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Dedication 

For Erik

My little angel

A mother couldn’t hope for her son to grow into a finer man.
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Prologue

Fifteen Years Ago

Arizona State Prison Complex

Florence, Arizona

TODAY WAS CAITLIN Cassidy’s eighteenth birthday, and in twenty-seven minutes, Thomas Cassidy was to be put to death by lethal injection for the murder of Gail Falconer: a crime so brutal, so sadistic only a monster could’ve committed it. Unable to bear the ticking off of the remaining seconds of her father’s life, Caitlin squeezed her eyes shut, willing the merciless clock on the wall of the death-chamber viewing room to stop. Inside her chest, her heart slackened into a useless, gelatinous blob, its beat barely perceptible. With such an anemic pulse, she had no idea how oxygen still flowed to her brain. Yet vague as her heartbeat was, her thoughts were sharp and rapid-firing around a closed circuit.

Is he afraid?

He couldn’t have done it!

Is he afraid?

A one-way mirror served as a window into the death chamber—a stark white room, well prepared and patiently waiting for the prisoner. An intercom transmitted sound into the viewing area. From her front-row-center seat, she’d be able to see and hear all that transpired as her father’s sentence was carried out. Gail’s parents, she’d been told, would be watching from a separate location. Their daughter had been left naked and beaten, her body posed for the world in the most humiliating fashion. They would not be required to sit alongside Thomas Cassidy’s daughter.

The room suddenly colder, she shivered.

He couldn’t have done it.

When she was a little girl, her father would get low on one knee, allowing her to climb up his back and sit on his shoulders. Now she drew the memory around her like a warm cloak, and as the scent of his starched collar came back to her, she regained a temporary sense of well-being. Her body tilted forward, and she recalled bouncing rhythmically atop her perch while her father trotted her around the room faster and faster. She’d sway and squeal—delighted, but also queasy with fear. Then, sensing her terror, her father would grip her hands firmly.

I won’t let you fall, Caity. Just hold on tight and trust me.

His low voice had soothed her. His word had been all she needed back then.

When her father had spoken, she’d believed him.

Absolutely.

But who was she to trust now?

Her eyelids flew open, and she saw that not quite a minute had passed. The sight of the long, padded table that awaited her father inside the chamber made her stomach roll and her teeth chatter. Clamping her jaw shut, she turned away from the terrible sight and found herself looking straight into the muted brown eyes of Mr. Harvey Baumgartner. Her father’s attorney crumpled into the seat next to her and produced a wan smile. She hadn’t seen him enter the room, and even if she had, she wouldn’t have known how long he’d stood beside her with that pitying look on his face—time was too scrambled up in her mind. The clock on the wall was her only orienting anchor, and her eyes were both drawn to it and repelled by it. She kept her gaze on Baumgartner, refusing to look at that damn clock again.

Tick. Tick. Tick.

Her hands rose to cover her ears, but she quickly regained control and smoothed back her long, heavy hair instead.

“Caitlin, dear . . .” Baumgartner’s voice was tighter and higher than usual. As his hand cruised up and down the length of his silk tie, light reflected off his fingernails, which had been buffed and coated in clear polish. His distress had apparently not affected his commitment to personal grooming. All of the Baumgartners liked to put on a good appearance, and Harvey was no exception. “I want you to understand I did all I could.”

I know. She wanted to answer, to offer him the comfort he seemed to be seeking, but the words stuck in her throat. She didn’t know. Not really. Oh, sure, he’d tried hard to get her father acquitted, but who knew if a more experienced attorney could’ve succeeded where he’d failed. Maybe a different lawyer could’ve gotten her father’s coerced confession thrown out of court.

But Baumgartner and his firm weren’t the only ones who’d failed her father. Maybe she could’ve done more. Both she and her mother had stood by her father, believed in him and loved him, but they’d left the matter of his defense to his legal team. A mistake she’d regret for the rest of her days. She should’ve done something. She should’ve made them see the truth—that her father didn’t do it. He simply couldn’t have.

“There’s not going to be a reprieve, Caitlin, you know that, right?” Baumgartner’s hand stopped cruising his tie and went to his sleek, coffee-colored hair.

The last-chance hearing had already been held, and clemency had been denied. Baumgartner had explained it to her twice already, but apparently he feared she was still praying for a last-minute miracle.

And he was right.

She nodded. Then her fists clenched, and pain cut through her, so sharp and real it seemed as though the shards of hope she clasped had suddenly been crushed into bits of broken glass.

There’s not going to be a reprieve.

The days of holding executions in the dead of night to allow for last-minute maneuvering by the defense were gone. Arizona was one of a handful of states that had decided it wasn’t practical for executions to be held at midnight. No phone was going to ring. No messenger was going to come crashing through the doors mere seconds before the clock struck the hour. That kind of thing only happened in the movies, and this wasn’t a movie. This was real life.

Real death.

She should’ve done something to save her father, and now it was too late. Her hands twisted together in her lap. She’d never felt this helpless in her life. All she could do for her father now was to be present here today. Her mother, however, had chosen not to attend the execution. She’d begged Caitlin to stay home, too. A child shouldn’t have to watch her parent die, she’d said.

But if death had come to her father while he lay in a hospital bed, wouldn’t they both have been by his side?

Now Baumgartner leaned in close enough for his tobacco-stained breath to settle humidly on her cheek. “It’s not too late for you to leave, dear. I’ll take you home right now if you like.”

Again, words failed her. Her throat clogged, and the desperate sob she refused to let out quaked down her body, rattling her knees and legs. Sucking in deep breaths, she jerked a glance around the room. It was a small space numbed by flat vanilla walls, rows of tan chairs, and gray floor tiles. It was a room purposely stripped of any sign of humanity, deliberately designed to quell emotion.

