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			Dedication 

			For my husband, Bill

			It’s a yes from me, baby.
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			Prologue 

			Tuesday, July 30

			12:00 P.M.

			Hollywood, California

			IT WAS THE kind of scream that could change everything. Elwood Lawrence, known to his squad mates as Woody on account of his obvious appreciation of the hookers Vice dragged in, felt the marrow curdle inside his bones. Reaching for his preferred off-­duty carry, the Glock 27 holstered at his hip, his muscles drew tight. In a heartbeat, he was spring-­loaded for action, knees flexed, fingers twitching near his gun, gaze searching the crowded street.

			Hollywood Boulevard to be exact.

			The very personification of this town.

			Here on this famous thoroughfare, out-­of-­work actors, tourists, and drug dealers all shared the same space, basking in the gloried California sun, sucking in air that was both heavy with the smog of despair and high on the promise of dreams come true.

			A moment of tense anticipation. Then the Prince, Johnny Depp, and Cat Woman look-­alikes stopped working the street for tips and went into suspended animation—­the scream had been that powerful. Woody’s ears pricked. Sounded like it’d come from directly above them. Tourists looked up, craning their necks, as if waiting for the show to begin. But he knew this wasn’t part of the festival-­o-­crap put on for out-­of-­towners. Knifing through the pedestrians with his shoulders, he sprang in front of his charge, actor Jamie Robb, like a human shield.

			What the hell?

			Had the last thing he’d expected actually happened? Could there be a legit threat to Jamie Robb? Had the former child star’s request for personal security at the unveiling of his refurbished Walk of Fame star been motivated by more than an inflated ego? True, his star had been vandalized—­hence the replacement ceremony—­but that was probably kids.

			One beat followed another, passing uneventfully.

			Woody flexed, then relaxed his shaky right hand, keeping it close to his pistol. It didn’t figure anyone would have it out for Jamie Robb. Unlike your average everyday former child star, Jamie hadn’t dropped out, coked up, or blown all his dough on whores. He was as squeaky-­clean today as when he’d played the role of eight-­year-­old Chester in Family Rules some twenty-­odd years ago. By all accounts, he’d never filed a lawsuit against his parents, cheated on his wife, or punched a paparazzo.

			Nor was Robb the type to attract stalkers and what-­have-­you. He was more the type you barely noticed until he was right in front of you. Up close and personal, though, Woody had to admit he could still catch a whiff of little Jimmy Robb’s secret sauce. But whatever remained of young Jimmy’s charisma was mostly hidden by the extra pounds, balding visage, and defeated eyes of old Jamie. Old being a relative term. Child stars passed their prime so quick, they might as well be aging in dog years.

			Jamie Robb was yesterday’s headline. And Woody, on personal leave (a polite way of saying Captain Jeffers had given him thirty days to get sober) from the Hollywood division of the LAPD, wasn’t the freshest slice of pizza pie himself. This bodyguard gig should’ve been a low-­risk high-­reward way to beef up Woody’s underfed bank account, and hopefully that was just exactly how things would turn out.

			Another empty moment passed.

			Whatever that scream had been, it seemed like it would stay a mystery, and that was a-­okay by him.

			He eased his hand off his pistol.

			At about the same time he came to the relieved conclusion that nothing other than the usual mischief was afoot, the crowd seemed to do the same. Marilyn Monroe switched on a fan beneath a full fifties-­style skirt. SpiderMan motioned over a youngster in sloppy shorts, while his father pulled out a wallet and filled the tip jar. Milling, gawking, and hustling resumed per Hollywood Boulevard protocol.

			“What was that?” Jamie Robb looked around almost hopefully. Woody would bet a box of Krispy Kremes that Jamie’s heart had beat like an excited puppy’s when he’d first heard that cry. He’d bet a year’s supply of coffee for dunking those donuts that, at least for a moment, Jamie had believed he’d heard a screaming fan, like in the old days. Of course, that was impossible since there did not appear to be a single Jamie Robb fan in sight.

			Woody shrugged. “Somebody screamed.”

			Robb’s chest deflated, and his mouth screwed up like he’d just taken a shot of vinegar, then quickly relaxed into a practiced smile. You’d think his publicist would’ve procured a ­couple of fake fans, brought in a reporter, or at the very least, tipped the SLY Stars tour-­bus driver to swing by the event. Speaking of which, where was the master of ceremonies? They should’ve had this show on the road by now. Woody hated seeing any man made into a fool in front of his offspring, so he decided to bluff concern. Looking importantly at Jamie’s kid, a freckly ten-­year-­old slumped at his father’s side and way overdressed in a long-­sleeved shirt and tie, Woody bellowed, “Not to worry, Mr. Robb. My eyes are peeled for all threats.”

			“Thank you. My son and I feel a lot more secure with you around.” Jamie made a dramatic half bow, as though playing to an audience, and the kid rolled his eyes.

