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Part 1: Missing

Chapter 1
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Doran leaned back to rest against the wall behind the counter. It had been a long day, and he was more than ready to head home. As usual—at this time in the afternoon and this time of year—he wondered why he’d agreed to this, although agreed probably wasn’t quite the right word.

Late winter snow drifted down outside the window, not enough to be a problem but wearisome all the same. He longed for spring; it was in his nature to do so. Trees budding, flowers blooming, birds warbling—all the things that reminded him of the home he hadn’t seen for far too long.

He loved the store—the books, the fireplace, the chairs set around for people who liked to browse before making their choices, even a coffee shop, such as it was. It was all his and had been since it had been passed down to him after the previous owners had returned home. It had become his by dint of what he was and why he was here.

It was always like this, being sent hither and yon, exiled, and yet useful to those who needed his services. Someday he might be allowed to return home but until then, he made do as best he could.

Pushing away from the wall, he went to turn the sign on the front door from Open to Closed. After telling Janine, his assistant, she could go home, he spent the next half hour with the usual chores, straightening up, getting the day’s earnings ready to deposit in the bank on his way home, and then checking to make certain everything was turned off before donning his coat and scarf.

Stepping outside, he locked up, pocketed the keys, and started walking. Far ahead of him, past the looming buildings and through the light flurries of snow, he could see the mountains, white against the darkening sky. He knew it would be well into summer before they lost the last traces of snow on their peaks. With a sigh, he pulled his scarf tighter around his neck, hunching his shoulders against the cold breeze that had begun to kick up.

“Of course, it had to wait until I started home, just to make the end of my day that much more uncomfortable,” he grumbled. It was times like these when he truly longed for what he had lost.

But he had his mission and there was no getting around it. He’d complete it and then—the gods and his keepers willing—he might be sent on to a warmer clime, if nothing else. Or the middle of Alaska, the way his luck ran, he figured with a morose chuckle.

* * * *
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Closing the door behind him, Doran stomped his feet to get the snow off his boots before walking from the entryway into the living room of his small house. He removed his coat and scarf, tossing them on a chair for now, and then undid the clasp that kept his long hair at least partially tamed. The only reason he kept it bound was for convenience while he worked. Otherwise, he much preferred it hanging loose.

As he passed the mirror on his way to the kitchen, he stopped for a moment. Violet eyes stared back at him, set in an oval face surrounded by blond hair that went down to past his shoulders by a good ten inches. Not what anyone would call a handsome face, but it had a certain something, he supposed.

Continuing into the kitchen, he set the bag he’d been carrying on the counter and opened the refrigerator to see what choices he had for supper. Better than he expected, all in all. He took out a few vegetables and set about cutting them into pieces while oil heated in the pan. He quickly seasoned them then took the slab of trout he’d purchased on his way home out of the bag, unwrapped it, and set it to poaching. While it cooked, he stir-fried the vegetables and poured himself a glass of Clarry. It was a wine he made occasionally when he felt particularly homesick. It had a base of white wine sweetened with honey and spices.

When the fish was cooked to perfection, he put it on the plate with the vegetables and, wine in hand, took his supper into the living room to eat while he watched—or to be more exact, listened to—the news on his TV. Watching was problematic, as the reception was poor.

He filtered out the annoying commercials and usual fluff pieces, waiting for the weather report, glancing up from his meal only when something of importance caught his ear. Frowning, he squinted at the screen when an on-location reporter started his story about another missing person, the third in three days. This time it was a young female, whereas the last two had been males in their mid-twenties. So far, neither of the men had been found. According to the reporter, who was recapping their disappearances, the police suspected foul play, although he didn’t elaborate as to why, other than to say that the circumstances in both those cases, and now this one, were the same. Each of the three had been on their way home, all of them walking. None had arrived at their destination.

As Doran watched, he realized from the address that the missing young woman lived in his neighborhood, although he didn’t recognize her when her picture flashed on the screen as the image was snowy, due to the poor reception.

* * * *
[image: ]


“I hate door-to-doors, especially in this kind of weather,” Nick muttered, glancing at his partner for this assignment.

Felix nodded his head as if in understanding and woofed softly.

