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CHAPTER ONE

Emily Hunter learned to be wary of open doorways when she rolled up to a call. In the five
years of her assignment to the detective bureau of the Sacramento Police Department, she knew
bad things often lurked in the dark behind partially open doors. When it was the front door of
your own home, at seven in the evening, the anxiety bit deep.

She crept close, listening for anything or anyone who didn’t belong. Her hand tapped the
grip of the Glock on her hip as she climbed the stairs. The lights were on, and the television
blared an infomercial for a product promising the end of dry skin.

“Mom?”

Emily had moved her mother in with her four months ago after the seventy-year-old
retired teacher suffered a series of memory lapses and household accidents. The advancing
scourge of dementia meant Connie Hunter was unable to live a safe, independent life in her own
home.

“Mom, are you there? Sheila?” Emily called out for the caregiver she’d hired to stay with
her mother while Emily worked long hours as a detective.

When no response came from within, Emily’s subconscious went to a very dark place.
She’d investigated a series of home invasions in the city where gangbangers targeted the homes
of elderly people to terrorize and loot money and prescription drugs from the weak and
powerless.

The front door hadn’t been kicked in, and there was no sign of a forced entry. Emily
entered and scanned the living room—except for the missing mother and caregiver, the home
appeared normal.

She turned off the television and heard the kitchen faucet running. A quick look into her
remodeled kitchen found the water running over a sink full of dishes, but no one there. She shut
the water off and spotted Connie’s GPS-enabled pendant on the kitchen counter. She held the

tracker in her hand.



Emily heard the front door slam followed by the metallic click of the deadbolt. She heard
the voices before stepping into the living room. Sheila had draped a comforter from the sofa
over Connie’s frail shoulders. Her mother was wearing a light housecoat and a pair of fuzzy pink
slippers. She shivered as Sheila rubbed her arms, warming her.

“What happened? Where were you?” Emily asked.

“I found her wandering down the street, near the park,” Sheila said.

Connie looked small and fragile in the housecoat, one too thin for the cold spring air.

“Mom, what were you thinking?”

“It was time to go,” Connie said with a shiver in her voice.

“Go? Go wherer”

“Home.”

Emily bit her lip. It wasn’t the first time her mother mentioned going home, or a need to
do something somewhere else. Sundowner’s Syndrome, the doctors called it. A little gift that
came with dementia—confusion, a sudden surge in anxiety, and a feeling that she was lost. In a
way, she was.

“Mom, this is home now,” Emily said.

“I swear, I turned my back for a second while I was finishing up the dinner dishes, and she
slipped out.”

“She hasn’t pulled that one before. What happened?”

“She seemed a little more confused than usual but couldn’t tell me why. She was watching
her shows, then walked out. I can’t be responsible for her wandering off. You might want to
think about moving her into a facility—"

“I’'m not putting my mom in a home.” Emily draped the GPS locket around her mother’s
neck.

“Why weren’t you wearing this?”

“That’s not mine.”

“Yes, it is. Remember? We talked about it.”

Connie didn’t respond, but the look behind her eyes was one of confusion and uncertainty.

Emily’s work cell phone vibrated in her pocket. Calls after seven in the evening weren’t
telemarketers who should be banished to a leper colony. These nighttime calls invariably meant
someone suffered a beating, rape, or another murder in a city with no shortage of victims. In

carlier years, she’d wondered if she didn’t answer the phone—if she let it ring until it stopped—



would the crime still occur? Could she prevent another victim from ending up in some desolate
field? A few hundred calls later, her naive hope evaporated, and she came to terms with the fact
the flow of victims in this city was never-ending.

She stabbed the answer button. “Hunter here.”

“Evening, Detective, please hold for the Watch Commander,” a woman’s voice instructed.

While Emily waited, she plodded to the office in the rear of her home and removed a fresh
notebook out of the bottom drawer. On the first line of the first page, she wrote, “ 7935 hours,
rec’d call from Watch Commander.”

“Hi Emily, Lieutenant Ford here. Initial report is a home invasion gone bad. One victim
dead and one injured.”

“Another one? Where are we talking about?”

“The location is . . .” Emily heard rustling paper in the background. “Here it is. It’s 1357
46™ Street. That’s a nice neighborhood.”

“It used to be anyway. I'll call Medina and get there as soon as I can,” Emily responded.

“I called him first. His name was up on the rotation. Javier said he would meet you on
scene. Emily, there’s something else you need to know.”

Emily fell silent.

