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PROLOGUE

HIS NAME WAS Ayindral, and he lived somewhere between the realm of earth and ageless emptiness. In a plane of existence not of this universe.

Some might have called him a demon, a chimera, an imp, a spirit, or a jinni. Others might see him as a dark god and prostrate themselves before him.

But he was none of those. He was a being of energy. Of light and shadow. Of mental power. A being that humankind would never understand, even in a nightmare.

He had lived since before the planet Earth formed from cosmic dust. He would live on into eternity—if left to himself.

But there were channels of power between his world and the world of humankind, channels that could spell his destruction.

Like a rift in the fabric of time, one of those passageways had begun to open. In his incorporeal fashion, he raised his head and sniffed the air—catching the scent of danger the way an animal of the forest might sense the presence of a hunter.

There was no choice. He must act to save himself. And quickly, before it was too late. Delicately, desperately he cast his mind outward, searching for human beings he could bend to his will—use as his defensive shield.




CHAPTER  ONE

KATHRYN REYNOLDS SWEPT a lock of fiery red hair away from her forehead and rocked back in her chair.

Rolling the tension out of her shoulders, she stared critically at the computer screen. Two days ago she’d been happy with the brochure she was designing for Sunrise Realty.

Now . . .

Now she had the nagging feeling there was something wrong. Was the text readable enough against the background of rising suns? Should she use a bolder font?

She had just clicked on the color chart when she heard footsteps on the front porch of the white Victorian she’d inherited from Grandma O’Shea.

Heather! Thank God. She hadn’t realized until that moment how worried she was. But her sigh of relief evaporated with the sound of the doorbell. Heather wouldn’t ring the bell. Unless she’d lost her key—and forgotten about the one she’d hidden under a rock in the bushes. Which, actually, she wouldn’t put past her friend and downstairs tenant. Heather had a lot of excellent qualities, but she was also a bit of a flake.

Speaking of which—

The bell sounded a second time, and a male voice called out, “Anybody home?” Kathryn looked down at the long, bare legs protruding from beneath her Red-skins tee shirt. Damn! She’d done it again—gotten up and started working, then lost track of the time.

Now it was afternoon, and she wasn’t exactly dressed for company. Sprinting into the bedroom, she grabbed the pair of knit shorts she’d left on the chair, pulling them on as she crossed the worn Oriental rug.

After unlocking the door to her apartment, she hurried barefoot down the stairs to the sound of pounding on the front door, then looked through the beveled glass window.

A dark-haired man in a blue uniform stood on the porch, and her mouth went dry.

It was him!

No. She canceled the spurt of panic. It wasn’t him. He was too young. Too heavy. It wasn’t the guy with the white van she’d seen off and on around the neighborhood for the past week—acting busy. He’d given her a creepy feeling, and she’d asked a couple of neighbors if they knew what he was doing. Nobody had been sure. She hadn’t seen him for a few days; and, for a moment, she’d thought . . . But it wasn’t him.

Slipping the door on the chain, she opened it and asked, “Can I help you?”

“Heather DeYoung?”

“She’s not home right now.”

The man looked annoyed. “She’s supposed to be here between three and six.”

“I’m sorry. Can I help you?” she asked again.

“Mr. Fisher asked me to bring over these carpet samples she wanted to see.”

Heather had complained about the carpet in the bedroom, and Kathryn had said she’d go in with her on replacing it. But obviously she couldn’t make the selection by herself.

“I’m sorry, you’ll have to come back when she gets home.”

He jutted out his jaw. “And when will that be?”

“I don’t know.”

“Yeah, well, I’m late for an installation job because of her, so tell her to get back to Mr. Fisher.”

“I’ll give her the message.”

He picked up a vinyl case he’d set down and stamped back across the porch, leaving Kathryn standing in the vestibule that led to both apartments. Turning to her right, she stared at her friend’s door.

When had she last seen Heather? Saturday night? She wasn’t sure, because she’d been working on a couple of jobs, and she hadn’t been paying attention. It wasn’t unusual for Heather to take off for the weekend. And it wasn’t even unusual for her to extend a minivacation into the next week—since she worked as a substitute teacher and could turn down assignments if she wanted. But usually she was back by Monday afternoon. Now it was Tuesday. And she still wasn’t home.

Kathryn pressed her hand against the wall, running her fingers over the raised strips in the wallpaper, staring at Heather’s door. She owned the apartment. She could go in if she wanted and look around, but her own sense of privacy was very strong. So she wasn’t going to invade Heather’s space just because she was feeling jumpy.

And what would she be looking for if she did go inside? A body? Signs of a struggle?

She grimaced, knowing she was letting her imagination run away with her now.