“Like it bothers you in the least; you have a built-in winter coat,” Nick grumbled to the dog as he opened the car door. His regular human partner was covering the area a few blocks over as they were shorthanded. Beat cops who normally would have been doing this had been reassigned to deal with the freeways because of the numerous accidents the unexpected snow was causing. As the newest detective on the force, teamed with an old-timer until he got a few more cases under his belt, he’d been assigned to canvass the periphery of the area the missing woman might have walked through. Meanwhile John, his regular partner and the primary on the case, talked to her neighbors.

Stepping onto the snow-covered sidewalk, he waited for Felix to join him before snapping on the leash. He and Felix had worked together when Nick was a beat cop and they’d bonded well, so Nick had opted to bring the dog along tonight. He thought he might be useful since he was a tracker.

Opening a sealed bag he took from his jacket pocket, he let Felix get a good whiff of the woman’s odor from the glove her husband had given him, and they set off, Nick saying as they did, “Okay, boy, let’s hope you can pick up her trail or that someone saw her and remembers it.”

An hour later, Nick and Felix were halfway up the second block. Felix hadn’t found the woman’s scent, though that didn’t surprise Nick all that much, as it was still snowing lightly.

The next house on their route was smaller than most of its neighbors, set well back on the property. Two magnificent pine trees and several smaller ones he thought might be apple or cherry trees filled the front yard. The walkway up to the house wove its way between them as if it were a forest path.

Nick told Felix to heel then knocked on the front door.

* * * *
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“Now what,” Doran growled, giving Inwe a look over the top of his book. The cat widened her eyes, gave the cat equivalent of a shrug, and turned to look at the source of the offending noise.

“Yes, yes, I’ll get it.” Doran scratched behind her right ear and stood, putting the book face down on the sofa to keep his place before going to answer the door.

“Good evening, sir,” the man standing there said, holding out his shield in one hand. In the other he gripped the leash of a large German shepherd.

Doran glanced at the badge, and then up into incredibly clear blue eyes that held his gaze for a moment. “I...” He swallowed and tried again. “How can I help you, Officer?”

The detective seemed about to answer when a screeching yowl filled the air and ten pounds of orange and white fur appeared, heading toward the dog, apparently with the intent of doing him major bodily harm.

Doran moved quickly, grabbing Inwe by the scruff of her neck, hauling her up into his arms. “Behave, beast, or I’ll lock you in the bedroom,” he admonished. There was a long silence as the cat looked at him and then she relaxed.

“You doing a Dr. Doolittle on him?” the detective said with a small chuckle.

Doran froze for a second then laughed as he set Inwe down. “I so wish. Now, as I was saying before she went all warrior cat, how can I help you? Oh, come on in. You’re freezing both of us by standing there.”

“Okay if Felix does too?” He nodded toward the shepherd.

“Sure, Inwe will behave, won’t you?” Doran gave the cat a look and she seemed to nod before pacing haughtily back to her spot on the sofa.

Once the door was closed, the detective introduced himself as Nick Groves and asked for Doran’s name for the record.

“Doran Taggart,” Doran replied, ushering Nick into the living room. “Please have a seat.”

Once Nick and Doran were seated, Doran cocked an eyebrow in question.

“I’m going through the neighborhood asking if anyone saw this woman within the last twelve hours or so.” Nick held out two snapshots.

“She’s the one who’s gone missing?” Doran took the pictures, studying them closely. He frowned to himself and shook his head before giving them back. “I’m sorry; I’ve never seen her in my life, other than the picture they flashed on the TV earlier this evening—and that was all snowy because the TV’s old.”

Nick nodded. “That seems to be the stock answer. It’s as if she didn’t exist, or rather that she must have always gone straight from home to work, back again, and nowhere else.”

“From what the TV reporter said, she would walk, so she must have worked fairly close by.”

“Actually, no. Her job is about two miles from here. Her husband says that she had a dread of cars—or any form of transportation other than her bike. So, it was walk when the weather was too bad for biking.”

The frown was back on Doran’s face for a second, but he wiped it away with a small smile as he asked, “Is it true you think her disappearance is related to those of the two men a couple of days ago? That’s what the news report implied.”

* * * *
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“It would seem so. Although they occurred in different parts of the district, there are some things that tie them together.” Nick didn’t know why he was answering Doran’s questions, other than that he realized he wasn’t ready to leave the younger man’s company quite yet. There was something about him... Nick shook his head and stood up. He was not going to let his thoughts drift in that direction. “Thank you for your help,” he said, holding out a hand.