“The Chief’s already there. He’s taking a personal interest in this one.”

“Oh sweet Jesus! That’s never a good sign.” Emily tossed the notebook on the desk.

“Gotta mean this is a high profile case. So, watch your back.”

“I appreciate the heads up. I’ll be there as soon as I tie up something.” She disconnected
the call and tried to figure out how she could work the case remotely. Maybe her partner, Javier,
could hold up his phone and livestream the crime scene. Who was she kidding?

“Sheila?”

Emily found her mother and Sheila parked in the living room watching a television show
that was popular in the sixties. Connie had calmed, and her face was relaxed.

“I can stay,” Sheila said. “I overheard the call. I think she’s calm now. It won’t be long
until she’s off to bed. I'll keep an eye on her.”

“Thank you. Call me if there is any problem and please make her wear that GPS pendant.

I’ll figure something out . ..”



As Emily changed into a fresh blouse, the thought of Chief Clark wandering through the
crime scene kept surfacing. Whatever drew the top cop out to a crime scene after dark wasn’t
going to bode well for the assigned detectives.

Once in her dark blue Ford Crown Victoria, Emily let the defroster attack the rapidly-
forming condensation on the windshield. Sections of the window cleared and showcased the
obnoxious blue Christmas lights her neighbor clung onto four months after the holiday season.
They blinked on and off at once, stabbing a constant strobe into the detective’s bedroom
window—another flimsy excuse for her insomnia.

As the car warmed up, Emily got out and scraped a thin film of ice from the driver’s
window with the side of her hand. She stole a glance down the quiet street, gathered her
shoulder length dark hair in a ponytail, and stepped back into the shadows, away from the car.
She followed the fence line to the neighbor’s glowing stale yuletide shrine. Emily pulled the
seventh and tenth small bulbs from their sockets and partially rethreaded the hellish electrical
orbs back in the strand. The entire string blacked out, and she basked in the electric silence
without the hellish current knifing out into the night. Then she returned to the car, backed out
of the driveway, and wondered when her lazy-ass neighbor would recognize he’d become a
victim of a drive-by-bulbing.

Emily made a right on | Street and sped to 46", where the glow from the blinking red,
blue, and yellow lights of emergency vehicles exacted some sort of revenge for her neighbor’s
light display. Residents of this upscale enclave didn’t typically park their Benz, Jag, or Maserati
on the street. Their precious status symbols were locked away in garages, or behind walled
courtyards. She recognized the silver Crown Vic in front of her as the Mayor’s car and crept
forward until her front bumper came within an inch of the Mayor’s sedan, effectively boxing the
politician’s ride against a fire vehicle with a bright red and white sign warning, “Keep Back 100
Feet.”

“The Chief and the Mayor at the crime scene. Fricken awesome.”

The residence dwarfed the other homes on the block by double. A massive red brick front,
coupled with heavy black iron gates to the right side of the residence, gave the place the feel of
an embassy compound. Emily approached the front door, where an officer stood post, ensuring
only official personnel entered the crime scene. She identified herself to the young officer in his
freshly pressed dark blue uniform. After signing in on a clipboard held by the officer, Emily

snagged a pair of blue paper booties from a box on the porch and pulled them over her shoes.



She stepped through the front door and immediately noticed blood spatters on the marble floor,
each marked with yellow plastic numbers. She grabbed a set of nitrile gloves and pulled them on
before she accidentally contaminated the scene.

Emily followed the sound of voices and the strobes of camera flashes to a room down
from the entryway. She paused at a large living room space where a petite blond woman sobbed
on a white leather sofa. A paramedic knelt in front of her and tended to a red lump on her
forehead. Detective Javier Medina sat in the chair next to her.

Javier and Emily became partners six months ago, and while he had more time in the
department, Emily’s tenure in-grade as a detective made her the senior investigator. Unlike many
of his fellow officers, he didn’t resent a woman—particularly one with fewer years behind the
badge—holding the lead position.

Emily thought Javier possessed a natural inclination to the job. He could coax a confession
from a suspect, or listen to a victim with an honest sense of compassion.

Javier nodded at Emily and pointed toward the kitchen. The Mayor came strolling out with
a glass of wine, handing it to the woman.

“Thank you, Johnny.”

Mayor Stone perched next to her on the sofa and held her hand—the one not holding a
wine glass.

“It’s probably not a good idea to drink anything until we make sure you’re checked out.
You took a pretty solid blow to the head,” Javier said.

“Lori needs a little something to calm her nerves, something you certainly aren’t doing,”
Mayor Stone said.