Slowly she climbed back up the stairs, stepped into her apartment, and locked the door—looking around at the cozy space where her graphic design business shared her living quarters. After Gran had died, she could have moved down to the first floor. But she liked being up here, liked the extra light and the view of the garden—and not having anyone walking around above her. She loved the high ceilings and the old wooden  floors and the carefully crafted woodwork that made her home so different from the tract housing developers were slapping up these days. More than that, she was comfortable here. Maybe too comfortable. Sometimes she knew she had a tendency to close herself off like a hermit crab ducking into its shell.

Which was why her friendship with Heather DeYoung, who rented the apartment downstairs, had been so good for her.

The woman could be maddening. Exasperating. A total flake. And at the same time a really good friend. In the year and a half that Heather had lived downstairs, they’d gotten into the habit of hanging out together—taking power walks in the afternoons, going on shopping expeditions. Talked long into the evening about movies and books and the guys in their lives. Shared their problems.

So did her friend have a problem now? Something she hadn’t felt comfortable bringing up? Like that little episode last year?

She crossed to the window, ducked under The Spider Plant That Took over the World, and stared down at the bright pink and red azaleas in full bloom, then flicked her gaze back to the empty space in the driveway where her tenant’s burgundy Honda was usually parked.

“Dammit, Heather,” she muttered. “Where are you? Atlantic City, cleaning up at the slot machines? Why don’t you take a minute to give me a call and let me know you’re okay?”

Like magic, the phone rang, and she blinked—then sprinted back to the desk and snatched up the receiver.

“Hello?”

There was no answer.

“Hello?”

The silence stretched, and she carefully replaced the receiver in the cradle as she looked at the caller I.D.

It said “Unavailable.” So it was probably just one of those automated telemarketing calls. Not Heather trying to check in. Or calling to say her car had broken down  because she’d forgotten to change the oil.

Like she’d forgotten to charge the battery on her cell phone. Which was probably why there was no answer when Kathryn had called that number.

She grimaced. Maybe it was time to check in with Heather’s boyfriend, Gary Swinton. He was a strange guy. Secretive. Always acting superior, like he knew something Kathryn didn’t. Privately she called him The Swine, and she’d told Heather she could do better; but Gary was still in and out of her bed on a semiregular basis.

After looking up his number in her Rolodex and dialing, she counted five rings before an answering machine picked up.

“Hey, this is Gary. I really want to talk to you. So leave a message.”

Yeah, sure, she thought. Probably she was the last person he wanted to talk to, because she’d made her feelings about him pretty clear.

She almost hung up. Then she took a breath and said in an upbeat voice, “Hi. This is Kathryn Reynolds. I’m trying to reach Heather. She needs to set up an appointment to look at the bedroom carpet samples. If she’s with you, could you ask her to give me a call?” She finished by leaving her number, all the time picturing Gary sitting by the machine, listening to her talk.

She considered driving down to his place. But he lived in D.C., in Adams Morgan—not a neighborhood she liked to walk through alone at night. And it would be dark by the time she got there.

With a sigh, she picked up the magic wand sitting on the desk. Too bad she couldn’t wave it, say “abracadabra,” and command her tenant to appear. Unfortunately, the wand was just a hollow plastic tube about a foot long, one of the toys she liked to play with while she was thinking. It was filled with shiny stars and moons floating in a viscous blue liquid. Turning it on end, she watched the heavenly bodies shoot upward in  a swirl of blue, but they didn’t give her any insights into Heather’s whereabouts.

Her hand tightened on the plastic as she seesawed the cylinder back and forth, watching the moving shapes, trying to banish the feeling of uneasiness that had been hanging over her since she’d opened her eyes that morning. Well, longer than that—if she were honest.

With a small thunk, she set down the wand.

What was wrong with her? She was usually rock steady. In charge of her life. She’d been on her own since Gran died five years ago. She’d paid for her own college education with work-study and student loans. After apprenticing for a couple years at one of the big ad agencies downtown, she’d gone out on her own. Her graphic design business was doing really well, and her client list was growing as satisfied customers recommended her to their friends. She’d worked hard to get where she was. And she was proud of her achievements.

But for the past few days, a kind of free-floating anxiety had been hanging over her. Not just because of Heather. It was something else—something she couldn’t identify. Like a storm gathering, its low, dark clouds hanging directly over her.

“Really, that’s a pretty over-the-top image,” she muttered. With a quick shake of her head, she crossed to the window, staring down again at the empty space in the driveway. Heather would be home tomorrow morning, she told herself firmly. But if she wasn’t, it was time to get in touch with the Montgomery County Police.

 

 

JACK Thornton pulled his unmarked into the driveway of his gray colonial, cut the engine, and sat with his hands wrapped around the wheel for several moments.

All day he’d felt something hovering over him, something that grated on his nerves. And now that he was home, he felt as though he’d made a miraculous escape.

From what?