			Woody wondered if Jamie kept the theatrics up at home. Everyone knew celebs were quirky, but this shit was already starting to annoy him; he could only imagine what it must be like to have to live with an actor twenty-­four/seven. Or maybe Woody was just edgy because the sun was beating down on the back of his neck, causing sweat to bead uncomfortably beneath his collar, or because his 6:00 A.M. shot of whiskey wasn’t holding him. He was cutting back, he really was, but the eye-­opener was no biggie, and he couldn’t quite bring himself to let it go. The stale taste in his mouth reminded him he’d forgotten to grab his breath spray on the way out the door.

			Oh well.

			He scanned the area yet again, hoping to find a pair of dress shoes among the flip-­flops and tennies, a hand holding a mic, any damn sign of someone official. Woody was just about to ask Robb if he’d maybe gotten the date wrong when he spied a kid in black slacks jogging up the boulevard with a pair of chrome posts and some twisted red rope tucked under his armpit. Woody waved at the guy like he was his long-­lost friend and got a nod of acknowledgment in return. Good. They were finally setting up for the program. But he still didn’t see the master of ceremonies or any invited guests—­not even Tom La Grande.

			La Grande, a fast friend of Jamie’s ever since their Family Rules days, had promised to attend the program, and Woody had even offered the megastar free protection, a deluxe two-­for-­one bodyguard package—­three-­for-­one if you counted Jamie’s kid. But La Grande had claimed he wasn’t famous enough to need a muscleman. Yeah, like La Grande didn’t have two gold statues in his pocket and a home overlooking the surf.

			The kid tugged on his father’s shirtsleeve. “Can we go now, Dad?”

			Humiliating. Woody tightened his belt, keeping his hands busy. He would’ve given Jamie a sympathetic pat on the back, but that would be overstepping. Despite the quirks, he didn’t mind the guy that much. Jamie might be a washed-­up has-­been hanging on to the past, but he appeared to be a good dad, and a good husband, and that was a hell of a lot more than Woody could claim. Thanks to his drinking, his grown kid wouldn’t speak to him, and last week, his sweet Rayleen had packed her bags and returned to Iowa. Only two creatures on the planet who still liked him were his ma and his three-­legged pit bull, King . . . and sometimes his sponsor. It was his sponsor, a former Vice cop like Woody, who’d said all he needed was a break and hooked him up with Jamie Robb’s ­people.

			Another desperate scream.

			This time the hairs on every inch of Woody’s body lifted, sounding the alarm. His trigger finger pulsed, ready to pull if called for. Just his lousy luck the one time a sweet gig landed in his lap, something would go and screw it up. Crouching, he drew his Glock. He jerked his gaze upward, and his brain slowed time into a molasses drip as he watched it fall from the sky.

			From a window two stories up in the Sky Walk Hotel, a body floated backward, bounced off the awning above them, then rolled onto the ground a few feet in front of him—­the head cracking sickeningly against the sidewalk and blood spraying from the neck of a half-­nude blond beauty like a busted garden hose.

			Woody’s stomach dropped as all sound was absorbed into the uproar surrounding him. His gaze darted about so quickly, it seemed he could see everywhere at once. On every side, tourists fled, shoving, stumbling, some even falling to the ground. Beside him, Jamie Robb froze. His kid yanked on his arm, trying to drag him away, but Robb just stared ahead as though in a daze. His shoulders trembled, then the tremor turned to a full-­on shake. Suddenly, Robb’s eyes snapped into focus, and his lips curled away from his teeth. The guy was losing it.

			Woody didn’t have that luxury. He tightened his grip on his pistol. Hands steady, now that adrenaline had usurped the hold alcohol had on his nervous system, he shoved Jamie and the kid into a protected alcove to keep them from being trampled by the panicked mob. Then he lunged forward, fighting his way against the crowd until he reached the woman. Staring down at her beautiful, broken body, his breath whooshed out, shrinking his lungs into tight, airless bags. Pressure welled behind his eyes.

			Holy mother of saints.

			It was as if one of heaven’s own angels had fallen from the sky.

			And landed splat on top of Jamie Robb’s shiny new star.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter One 

			Two months later: Thursday, October 3

			11:00 A.M.

			Hollywood, California

			SPECIAL AGENT ATTICUS Spenser knew that Herby’s, situated just inside the Sky Walk Hotel, which in turn stood flush with Hollywood Boulevard, was one of the places to be if you were either young and hip or old and rich. But while it might be all glamour and glitz after dark, in the cold light of day it looked like just another dump. He brushed sticky crumbs, no doubt left by the likes of Lohan and Bieber, from a black leather booth heavily adorned with studs and spikes, before motioning his partner, Dr. Caity Cassidy, to sit.

			Caity flashed him a smile that made him forget for a moment there were others in the room: Captain Lionel Jeffers, commanding officer of the LAPD’s Hollywood division, and Special Agent Jake Felton, the National Center for the Analysis of Violent Crime’s liaison from the Los Angeles FBI field office—­both of whom he’d met less than five minutes ago. Sliding in next to Captain Jeffers and opposite Caity, Spense couldn’t help returning her smile. Lately, she’d been having that effect on him. In fact, an entire collection of dopey expressions now queued up, ready to play across his face on a moment’s notice. But he saw no reason to make apologies—­not to Caity, and certainly not to Felton or Jeffers.