Emily continued down the hallway and located the hub of activity in a well-appointed
office. It gave off more of a library vibe, with floor to ceiling polished mahogany bookcases on
the two sidewalls and subdued lighting through Tiffany glass lampshades. A set of French doors
with large windows opened out onto a manicured garden.

Chief of Police Thomas Clark, a tall man with the weathered face of a ranch hand, stood
off to one side as an evidence technician framed-up a series of photographs of a dead man, face
down in a pool of blood, in the center of the room.

“I'm glad you and Medina caught this one, Detective,” the Chief said, somber with a glance

toward the Mayor.



“Chief,” Emily replied with a quick nod of her head to the living room and the city
politician.

Chief Clark shrugged. “Long-time family friend is what I understand. Sure seems there’s
more to it than that. She called him first thing after 911.”

Emily circled behind a medical examinet’s assistant who secured paper bags over the
victim’s hands to preserve any forensic evidence. A uniformed officer stood near the patio door
and observed the activity.

“You first on scene?” Emily asked.

“That would be me,” the officer said. “My partner and I responded to a 911 call from the
residence. We found the wife in here kinda hanging over him. She seemed pretty messed up with
what she stumbled into.”

Emily scanned the overturned furniture, files strewn on the floor, said, “What were they
looking for? Wife give you any indication?”

The officer shook his head.

She noticed a red smear on the officet’s gloved hand. “Did you touch the body?”

The officer held up his bloody right latex glove and explained, “Yeah, I checked for a pulse
and found his throat slit from ear to ear.”

Emily nodded. “You have an ID on this guy yet?”

“Yep, sure do. That’s the homeowner, Roger Townsend. He and his wife, Lori, are the only
two occupants. She came home and interrupted the suspects.”

“She able to give any ID on them?”

“Detective Medina is with her now.”

A medical examiner’s assistant unfolded a plastic tarp next to the body to contain any
fibers or trace evidence. The assistant said to whoever listened, “We’re gonna roll him now.”

The body stuck on the hardwood flooring where the thickened blood adhered to Roger
Townsend’s face. A sickening elastic snap sounded as his head released from the floor. When
the body rolled face-up, Townsend’s dead eyes stared up at the assembled group hovering over
him. One eye was puffy, his cheek welted from a blow. The body settled, and Roger’s jaw fell
slack, exposing the gaping slash wound to his neck. The wound severed the major blood vessels
and nearly cut through to his spine. The victim’s head remained attached only by the thick

muscle bundle at the back of his neck.



Deputy Forensic Pathologist Elizabeth White knelt alongside the body. “Ward, get a shot
of this, please.” She pointed to the gash in Roger’s throat.

One of her staff stepped in and snapped a series of photographs of the victim’s body in the
new position.

“Our subject suffered a gunshot wound to the back, but I see no evidence of an exit
wound,” Dr. White said.

“COD?” Emily asked.

“There’s no surviving an attack this severe. Exsanguination—he bled out right where he
dropped.”

“Looks like he took a beating before he died. Any defensive wounds?”

“None evident now. I'll be able to tell you more later, Emily. We’ve taken liver temps and
gotten everything we can from the scene. I’'m ready to transport the body. I've tentatively set
TOD approximately two hours ago. You need anything else before they cart him off?” Dr.
White asked.

“When can I take a look at your crime scene photos?”

“By the time you return to the bureau, they’ll be downloaded and emailed to you.”

“Thanks, Doc,” Emily said. She remembered a few years ago the same photos would take
hours. A vestige of the past that labeled her as one of the last dinosaurs to leave the comfort of
paper and convert to the digital age. New detectives coming on board now would never know
the joys of film developing, paper map books, and carbon paper.

The Chief motioned for Emily, who had paused behind the victim’s desk over a stack of
papers spread out on the slick bloody surface. She felt the papers were too neat, too tidy, in a
room that suffered a tossing. Emily used her phone and snapped a photo.

“Here’s what they came for,” the Chief said and pointed to the open floor safe.

Emily approached the floor safe, squatted, and shot photos of the high-end safe and the
sliding cabinet capable of hiding it from view. She ran her gloved hand around the lip of the
safe. Nothing felt rough or out of alignment, telling her the safe wasn’t forced or cut open;
someone opened it using the combination lock. Emily started to stand when a white smudge in
the bottom of the dark safe caught her attention. A small trail of light-colored crystalline powder
stood out on the safe’s black steel floor.