He didn’t know. But he did know he’d had a hell of a day. He’d walked into the middle of a domestic case. The kind that made him wonder if he was a police detective or a mental health worker.

It started out when he’d been driving down Democracy Boulevard and seen a woman dressed in a night-gown and robe, sobbing and running in and out of the traffic. No one else was on the scene, so he’d called in a report, then stopped and identified himself.

By the time a couple of uniformed officers had arrived, Mrs. Westborn had apparently bonded with him.

But seeing the uniforms got her sobbing again, begging him to stay with her, and he’d ended up taking her to Montgomery County Hospital, where he’d interviewed her in an emergency room cubicle.

He’d sensed from the first that she was holding back information—which was one of the reasons he’d stuck with her.

With a good deal of patience and reassurance, he’d finally gotten Mrs. Westborn to admit that her husband was at home—dead. He’d slit his own throat, and the wife had freaked out.

Slit his throat! That had riveted Jack’s attention. Slitting a throat wasn’t so easy to do, despite its popularity with producers of slasher movies. It took a bit of effort to cut through tough muscles, cords, and rubbery tendons, unless you had a rather large and exceptionally sharp surgical scalpel. Besides, throat-cutting was a kind of slow and painful death, one that normally didn’t appeal to suicidal folks.

Jack had sent a couple of uniforms to check out the story while he’d waited with the woman until psychiatric services arrived.

Then he’d gone over to the house to investigate the scene—and found the guy was dressed in a woman’s lacy gown and robe.

So much for domestic tranquillity in Montgomery County, Maryland, one of the richest counties in the nation. But he’d learned that more money sometimes  meant more problems. Like the bored teenager who had hacked up his friend a few years ago, or the group of boys who’d raped a mentally retarded girl in the woods.

Now he was thinking that murder was as likely as suicide in the Westborn case. Tomorrow he’d start questioning the neighbors, to find out how the couple had been getting along. But he wasn’t going to dismiss the possibility of suicide out of hand. Suppose, for example, that Westborn was in serious financial trouble, and he’d seen only one way out?

Six months ago, Jack might have started checking up on Westborn from his home computer. But he’d been smart enough to recognize the signs of burnout. He’d pulled back, vowed to leave the job at the office.

As he stepped inside the door, he was enveloped by the smell of baking chocolate chip cookies. For a heart-stopping moment, he thought that Laura was in the kitchen with the kids. Then reality came slamming back. Almost three years ago, a drunk driver on I-270 had crossed the median and crashed into his wife’s car with enough force to ram the engine block into the front seat.

He closed his eyes, banishing the terrible image. He didn’t need it. Not now.

He took several measured steps down the hall, focusing on the conversation coming from the kitchen. Craig was talking to their housekeeper, Emily Anderson, and he remembered that seven-year-old Lily was at a friend’s for dinner. Emily was going to pick her up later.

Nine-year-old Craig was enthusiastically helping with the cookies.

“You promised I could lick the bowl. If you keep on scraping like that, there won’t be anything left,” Craig complained.

“I think you like cookie dough better than cookies.”

“Yeah. And you got those eggs that come in a carton so I could eat the dough.”

“Mm-hmm.” The housekeeper chuckled. “I suppose  I liked the dough better, too, when I was your age,” she admitted.

“Not you, Mrs. A.”

“Oh, yes.”

Jack set down his briefcase and leaned his shoulder against the wall, enjoying the domestic eavesdropping. His children had gone through a pretty rough patch, and it was gratifying to hear Craig having a normal good time, thanks to Mrs. Anderson. A plumber’s widow, she was the perfect grandmother substitute for two kids who needed as much stability in their lives as they could get. And she ran the house with quiet, unobtrusive efficiency.

The timer rang. From the hallway, Jack watched the housekeeper bend to open the oven and take out a cookie sheet. Deftly she used a metal spatula to transfer the cookies to wire racks.

“When can I have one?” Craig asked.

“Well, we both know it’s supposed to be dinner first and then dessert.”

“Aw . . .”

Emily lowered her voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “You can have a cookie first, if you have it with a glass of milk. Just be sure to eat your dinner—so your dad won’t think I’m a bad influence.”

“You’re a good influence! I’ve heard him say that.”

She made a tsking sound as she set the boy up at the table with his before-dinner treat, then popped the last sheet of cookies into the oven.

Jack was about to join them when Craig stopped him in his tracks with a question. “Does a girl have to be married to have a baby?”

He saw Mrs. Anderson set down her pot holder and turn slowly, saw his son watching her intently.

“Uh, why do you want to know?” she asked.

Craig scuffed his foot against the chrome leg of his chair. “Dad tries to be real cool, but he’d probably get uptight if I asked him.”

“What made you think of the question?” the housekeeper asked carefully.

“On the playground today, this kid, Billy Patterson, was talking about his sister. He says she’s going to have a baby and that her and her boyfriend are probably going to get married.”