			Spense and Caity, here at the request of the LAPD to assist in a recent high-­profile case, were staying at the Sky Walk. Odd that Captain Jeffers had requested to meet at the hotel instead of at Hollywood station, unless, of course, he hadn’t yet let his team know the LAPD was bringing in the Feds. Through Herby’s windows, Spense had a full view of the street and surrounding area, including the latest addition to the city’s collection of celebrity museums—­Waxed. This teeming section of Hollywood Boulevard had quite a history. A block up, at the Roosevelt Hotel, JFK was rumored to have rendezvoused with Marilyn. And here, at the Sky Walk, the pair had dared the occasional clandestine after-­dinner drink—­or so the braggadocio waiter had informed their little group prior to seating them. And that, in large part, accounted for Herby’s celebrity draw—­if it was good enough for JFK and Marilyn, it was good enough for the C-­list.

			While the historic Sky Walk’s lobby, main restaurant, and guest rooms had been nicely refurbished in art-­deco style, Herby’s interior could only be described as upscale seedy. The sheen on the tabletops was dulled from nicks and scars that Spense supposed resulted from cocaine being scraped into neat lines. Decorative air fresheners punctuated the space between the booths, but no amount of sandalwood could rid the place of the stink of ruined lives. He would’ve much preferred to set the meeting in the main dining room, but it was crowded with guests, whereas Herby’s didn’t open until 9:00 P.M., thus assuring them the privacy they required to discuss the Fallen Angel Killer case. The hotel management had been more than willing to lend its premier club to the cops, given the fact the first victim had been stabbed in an upstairs room, then tossed from a window—­which didn’t meet code—­onto Hollywood Boulevard below. Out front, a handful of bouquets, religious ornaments, and stuffed animals still paid tribute to the first fallen angel.

			Captain Jeffers followed Spense’s gaze to the makeshift monument on the sidewalk outside. Then he wiped a hand across bushy gray brows and weary brown eyes and turned a dubious look on Caity. Spense opened his mouth and shut it again. In the past, he’d been quick to charge in to protect Caity, even though she was more than capable of speaking up for herself. But now he knew how much she hated his interference, so he settled for narrowing his eyes at Jeffers instead.

			Agent Felton, however, as the official go-­between for the Behavioral Analysis Unit’s profiling team and local law enforcement, was quick to defend Caity’s presence at the table. “May I remind you, Lionel, that Dr. Cassidy is a forensic psychiatrist specializing in the workings of deviant minds? As a contracted consultant to the FBI, she reports directly to the Special Agent in Charge at the BAU in Virginia. We’ve cleared her . . . so you can speak freely. And please recall she here’s at the LAPD’s request.”

			“We asked for a profiler, not a psychiatrist,” Jeffers said, as though the request had come from his Hollywood division, but Spense knew the S.O.S. had actually come from the higher echelon of the LAPD.

			“The chief of police put in a call personally to the SAC at the BAU. The two of them agreed that since Dr. Cassidy has recently proven herself invaluable in solving another case alongside Agent Spenser, she’d be a welcome addition to the task force. The FBI is pleased to provide you with two experts in criminal behavior.” So shut up and play nice, Felton’s tone seemed to say.

			“Yeah okay, I know all about the Man in the Maze case in Phoenix. But I also know her history. She usually bats for the other team.” Jeffers hadn’t taken the hint and was reminding the others of Caity’s past testimony as an expert defense witness. Caity was still the enemy in Jeffers’s eyes.

			Caity rose from her seat, the leather booth squeaking comically as she got up and leaned across the table, offering her hand to Jeffers. “I understand your concern, Captain. But I promise you, I have only one interest in this or in any other case.”

			“And that would be?”

			“To see that the real perpetrator is brought to justice.”

			“Meaning us cops usually get it wrong.”

			“Meaning you asked the Bureau for help, and they think I can provide it. I’m happy to lend my expertise, but if you and your team have everything under control . . .”

			Jeffers’s shoulders dropped.

			Caity smiled sweetly. “I’d be happy to stay and help, Captain, or happy to go. Just say the word, and I’ll be on the next plane to Colorado. You see, I have pressing personal matters to attend, because, as you say, on occasion, the justice system does in fact fail. It failed my father, but I’m guessing you already know that. So if you don’t need me, there are others who do. I can’t afford to waste my time if my input isn’t going to be utilized.”

			Jeffers shifted from one hip to the other, and looked at Felton, then Spense. A sigh rumbled through him. Finally, he reached his hand across the booth and shook Caity’s. “If you have something of value to add, I’ll be the first to listen. But don’t think you can bat those baby blues at me or dazzle me with a bunch of psychobabble. Tell me something useful, something that will help me catch this mofo, though, and I’ll be the first in line to pin a medal on you.” His gaze went to the spot on Caity’s chest just below where one would normally pin a medal.

			Spense mentally counted to ten and pulled a miniature Rubik’s cube, attached to his keychain, from his pocket. He scrambled it, reminding himself to hang tight to his cool.