“Or lack thereof,” Doran replied with a smile. He reached to take the detective’s offered hand. The moment their fingers touched, a shock ran between them. Doran drew back instantly. “Static electricity,” he mumbled.

“Yeah, that kind of weather,” Nick agreed. “Anyway, thanks.” He motioned to Felix and the dog stood, going to the door to wait for him. Buttoning his jacket, Nick waited for Doran to let them out. “Oh, by the way, you know you should have asked who I was and to see my badge before opening the door the first time.”

Doran smiled sheepishly. “Yeah, I know. I will next time.”

Nick liked that idea, though he knew there probably wouldn’t be a next time for him and that Doran didn’t mean it the way he wanted to take it. Once out on the front stoop, Nick took Felix’s leash and started down the steps. Turning back, he said, “If you hear anything, please give me a call.” He dug a card out of his pocket, handing it to Doran, who responded with a smile.

“If I do, I will.”

* * * *
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As soon as he closed the door, Doran leaned back against it, his mind filled with thoughts he knew he shouldn’t be having.

The first one was that Detective Groves was a pretty fine example of the male of the species. The second, that it was too bad he was so obviously straight. How could someone who looked that totally masculine and was so in control be anything else? Not impossible, he knew, but still... It didn’t matter, of course, either way. He wasn’t looking, wasn’t on the market. It wasn’t an option.

Pushing all of that aside, he focused in on the main point. Unless he was way off base, the reason he’d been sent here had finally reared its ugly head. The problem was there wasn’t a damned thing he could do about it until he had more information—information he might have a difficult time getting.

He ran his hands through his hair, letting it siphon through his fingers as he walked back to the sofa and sat down, looking at Inwe. “So, what do we do?”

Inwe stretched her full length then curled back up, as if pondering the question.

::Since you refuse to use a computer, I would suggest you find someone who knows the ins and outs of how to access police records with one, for starters.::

“And that would be who?”

::Surely one of your customers can help, if you’re especially nice to them.:: The look on Inwe’s face spoke volumes.

“I certainly will not do that,” Doran growled.

::Now would I expect you to use your body?:: Inwe gifted him with a knowing cat grin.

“Yes, you would, you beast. But...” Doran tapped a finger against his lips. “Alright, there might be one person, and I wouldn’t have to sleep with them, merely give them full access to any books they want for free—for a while anyway.”

::Or bespell them.::

“Not happening. That could have ramifications I truly do not want to think about, especially now.”

::I agree. It was just a thought. For now, though, there’s nothing you can do but get some sleep.::

“Says the expert on that subject,” Doran told her with a laugh.

::I resemble that remark.:: Inwe jumped down from the sofa, strolling across the room to the stairs, looking back over her shoulder at him. ::So?::

“Hold your horses, I need to secure the house and then I’ll be up. Honestly, bossy cats should be...”

::In charge.::

“You wish.”

* * * *
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“There’s something about that one man...Mr. Taggart,” Nick said aloud as he waited for Felix to get settled. There was something about him, something almost... ethereal was the word that came to mind, but it wasn’t quite that. He wasn’t certain he could put his finger on it, but somehow, he seemed more than what he appeared to be. The dog tilted his head questioningly. “Maybe my instincts are off, but he seemed to react...hell, I don’t know, as if there was something he knew or thought he knew but wasn’t ready or willing to let loose of.”

They had finished canvassing the neighborhood with the expected, if disappointing, results. No one had seen the missing woman and Felix hadn’t gotten a whiff of her at any of the houses. Not that Nick expected he would, but one could always hope.

As he drove down the street, heading to the station house to fill out the needed reports, Nick glanced at Taggart’s house. It really looked like something out of a fairy tale—not the house itself, but the setting. One could almost imagine elves, fairies, or some such dancing under a full moon. He gave a quick shake of his head, wondering where that idea had come from. Sure, the guy sort of looked like that one actor in some fantasy movie he’d been dragged to by his niece and nephew a few years ago, but it was pushing it to impart those feelings to something as mundane as a small home in the center of a middle-class neighborhood.

A damned interesting young man in some ways. He growled, shoving that thought away. When Felix growled back softly, he looked at the dog and chuckled. “I so need to get laid,” he told him. “But that’s not happening any time soon.”

An hour later, after returning Felix to the police kennel, since he’d only borrowed the dog for this assignment, Nick was finishing up with the reports. John walked in, looking discouraged, sat down at his desk, and glanced at Nick.