“She and her boyfriend,” Mrs. Anderson corrected. “Craig, this is the kind of thing you should talk to your dad about.”

“Oh, he got me and Lily this book that explains all about . . . you know . . . about how the mom and dad . . . you know. But I can’t imagine anyone doing something that yucky unless they were married and . . . you know . . . had to have a baby.”

“Well, some people . . . uh . . . try it out before they get married.”

Jack felt a stab of guilt, because he was glad Emily was handling this for him. One of the things he dreaded about single fatherhood was coping with the sensitive stuff.

“Oh.” Craig thought about that. “Do you think my mom and dad did it before they got married?”

“I don’t know.”

“But they did it after. Twice.”

Jack took a step back, his stomach knotting. God, what he wouldn’t give to do it with Laura again!

Closing his eyes, he took a quick emotional inventory. His wife’s loss was no longer a raw wound. Maybe he was even ready to think about a relationship with another woman—although he hadn’t met anyone that interested him.

With an inaudible sigh, he returned to the front door, opening it silently, then closing it loudly to announce his arrival before striding down the hall.

Both occupants of the kitchen looked toward the door, embarrassment painted across their faces. Mrs. Anderson bent and checked the oven again. Craig took a gulp of milk.

“What a great surprise. Cookies,” Jack said, grabbing one and taking a bite.

 

 

HE was slender and of medium height, with pale gray eyes that darkened when he was excited or when he wore his special contact lenses. His hair was fine and blond as corn silk. When he combed it carefully, the medallion-sized bald spot on his crown was invisible.

He called himself many names. Simon Gwynn was his alias today, although that wasn’t his real name, of course. He was careful to keep his real identity hidden, because to have possession of a name was to have power over that thing or person.

No one had questioned the legitimacy of Simon Gwynn or any of his other names. They gave him protection—from the police, from those few men who still knew and practiced the ancient magic arts. And from other more powerful forces.

But names weren’t his only safeguard. He had many homes, so that he could switch his residence if need be. And there were many disguises that he put on when he ventured forth into the world of ordinary men and women. Not just the clothing—the whole persona, he thought with a self-satisfied laugh. He could look and sound like an old man in a dirty button-down shirt, baggy pants, and a white Albert Einstein wig. He could play a plumber in a visor cap and blue coveralls with the name Jerry embroidered on the breast pocket. A fast-talking salesman in a crisp blue suit, horn-rimmed glasses, and a mustache. He had a wardrobe that filled an enormous closet. And the theater courses he’d taken had taught him the art of makeup. Once or twice, he’d even passed as a woman, although that certainly wasn’t his preferred mode of disguise.

Alone at home, he dressed quite simply and all in black. This afternoon he was clad only in loose-fitting silk trousers that slid sensuously against the skin of his legs as he climbed the stairs from the basement.

He’d been down there to check on the prisoner in the soundproof cell behind the locked door in the laundry room. She had been spaced out when he’d scooped her up. Spaced out and all too trusting. Stupid, actually. Too caught up in a relationship to pay attention to little warning signs. But most people were like that. You simply had to understand how to manipulate them. How to assert your will over theirs.

She was still sleeping from the drugs he’d put in her food. If she figured out what he’d done, she wouldn’t eat the next time he fed her. But that was okay. If she didn’t eat, she’d get weak. And that would only make it easier to handle her when he brought her into the black chamber and used her in the most important ceremony of his career.

As he ascended the stairs, he stroked his fingers gently over the skin of his narrow chest. It was pale, except where it was crisscrossed with a network of fine, raised red lines. He stroked those faint lines, loving the way they felt under his sensitive fingertips. The scars were the product of the lash he’d taken to his own flesh. The lash that was part of the discipline of his studies.

The lines that remained were symbols of his acquisition of knowledge, and he was justifiably proud of them.

When he reached the second floor, he walked with measured paces to the library. The walls were lined with volumes, old and new. The Golden Dawn as revealed by Israel Regardie; The Black Arts, the brilliant biography of Aleister Crowley; The Great Beast, Hopper’s  Mediaeval Number Symbols; The Kabbalah, Butler’s  Ritual Magic. Most of the standard works in his field. He was still looking for Portal to Another World on the off chance that it still existed somewhere. But he didn’t need it; he’d learned enough on his own from the books he had hunted down in private libraries and dusty shops. Along with the ancient texts and the histories of magic rituals were the other branches of knowledge he had  explored. Psychology, pharmacology, economics, social history, anthropology, physics.

He had studied long and hard, delved into mysteries that few understood. He had practiced the rituals he needed, memorized the words of power. And soon he would be ready to put all his hard work to the test.

A tingle of excitement rippled over his skin, and he struggled to regain his composure. There was no room in his life for euphoria. Not yet. Not until he had achieved his goal.