			“I’m not looking for a medal, Captain.” Caity, apparently, noticing Spense’s growing agitation, caught his eye and frowned.

			He’d like to knock Jeffers on his tail for disrespecting Caity, but she’d be mad as hell if he did. Not to mention, at the moment, they had a much bigger problem to contend with than the captain’s jerkwad behavior—­the Fallen Angel Killer. Spense finished solving his cube and stuck it back in his pocket. He studied Jeffers, who, despite a sagging, deeply lined brow, managed to look commanding . . . and arrogant. Spense didn’t like the guy on first take, but he reserved the right to change his mind on longer acquaintance. In his experience, assholes sometimes made good cops, and Jeffers was definitely an asshole.

			Spense shaded his eyes as sunlight suddenly swept across the room, illuminating a fine mist of grime covering every surface. The tapestries, thickly woven drapes, and red-­carpet walkway must stockpile dust, then release it precisely one minute after the cleaning crew finished up every day.

			Jeffers blinked rapidly. “If you’re not looking for recognition, Dr. Cassidy, then what are you looking for?”

			“An open mind.”

			“All right.” He folded his arms across his chest, contradicting his words. “An open mind it is.” Then he abruptly stopped speaking as a high-­heel-­booted waiter swaggered over.

			The young man sported a James Dean hairstyle and a T-­shirt tight enough to reveal his six-­pack abs. An out-­of-­work actor or model no doubt, since just about everyone in this town had aspirations in the entertainment industry. For example, on the cab ride over, Spense and Caity had learned all about their driver’s screenplay, which had actually sounded interesting. Noting that only Felton had closed his menu, the waiter cast an exasperated glance around the group. “Are we ready to order?”

			“What do you recommend?” Caity asked.

			“What do you like?” he retorted, with a condescension that could not be matched—­except maybe by the servers at Sardi’s.

			“Something filling. I’m starved.”

			“Cheeseburger.”

			“Great. I’ll have a cheeseburger then, and water will be fine.”

			“That’s one down.” Six-­Pack threw a glance behind him, suggesting he’d like to get back to the main dining room where, undoubtedly, the big tippers awaited.

			Jeffers slapped his menu shut. “We’ll all have the damn cheeseburgers then.”

			“Make mine a garden burger,” Spense put in hastily. “I’ll take the mayo on the side, and gimme a salad instead of fries.”

			Jeffers’s bottom lip protruded. “You some kind of health nut?” As if that discredited Spense’s acumen as an FBI profiler.

			“I am. My dad died young—­of a heart attack.” Not that it was any of Jeffers’s business, but Spense was all about good manners at the table during a first meet with local law enforcement. Especially with Caity present.

			“Bring me the beer-­whiskey special, will ya?” Jeffers waved his menu at the waiter, accepting Spense’s explanation, but emphasizing his own not-­a-­health-­nut status. Then he refocused his gaze on Caity’s chest.

			Too bad Spense wasn’t going to get a chance to teach him better manners anytime soon. He imagined the sting of Jeffers’s nose breaking beneath his fist, the satisfying crunch followed by a string of outraged curses, and smiled amiably.

			Six-­Pack cocked a disdainful brow at Jeffers, “This is Herby’s, not your local grub and pub. No beer-­whiskey special.”

			“And yet you got cheeseburgers,” Jeffers fired back. “So figure one out.”

			“I’m going to need to see some ID.”

			The captain flashed a gold badge. “How’s this for ID, son?”

			The waiter appeared undaunted. “Just following the letter of the law . . . like I always do.” Then he wheeled on his bootheels and sauntered away.

			As soon as the server was out of sight, Spense turned to Jeffers. “To get back to our previous discussion—­you said you asked for a profiler.” Keeping to his good-­manners policy, he paused, removing any unfriendliness from his tone. “Why?”

			“What do you mean, why? It’s obvious.”

			“Not so much. As I understand things, you’ve had two possibly connected murders in as many months. It seems early to ask for help, and specifically to ask for profiling help.”

			“Both the mayor and the governor are breathing down our necks on this one. The press has had a field day stirring folks up with all the different monikers for this creep. Between the papers and the TV newscasters, they’ve come up with at least three different names, but the one that’s currently sticking is from SLY: Fallen Angel Killer. Emotions are running high among the locals, and tourism is already trending down. If we’ve got a serial on our hands, we want the BAU’s input sooner rather than later.”

			“Yes, but isn’t if the operative word?” Spense said. “The press intends to sell all the papers they can, and coming up with serial-­killer nicknames to scare the shit out of John Q Public will undoubtedly sell a boatload. I bet SLY’s ratings on their entertainment ’news’ show are way up. But I don’t think we can look to the media to determine whether or not a single individual is responsible for both of these murders.”

			“I’m not looking to the press. I’m looking to you.” Jeffers brought out an accordion file and set it on the table. “I’ll give you seventy-­two hours. That should be plenty of time to profile this son-­bitch.” He laid a headshot of a smiling blonde with perfect bone structure on the table. “Selena Turner—­the first victim. An aspiring actress. Her father owns some kind of bolt factory in Pennsylvania. The family isn’t exactly pedigreed, but they’re richer than Aunt Mabel’s Rum cake.”

