the headboard, lying face up... except that her face was destroyed. On the far side of the bed, two space-suited coroner’s investigators were working on the body. One of them was Jamilah’s wife, Anisha; she lifted a hand in greeting but didn’t stop.

Kevin asked, “Weapon?”

“Unknown. Maybe a pipe. It’s not in the house.”

“Home invasion? Robbery?”

“Possibly, but no doors or windows appeared to be forced. And if it was robbery, they missed plenty of expensive stuff. Laptops, phones, jewelry, all in plain sight.”

Jamilah asked, “Where’s the little girl?”

“Cedars, getting a medical exam.” Cedars-Sinai Medical Center. “She appeared to be completely unharmed, but they’re making sure.”

Jon’s partner, Susan Portman, was combing through the contents of a chest of drawers. She lifted her gloved hand wearily. “Hi, Jamilah. Kevin, I guess you figured these days were past for you.”

“Yeah.” Kevin took a deep breath, then regretted it. The sharp metallic tang of blood was overwhelming. “The little girl saw all of this?”

Susan said, “We think so. Her feet were bloody.”

Jamilah asked, “Who called it in?”

“A friend who was picking up Kara Blackwood for an early tee time. She found the front door ajar and the little girl sitting at the top of the stairs. The girl said, ‘Mommy won’t wake up.’ She hasn’t spoken since.”

Kevin tried to imagine being six years old and waking up to this. He couldn’t. Jon said, “Anything else you want to see?”

“The little girl’s room.”

“Okay.” Jon led the way. 

The daughter’s room was on the same side of the house as the master bedroom but separated from it by a bathroom and closet. Kevin wondered what had woken her, then decided it must have been the screams. Her room was green and blue, with an ocean theme. A wallpaper border of whales and dolphins swam around the ceiling. There were shelves of children’s books, the typical Dr. Seuss collection but also picture books about animals. The covers were shoved down to the middle of the bed. A stuffed horse was lying by the pillow.

Jon asked, “Are you two assigned to the entire family?”

Kevin said, “Yeah. Can I take the horse?”

“I don’t see why not. Lemme clear it with Susan.”

Susan assented. Kevin picked up the horse—brown fleece, with black hooves, mane, and tail—and he and Jamilah followed Jon out of the house.

They stripped off the protective clothing; Kevin turned to Jon. “You okay?”

“Pfft. Who knows? Right now, I’m concentrating on not making any mistakes.”

“I hear ya. Call if you want to talk.”

“Oh, I will.” Jon changed his booties again, and his gown this time, then turned and walked back into the house.

Jermaine Simon was on the phone, so Kevin took the opportunity to call Victor. When Victor answered Kevin simply said, “We’ve seen the house.”

“Okay. The chief of police himself has notified Kermit Blackwood and his wife and has had them driven to headquarters. You can meet them there.”

“What about the little girl?”

“Stop at Cedars on your way downtown and get an update from the social worker who’s with the child.”

“What is this child’s name? I can’t keep calling her ‘the little girl.’”

“Molly. But the hospital is using a code name for her in case the killers come after her. Jonas Isaiah Horowitz.”

He mentally repeated the odd name. “Okay. Will the Blackwoods take custody of her?”

“I don’t know. Call me when you get downtown, before you see the chief.”

“Yes, sir.”

Jamilah’s phone rang as he ended the call to Victor. She frowned at the screen. “It’s Nancy.”

“Put her on speaker.”

Nancy Carlucci always came across as harassed, even when she wasn’t. Today, she surely was. “Jamilah. Are you still at the house?”

“Yes. Kevin just got off the phone with Victor. We’re on our way to police headquarters.”

Nancy’s tone was grim. “I’ve had to make a decision that neither of you will like. The chief of police is insisting that the Blackwoods have around the clock access to the DA’s office. I don’t see any reason to put both of you through that. Kevin, you’re assigned to the Blackwoods. Jamilah, you’ll continue with the rest of your cases. If you need help, let me know, and I’ll assign someone.”

Kevin and Jamilah exchanged a glance. Neither of them was happy, but Kevin wasn’t inclined to argue with Nancy. She was under enough pressure. Jamilah said, “Yes, ma’am.”