“Anything?” John asked.

“Not ace deuce. You?”

“The same. The neighbors say she was a nice young woman, if somewhat aloof. She and her husband were newlyweds and had lived there about six months. In all that time, short as it was, the couples on both sides of them said they didn’t get much more than a “hello” or a comment about the weather out of her, if they ran into her on the street. Her husband was friendlier but only marginally. They never had guests, rarely used their yard except for gardening. He drove everywhere and she walked or biked, but you knew as much from what he told us.”

“Yeah. Wonder what the deal is with that?” Nick said.

“I wish we knew. Strange as it seems, that’s the only link between the three missing persons—a dislike of anything motorized.”

“Hang on a minute,” Nick said, leaning back and closing his eyes as he tried to pull an errant thought out of his mind. “Got it.” He reached for the files on the other two cases, skimming through them. “Look at the list of what was in the two men’s places—or rather, what wasn’t. No computers, no fancy TVs or gaming systems, no stereo systems—none of the toys most guys have.”

John nodded slowly, obviously picturing the latest victim’s home. “The Winslows had some of that stuff, but like you said, nothing fancy, and no kitchen gadgets, not even a microwave—and the kitchen would be her domain, so to speak.”

“Neither of the men had one either. Nothing but the basics that came with their places. Makes you wonder if they didn’t all belong to some sort of fundamentalist cult or something of that ilk.”

“Or,” John said slowly, “they used to and left and now the members are looking for them to drag them back into it.”

“A possibility. Guess that’s the next thing to investigate. Hell, Mr. Winslow should know, at least, when it comes to his wife.”

John stretched wearily. “First thing in the morning, we’ll go back and talk to him.”

“And hope to hell he knows, because the way things stand now, someone else is going to go missing by tomorrow night.”

“Not a happy thought, though if that is the connection, how many more cult escapees can there be in the city.”

Nick sighed tiredly. “Who’d have thought there’d have been three?”

“Good point. Okay, I gotta finish up my reports then go home and hit the sack.”

“Alright.” Nick got up, grabbing his jacket off the back of his chair. “I’ll see you bright and early.”

John snorted. “How ‘bout around ten so we have working brains.”

“Deal.”

* * * *
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Chapter 2
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Doran turned the sign on the bookshop’s door to Open and then went to the coffee shop area to get a bottle of water. As usual, his assistant was late, but he knew she’d show up eventually, bringing a couple of pastries from the bakery down the street as a peace offering. If she wasn’t so good he supposed he’d have replaced her months ago, but she knew books almost as well as he did and didn’t mind waiting on people who wanted coffee, tea, or any of the juices they carried. She’d even suggested at one point that they start carrying some edibles, too. He’d drawn the line at that. Customers could be rough enough on the books as it was. He didn’t need greasy fingerprints on them as well from a browser who decided they didn’t want to buy the book they’d delved into while munching a pastry.

When the bell over the door jingled, he turned to see who it was.

“May I help you,” he asked, when the woman looked around as if trying to decide which part of the shop would hold what she was seeking.

“Do you have any books on the occult?”

“Actually, yes. We have a fairly decent selection. Anything particular you have in mind?”

She shook her head. “Only...you know, looking.”

Doran chuckled to himself. It was a popular subject these days, but people still felt a bit embarrassed to ask for specifics, rather like those who came in looking for LGBTQ literature. He showed her where she needed to be, then left her to it.

The bell jingled again and he smiled when Janine, his assistant, came bustling in, holding the inevitable pastry box in one hand.

“What is it today? Croissants? Bear claws?”

“Umm, scones—chocolate.”

“You do know the way to a man’s heart.” He took one when she held the box out to him.

She laughed, going to put the box on the shelf behind the checkout counter before heading to the small office at the back of the shop to get ready for work.

A few minutes later, their one customer came back with three books in her hands. She tentatively asked him which one was the best. They were all ones on practical magic, with spells that wouldn’t harm anyone if she believed enough in magic to try casting them. He tapped one—the easiest of them to understand—and took her money when she opted to buy it.

As she left the shop, she held the door for an incoming customer.

“Just the person I wanted to see,” Doran declared.

“You’re finally going to let me at that delicious body of yours,” the woman, Ms. Barkley, replied with a grin. It was a running joke between them, as she was happily married and had been for years.

“No, but if you can help me with something, I’ll give you the run of the place for the next week and you can have any books you want, within reason, for free in return.”