			“So, did Miss Turner have a day job? Or did she pursue acting full-­time on Daddy’s dime?” Caity asked.

			“A few years ago, there was some kind of a falling-­out over one of her boyfriends. Her parents say they hadn’t heard from her since. No day job . . . so . . .”

			“Neither parent was funneling her money? Did she have a trust fund?” Caity frowned.

			“Nope.”

			“A hooker?” Spense picked up the photograph. The woman didn’t have that hard look you’d expect from a prostitute. Her expression was, in fact, aptly described as angelic. She could’ve been the girl next door. But somehow he didn’t think that’s who she’d turn out to be.

			“No arrests. She rented a nice little bungalow in Encino. Paid her bills on time.”

			“Not every hooker is on the streets,” Spense said.

			“Sugar daddy?” Caity suggested.

			Jeffers nodded. “We think so. But we haven’t found him yet. Must be married because not even her friends claim to know who she’s been seeing. They do know, though, that her mystery boyfriend takes very good care of her.”

			“You mean took very good care of her. Before she got stabbed in the neck and shoved out a window.”

			Caity’s tone implied, and Spense agreed, that this sugar daddy might be the individual responsible for Miss Turner’s demise. Spense also couldn’t help wondering if the LAPD had really turned every stone in their efforts to locate him. In two months, they still hadn’t uncovered the boyfriend’s identity, and to him that meant either no such boyfriend existed or their focus had been elsewhere. But if they did have a person of interest already, Jeffers was right not to volunteer that information. By giving them a target suspect, he could bias the profile he was asking Spense and Caity to create.

			Jeffers laid down a second photo. “This is Adrianne Simpson.” Another very lovely, very blond, very innocent-­appearing woman. It was easy to see why the papers would dub the victims fallen angels. If this was the work of a serial killer, he definitely had a type.

			“Victim number two,” Caity supplied. The woman’s photo had been all over the news since her murder just one week ago. “Any bookings for solicitation?”

			“None. And, like Selena Turner, she’d broken off relations with her family and had no visible means of support. She was staying in a nice place out in Laurel Canyon, and you won’t believe who the landlord is. The place is owned by . . .” Jeffers paused dramatically.

			Spense put up his hand. “If this landlord is a person of interest, better wait to give us his name until after we’ve delivered a preliminary profile.”

			“You think Adrianne and her landlord were lovers?” Caity asked.

			“We’re looking into that. There was a lease, and she paid her rent regular. No reason to suspect him any more than Miss Turner’s landlord, just because he’s . . . a recognizable figure in this town. Besides, Simpson had an associate degree in business from a local community college.”

			“You’re speculating what then? Maybe she had some private consulting arrangement with a company and earned a living legitimately?” Caity sounded doubtful.

			“Oh, she had private arrangements all right, but I doubt they were the legitimate kind. No two-­year degree is going to buy the kind of life she was living. She drove a Beemer and hung out at a celebrity gym in Beverly Hills. Buddied up to some of those Real Housewife types, told them she had a book deal and was living off a big advance.”

			Spense’s mind had been wandering, but this jolted him to attention. “Should be easy enough to check. If she was writing a tell-­all, that could be a motive for murder.”

			“We did check, and there was no book deal. At least not with any major publisher. That was just her cover story for how she got her money. It doesn’t explain why her half-­naked body was found on the SLY tour bus. Let’s face it, there’s a sicko killing women and dumping them in high-­profile tourist spots for his own twisted reasons. And that means we’ve got to find him and stop him ASAP, before any more damage is done to the city’s reputation.”

			Caity’s back went ramrod straight. “You mean before any more innocents are murdered, don’t you?”

			Jeffers jabbed both elbows on the tabletop. “Sure. Yes. Only I wouldn’t characterize these . . . young women . . .” He let the words sit a moment before continuing . . . “as innocents. The press has got one thing right, if they were ever angels to begin with, they’re fallen now.”

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter Two 

			Thursday, October 3

			3:00 P.M.

			Los Angeles, California

			STANDING IN LINE for LAX security, Spense winced at the strain apparent in Caity’s profile. It looked as though someone had smudged his grimy thumbs beneath her eyes, then sponged the color from her cheeks. But that didn’t take away from her beauty. Not in Spense’s view, anyway. She turned her head, as if checking to be sure he was still there, and the idea that she was keeping him close sent a warm feeling spreading through his chest . . . followed in short order by a steely cold determination to keep her safe.

			Two days ago, their business in Phoenix had been concluded, but that didn’t mean all was right with their world. During the Man in the Maze case, Caity had been shot, beat up, and put through an emotional ringer, and afterward all Spense had wanted to do was gather her in his arms and transport her somewhere safe and warm—­like Tahiti. Miraculously, she’d agreed to go with him.