“Kevin, where are you going now?”

“To the hospital, to check on Molly. Then I’ll head downtown.”

“All right. Call me after you talk to the grandparents.”

“Yes, ma’am.” 

“Jamilah, I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”

“All right.”

Nancy said goodbye. Jamilah huffed. “I guess I should be grateful.”

“You will be if you aren’t now. Kermit Blackwood is a huge political donor. God knows what they’ll have me doing.”

“Suppose he backed Kellerman?” 

The current DA, Camille Kellerman, had been elected two-and-a-half years ago on a get-tougher-on-crime platform. The DA’s victim advocates were concerned about the future of Victim Services under her; she’d threatened Nancy with personnel cuts, but so far hadn’t followed through.

“I don’t know. Maybe he’ll tell me.”

Jamilah poked him in the shoulder. “Nobody else is gonna work on any of our cases. I’m not havin’ that.”

Kevin smiled. “You’d better not. If you get slammed, I’ll help. We’re partners.”

“Damn straight. Guess I have to wait until tomorrow for that coffee you owe me.”

“It’ll be worth the wait.”

She snorted. “Later, pardner.”
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Chapter 2


Molly
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Cedars-Sinai Medical Center, Los Angeles

The ER parking lot at Cedars was about half full. Kevin picked up the stuffed horse, locked the car, and walked through the sliding doors to the reception desk. Several employees were registering patients; there was a sheet of bulletproof glass between them. He approached one of them that was presently unoccupied, a heavyset woman who sounded like she had a cold. “Cad I help you?”

“Yes, ma’am. I’m Kevin Brodie with the district attorney’s office.” He showed his employee ID. “I’m looking for Jonas Isaiah Horowitz.”

“I need anoder form of ID.”

Kevin handed her his driver’s license. She scrutinized both IDs then handed them back and pointed down a hallway. “Far end, room on the right marked Storage. It’s locked. You’ll have to show your IDs again.”

“Okay, thanks.”

The hallway through which Kevin was passing was dedicated to pediatrics. The wall motif here was cartoon kids outfitted as various professions—astronaut, doctor, firefighter, cop. 

At the moment, Kevin couldn’t think of a reason why any child should want to grow up to be a cop.

He knocked softly on the door marked Storage. A nurse cracked it open. “Yes?”

He handed her his IDs. “I’m the victim advocate assigned to the Blackwood family. Could I have a minute with the doctor?”

“Oh. Hang on.”

Kevin waited for just a few seconds. A harried-looking woman in scrubs patterned with kittens, with a stethoscope slung around her neck, slipped through the door and returned his IDs. “I’m Dr. Kate Alvarez.”

“Kevin Brodie. I’m a social worker with the DA’s Bureau of Victim Services. What can you tell me about Molly’s condition?”

“Physically, she’s perfectly fine. Not a scratch. No evidence of any sort of trauma.”

Kevin sagged with relief. He hadn’t realized how afraid he’d been that Molly had been subjected to... something. “Thank God. Has she said anything yet?”

“No. She doesn’t respond to anyone or anything. We’ve offered her ice cream, cookies, a ride on a gurney. The child psychiatrist has been in to see her. She won’t speak.” Alvarez lowered her voice. “She saw terrible things, didn’t she?”

“Yes, she did. May I meet her?” Kevin held up the stuffed horse. “This was in her bed, like she’d been sleeping with it. I thought it might help.”

“Of course. Let me tell her you’re coming in.”

Alvarez slipped back into the exam room for a moment, then opened the door wider and gestured for Kevin to come in. “Look, Molly, this nice man has brought your horse.”

Molly was a slender child, with tousled light brown hair and rosy cheeks, wearing a hospital gown decorated with rubber duckies. Her eyes widened at the sight of her horse, and she reached for it. Kevin handed it to her, and she clutched it to her chest.

Kevin sat on the stool beside the bed, so that he was lower than Molly. “Hi, Molly. What’s your horse’s name?”

Molly didn’t meet his eyes, but she whispered, “Juniper.”

“Juniper? That’s a cool name. My name’s Kevin. It’s very nice to meet you and Juniper.”