Janine came out in time to hear him and sighed. “Doran, you’ll go broke if you keep doing that.”

The woman laughed. “It’s called bartering, an old tried and true tradition. So, I take it you need my computer expertise,” she said to Doran.

“Yes, if you’re willing.” He nodded toward one of the seating areas where they could talk privately.

Once they were settled, the woman looked at him inquiringly.

“Can you get into the police department files?”

“Okay. I’d ask if you needed a speeding ticket erased but since you don’t drive, I’ll assume you want something else. Tell me what and why, and I’ll consider it.”

“You know about the three missing persons that have been in the news?”

She nodded.

“I want to know what the police have found out about them.”

She cocked her head, looking at him. “That’s the what, now for the why.”

“Maybe because I’m a walker too and I want to know if they have any idea what the person who took them looks like, so I can be on the lookout for him...or her?”

“Now the real reason,” she said, giving him a hard stare.

“Alright. I had an idea and I want to see if I’m right.”

“Still not good enough. I need to know what I should be looking for.”

“Then you’ll do it?”

“I’ll try.” She smiled, adding, “If for no other reason than to see if I can get in. I’ve never tried to hack into there. It could be interesting. Do you want all the reports on the cases?”

“If possible, and honestly, I am doing it for a reason, and part of it’s for my own safety. I think I have something in common with all three of them, if I don’t miss my guess.”

“Well, since I don’t want to lose my favorite bookseller, I’ll see what I can get, if anything.” She stood, looking down at him. “And you be careful. If what you think is true...” She shrugged. “Be aware of your surroundings, alright?”

“Trust me. I’m going to be from now on.” He got up and she kissed his cheek lightly before going to look at the newest selection of best sellers.

* * * *
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“Ready to roll?” John asked, as he walked into the squad room.

Nick looked up and nodded. “Let me finish this and I’m all yours.”

John laughed. “Is that an offer?”

Grinning, Nick shook his head. He and John only been partners for a short while, but Nick had learned to trust his instincts. Since he hadn’t gotten any negative vibes from the man on the subject, he’d told him one evening after work that he was gay. He figured if the shit hit the fan about his sexuality, and it could since some cops were still homophobic even these days, he’d at least have one man in his corner. John had been surprised but had taken it well and now teased him about it on occasion, if subtly.

Twenty minutes later they were pulling up in front of the office building where the husband of the missing woman worked. They’d called ahead, so he was expecting them. As they rode up in the elevator, Nick wondered if this whole cult idea was way off base. What had sounded feasible in the late hours of last night wasn’t looking quite so reasonable in the cold light of day, but still, it was worth a shot.

Mr. Winslow greeted them as they stepped off the elevator and led them to his office. Once the door was closed, he took his seat behind his desk while the two detectives sat in the chairs across from him.

“Have you...? Do you have any idea where she...?” Winslow shook his head. “Of course you don’t or you’d have told me when you called.”

“I’m afraid you’re right. We don’t know anything more this morning than we did last night, which is why we’re here,” John replied. “We have a few more questions.”

“I’ll answer anything if it will help find her.”

“First off, is—or was—your wife ever involved in any fundamentalist or other radical type of cult?”

Winslow shook his head. Then he paused, obviously thinking. “I don’t think so, but we only met about a year ago.” He smiled softly as he remembered. “It was love at first sight. She’d just moved to the city, and we ran into each other, almost literally, on one of the bike paths. I was the one who landed on my butt and she helped me up. We went for coffee, which she bought to soothe my savaged ego, and, well...we got married six months later, to the day.” He closed his eyes for a minute to regain his composure.

“Where did she come from originally,” Nick asked quietly.

“Back east, a small town in Pennsylvania. She didn’t have any family left, so she decided to do some traveling and ended up here.”

“You never got the feeling she might be hiding from something, I take it,” John said.

“No. Not at all.”

“What about her fear of cars? Did she explain it?”

“No. She said that the way she’d grown up, she didn’t trust them.” He glanced at the detectives. “And no, she wasn’t Amish, despite the fact that she said she grew up in that area. She wasn’t wild about what you’d consider the modern conveniences. She always said that she really liked doing the simple things—cooking from scratch instead of nuking something, reading rather than watching TV, spending time in her garden.” He chuckled. “It took me a bit to get used to that kind of life but with her there, it became the norm, and I actually learned to love it.”