“Hand me an evidence vial, would you,” Emily said to one of the crime scene techs behind

her.



She grasped the clear plastic tube in one hand and swept up the powder into the container
with a plastic scraper. After she capped the vial, Emily used a pen from her pocket, labeled it
with her name, badge number, and sequence number of the sample. “I want to make sure this is
tested back at the lab. Not enough to do a field test without destroying the whole sample, but
I’d swear it’s meth.”

“Then it belonged to the killer. He must’ve dropped it when he stole whatever Roger kept
in the safe,” the Mayor said. So much for keeping the crime scene secured.

“We don’t know yet, Sir,” Emily answered.

“What we do know is Roger Townsend wasn’t involved in the drug trade.”

Emily stood and faced the Mayor. “And exactly how do we know that?” The irritation on
the detective’s face bled over into her voice. At five-six, she needed to look up at the politician.

“Townsend held power and influence in this community. He ran my last reelection
campaign and donated a significant amount of money to several prominent legislators. He had
no need to be involved in drugs.”

Emily shrugged and replied, “Maybe it’s how he raised his donated cash. If he was involved
in politics, then he’s dirty.”

The Chief stepped between the two, and Javier caught his partner’s eye as he stuck his head
in around the corner. He had a knack of sensing Emily’s fuse of self-destruction burned short
and knew to extract her before this confrontation with the Mayor exploded.

“Excuse me, Mr. Mayor, I'm done with Mrs. Townsend. I’'m sure she would appreciate a
moment of your time,” Javier said.

Mayor Stone’s eyes narrowed, and the muscles on his jaw tightened into thick cords on his
square face. He glared hard at Emily, then turned and strode out of the room toward the front
of the home.

The Chief turned to Emily. “Don’t poke the bear.”

“What? Because our victim here ran in some high-powered political circles, I’'m supposed
to ignore the evidence?”

“No one is saying sweep it under the rug. Make sure you use a little diplomacy and
document the hell out of everything.”

A metallic rattle interrupted the conversation, and the medical examiner’s team rolled a
compact folding gurney into the room. One of the two men opened up the gurney and lowered

it close to the ground next to the victim’s plastic-wrapped body.



“You ready for us to take him?” one of the M.E.’s staff asked.

Emily turned to Javier, who nodded and responded, “Yep. He’s ready for you. We've
gotten what we need.”

While the M.E.’s technicians bundled the body and placed it onto the gurney, Emily asked
her partner, “When did the Mayor get here?”

Javier leaned back against a bookshelf. “He was already here when I arrived. And I got here
twenty minutes after the first units rolled up. They caught me on my way home from a date.” He
grimaced and closed his eyes immediately after divulging his abbreviated date.

“Really? A date? Ended kinda early didn’t it? I take it you struck out?”

Javietr’s cheeks flushed, and he approached the victim’s desk and sorted through the
documents. “It was fine, thank you very much.” Javier changed the topic. “I called the Chief and
let him know Mayor Stone happened to be here consoling the widow when I arrived.”

“Yeah, good call.”

“Turns out Mr. Mayor lives a few blocks away.”

“Uh huh,” Emily responded. “What did you get from the wife?”

“Not much. She came home, found her husband on the floor, and someone clocked her
from behind. When she came to, she worked herself free from a phone cord, but by then the
killer had disappeared.”

“She get a look at who hit her?”

“No.”

“How long was she out?” Emily asked.

Javier paused from sifting through the paperwork on the victim’s desk and said, “She
doesn’t know, but it took her about ten minutes to work free from the phone cord around her
wrists.”

“You buy her story?”

“I don’t know. If someone clocked me from behind, I wouldn’t have a goose-egg on my
forehead.”

“You think she’s holding back?”

“I do. Perhaps not intentionally. Could be shock,” Javier said.

“Did the wife tell you if anyone else knew the combination, or what he kept in the safe?”

“No, she didn’t mention the safe.”

“Well,” Emily said. “Let’s go ask her.”



The newly widowed Mrs. Townsend parked on the white leather sofa with Mayor Stone,
her hands held tightly in his. “Lori, we’ll handle everything. You need to take care of yourself
now,” he said.

“Mrs. Townsend, I need to ask you a few questions,” Emily said in a soft voice. For all of
her faults, the detective handled the survivors of murder victims with sensitivity and
compassion. She didn’t refer to them as the “next-of-kin,” which implied they weren’t victims of
the crime. Wives, brothers, husbands, and children who experienced a loved one ripped from
their lives were victims. The only difference is they remained behind and continued to suffer the
loss. They bore the pain of surviving.