She looked at him then, returning his gaze, expressionless. “Mommy wouldn’t wake up.”

Dr. Alvarez, behind Molly, covered her mouth with her hand. Kevin said, “I know.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know.” Technically true. Autopsies could reveal surprises.

“Those men hurt Mommy and Daddy.”

So, she had seen something. “How many men, Molly?”

“Lots.”

It made sense. It would have taken several perpetrators to subdue both Chase and Kara at once. He said, “Two of my friends are trying to figure out who those men were. Their names are Jon and Susan. They’re not here right now, but you’ll get to talk to them later.” Trying to make it sound like something to look forward to.

“Okay. Where’s Mommy and Daddy?”

“They’re at another hospital.” Or would be, eventually; the medical examiner’s office was connected to County-USC Hospital. 

Molly’s gaze hadn’t moved from Kevin’s face. “Are they going to die?”

The doctor closed her eyes. Kevin did his best to keep his voice from shaking. He mostly succeeded. “I don’t know.”

“My brother’s dog died. Oscar. He was old. We buried his ashes under a tree.”

She had some experience with death, then. Kevin was grateful for that. “Aw. That’s too bad.”

The door opened, and Kevin felt the presence of another person enter the room. Female, he thought. Molly asked, “When can I see Mommy and Daddy?”

The new arrival spoke before Kevin could. “We’ll take you to see your papa and nana first. How’s that?” Her voice was familiar, but Kevin couldn’t place it.

Molly didn’t look at the woman but kept her eyes on Kevin. “Okay. Will you come, too?”

“Yep.”

Molly nodded and fell silent again. Dr. Alvarez said, “I need to finish the paperwork, and we’ll find Molly some clothes. It’ll take a couple of minutes.”

The familiar woman’s voice said, “Sure. Kevin and I will be right outside.”

How’d she know my name? Kevin stood and turned, and thought, Aha.

Amanda Glenn, social worker with the Los Angeles County Department of Children and Family Services, DCFS. Also, the next-older sister of his ex-girlfriend, Abby Glenn. Kevin breathed a sigh of relief. Amanda had always been his favorite of Abby’s four sisters.

She smiled up at him and tipped her head at the door. He opened it, and they stepped into the hallway. He said, “Hey, Amanda.”

“Hey, yourself. I heard you were with the DA now.”

“You heard right. How’ve you been?”

“As fine as I can be in this job. I heard you got married.”

“Yup. Are you and Shelley still together?” Amanda and her girlfriend, Shelley, had started dating around the time that Kevin and Abby had.

“You bet. We got married, too.”

“Congratulations. So... Molly Blackwood.”

Amanda groaned and rubbed her face. “What a clusterfuck. Both sets of grandparents are demanding temporary custody.”

“Which set is Papa and Nana?”

“The Blackwoods. They’re far more suitable. Kara’s mother has psychological issues, and her father has all the hallmarks of an abuser. Hence the clusterfuck. Kermit Blackwood may be a heartless bastard in business, but he seems to adore his granddaughter. And Aurelia, his wife, appears to be levelheaded, and they raised three kids. Kara was an only child.”

“Have you met them?”

“No, my supervisor did the ten-minute eval.” Amanda snorted. “In the chief of police’s office, no less. All the stops are being pulled for Kermit Blackwood.”

“No shit. That’s where I’m headed now.”

“Yeah, me too, to release Molly to her grandparents.” Amanda crossed her arms and raised an eyebrow at Kevin. “She hasn’t spoken to anyone but you, you know.”

“So I hear. But I reunited her with her horse.”

Amanda grinned. “You’re her hero now.” Her grin quickly faded. “I understand that the scene was horrific.”

“That word is nowhere near adequate. There are no words.”

The door to the room opened, and Dr. Alvarez emerged with a clipboard. “Amanda, I’ll copy these for you, and you can be on your way.”

“Great, thanks.”

Molly was dressed in blue shorts and a pink t-shirt that were slightly too big, and a pair of jelly sandals. The nurse handed Amanda a plastic bag with “Patient Property” emblazoned on it. “Here are the clothes she was wearing. Just a nightie and undies. We keep a closet of kids’ clothes here for situations like this.”