John smiled. “A country girl at heart.”

“Very much so, yes.”

“We’ve talked to your neighbors, and they said she wasn’t very outgoing.”

“She wasn’t. Isn’t! Damn it. I’m not going to think of her in the past tense.” Winslow stared at them with pain and hope in his eyes.

“And you shouldn’t. So far, we have no reason to believe she’s anything more than a missing person and we’re doing our best to find out why.” Nick consulted his notes. “Do the names Alex Benford or Norman Christianson ring any bells?”

“No. Other than the fact I read about them being the two men who are also missing.”

Nick nodded. He was out of questions for the moment. John had another one though.

“What town did she grow up in?”

Winslow frowned. “Something like Quinton... Quinlin... Somewhere in the Appalachians is all I remember. She didn’t really like talking about it.”

Nick made a note to check when they got back to the station for any town in Pennsylvania whose name came close to that. “Did she have any photo albums, scrapbooks—anything like that?”

“You really think this has something to do with her past?” Winslow said, rather than answering the question.

“It’s a possibility. I can’t say more than that at this point because it’s only conjecture.”

“I understand. As to your question, no, she didn’t, but then neither do I, truth be told. I’ve got a couple of pictures of my folks and that’s about it.”

“It’s a man thing, I think,” John said as he stood up. “Thank you for your time, Mr. Winslow. We’ll be getting back to you if we have any more questions, and definitely if we find out something new.”

“Thank you. Please feel free to call any time with...anything.”

“We will, sir,” Nick told him as they left the office.

* * * *
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The morning after Doran’s talk with his computer-savvy friend, Ms. Barkley strolled into the bookshop, crossing to where he was sitting behind the checkout counter. She rested an elbow on it and said straight-faced, “When can I start collecting the books I want?”

“You did it?” He sighed in relief. He’d hoped she could but hadn’t counted on it.

“I’m the best,” she told him with a grin. “Though if I were a good girl, I’d let them know about the holes that need fixing.” She took a thick folder out of her bag and laid it on the counter. “I’m not certain there’s much in there that will help, but you know what you’re looking for. I don’t. It’s updated as of two this morning.”

“Thank you. I’ll let Janine know you have free range here.”

“So she can glare at me for the next week?” The woman laughed, patting his arm. “I won’t break you; I promise.”

Doran nodded, already skimming through the information she’d gathered for him. As he did, he began to frown and it deepened the more he read. Finally, he closed the folder and got up. Tucking it under one arm, he went back to the office, closing the door behind him. After putting the folder in the safe, he sat down at the desk. Hesitating only momentarily, he took out the card the detective had given him and placed a call.

“Detective Groves here. How may I help you?”

“This is Doran Taggart. I wonder if we could meet somewhere and talk. I...” He paused, then bit the bullet. “I think I found a connection between the three missing persons you’re looking for.”

“Oh really? How?”

Blowing out a long breath, Doran replied, “If we can meet, I’ll tell you.”

“Maybe you tell me first and then I’ll decide.”

“No. Look, I’ll be at the Starbucks a block from my shop in an hour. If you’re there, you’re there. If not...”

“And your shop is where?”

Doran gave him the address and hung up before the detective could say anything more. He hated playing these games. It wasn’t his nature not to take the bull by the horns, as the saying went, but with three others involved, he didn’t want to chance rushing into things until he was certain he had all the facts straight. After putting the card in his wallet again, he checked the time then went back to work.

* * * *
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Nick looked at his phone in surprise. Taggart had hung up on him without another word, after giving him the address of his shop. “What the hell?” he muttered, causing John to look over at him.

“Problems?”

“I don’t know. No. Not problems per se. I got a call from an informant who has some information for me.”

“One of your regulars?”

Nick nodded. He wasn’t certain why he was doing it this way, other than perhaps he had the feeling Taggart wouldn’t talk if he brought someone else along to the meeting. He pushed away from his desk, snagging his jacket as he stood. “I should be back in a couple of hours, at the most.”

“You sure you don’t want backup, just in case?”

“No, I know this guy. He’s safe.”

Taggart had said one hour, but Nick had no intention of waiting that long. He checked his weapon as he strode across the parking garage to his car. He might trust the man, but he wasn’t a fool either. He still had the feeling that Taggart had been hiding something when he’d talked to him at his home the previous evening.

Nick found a parking space a couple of doors down from the bookshop, halfway
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