			After spending years as rivals, the Man in the Maze case had forced them to work together on the same side. Unable to keep each other at arm’s length any longer, they’d shared a kiss—­but nothing more. Tahiti was supposed to be their chance to take a breath and figure out what was happening between them. But then the LAPD had put out a call for help, spoiling their plans, and from the moment they’d left Phoenix, Spense had sensed Caity’s doubts about taking things to the next level between them. Pushing a hand through his hair, he adjusted the weight of his carry-­on.

			Part of him thought the Fallen Angel investigation would be good for Caity. After all, there’s nothing like starting a new assignment to take your mind off the prior one. But despite her tough-­girl swagger, the Man in the Maze case had gotten both personal and dangerous, and, whether or not Caity admitted it, the ordeal had to have sucked the life out of her physical reserves. He couldn’t help worrying that this new assignment, in addition to costing them a tryst in paradise, might be too much too soon for her.

			As the line inched forward, he eased closer to her, like they were an old married ­couple, perfectly accustomed to getting into each other’s space. When she didn’t move away, he congratulated himself on his sex appeal. Of course, there was really nowhere for her to go, unless she wanted to get intimately acquainted with the elderly gentleman in front of her. Spense took a step to the side, opening up a little more breathing room. Crowding her, either physically or emotionally, wasn’t the best idea right now. After all, there was still that pressing personal matter she had to attend to in Colorado. And it was something that simply couldn’t wait. That was why they’d headed straight to the airport after their meeting with Felton and Jeffers earlier that day.

			“You don’t have to come to Boulder with me, Spense. I can deliver my news and be back in LA first thing tomorrow morning.”

			Any hint that he might not be looking forward to another twenty-­four-­hour turnaround would have her insisting he stay behind. She had a hard time accepting help, even from him, though recently she’d gotten better about that. “We both need a break from work, Caity. Even a short one is better than nothing. Are you trying to take my one day of R and R away from me?”

			“Trust me, Spense. A visit with my mother doesn’t constitute R and R. Bickering isn’t a spectator sport, or at least it shouldn’t be. I’m only trying to spare you the headache.” Her smile reeked of forced cheerfulness.

			“I don’t need you to spare me anything. Your headache is my headache.” He wasn’t buying what she was selling. Touching her shoulder with his hand, he said, “Your heartache is my heartache.”

			Caity responded with silence. She’d told him very little about her relationship with her mother, but it was obvious they weren’t on the best of terms. Six weeks ago, when Caity had suffered a near-­fatal gunshot wound, her first words to the trauma team had been do not call my mother. Later, she’d asserted she was only trying to protect her mom from the worry of seeing her daughter injured and from the pain of returning to Arizona—­the place where her father had been executed for a crime he didn’t commit. But Spense didn’t completely trust that explanation. He didn’t know exactly what had caused the rift between Caity and Arlene Cassidy, but he expected that the news Caity had for Arlene would cauterize and eventually heal old wounds. Surely, this particular visit home would go well.

			“I know what you’re thinking,” Caity said.

			He arched an eyebrow. If she really could read his mind, then she knew the effect she had on him and was choosing to ignore it, either because they were working another case together, or because . . .

			“You’re thinking once Mom hears what I have to tell her, it will be all happy days are here again at the Cassidy house, but you haven’t met my mother.”

			“You’re right. I haven’t. But I’m looking forward to it.”

			Caity shook her head. “You don’t know what you’re signing up for.”

			Gathering his scattered thoughts, he fought the impulse to pull her into his arms right there in front of God and everybody. “I’m signing up to be part of your life—­or at least I’m trying to. I thought I’d said so already, back in Phoenix.” He paused, wanting to gauge Caity’s response. But she kept her poker face, so he couldn’t tell what she thought about his plan to become an integral part of her world, and an airport security line wasn’t the place for amorous declarations. “If your mother is anything like you, she’ll be wonderful.”

			“You’re a profiler, Spense. I’d think you would do a better job picking up on the clues I’m giving you. My mother may be a wonderful woman as far as the rest of the planet is concerned, but when it’s my picnic we’re talking about, she makes sure to provide the ants.” Caity studied her toes. “You may think I’m being unkind, but I’m just trying to prepare you. It’s not too late for you to back out of this trip.”

			Security line or no security line, he intended to make himself clear. He grabbed her bag from her, set it on the ground along with his, and took her by the hands. “Unless you tell me straight out you don’t want me by your side, I’m going to Colorado with you.”

			An eternity passed before she squeezed his hands, blinked away the sheen from her eyes, and said, “I want you to come with me, Spense.”

			That was all he needed to hear. As a smattering of applause started up in the security line, he gave the thumbs-­up sign to their captive audience. Then he planted a quick kiss on the top of Caity’s head and watched her cheeks flush a very sexy shade of pink.

			Only a few hours later, he set down his overnight bag in Arlene Cassidy’s living room. When Mrs. Cassidy hugged Caity, then welcomed him into her home, a sense of déjà vu—­only all fucked up—­came over him. Before him stood an older version of Caity herself, but . . . not quite. Mrs. Cassidy’s glossy, dark hair, small, straight nose, and full, peaked lips, were identical to Caity’s. The color of her wide, intelligent eyes was an exact, heaven blue match to her daughter’s. But her mother didn’t have Caity’s vitality—­a vitality that was even apparent when she was dog tired, like today. Instead, Arlene’s eyes conjured deep pools that had been drained of water—­so that only the memory of their ebb and flow remained.