CHAPTER  TWO

IN HIS DREAMLESS realm, Ayindral felt a ripple in the current of time, a moment in which he could catch the leading edge of the wave and change the course of events.

The woman was the key. The woman who had captured the magician’s interest.

But he needed to be sure of the man as well. Delicately his mind probed the world of humans. Sight and sound were alien to Ayindral. Yet he could simulate the tools that humans used.

Through the shrouded fog of his own universe, he opened a window into the world of men. It was only a narrow slit in the time-space continuum, and yet there was an immediate rush of mental energy from one state to another, like a rush of wind, a pulling sensation that turned the core of his being cold.

A soundless scream rose within him. Soundless because he had no mouth, no vocal cords. He was a being of pure energy, and pain was alien to him. Yet he felt it.

Ruthlessly, he ignored the frightening sensation. The  danger would come, yet the time of greatest risk had not arrived.

Now he entered the mind of Police Captain James Granger and sent the man a new idea—reinforcing it with a clenching cramp in the gut.

 

 

JACK looked up to see Captain Granger standing beside the blotter. “What are you working on?” his supervisor asked.

Jack gestured toward the papers spread across his desk. “I’m doing a background check on Harold Westborn, the guy whose wife says he slit his throat.”

“Yeah. I think we can turn that one over to the medical examiner.”

Jack blinked. “We’re not going to investigate it as a possible murder?”

“Let’s see what the M.E. says. If he confirms suicide, then we can cross it off our caseload.”

“Okay.” That wasn’t the way Granger usually worked. Usually he assumed a suspicious death was murder, until the facts showed otherwise. But he figured the captain must have his reasons this time.

Granger’s next words confirmed the speculation. “I’ve got something more important for you. Come into my office.”

Jack pushed back his chair, then followed his supervisor to the private enclosure in the corner of the squad room.

When they were both seated, Granger said, “I’d like you to interview a woman named Kathryn Reynolds.” He consulted a file on his desk. “She turned in a missing person report two days ago on her tenant, Heather DeYoung. One of the uniforms at the Rockville station, Chris Kendall, took the initial report.”

“Uh-huh.”

“We have several other missing person reports in the county. Another woman named Brenda Quinlin. A  young man named Stewart Talber. And an eight-year-old boy, Kip Bradley.”

Jack felt his chest tighten. A kid. About the age of his own children. He remembered reading about it. There was some evidence that the boy had been abducted by his noncustodial father, but neither the man nor the boy had turned up in a month of beating the bushes for them. Jack was still hoping it was the father, because the alternative hit too close to home.

“The missing guy is a mentally-ill man,” Granger was saying. “On the surface these incidents don’t seem related to each other—or to Heather DeYoung. But you’re good at digging information out of witnesses and making correlations. DeYoung was just reported missing. I want your impressions, and then I want you to see if you can find any patterns.”

Basically, there was nothing strange about Granger’s request. Jack knew he was good at connecting the dots on crimes that might not seem related. Still, Granger’s manner put him on the alert. There was something else in play here. Had a bigwig with an interest in one of the cases leaned on the captain?

Jack knew he might never find out. So he simply said, “Okay,” took the offered case files, and went back to his own desk to study them.

 

 

AN hour later, he pulled up in front of Kathryn Reynolds’s nicely preserved Victorian on Davenport Street. Out of habit, his appraising eye took in details. It was early in the season, but the flower beds were dressed with a fresh layer of mulch. Pink and red azaleas and a variety of daffodils were in bloom, along with white dogwoods.

The plantings were mature, like the house. They might say nothing about Reynolds’s tastes. On the other hand, she hadn’t ripped out the bushes and paved the yard with antique brick, the way he’d seen with home-owners who didn’t want to be bothered with the great outdoors.

His gaze flicked back to the structure. The white siding looked like it had been painted recently. And the paving in the driveway was fresh, which suggested that the owner was doing well financially. The house and garden definitely looked better than some of the other properties in this older Rockville neighborhood of mature trees and wide lawns.

Rockville had once been a sleepy rural community about forty minutes north of D.C. Years ago, its chief claim to fame was that F. Scott Fitzgerald was buried on the outskirts of town. Now the country church and its graveyard were surrounded by a tangle of highways—a symbol that suburban sprawl had moved out to envelop the area. But there were still neighborhoods, like this one, that looked pretty much the way they had seventy-five years ago.

He sat for several more minutes, still grappling with the odd, disquieting feeling that had settled over him in Granger’s office. He might have ignored it, but long ago he’d learned to trust his spider senses.