More people straggled in, claiming seats in the back row. One of the men was tall, with highlighted hair and eyes so blue she thought they must’ve been enhanced by tinted contacts. She recognized him as a local news anchor, but the others . . . she didn’t know.

“The state requires a certain number of witnesses, and these were drawn from a pool of volunteers,” Baumgartner whispered, seeming to read her mind.

Volunteers!

“Don’t look at me like that, honey. The witnesses are here to make sure proper care is taken and that . . . this matter . . . is handled as humanely as possible.”

Her mind tried to process that information. People who were in no way connected to the case had volunteered to come here today and watch her father be put to death. As yet another wave of nausea rolled through her, she heard the thunder of footsteps in the hallway and the sound of a door scraping open nearby. Its earlier vagueness obliterated, her heartbeat took up the ferocious rhythm of a fighter ready for battle. If her opponent were a man, she would punch him in the face—but her enemy was no mere mortal.

Injustice could not be defeated with a fist.

Through the mirror, she watched two men dressed in white medical garb enter the death chamber. Then, escorted by several prison guards, her father was led inside, his steps slowed by the short chain between his ankles. A thick belt cinched the waist of his baggy prison uniform, and his cuffed hands attached to it. But his chin was high, and his gaze active, as if he were looking to take in every last sight, no matter how ordinary—or maybe he was just showing her he would not be cowed. His face had thinned, and his hair had changed color—it was gray now, not blond, but he was still her father. Prison had not changed his essence. Thanks to the intercom, she heard his chains clanking, and like a clapped bell, her bones began to ring with fear. She wasn’t as brave as he. Then a voice in her head shouted:

Do something!

She shot to her feet and took a step toward the window. Just as quickly, a guard who’d been leaning against the wall moved toward her, and Baumgartner threw a restraining arm across her quivering chest. Though she knew her father couldn’t see her, she lifted her chin, not bothering to wipe away the tears that streamed down her cheeks. Her father’s chin rose, too, and somehow, despite the one-way glass, their eyes met . . . and held.

The quivering in her body subsided.

Her father’s low, soothing voice replaced the screaming in her head.

Hold on tight, Caity.

Trust me.





Chapter One

Present Day

Monday, August 26

Superior Court Building

Phoenix, Arizona

HARVEY BAUMGARTNER HAD certainly changed in the fifteen years since Caitlin had last seen him, but sitting across the conference-room table from him again in this courthouse made her feel as though she hadn’t changed at all. She was just as nauseous now as she’d been the day her father’s attorney had taken her aside and coached her on how to behave in the courtroom. If a tear falls, make sure to wipe it slowly so the jury notices. Dress more like a little girl and less like a teenager . . . and try not to look bored.

As if she could’ve been bored by her father’s murder trial. Baumgartner had given her her first introduction to courtroom spin, and she’d done everything exactly as he’d instructed her to—but in the end, none of it had mattered. She hadn’t been able to save her father, and neither had Baumgartner. The forlorn daughter had been disregarded. She’d sat in a courtroom just a few rooms down from this one, wearing a ponytail tied with a yellow ribbon, a simple, homemade shift and polished, patent leather shoes . . . and her father had been sentenced to death anyway. She’d actually believed if she wore the right clothes, if her expression held just the right blend of dejection and hope, her father would be spared.

Baumgartner had convinced her appearances would do even more to persuade a jury than facts. The thought was more than enough to raise the temperature of her blood and banish the ghost of her teenage self—a ghost that appeared to have been hovering inside the Superior Court Building just waiting for her return. But that version of herself, the naïve young girl, had died along with her father.

She willed her mind to focus on the present, and the churning in her stomach disappeared. Pushing her shoulders back, she sat up taller in the chair and made her heart stiffen along with her spine. Maybe she hadn’t been able to control the outcome of her father’s trial or his sentencing, but one thing she had learned to control was her own emotional response—to the sense of helplessness this place brought back, to Harvey Baumgartner, to anything she put her mind to. The old Caitlin Cassidy had been a weak wreck of a girl. The new Caitlin Cassidy did not rattle. Hauling in a steadying breath, she studied the alterations in Harvey Baumgartner’s appearance.

His once-luxuriant brown waves were now heavily threaded with gray and had grown brittle, but the substantial expanse of forehead revealed by his receding hairline only lent him a more distinguished air. Less flattering was a new, ruddy complexion that telegraphed too much scotch. Still, he’d been the only man who’d stood up for her father, and his personal habits were none of her business anyway.

She quirked her lips into a professional, apologetic smile. “I’m sorry, Mr. Baumgartner, but I’m afraid I won’t be of any use to your client. I don’t advise you calling me as an expert witness in the Kramer case.”

The attorney had been doodling circles on his notes, but as soon as she’d started to speak, he’d stopped and waved his hand in protest. “No. No. No. Caitlin, you and I go too far back to stand on formalities. Please, call me Harvey.”

Until a few weeks ago, she hadn’t seen or heard from Harvey Baumgartner since her eighteenth birthday, and though they’d spoken by phone several times since she’d agreed to act as a case consultant for his client, Judd Kramer, this was their first face-to-face meeting. She figured formality was her friend in this situation. It was hardly easy to disappoint the man who’d taken on her father’s case pro bono. But no matter how Harvey wanted to spin it, she wasn’t here to do him a personal favor—nor did she owe him one. Her father had been put to death, and Baumgartner had no marker to call in. Her only purpose here was to act as a forensic psychiatrist, a consultant who’d provide a professional opinion—and her opinion regarding this defendant would be anything but useful to his attorney.