			Spense didn’t have to ask himself what tragedy had befallen this woman. It was the same one that had befallen Caity, and he wished to God he could stop the hurt for both women. But there was no bringing back the dead.

			Thursday, October 3

			6:30 P.M.

			Boulder, Colorado

			“MOM, THIS IS Special Agent Atticus Spenser.” Caitlin heard the stiffness in her voice and felt her shoulders rise into a defensive stance.

			Relax. You don’t have to pick up where you left off.

			Spense sent her a reassuring look, but not even his easygoing vibe could change the uptight person she always became around her mother. Her gaze went to her father’s photograph, displayed on the mantel above a fireplace that, without him around to build a crackling blaze, had lain cold and barren for years. Caitlin could easily imagine what he would have to say about the great divide that had developed between Mom and her: She loves you, Caity. I know she’s hard on you sometimes, but try to remember she’s on your side. Caitlin had always been a daddy’s girl, and even as a child, her relationship with her mother had been distant.

			“May I call you Atticus?” The smile her mother sent Spense seemed warmer than the one she’d given Caitlin, but that was no surprise. It was only Caitlin who brought out the ice queen in Arlene Cassidy. Her mother was beloved by friends, neighbors, and small children—­and not just because she always had some sort of treat at the ready. She was the type of person who could be counted upon when your car broke down, or your sitter didn’t show, or your husband ran off with his personal trainer. She was a good person, and Caitlin knew it.

			Your mother’s a giver—­even after all she’s been through, ­people would whisper the words reverently in Caitlin’s ear, and she’d feel all the more guilty for the resentment she’d held toward her mom ever since her father’s execution. An execution Caitlin had attended on her own, against her mother’s wishes, on her eighteenth birthday. Thinking back to that day now, to how desperately alone she’d felt, how desperately alone Daddy must’ve felt without his wife there, she couldn’t meet her mother’s eyes. Instead, she found a spot on the wall to look at, swallowed her memories, and announced, “He doesn’t like to be called Atticus. He prefers Spense.”

			Spense stepped forward, extending his hand. “No. No. All my favorite mothers call me Atticus. Please feel free.”

			Caitlin’s brow shot up as her mother briefly placed her hand in his. Spense barely tolerated Atticus from his own mother, and Caitlin figured that was just because he really couldn’t protest the woman who’d named him to begin with. But here he was giving Arlene the go-­ahead to call him whatever she pleased.

			“Great to meet you,” Spense added quickly, then turning things around on her for once, shot Caitlin a chill-­out look.

			She frowned at him. It wasn’t like she was trying to be difficult.

			“I’ve laid out clean towels on the dresser in your room, Atticus.” Placing her hand on the small of her swayed back, her mother turned to her. “I hope you don’t mind taking the couch, Caitlin. I’m afraid my arthritis has been bothering me lately, or I’d do the honors.”

			“I insist on taking the couch, Mrs. Cassidy,” Spense said, dropping to the sofa and patting the cushions. “Feels very comfy.”

			Caitlin understood that Spense wasn’t just acting the gentleman. Though she managed her pain well enough most days, she’d had a minor surgical tweak only ten days ago, and she had yet to fully recover. Of course, when it came to her injuries, Caitlin had only shared the bare minimum with her mother, so she could hardly fault her for offering the guest room to Spense, who was, in fact, the actual guest in the house.

			“Call me, Arlene, dear. Are you sure you’re not too tall for the sofa? Caitlin’s so petite, and she can always share my bed if it comes down to it.”

			“The couch is perfect. I insist.” His grin was wide, and he waited for her mother to look away before teasing Caitlin with a knowing wink.

			She smothered a grin with her hand. Really, how could she be expected to resist a man who’d just saved her from this god-­awful couch, or worse—­sharing a room with her mother? No way would oversized Spense be comfortable on that undersized sofa. She could just picture him, all dangly arms and legs, tossing and turning and rolling off a time or two, the confused look in his golden brown eyes as his drop to the floor woke him from a restless sleep.

			A pang of guilt stabbed her in the chest.

			Maybe they should just go to a hotel—­but that would offend her mother, and offending her mother wasn’t on her to-­do list. Not this visit, anyway. Even if she couldn’t forget the past, she’d decided it was time to call a truce. It was what Daddy would’ve wanted, and . . . it was what she wanted, too. Maybe they could make a new beginning, starting right here and now. She met her mother’s eyes and was rewarded with a smile. A spark of hope set her heart beating faster.

			“Well then, if you insist.” Mom addressed Spense and checked her watch. “I’ve got a women’s Bible study group coming in half an hour. You two are welcome to sit in. We don’t usually allow men, but I’m sure the church ladies won’t mind Atticus’s presence in the least.” Mom lifted a shoulder and giggled like a schoolgirl.