He’d worked with Chris Kendall, the officer who had taken Reynolds’s report, back when they were both at the Bethesda station, and he would have liked to talk to him before coming out here. But the patrolman had left the building for a doctor’s appointment before Jack had gotten the assignment. Too bad, because the initial police contact was a good source of additional information. The uniforms put down what was required in writing. But there was usually a whole lot they didn’t get onto paper. Jack liked to do a little probing into their casual observations, stuff they didn’t think was important enough to go in the report, or stuff they didn’t even know they’d noticed, until he asked about it. He also paid attention to their opinions, which gave them a chance to express “gut feelings” that were often useful later.

Of course, Jack suspected Granger was probably  planning to do the same thing with him. More than once, the captain had sent him out on an interview that hardly seemed top priority, then quizzed him on his impressions.

After climbing out of the unmarked and locking the door, he glanced toward the second floor of the house and caught a flash of red. Red hair, he realized—as fiery as flames flickering behind the windowpanes.

Was that Reynolds? Or someone else? Whoever it was had pulled back the moment he’d looked up. So she was nervous about getting caught peering out or curious about who had pulled up in front of her house?

He hadn’t called ahead. She’d said she worked at home, so he’d taken a chance on catching her in—catching her off-balance if there was something going on that she hadn’t shared with Officer Kendall.

He tucked the folder unobtrusively under one arm and started toward the front door. According to the initial report, Ms. Reynolds owned the house and lived on the upper story. The missing woman had an apartment on the ground floor.

Jack rang the bell and listened to footsteps coming down an inner stairway. He prepared to confirm the name of the female who opened the door; but the moment the door opened, the breath froze in his lungs so that it was impossible to speak.

He was caught and held by a pair of emerald green eyes, a sweep of wild red hair, and skin like rich dairy cream.

His muscles went rigid. His arm clamped on the folder tucked against his body.

Time seemed to stop, like a scene from a videotape frozen on a TV screen. Unable to move forward or back away, he stared into her eyes, seeing her pupils dilate and then contract.

Everything around him was out of focus, with the exception of the slender young woman standing in the doorway. She remained sharp and clear. Details came to him: the way her breasts filled out the front of her  wildflower-printed tee shirt. The smell of strawberries wafting toward him. The startled look in those green eyes.

Along with the physical awareness came a jolt of pure sexual energy, like nothing he had ever experienced in his life. Lust at first sight. It was almost palpable—arching between them like electricity between two contact points. Dangerous and at the same time so compelling that he would have leaped through a wall of fire to reach this woman if she had been on the other side.

The whole out-of-kilter experience lasted only seconds. Then the world as he knew it clicked back into real time. The moment had passed so quickly that it was easy to tell himself that it had all been in his imagination.

He clung to that theory, because if it wasn’t imagination, he was hardly equipped to deal with what had happened.

The woman in the doorway took a quick step back, as if trying to escape from the same emotions bolting through him.

For several heartbeats, neither of them spoke.

Finally, Jack dragged air into his lungs and let it out before asking, “Kathryn Reynolds?” He was surprised that his voice sounded normal.

“Yes. And you are?”

“Detective Jack Thornton, Montgomery County P.D.”

Reynolds’s hands clenched in front of her. “The police? Have you come to tell me something about Heather? Is it bad news?”

“Are you expecting bad news?” he asked, slipping back into his professional mode, carefully watching her reaction.

“No . . . I mean, I don’t know. I hope not. I don’t know what to expect.”

“Can I come in? Then you can tell me what brought you to the station house.”

“Can I see some identification?” she countered, as if she’d just realized she should have asked.

“Of course.” While he pulled out his I.D. and shield, he was still mentally shaking his head at his out-of-character reaction in those first few seconds after she’d opened the door.

She studied his I.D, then said, “I already filed a report with Officer . . .” She stopped and fumbled for the name. “Officer Kendall.”

“Yes.” Jack put away his credentials, then pulled the folder from under his arm, opened it, and showed her the forms. “I have the report right here. So can we talk?”

This time she nodded and stepped back to let him into a vestibule. He followed her through a second doorway, then up a flight of steps, watching the unconscious sway of her hips in faded jeans.

He was accustomed to making assumptions about people based on their personal spaces. Seconds after stepping into her apartment, he was thinking that Kathryn Reynolds was a study in contradictions.

In one corner of the room was an antique desk with a computer under a set of mahogany wall shelves. Catty-corner to the desk area were more shelves piled with neatly labeled folders and plastic boxes. The office atmosphere was broken by all manner of whimsical objects that adorned the work area. He saw ceramic cats, a papier-mâché rooster, at least ten fancy glass paper-weights, a white unicorn. On her computer screen was an underwater scene with swimming fish and coral. When the computer made a belching, bubbling noise like a toilet flushing, she crossed the room and cranked the sound down.

He turned to hide his grin and saw that the opposite side of the room showed even more of her personality.