“Caitlin, dear, you must reconsider.”

Considering Harvey Baumgartner had first met her when she was thirteen years old, she hardly expected him to address her as doctor, but the dear felt manipulative—as if he wanted her to feel like that young girl still under his influence, still looking to him to guide her. She dusted her hands together, then gathered up her notes and squared her gaze with his. “My decision is final. I don’t presume to know all the facts of the case”—though she did know a good many of them—“and I don’t presume to know whether or not Mr. Kramer is guilty or innocent.”

Baumgartner’s wiry eyebrows rose high in an unsubtle challenge. “I would hope you know better than that, dear.”

Again with the dear. She didn’t need him to remind her that innocent men and women were railroaded into prison and worse every day. In addition to what’d happened to her own father, she’d worked several cases in conjunction with the Innocence Project and acted as a private consultant to many other defendants who’d been falsely accused. She knew what was at stake, and he knew she knew.

Biting back a sarcastic reply, she kept her tone matter-of-fact and firm. “What I do have for you is an informed opinion.”

“And?”

“In my expert opinion, Judd Kramer lacks what the jury would call a conscience . . . or what Freud would call a superego. Your client feels no remorse for wrongs done—in fact, he doesn’t believe those acts he admits to were wrong at all.”

Baumgartner leaned forward, and even from across the table, his breath revealed the fact that he’d not given up smoking cigars. “To what wrong acts did Kramer admit?”

Her hand went to her stomach. “He didn’t confess to murdering Sally Cartwright and taking a piece of her skull for a trophy, if that’s what you want to know.” But Kramer’s recounting of his sadistic fetishes had made her feel as though maggots were swarming over her flesh. As for his behavior toward his family—well he wasn’t the first man to skip out on his child’s birthday party or seduce the babysitter. But the way he’d admitted, with a smile on his face, without so much as breaking eye contact, that he’d fantasized about putting his wife through a meat grinder and serving her to the children for dinner left no doubt in Caitlin’s mind. “If you call me to the stand, I’ll say Kramer has exactly the type of psyche that would permit him to commit the horrific crime of which he’s accused.”

“The man’s never been in trouble a day in his life. He’s a police officer, for Chrissake. I know this isn’t the type of case that typically interests you. There’s no coerced confession . . . no confession at all in fact. Maybe, like others in this city, you think the department went easy on him because he’s one of their own. But this is a capital case.”

Like most people, Baumgartner seemed to believe her opinion could be bought, or at least heavily influenced. What he didn’t understand was that there was really only one thing that mattered to her: the truth. She couldn’t bear to think of innocent men and women being beaten or bullied or tricked by lies into giving false confessions, then being convicted of crimes without real proof. Never again would she stand by and do nothing in such cases. She hadn’t been able to save her father, but she’d devoted every day of her adult life to understanding how the mind of a murderer worked. She’d pored over case files of sickening crimes, studying the most heinous criminals in history. She’d stayed cloistered long hours with admitted killers, engaging them in conversational chess, trying to discern their true motives. Some days, she’d soak in too much of their evil, and she wouldn’t be able to return home without finding a church and stopping in.

Not that she went to church to pray.

She couldn’t bring herself to speak to God these days, so she’d just sit quietly, listening, and waiting for . . . relief. Inside the chapel, she’d find a place in the sun and let the light, filtered through the beauty of stained glass, rain over her skin and wash away the darkness of the day. Then she’d get up the next morning and go right back to her grisly work—because she knew of no other way to recognize an innocent man than to scour the minds of killers. And the innocent man was the reason she got out of bed in the morning.

But there was no part of her that wanted to see a guilty man set free.

After all, someone had committed the murder her father had been accused of. And that someone was still out there. That someone was most likely still living his life, free to come and go as he pleased. Free to bring his wife flowers—Caitlin was certain he had a family. Free to carry on his charade of decency—she was equally certain he was an upstanding citizen, the last person anyone would suspect. Of course, he might’ve died an easy death by now, a heart attack in his sleep, for example. But she hoped not. That someone had taken her father’s life just as surely as if he’d injected the lethal chemicals into her father’s veins himself. She’d spent a great deal of her earnings on investigators, hoping to solve her father’s case. She needed to find the man who’d killed Gail Falconer alive and expose him to the world for the monster he truly was.

A muscle in her back complained, and she shifted in her chair, looking up into Baumgartner’s eyes.

He frowned, and she realized he was awaiting a response. “I do understand the death penalty’s in play here. That’s why I agreed to come to Phoenix.” A place so filled with painful memories she’d stayed away fifteen years. When she wasn’t traveling for business, she lived in the same town as her mother—Boulder, Colorado. They’d both been desperate to escape this place they’d once called home. “That’s why I sat with your client for six hours over the past three weeks.” Six hours of compulsive rambling about his sick fantasies. As the glint in Kramer’s eyes came back to her, she scratched at her arms. “Don’t. Call me. To the stand.”

“You’d tell the jury you think Kramer is capable of kidnapping, raping, and murdering a Tempe University coed, knowing you might be sending him to his grave?”

“I wouldn’t be sending him anywhere. If you put me on the stand, however, I will tell the truth.”

“And just what is the truth? That Kramer lives in a dark world that most of us would rather not know about? That’s a fantasy world, dear. It doesn’t make him a murderer. You know perfectly well most individuals who harbor these twisted fantasies never act on them. A collection of sadistic pornography doesn’t make a man a sexually sadistic killer.”

“Maybe not. But if your defense is that Kramer’s depraved ideation is nothing more than harmless fantasy, it’s not a good one. As you well know, most violent sexual offenders begin by simply imagining claiming their prey. Later, they progress through a series of stages before finally acting out against others.”