			Good grief. Her mother was actually flirting with Spense. It was nice to see her laughing, but company . . . right now? “Can’t you cancel? Remember I told you I had something important to tell you?”

			“I’m sorry, sweetheart, but this was such short notice, and we’ll have all the time in the world to visit tomorrow.”

			The reprimand in her mother’s tone wasn’t lost on Caitlin. The spark that had warmed her heart earlier flickered into nothingness. Since she’d last seen her mom, Caitlin had nearly been killed. She sighed. But she hadn’t been killed, and she hadn’t told her mom much of anything. It wasn’t the least bit reasonable to get angry with her over a Bible study group . . . but she’d come all this way, and she’d been waiting to deliver this news for what seemed like a lifetime. It was simply too important to put off any longer. In a few days, everything would be official, and by then, the papers would get hold of it. Caitlin couldn’t let her mother find out that way.

			She squared her gaze with her mom’s. “I think it’d be best to cancel—­”

			“Oh no. I can’t call off Bible study. It wouldn’t be right. The women have been looking forward to this all month, and Betty Jean’s husband is at the top of a very long prayer list . . . I’m afraid I just can’t. It’ll only be for the evening, and, like I said, we’ll have all the time in the world to visit.”

			“I’m afraid we won’t, Mom. Spense and I have a 6:00 A.M. flight back to LA tomorrow.”

			“You what?” Her mom’s eyes widened, almost, but not quite filling with emotion.

			Was Caitlin imaging it, or was her mother actually hurt by her declaration? “I’m sorry. I wish we could stay longer, but we can’t. You’ve heard of the Fallen Angel Killer?”

			Suddenly the breath hissed from between her mom’s teeth. “Not any more than I can help.” She cowered away from Caitlin, her eyes empty once more. “I should’ve known you’d get yourself involved in another horrible murder case. I’ve begged you to turn your mind to other, more wholesome matters, but it’s clear you don’t care how I feel. So if you insist on making your life about these unspeakable crimes, I can’t stop you. But I’m not reading about any Fallen Angel Killer, or thinking about one, and I don’t intend to start now. Go back to LA in the morning and leave me alone again if you must, but please, do not drag me down in the gutter with the salacious details. If that’s what you’ve come here to talk about—­”

			“I’m not here to drag you down with salacious details, Mother. I only brought up the case because I need you to understand why I can’t stay longer.” Every instinct told her to turn around and run, not walk, out that door. But she couldn’t. Not this time.

			“Why are you here then? If you’re just going to leave me alone again tomorrow, why bother coming home at all?”

			Caitlin glanced about the living room, walls painted bright yellow, eyelet-­lace curtains in the windows, family photographs everywhere—­but none since Caitlin’s fourteenth birthday—­the year her father had been arrested for the murder of Gail Falconer. The room was in a time warp. It was like someone had cracked a clock, and the dial had shattered one second before Thomas Cassidy’s arrest. This entire house raged against the truth. Life had not been kind to the Cassidy family, but this and every other room in the house asserted it had. Life had been damn cruel, and no matter how much her mother wanted to deny it, evil did exist. Caitlin wasn’t going to shut her eyes to that truth, whether her mother approved or not, because looking the other way did no one any good. It only gave evil an opportunity to flourish. Her chest grew heavy with the burden of delivering what should have been good news. She realized now, without a doubt, this wasn’t going to go well.

			“It’s about Daddy.”

			Her mother wobbled backward on one foot, then lost her balance completely and crumpled onto the couch next to Spense. As the color drained from her face, she clutched at her throat. For a moment, she couldn’t seem to catch her breath. “It’s about Daddy? Or about his case?”

			“Both. They’re not exactly easy to separate,” Caitlin said in a determinedly even voice.

			Spense had pulled a neutral face the moment the women’s voices sharpened, but now he appeared to be eyeing her mother with real concern. A twinge of irritation flickered through her. Surely, Spense could see her mother’s behavior for what it was: high drama.

			“Caity, I think your mother’s right. This should wait until after Bible study. Then we can all sit down and discuss things without interruption.”

			Her mother bolted back to her feet, inexplicably regaining both her balance and her breath. “I can easily separate your father, the man I married, from the Gail Falconer murder case.”

			“Arlene, I think what Caity meant—­”

			“Stay out of this.” Caitlin’s voice shook in spite of her efforts to remain calm. It was just like Spense to try to charge in and take over at the slightest sign that things were getting tough. He was far too protective of Caitlin—­he’d admitted as much to her, but he couldn’t seem to change his behavior. She knew his intentions were good, but this was between her and her mother.

			Her mom closed the distance between them. “Your father had nothing to do with that poor woman’s death, and I will not let that abomination of a verdict become his legacy. I will not give that trial, or what came after any space in my brain . . . or my heart.”

			“But don’t you see, Mom? That verdict, that case, is his legacy. And I simply could not let that stand.”

			“And I told you I’m done with those days. Let the past stay in the past. Your father is dead.” Her mom practically spit the words at her, as if she hated her daughter for reminding her of that fact. “There’s not one blessed thing you can do
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