Intrigued, he walked closer. She had a flowered humpback sofa, several overstuffed chairs, and a coffee table that looked like it might have started life as a packing case. A ceramic pitcher of dried flowers shared  the marble top of a low chest with several Mexican carved and painted animals. A Victorian whatnot held paperback books and antique toys. The pictures on the walls reflected the same eclectic mix.

Looking from the decor to her tense face, he strove to put her at ease. Or perhaps he just wanted her to know he wasn’t a total ignoramus when it came to culture.

“You’re a fan of Sir Lawrence Alma-Tadema?” he asked, peering at a picture of some very handsome young men and women dressed in classical Greek outfits relaxing around a circular marble structure.

“You like his work?”

He laughed. “Actually, yes. I once caught a burglary case where a whole bunch of his prints were stolen. I started off rolling my eyes at his stuff, but he grows on you.”

“Yes. He was out of style for years. But I always did like his combination of realism and romanticism.”

He nodded, not sure exactly what she meant, and thinking it was time to get back to business.

He cleared his throat. “So when did you first notice that Heather DeYoung was missing?”

She walked toward one of the easy chairs, picked up a paisley pillow, and clutched it to her middle as she sat down. “It kind of crept up on me. Two days ago I realized she hadn’t come home since Sunday night.”

“She was missing for five days before you reported it?”

Her fingers clamped on the pillow. “You’re making it sound like an accusation.”

“I didn’t mean to. I’m just trying to get the full picture,” he said, still watching her reactions, thinking that facts were never the whole story.

“Sometimes she stays away for several days. It suddenly dawned on me that I hadn’t seen her in a while.”

“Okay,” he answered, noting her discomfort. He still didn’t know if it was because of her friend or because of him.

For a split second he thought about what had happened when she’d opened the door. Should he say something to clear the air? Or to find out if she’d experienced the same thing that he had?

The latter would be his primary motive, he silently admitted. A very unprofessional motive.

Usually he had an excellent sense of what questions to ask a witness or a suspect. Today he fumbled for the right approach.

“Let’s see. Ms. DeYoung works for the Montgomery County school system as a substitute teacher. That pays enough to support her?”

“She says it does.”

“But she could have some other source of income?”

“I don’t know.”

He set finances aside for the moment. He had other ways of poking into the woman’s fiscal solvency. Instead, he quickly switched topics. “So Ms. DeYoung is unreliable?”

She tipped her head to one side. “Where did you get that impression?”

“It isn’t unusual for her to take off for several days—on a whim?” He waited for her to answer the question.

“Yes, but she pays her rent on time. She doesn’t give me any problems.”

“What kind of problems are you referring to?”

“She doesn’t play loud music. She doesn’t have wild parties. She doesn’t wake me up at two in the morning if the toilet’s stopped up. She gets out a plunger.”

He nodded, thinking about what she was saying and what she was leaving out. “Does she have any bad habits? Drugs, alcohol? Something that could get her into trouble.”

“No,” she said, but could have sounded more sure.

“But?”

Reynolds swallowed. “I don’t like to make judgments. And I don’t like to talk about people.”

“I understand. But if it will help us find Heather, I’d appreciate your insights.”

She hesitated, then answered. “Okay, I don’t like her boyfriend.”

“Because?”

“He takes advantage. She loves him, but he doesn’t love her.”

“How do you mean, ‘takes advantage’?”

“He’s borrowed money from her.” She stopped, played with the fringe of the pillow. “I wouldn’t tell you this if it weren’t important. He told her he’d stop dating her if she didn’t have an abortion last year, but she was the one who had to pay for it.”

The guy sounded like a real winner, but Jack still didn’t know whether or not Reynolds was exaggerating her assessment. “She discussed all that with you?”

“Yes. We’ve gotten to be good friends.”

“What’s his name?”

“Gary Swinton.”

“Could she be at his house?”

“His apartment,” she corrected. “I thought of that. I called and left a couple of messages on his answering machine.”

“Do you have a phone number for him, an address?”

“In my Rolodex.” She stood, set the pillow down on the chair, and crossed to the desk, where she flipped through cards, then gave him the requested information.

“What about a work address?”

She thought about that. “I know he works at Circuit City. The one in Bethesda. I think he’s in small electronics—because he got a good deal for her on a floor model tabletop stereo. But I don’t have the address.”

“I know where it is. Can you give me a description? Some way I’ll recognize him?”

Her hand skimmed across the desk, settled over a footlong clear plastic rod with colored liquid and shiny stars and moons inside. When she tipped it on end, the liquid and the glitter began to flow up and down the tube.

She stared at the bobbing glitter, her brow wrinkling. “He’s about thirty years old. Blond hair. Light eyes.

They’re set close together. His hair is usually just one beat too long—maybe to hide his bald spot. He’s average height. Not too heavy. He’s got a small scar on the left side of his chin. I guess that would be the most identifying mark.”

“Okay. That’s great,” he said, writing it down. “You’re good at detail.”