She slipped her papers into her briefcase. “Your client’s neighbor told the police Kramer couldn’t stop talking about his desire to abduct and murder women—a classic example of leakage—meaning he’s unintentionally revealing clues to acts he plans to commit. Mrs. Kramer told me her husband coerced her into rough sex on several occasions—too rough, and that he frightens her. Kramer himself told me, in great detail, just exactly how he would act out a set of sadistic rituals, then denied, of course, that he had ever done so. Yet the police found a murder kit in the trunk of his car. Procuring the items he needs to carry out his fantasy means Judd Kramer has progressed from imagination to action. If he’s not the man who murdered Sally Cartwright, it’s only a matter of time until he does kill someone.”

Baumgartner pulled his lower lip between his teeth as if chewing on her words. Then a sly smile crossed his face. “You heard Atticus Spenser is testifying for the prosecution? They’re going to use the FBI’s mumbo jumbo profiling to help get a conviction. Spenser hasn’t even got a graduate degree. Where does he get off calling himself an expert on the human mind?”

Baumgartner had done his research. He obviously knew there was no love lost between Spense and her—they’d been on opposite sides of a contentious case more than once. And there was also that personal incident a few years back . . . but fortunately no one knew about that little gem of a disaster except Spense and her. Still, she felt a flush rise to her cheeks and quickly put her attention back to the matter at hand.

Maybe Baumgartner had asked her to come in on the Kramer case in part because he’d assumed she’d welcome the chance to take the arrogant special agent down a notch. And maybe she would—but Spense would have to be wrong in order for that to happen, and he wasn’t wrong—not about Kramer, anyway. “Regardless, I simply cannot testify on Mr. Kramer’s behalf.” For emphasis, she swept her hand out in front, accidentally knocking her pen from the table to the floor in the process.

As she bent to retrieve the pen, the door opened, and from her vantage point she spied a man’s feet plant in a wide stance. Her eyes focused on his shoes, and her throat tightened—expensive, unscuffed loafers peeked out from beneath the type of soiled janitor blue pants she associated with a maintenance worker.

Something wasn’t right.

“You’ll have to come back later. I’ve got this room reserved until—” A flash of light coincided with the sound of Baumgartner’s angry voice, and a series of pops cut him off. Beneath the table, she saw his legs jerk in time to the short bursts of light.

Gunfire!

A burnt odor hanging in the air made her stomach clench, and she suddenly understood what was happening.

Heart jackhammering in her chest, she dove to the ground, scrambling for cover. Her head cracked against the side of the table, sending pain ripping through her skull.

Pop.

Her shoulder started to burn. The gunshots should’ve been louder, but still she knew they were gunshots. Curling her body into a tight ball, she covered her head with her hands. Heat rolled in scorching waves down the nerves in her arm, and her hand went slack, dropping from her head.

Open your eyes, Caity. Do something!

She jerked her head up in time to see the loafers padding, slowly, deliberately toward her. Her limbs were trembling uselessly. While her heart pounded hard, stealing her breath, her brain hummed with escape plans, each one evaluated, then discarded in a nanosecond—until the moment she saw that the shooter no longer blocked her path to the door. Since the table above her offered little protection, she knew she had to move or die. At close range, he wouldn’t miss. Maybe, just maybe, she could make it through the open door and out into the hallway. Then she felt something sticky and wet and warm spreading out beneath her, a flowing red river of it.

Blood.

Oh, God.

She’d never make it out the door alive—she knew that now. But no way was she going to wait huddled under a table for a killer to amble over and finish her off. The nerves in her skin no longer burned. Her arms and legs had gone mostly numb, and they were heavy when she tried to lift them.

Do something!

She grunted. Summoned all her strength.

Warn the others!

Just as a shot of epinephrine can restart a heart, the thought of others in the building infused her dead muscles with life. Jamming her elbows onto the cold, hard floor, she dragged her body out from under the table and catapulted to her feet, then ran like hell, right past the shooter, catching the briefest glimpse of his face.

She made it to the doorway.

“Guuuun!” she screamed, using all the breath she could squeeze from her aching lungs.





Chapter Two

GUN! THERE ARE some words that echo in the mind, and some voices that echo in the heart. Right then, Special Agent Atticus Spenser’s mind and heart were both reverberating. Something about that voice—not just its urgency, not just its ferocity—pierced his chest and shocked his pulse into overdrive. He knew that voice, despite the fact he’d heard only a single, distorted beat. But now was not the time to try to remember where he’d heard it before or why it made him want to leap tall buildings to keep its owner safe. After all, it was his job to keep others safe.

Gun! He focused his mind, stripping the word away from the disruptive emotions the voice had triggered.

A shooter was loose in the courthouse.

He was on the first floor, in the public area of the building near the snack bar. The cry had come from behind him, maybe from the judiciary wing. The lone syllable had been a breathless call to action that left no room for doubt. This was no prank. He hadn’t misheard. His hand darted beneath his jacket, closing over the Glock 22 holstered at his hip. He was already moving toward the sound of the voice, stalking the UNSUB. Around him, a few confused civilians stopped in their tracks like kids playing a game of freeze tag, but then they quickly shook their heads and resumed milling down the hallway, either uncomprehending or, more likely, in a state of denial. Without the benefit of training and experience—without the benefit of preparedness—disbelief would guide their actions, putting them at even greater risk.

First order of business: make the civilians aware and offer them a plan of action. Make them understand this was really happening and that they needed to act quickly.

Flashing his creds, he called out, “FBI. FBI.” An immediate, awed hush followed. Then he lowered his voice and pressed his palm down in a stay calm gesture. “Get out if you can. If you can’t get out, hide.”