“Thanks.” Amanda smiled down at the little girl. “Ready to go see Papa and Nana, Molly?”

Molly nodded, and reached her arms up to Kevin, asking to be carried.

Kevin shot an inquiring glance at Amanda, who returned a “why not?” shrug. He picked Molly up, balancing her on his left hip. She leaned against him, still clutching Juniper, and buried her head in the crook of his neck.

Amanda mouthed, “Her hero.”

Kevin returned a wry grin.

Bel Air, Los Angeles

Kristen Beach was half awake when a sunbeam, moving slowly across the bed, caught her in the eyes. She growled softly and reached to the other side of the bed.

Kevin wasn’t there.

Then she remembered. Something about Kermit Blackwood and murder.

She grumbled to herself. They’d planned a lazy Sunday morning with bagels and the newspaper, then an afternoon of swimming with their friends Alison Fortner and Melanie Hayes. So much for that idea.

She went downstairs to the kitchen and took a bottle of mocha frappuccino from the fridge, then flipped on the TV at the end of the counter and perched on a barstool. She switched the channel to a news station, waited for the weather briefing to end, then listened in growing horror to the news anchor.

“Our top story this hour: a double murder in Benedict Canyon. Dr. Chase Blackwood and his wife, Kara, were brutally murdered sometime during the night in their home on Suffolk Drive. Police have not released any details about the crime. Dr. Blackwood was a pediatric neurosurgeon and was the oldest son of local developer Kermit Blackwood. Veronica Morris is at the scene.”

The background switched to a sea of emergency vehicles lining both sides of a street. Kristen squinted at the scene but didn’t see her Beemer there. Maybe Kevin had already left. On screen, Veronica Morris said, “Neighbors describe Chase and Kara Blackwood as devoted parents and easygoing, down-to-earth people. No one so far seems to have seen or heard anything that might help the police solve this heinous crime. If you know anything, call the LAPD’s anonymous tip line at 877-LAPD-24-7.”

Over the reporter’s shoulder, Kristen spotted a familiar figure. He was at a distance, but she’d recognize Jon Eckhoff anywhere. She picked up her phone and texted Liz Nguyen, Jon’s wife and Kristen’s fellow librarian and best friend at work. 

Did I just see Jon on TV at a crime scene?

Y. Kermit Blackwood’s family being handled with TLC by RHU.

Also by DA’s office. Kev was called out too.

OMG. This is a bad one, Jon says.

What did he say?

Just that. “This is bad.”

Fuck.

Uh-huh. But at least we won’t be having Sunday dinner with his parents.

Ha! Small mercies. Want to come over?  I have bagels. Bring your swimsuit.

Sounds good. Be there in 30.

Kristen returned a thumbs-up and headed for the shower.
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Chapter 3


Grandparents
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Downtown Los Angeles

Kevin’s car didn’t have child restraint seats, so Molly had to travel with Amanda. Kevin assured Molly that he was coming with her to see her papa and nana, then settled into his car and followed Amanda into Sunday morning traffic. He tapped the appropriate button on his dashboard monitor and said, “Call Jon.”

Jon answered on the second ring. “Hey.”

“Hey, I talked to Molly. She said, ‘Those men hurt Mommy and Daddy.’ I asked her how many, and she said, ‘Lots.’ I told her that she’d get to talk to my friends Jon and Susan later.”

Jon sighed. “It had to be lots, right? It doesn’t look like either Chase or Kara had a chance to fight back.”

“Anything else turn up?”

“Not yet. They’re taking the bodies now.”

“Okay. Talk to you later.”

“Yup.” Jon hung up.

Kevin said, “Call Victor.”

Victor answered on the first ring. “Kevin. Where are you?”

“Leaving Cedars, on the way to police headquarters. The doctor released Molly, and she’s with the DCFS social worker. They’re on their way, too.”

“Good. Kara Blackwood’s parents showed up, and there are issues.”

“So I hear. I assume they’re mine, too?”

“Yes. Chase Blackwood has a brother and a sister. Chase’s boys were spending the night with the brother and his family. They’re all yours.”

“Maybe a family spokesperson will work in this situation.”

Victor snorted. “Maybe two or three of
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