Mayor Stone dropped Lori Townsend’s hands and said, “Detective, this isn’t necessary
right now—she’s been through quite enough, I would think.”

The small-framed blonde turned in her seat and crossed her legs. Blood stained the knees
of Mrs. Townsend’s spandex tights, and when she noticed the red patches on her legs, she
became conscious of them and tried to cover the spots with her hands. The red polish on her
right index fingernail was chipped and she seemed self-conscious about it. “I’ve already told the
other detective what happened. I don’t know what else I can say,” she said.

“I realize you’ve spoken with Detective Medina, and we know you’ve been through an
ordeal. I’d appreciate a few moments of your time to help us find the person responsible for the
death of your husband.” Emily sat on the corner of a large white marble coffee table directly
across from Mrs. Townsend.

“Detective,” the Mayor warned.

“It’s all right Johnny,” Lori responded, putting a hand on the Mayor’s knee. “Go ahead,
Detective. I'm not sure what happened. Maybe it will help me put the pieces together, too.”

“Thanks, Mrs. Townsend.”

“Please, call me Lori,” she responded while she pulled her blond hair together, quickly
securing it back in a ponytail, readying for a fight. Her stiff posture told Emily this woman was
used to being in control.

“Tell me, how many people knew your husband kept a safe in his office?”

“I really couldn’t say. I mean, he didn’t do a great deal of business here at the house. Every
so often he’d hold a meeting in his office, so someone could’ve seen him open the safe.”

“I’ll need a list of those people, Mrs. Townsend.”



“Really now, Detective.” Lori let out a nervous laugh. “I’'m sure Councilman Perkins,
Senator Rodriguez, and the Mayor didn’t conspire to murder my husband.”

“How many people knew the combination to the safe, Mrs. Townsend?” Emily asked.

“That was Roger’s safe. I don’t think anyone else knew the combination.” Her face
hardened as she thought about the question. “You don’t think I had anything to do with this, do
you? Roger never gave me the combination. That was his baby.”

The Mayor puffed up and put his hand on Loti’s shoulder. “I’'m sure that’s not what the
detective meant. Did you, Detective?” He cut an icy glare at Emily.

“I asked if anyone else other than your husband could’ve opened the safe?”

“No, Roger was the only one with the combination.”

“What did your husband keep in the safer”

“I know he kept some cash in there, along with business papers.”

“How much money would he keep in there?”

“I don’t know, not much; maybe ten—twenty thousand or so?”

Emily considered her response and wondered what kind of world it would be where ten
grand was pocket change. She decided to throw her a curve and asked, “Did your husband keep
any drugs in the safer”

“Hunter, damn it! I’ve already told you Townsend was not involved with illicit drugs.
You’re done here. Lori, I’'m taking you to the hospital,” the Mayor announced as he stood and
extended his hand to Lori.

Lori Townsend drew herself up from the sofa in a slow and calculated way that carried a
feline quality. She stood up on her toes and kissed the Mayor’s cheek. ““Thank you, Johnny, I've
had quite enough for one night.”

As the Mayor held out a jacket for Lori, she turned her back on Emily. “Roger wasn’t into
drugs. He wasn’t that kind of man.” She shrugged into the jacket. The Mayor put his arm
around her shoulder and escorted her out of the room.

Javier leaned against the hallway near the living room, said, “Well, that went well.” He
paused until the front door sounded. “The Mayor’s all twisted up with this one. There’s more
here than some family friend connection. Trying to cover some shady campaign financing?”

Emily stood at an assortment of photographs of Mr. and Mrs. Townsend arranged on a

small white enamel table. Javier picked up one of the silver frames and handed it to Emily. A



group of smiling people in black tie dress; Roger Townsend and his wife, Lori, with another
attractive blond woman and Mayor John Stone.

From behind them, a young uniformed officer called out, “Hey, Hunter, move your car so
I can drive the Mayor home with his prom date.”

Emily tossed the officer her keys. “I’ll follow you out. Give me a minute to finish up.”

“Poor kid, I wonder what he did to deserve his assignment?” Javier asked.

The cell phone in Javier’s pocket played the first few notes of Pat Benatar’s “Hit Me With
Your Best Shot” and he pulled it out quickly. “Detective Medina.” He listened for a few seconds
and hung up. “That was the Medical Examiner’s Office. They’ve scheduled the post for eight in
the morning. That’s quick.”

Emily nodded. “Everything about this case is quick—too quick.”