A teenage boy raised his tattooed arm and reached for the fire alarm. “No! Don’t pull that alarm.” Grateful his command had gotten through to the kid in time to stop him, Spense drew his service weapon from his holster, keeping it low. At Westside Middle School in Jonesboro, Arkansas, it had been the fire alarm that’d sent students and teachers scurrying outside, where they’d become sitting ducks for the two young snipers lying in wait in the woods. But there was no time to explain that a shooter would anticipate and use predictable human responses, like pulling a fire alarm, to his advantage. So Spense simply repeated: “Get out. If you can’t get out, hide. Stay quiet.”

His drawn service weapon seemed an extension of his hand. The familiar weight confirmed what he already knew—he was fully loaded and ready to roll. Experience had taught him to recognize the eleven-ounce difference between his loaded and unloaded pistol. Keeping his finger adjacent to but not in contact with the trigger—another behavior that had been trained into him—he narrowed his eyes and concentrated, trying to localize the voice, the word, that was now a mere memory of a sound.

Gun.

Around him, people whispered excitedly, some addressing him, but his ears were tuned to one channel only. Like sonar, he homed in on the ghostlike wake the word gun had left behind. Soon, he could hear the plaintive voice clearly in his mind again, a solitary vibration echoing down the tunnel that had become his world. He could imagine sound waves floating in slow motion through the air, practically see the word drifting toward him.

Over there! It’d come from over there.

He backed close to the wall, but not too close, keeping a safe space behind him. He didn’t want to risk taking a stray round, and stray rounds had a way of skipping off walls. As time expanded, he wasn’t sure if it’d been seconds or minutes since that first alarming cry, but he was absolutely certain enough time had passed that he should’ve heard the cry repeated . . . or if not . . . His throat tightened. If not, then he should’ve heard gunfire. But he’d heard nothing more, only the white noise from civilians hurrying past him in the opposite direction. Hurrying away from the danger.

Good.

Then, up ahead, he saw it, rust red fluid slithering down the hall, snaking its way toward him. Its telltale coppery odor turned his stomach.

Blood.

He stuck his pistol out in front of him, sidestepping forward. Automatically leading with his eyes and his gun, clearing slices of the hallway like cutting slivers of a pie as he moved.

“Got your back.” He heard someone speaking low and calm behind him.

Swiveling his head, he spotted a uniformed deputy on the opposite side of the hallway. The bulk beneath the man’s clothing told Spense he was wearing Kevlar, but the look on the guy’s face said it all. Uniform was stepping up because it was his duty and because he was a brave man, but he was clearly out of his depth. Spense was the one with the experience, the confidence, to take on a gunman, and even though he wasn’t wearing a vest, Spense should be the one to take the lead.

A quick nod, and Uniform assumed a cover position while Spense cleared the corner. Always, always leading with gun and eyes.

Now, the blood had reached his shoes. With the doorway, a fatal funnel, mere feet ahead, his careful, quiet approach came to an end. There was no safe way to clear the entry. He’d have to barrel through the door that was swinging on its hinges. If a shooter was waiting inside that conference room, Spense could only hope for the element of surprise. His new best friend, his cover officer, would be close behind, so getting it right was critical. Did Uniform have a family?

Spense pushed the thought aside. He twisted his head a half-second, making eye contact with his cover and mouthing: on one. Then, Glock out in front, he charged into the room, and the door thundered against the wall.

His heartbeat counted down the seconds.

One.

He swung eyes and gun left.

Two.

Then right. Before he could get to three he’d cleared the small room. The sparse furnishings and lack of connecting doors and closets left no place for a shooter to hide.

“Clear!” he called out, and his cover officer flew in behind him.

Two victims: One female, prone on the floor, the source of the snaking blood. And a male slumped onto the conference table— facedown in a pool of dark liquid.

Uniform was on his radio. “SWAT’s on-site.”

Spense said a silent prayer of thanks. Without backup, he would’ve been unable to stop and render aid to the victims. Leaving them behind to bleed out while he prowled the building looking for the shooter was one response that although drilled into him, he wasn’t sure he could carry out. Luckily, he didn’t have to make that decision because SWAT was already here, and that meant it was their show now.

He got to his knees beside the woman.

Checked for a pulse in her neck. It was either absent or too weak to pick up. A sick sense of foreboding came over him as his fingers slid over her clammy skin. Despite the cool temperature in the air-conditioned building, drops of sweat stung the corners of his eyes and salted the corners of his mouth. He swiped his forehead with the back of his arm.

He pressed his face close to hers, hoping to feel her breath against his cheek.

Nothing.

She’d stopped breathing. Gently, his fingers wove into the mass of shiny black hair, to sweep it away from her face, and the color, the sheen, the scent of that hair, even though tangled and matted with blood, sent recognition jolting through him, making his heart first stop beating altogether, then rage against his chest.

Goddamnit!

Caity!

Swiftly, he rolled her over.

“Caity!”

Sealing his lips over her nose and mouth, he gave two fast breaths, then turned his head to the side, checking for the rise of her chest, watching to be sure his breath had reached her lungs. Then he placed the heel of his palm over her chest. He didn’t count the compressions, just worked hard and fast to pump blood through her body, stopping only to give more breaths, before starting again . . . and then again.

“Come on, Caity! Breathe!”

Nothing.

He pumped harder, faster, hoping not to crack her ribs but willing to do whatever it took to get her breathing again.