“My art background.”

“Yeah.”

She was still playing with the plastic tube. He watched the swirl of colors. “What’s that?”

She gave a small, embarrassed laugh. “A magic wand.”

“Where did you get it?”

“Don’t tell me you need one.”

“Sometimes I’d like to have one. But I was thinking my daughter would like it.”

“Oh, you’re married.”

“I was. . . .” He let the sentence trail off. Probably she thought he was divorced, and he didn’t want her thinking that he couldn’t make a marriage work. Then he reminded himself that it didn’t matter what she thought about him. He was interviewing her about a missing person—that was all.

“Oh,” she said again, twirling the plastic rod in her hand.

His eyes were drawn to the bits of glitter and the swirling blue liquid. For a moment they both watched the shifting motion inside the beveled plastic.

“What would you do with a magic wand if you had one?” she asked.

“Solve Stone Who Done Its.”

“What’s a Stone Who Done It?”

“A case where there are no solid suspects and no leads.”

“Um.”

He watched her lips form the syllable, then roused himself from his study of her—a very unprofessional  study. “Would it be possible for me to see Ms. DeYoung’s apartment?”

She hesitated. “I’d feel like you were invading her privacy.”

“Maybe I’d see something that would give me a clue.”

“I went down there before I filed the missing person report. I didn’t see anything.”

“You’re not a trained police detective.”

She thought that over, then gave a small nod. After putting down the wand, she opened a desk drawer and extracted a key with a pink ribbon threaded through the key chain hole.

She went back down the stairs to the vestibule.

“Did you have the house converted into a duplex?” he asked, already knowing the answer, since he could tell that the work was more than twenty years old.

“No. Grandma O’Shea did it after my grandfather died. She didn’t need such a big place, and she needed the income.”

“So how did you end up with the property?”

“My parents got divorced. Dad took off for parts unknown. Mom and I moved into the downstairs apartment. I was just starting college when she got a pulmonary embolism. She died.”

“I’m sorry.”

“It could have been worse. Grandma O’Shea and I were always close, and I moved in with her.”

“She died, too?”

“In her sleep. Five years ago. A heart attack. She was ninety-two and able to take care of herself until the end. I guess that’s the way to live—and the way to go.”

“Yes,” he answered, wondering what his own chances were of dying in bed.

They were still standing in the hallway. “I took the upstairs flat and rented out this one,” she said, unlocking the door. She stepped into an apartment that was similar to her own in layout. But the similarity ended there.

Her abode had been quirky but orderly. DeYoung  was—to put it politely—a slob. There were stacks of mail, newspapers, and other paper on every flat surface, including the floor. When he walked farther into the room and looked toward the kitchen, he saw dirty dishes in the sink and on the counter.

“You say she didn’t give you any trouble. It looks like you’re going to have to blast this place out when she moves.”

“Okay, she’s not so neat. But she’s a good person. She likes children and animals.”

“Mm hmm,” he said, thinking it was probably lucky she didn’t have custody of either.

He scanned the apartment. To his practiced eye, the owner had stepped out and intended to come back.

He started with the answering machine, pressed the rewind button and listened to the messages. There were several—two from Ms. Reynolds, both asking DeYoung to call.

And a message from the boyfriend, Swinton, two days ago. Which proved nothing. If he’d done something to her, he might have left the message to establish his innocence.

The rest of the messages were at least four days old. One was apparently from the office that handled substitute teachers, asking if she was available to take a biology class at Wootton High School on Monday. Another was from her mother with some chatty news about various friends and relatives.

“Did she go to work on Monday?” Jack asked.

“I don’t know.”

He nodded, then strode down the hall to the bedroom and opened the closet. The hanging rack was full of blouses and jackets, packed so tightly together that they had to come out wrinkled.

“I’d ask if you thought anything was missing, but I imagine it’s hard to tell,” he said over his shoulder.

“I looked in her storage closet. Her suitcases are there.”

“Did you check her dresser drawers?”

She swiped back a lock of fiery hair. “I opened some, yes. But I felt like a sneak, so I gave it up.”

He opened a drawer and found sweaters in a messy pile. Reaching underneath, he discovered nothing hidden. The next drawer held panty hose and nothing else. The third was a mass of women’s underpants and bras. This time, when he slid his hand underneath, he felt several magazines and a book. When he pulled them out, he saw that they were pornography—S and M oriented. One magazine cover showed an almost naked woman chained to a crossbar. A man was standing over her with a whip. The other magazines were similar. And the book looked like a dominance and submission how-to manual. He made a snorting sound. It seemed that a routine case had just gotten more interesting.

Before he lost the chance to catch Reynolds’s unvarnished reaction, he glanced up. She was standing stock-still, staring at the literature as if he’d pulled a box of rattlesnakes out of the drawer.
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