Suddenly, her arm jerked, and he heard a faint grunt release from her lips. “That’s it, Caity. Stay with me.” Rocking back on his heels, he noticed the ache in his arms and realized he’d been giving compressions long enough for muscle fatigue to set in. Not good. Caity’d been down minutes, not seconds like it’d seemed. He checked her pulse again. Thready and weak, but hell, at least it was present. She was breathing on her own, too—but for how long? Now that he had her breathing, he had the luxury of checking her wounds. He could see blood seeping from beneath her left side. Easing her slightly off the floor, he used his jacket to apply pressure to her flank wound and shot a questioning glance at Uniform, who was talking into his radio again. Spense didn’t need to ask him why he’d given up reviving the man at the table. In the bloody stream surrounding the male victim, pieces of skull were strewn like bone stepping-stones.

“More casualties?”

“Not inside the building . . . at least not that we know of so far.”

“And outside the building?”

Uniform grimaced. “A deputy was hit while transporting a prisoner into the courthouse. Prisoner’s down, too. SWAT’s evacuating and clearing the building, but no sign of the shooter, or shooters, yet.”

“Tell our guys to pay special attention to anyone in a maintenance uniform.” Spense kept his eyes on Caity’s chest to make sure she didn’t miss a breath.

“Say again?”

“How’d the shooter get a gun past security?” He checked Caity’s pulse, and his jaw clamped down hard when he realized it was growing fainter.

“My guess—he didn’t. He probably took a weapon off a guard after he was inside.”

“Doubt it. No one’s found a guard down inside . . . yet. And this was a quiet operation. Even if the shooter didn’t bring the gun itself through security, he would’ve had to get a silencer into the courthouse somehow—no guard would have one on him. Anyway, the guards’ guns are designed not to take a silencer. I say he had a pistol hidden inside already.”

“Fuck.” Uniform was on the horn again. “Look for a janitor, or any other worker who might be able to get a gun or silencer through security, piece by piece.”

That was Spense’s theory exactly. Courthouse personnel weren’t always subject to the same security procedures as visitors. They might or might not be spot-checked on any given day. If a maintenance worker dismantled a gun and brought it in piece by piece, or brought in a special silencer, like the kind made to look like a Maglite, the risk of being caught was low. At least low enough for a sociopath to risk it. His gaze froze on Caity. The rise and fall of her chest was barely perceptible now.

Dammit.

Wishing he could breathe for them both, his own respirations deepened. No telling how long before the building would be deemed safe enough to allow paramedics inside. One fist opened and closed in frustration.

If the paramedics couldn’t get inside to Caity, he’d have to get her outside to them—before it was too late. With a tilt of his head, he said, “I’m taking her out.”

Uniform spoke into the radio, then shook his head. “Too dangerous. We’re to stay put and render aid as best we can. The shooter might still be in the building.”

Spense focused on Caity’s face, colorless and slack—expressionless. How he wished she’d open those piercing blue eyes and shoot him her killer smile. Even one of her drop-dead glares would lift his heart about now. No. This beautiful, lively woman was not going to die because he’d failed to take action. Carefully, he scooped Caity into his arms and pushed to a stand, his thighs burning from the effort. Her neck dropped back, and he used the crook of his elbow to support her head. Then she moaned, as if in pain, cracking his heart wide open. “I’m getting her out now. Let ’em know.” The possibility of taking friendly fire was as real and as dangerous as encountering a gunman.

Uniform gave a quick shout over the radio, then a curt nod.

Spense heard a firm response crackle over the airwaves: Negative. Maintain your position until clear.

Uniform raised one conspiratorial eyebrow at him. “Want cover?”

They’d never met, but they were partners now.

Spense flashed him a grin. “Cover’d be nice.”

Then, with his new buddy clearing the way, he gathered Caity closer and carried her from the building.

Chaos was the only word to describe the scene outside the courthouse. Although onlookers and the media were being kept back from the courthouse steps, television trucks crammed the streets, and reporters buzzed around the edges of the scene, shoving microphones in the faces of witnesses and elbowing their way through the crowd, hoping to somehow insert themselves into the secured area. Escorted by members of the SWAT team, tightly banded groups of civilians raced down the steps to safety.

Shouts, sirens and crying created a tornado of sound around Spense, and for a split second, he felt the full-body tension and tingling in his fingers that, since childhood, had warned him when his brain was about to go haywire. One doctor had called Spense’s problem a sensory processing disorder. Another had labeled it ADD. His mother had said the diagnosis simply didn’t matter—she loved him no matter how much trouble he got into. Soon the sounds around him took on a texture and seemed to swim before his eyes. His temples were throbbing. He could practically feel his brain cells shift into overdrive.

Focus.

He hauled in a breath, then imagined bundling the extraneous noise around him in a roll of cotton. As his brain came back to center, the tightness in his muscles eased. Caity shifted in his arms, and he pulled her against his chest. Now his world consisted of just the two of them . . . and that ambulance off to the right.

A moment later, he laid Caity on a gurney and let the paramedics take over. One slapped an oxygen mask on her face and fit her with a neck brace, while another used scissors to cut open her blouse. Electrodes were placed on her exposed chest, and Spense’s eyes darted to the portable monitor. To his untrained eye, the heart rhythm looked erratic, making his own heart beat unsteadily and his mouth go dry. He wanted to ask about the tracing on the monitor, but instead he kept out of the way and let the paramedics do their work.

“Run the Ringers wide open!” One man barked as he hooked up an IV, then shouted, “Let’s roll.”

Jarred by a sudden sense of loss, Spense swept his gaze over Caity, lying on the gurney, bloodied and battered and helpless. A gunshot wound to her shoulder and flank . . . and that was just what he could see. Every fiber of his being strained forward, and without even realizing he’d moved, he found himself at her side, his hand reaching for hers.

His senses were clear and sharp now. So far, from what he knew, there was no sign of an active shooter still on-site. And the situation at the courthouse was all SWAT now. Operators, each one outfitted in fifty pounds’ worth of special gear, swarmed the building, executing what they’d been trained to do with precision and grace. Spense was not part of that team, and in soft clothes, he was good for little else than giving chase if they had a rabbit.

Caity would no doubt be in capable hands, but if she regained consciousness, he wanted to be there for her, to mitigate her fear, to remind her she was not alone.

His decision was made: He was going with her. A paramedic tried to shoulder him aside, and he flashed his creds. The answering look on the man’s face humbled him—and Spense was not an easily humbled man. But the deference, the admiration, of honest men was the one thing that never failed to take his ego down a notch. Especially when those honest men put their lives on the line for others on a daily basis. He didn’t feel deserving of the awe that came with his special-agent status—certainly not from these guys. Still, he was glad that a mere flash of his ID could buy him a ride in the ambulance alongside Caity and a blow-by-blow account of her condition.

“Please, don’t let me fall.”

Caity was talking! He bent his head, his lips making gentle contact with her ear. “It’s going to be okay, sweetheart, just hang in there. We’re going to take a little ride to the hospital, now. But, I’ll be right beside you all the way.”

A harsh moan escaped Caity’s lips, then she repeated, “I don’t want to fall.”

“Hold on tight, Caity.” Carefully, he squeezed her hand. “Trust me.”

Her eyes fluttered open, and when she gazed up at him, he thought, he hoped she recognized him. He tried to work his mouth into a reassuring smile, but she was no longer looking at him. Her eyes rolled up in her head. Then her back arched, and her body began to seize.





Chapter Three

Monday, September 9

Good Hope Medical Center

Phoenix, Arizona

WARMTH SPILLED OVER Caitlin’s check, and light seeped in through the cracks of her eyelids, but she didn’t want to wake up. It was so cozy here in her medicated cocoon. The round-the-clock pain pills her nurse had been feeding her made the hospital bedding feel like the finest Egyptian cotton. The thread count must be in the thousands, the hundreds of thousands even, the sheets felt so soft and sleek against her skin. Almost like a whisper of air. And they smelled so good, like a man.

She wrinkled her nose, testing the scent’s reality, and confirmed a distinctly masculine spice in the air. Someone in her hospital room smelled like a refreshing hike on a cool day.

“Caity?”

And that voice was familiarly enticing. Her body tingled all over in response to its low timbre. Like a schoolgirl experiencing her first French kiss, she could feel herself slipping under its seductive spell. When she heard herself sigh aloud, however, she resolved right then and there to hide the next pain pill in her cheek and spit it out when Nurse turned her back. And because she had a visitor, and because her mother had brought her up well, she also resolved to open her eyes . . . in just a minute or two. The darkness was really too pleasant.

“I know you’re awake, Caity.”

Her lids popped open at the amused accusation.

And there, leaning over her bedside, hand hovering above her hair, yet not quite touching, was Special Agent Atticus Spenser. The warm cognac of his eyes deepened to a double shot of espresso as they locked with hers. Her heart started to thump like she’d recently downed such a drink, but she didn’t look away.

“Well, well. If it isn’t Atticus Spenser, my arch nemesis,” she croaked.

Nurse reached out and brushed her fingers over Spense’s shoulder. “Don’t take it personally. She’s just loopy from the morphine. Always takes her a minute or two to get her bearings after a nap.”

Blinking hard, Caitlin rose up on one elbow. Could that be her nurse? This woman’s voice had gone butter soft, and Caitlin could’ve sworn she saw her toss her hair. The nurse she knew was all business and would brook no disobedience: You’re going to take this pill whether you think you need it or not. I have more important things to do than coax you like a child. Doctors make the worst patients.

“You should mind your manners, Dr. Cassidy. Have you forgotten Agent Spenser saved your life?” The seductive voice had been replaced by a no-nonsense one. Yes, that was Jenny all right. Nurse’s name had come back to Caitlin along with an improving level of consciousness.

She pursed dry lips—no, make that very dry lips. “I’m pretty sure Spense can fight his own battles,” she managed through her aching throat as she struggled to sit up.

The bed started to whir. Spense was adjusting the position to a more comfortable one. As he did so, she couldn’t seem to look away from his big hand working the buttons. A lump welled in her throat. Then a memory flashed to the surface: Spense’s hand clutching hers. Spense’s voice whispering in her ear.

Hold on tight, Caity. Trust me.

She jolted fully awake. Ah yes. After more than a year with no contact, Spense had reappeared in her world when he’d been called in to testify for the prosecution in the Kramer case, and she’d been consulted by the defense. For weeks, now, she’d been bumping into him at the jail or the courthouse. She didn’t actually remember seeing him the day she’d been shot, but she’d been told he’d resuscitated her and carried her to safety. In her lucid intervals over the past two weeks, the police had explained the basics of how she’d landed in the hospital, and the doctors had explained her injuries: one bullet had grazed her left shoulder, another bullet to her flank had thankfully missed her spinal cord, but not her spleen. Between internal and external blood loss, her organs had shut down, and she’d gone into cardiac arrest. Spense had not only revived her, he’d gotten her medical attention in time to stop her from bleeding to death. Her spleen had been removed, and her surgeon anticipated a complete recovery. More than a little ashamed of that arch nemesis wisecrack, she glanced up at Spense. “Thank you. I-I wouldn’t be here if not for your bravery. I’m sorry not to have said so sooner.”

“Oh, but you did. You thanked me yesterday and the day before that and the day before that too. Quite nicely, I might add.” A rather wide grin spread over his face. “I’d say you’ve been effusive in your gratitude.”

Something in his tone made her cheeks go from warm to hot. He’d put a little too much emphasis on effusive, and like any red-blooded woman in her wrong mind, she had to admit to finding him somewhat . . . sexy. Hopefully she hadn’t told him so. But whatever she’d said or done, she’d had a perfectly good reason. She’d been under the influence of multiple mind-altering drugs. Drugs she no longer needed. She was feeling much better, and from here on out, ibuprofen would do just fine for the pain—as for the seizure meds, her neurologist had agreed to discontinue them. At least she thought she recalled such a conversation. After all, her seizure had been posttraumatic, not epilepsy-induced, so the Tegretol was just a temporary precaution.

“Shall I tell you how you wanted to show me your appreciation?” The self-satisfied gleam in Spense’s eye was downright mortifying.

Apparently, he had no intention of allowing her to save face. And if he wasn’t going to let up and planned on going straight back to his old habit of goading her, she could give as good as she got. She no longer felt guilty about her earlier remark. “No need, since I’m quite certain I wasn’t lucid at the time.”

“You began by beckoning me to your side, then sniffed me with great enjoyment.” He forged ahead just as though she hadn’t plainly asked him not to. The man was impossibly ill-mannered.

“I’m sure I did no such thing. That aftershave you wear is so outdated.” Of course, she was no Emily Post herself when it came to Spense—though she was very well behaved around most people.

“It’s Old Spice,” Nurse Jenny put in. “And I, for one, think Spense smells terrific.”

“How does she know what kind of aftershave you wear?” Caity heard an undeniable note of irritation come through in her voice. She didn’t know the name of his aftershave, but why would she? It was none of her business at all. She only knew that his aroma or essence—or whatever that thing about Spense was—made her spend far too much time thinking of him when he wasn’t around and threw her off-balance when he was. And off-balance was not a feeling she welcomed under the best of circumstances, much less circumstances like these.

“No need for jealousy. Jenny knows what aftershave I wear because she asked me, nothing more to it than that. It’s hardly classified information.” He threw a wink Jenny’s way, and they both had a quick chuckle at her expense. Then Spense jerked his head toward the door.

Taking the hint, Jenny sent him a lingering smile and departed.

He moved in closer—too close. “I wear Old Spice because it reminds me of my father, Caity. Sorry you don’t care for it, but outdated or not, I’m not going to change.”

Because of his father. That was the most personal disclosure Spense had ever made to her, and it piqued her curiosity. She wouldn’t mind hearing more on the subject, but Spense backed away and pulled a let’s-get-down-to-brass-tacks face.

“It’s been swell exchanging barbs with you—just like old times—but we need to talk. According to your medical team, you’re well enough to be interviewed. Do you feel up to having a real conversation?”

“Getting there.” That pleasant buzz she’d awakened with had disappeared altogether, her side throbbed, and her skin felt raw and sore. But worse than any physical discomfort was an ache that ran deeper than muscle, deeper than bone. As she recalled what the police had told her, pain seared through to her very soul. “Baumgartner didn’t make it. Is that right?”

“I’m afraid not.”

When Spense confirmed what she already knew but didn’t wish to believe, the pit of her stomach went rock heavy. Her father’s attorney, his old friend, Harvey Baumgartner, was dead. “Kramer was shot, too?”

“He survived, but the guard who was escorting him into the courthouse didn’t. The bastard—Kramer I mean—is right down the hall.”

“I guess the saying’s true, then: Motherfuckers never die.”

He arched a brow in surprise but didn’t seem to disapprove. “That’s a saying? Among whom?”

“Doctors. Mostly trauma surgeons. Not an approved saying, of course.” She already regretted repeating the cynical mantra—she’d always thought it unkind. But it was hard not to resent the fact Kramer had survived while two good men had lost their lives.

“Speaking of bad guys, that’s one reason I’m here. I could use your help with the case. You’re aware the shooter or shooters are still at large.”

The case.

Gunshots and blood and the spilling of human life had been reframed into something businesslike, something manageable. Spense was here on behalf of the FBI. He had questions for her. Good. Cases were something she knew how to deal with. She shifted in the bed, causing the throb in her left flank to worsen, and, unable to stop herself, she groaned in pain.

Spense was all but on top of her then. “Don’t try to rearrange yourself. I can adjust the bed or help you if you need to move.” And then he did. He pressed a button, and the head of her bed rose higher so she had more support for her back. Defiantly, she swung her legs over the side of the bed, completely undoing his good deed. “I can sit without support, thank you.” Super. She’d reachieved the motor milestones of a six-month-old. “And I’m happy to answer your questions.” To show she was perfectly comfortable and ready to roll, she grimaced her way into a smile. “I wish I could remember more about that day, and maybe I will with time, but at the moment, the last thing I remember is the janitor’s shoes.”

“What about the janitor’s shoes?” he asked, interest flaring in his eyes.

“I bent down—I’d dropped my pen, you see.” Her chest grew unbearably tight, stopping her words. She forced out a breath, and went on, “Then I saw someone’s feet. Big feet, so they must’ve belonged to a man, I think. And he was wearing a grimy maintenance uniform with pristine loafers. The shoes were out of place, that’s why I noticed them. Does that help?”

He grunted. “Maybe. Now then, tell me everything you know about Judd Kramer.”

She narrowed her eyes at Spense, who knew perfectly well she couldn’t violate doctor-patient privilege. But, perhaps he thought she was too doped up to remember her ethical and legal responsibilities toward Kramer. Or perhaps her ill-considered motherfucker remark had given him the impression she didn’t care about the accused man’s rights, which she certainly
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