
Prologue 
 

 

Eastern Coastline of Somalia 
1996 

 

The unit of eight men cautiously worked their way deeper into enemy territory with the night 

sky as their only light source. 

“Keep your eyes open, men.” The major's whispered command crackled over the radio, an 

order that was unnecessary for this seasoned group. 

“Like he really had to say that? I haven't closed my eyes in three days,” twenty-year-old 

Marine Sergeant Chase McKinnon leaned down and spoke softly into his buddy David's left ear, 

giving him a reassuring thump on his shoulder. His buddy was seated right in front of him on 

the last row of the Hummer. At six feet five, Chase was too tall and lanky to sit comfortably for 

long stretches inside the vehicle. Instead, he opted to ride as the rear gunner on the modified 

bumper that provided a small platform for him to stand on and housed the machine gun turret. 

The drawback was that it left him vulnerable to attack. Chase didn't mind the added risk, 

choosing instead to look at the situation pragmatically. He might as well cover their collective 

asses since he couldn’t sit inside anyway. Someone had to do it. 

This highly trained unit was on heightened alert since leaving a secret military outpost in 

the tiny African country of Djibouti sixteen hours earlier. No one had to tell them that they 

were now inside the boundary of a country where they should not be, and doing a job that was 

completely deniable by the U.S. government. Should the need arise, Uncle Sam saw to it that 

culpable deniability was certainly there. It always was in their line of work. It was a thankless 

job on most days and that he counted as one of the costs of keeping his country safe and 

fighting for what he believed. 

The group consisted of four marine recon and four navy seals. This joint mission was 

designed to extract two civilian research scientists along with three naval divers who were 

captured while on personal leave. 



Diving off the eastern coast of Africa, the group in question had been doing archeological 

wreck diving in international waters and minding their own business when their small research 

ship was attacked and commandeered by Somali pirates in the Gulf of Aden. 

Intelligence determined that from there, the divers and scientists had been taken into the 

Northeastern Somali desert and were currently being held captive by a splinter cell of al-Qaida, 

a little-known extremist group. In Chase's opinion, Uncle Sam really needed to take a closer 

look at that group. He smelled trouble on the horizon with them. 

“Radio silence from now on, men,” the major continued. “We'll be—” 

The explosion was deafening as the RPG hit the lead Hummer, silencing the commander's 

final words. It was followed in quick succession by a second and third volley that took out the 

second vehicle and sent debris flying out in all directions. Flames consumed what the explosion 

did not destroy. 

The intense flames burned hot and angry, fueled by the extra gasoline and munitions the 

group was carrying. The explosions sent shock waves rippling out for hundreds of yards across 

the barren desert. 

Because he was riding on the bumper of the second Hum-v, Chase was blown clear when 

the lead truck was blown to bits. Tossed thirty feet from the edge of the road and landing 

behind a small grove of brushy trees, Chase luckily was tucked behind a small boulder and 

completely protected from the eyes of the enemy. As he strained to see what had happened to 

his unit, the only thing the young marine could see from his vantage point was smoke and 

embers filtering into the night sky like the fireflies dancing in the summertime back on his 

family's ranch in Texas. 

“David?” he coughed from the smoke and dust as he called for his friend. There was no 

answer. Chase was unable to move, his body broken, bleeding from shrapnel, and burned by 

the lit inferno of fuel sprayed on him from exploding gas tanks. 

Whoops, victory screams and shrill whistling drifted on the night air. 

“There are survivors.” 

Chase could hear the dialect and could understand every word. These were not Somalis. 

They were Egyptian, and from the lower Nile valley. 



What are they doing this far out of their own country, he wondered, trying to take his mind 

off his exceedingly painful wounds. 

“Be sure all these dogs are dead before you load up.” The commander's voice was decisive. 

“Ha-jie?” 

“Yes, sir?” 

“I want the hostages moved and all traces removed from where they are being held, 

understand?” 

The moans of Chase's buddies were silenced by the command of the unseen enemy. Chase 

flinched at the first shot that pierced the night and he prayed he had not given away his 

position. Feeling helpless, he could do nothing to save his brothers as he counted two more 

shots. Then everything went still. In less than ninety seconds it was all over. 

Chase heard the attackers jumping into their vehicles. They were moving on, leaving him 

alone in the desert, freezing, bleeding, and dying. Flat on his back, Chase raised his head off the 

desert floor. Even in the darkness, he could see and feel the darker liquid as it pulsed forth from 

his wounds. He could see the contrast as it spilled out onto the buff colored sand, turning it the 

color of oil in the predawn light. 

His wounds were fatal. 

There was not a single thought of himself. All Chase could think of was that they had failed 

in their mission to save the hostages. The hostages were being moved. He got that much from 

the brief conversation and that usually was never a good sign. The scientists’ and divers’ wives, 

husbands, fathers, and mothers would never know that this brave group of men had tried to 

bring their loved ones home to them. 

Then Chase thought of his own mother. 

She would never know where on this earth he had pulled his last breath. His body would 

very quickly be ravaged by nature. Searing heat, strong arid wind, and wild animals would leave 

his family without a body to bury. They all had known for years that they might have to pay this 

price, and accepted it. 

“God, please give my mother peace,” he prayed as he pressed his hand into the wound at 

his neck. 



For Chase, the world was fading to black. He removed his hand to hasten the process. 

He heard more voices off in the distance. The soft tinkle of camel bells drifted on the 

morning air as the animals walked effortlessly in the drifting sand. He heard the soft 

conversation in a dialect he could not understand, one that sounded ancient and foreign to his 

ears. Not Arabic, but something similar. 

They're returning. It was his initial thought as the sun's first light crested over the horizon. 

The darkness was no longer a shroud of protection. 

Not that I need it for much longer, he thought as he blocked out the pain. He was already 

dead. It was just a matter of when. He closed his eyes and waited for the shot that was to come 

end his life. Instead of death, he felt tender hands lift the back of his head and he opened his 

eyes at the soft command and looked into the face of the angel of mercy. 

“Will you take me home to Texas once I’m dead?” he asked. 

“Yes, Chase, I promise. Drink. It will ease you,” she commanded as she gently lifted his 

head. 

And he drank. 

Chase thought it was the final ending. 

Far from the ending… It was just the beginning. 

  



Chapter 1 
 
 

March 31, 2007 
Date Palm Resort 
Phoenix, Arizona 

 
Chief Deputy Director Slade Jericho pushed open the door of the plush, five-star resort suite. To 

him, the soft buzzing of activity was as familiar as the voice of an old friend. 

“Well, just freaking great,” Detective Green mumbled behind Slade’s back. 

Slade looked over his shoulder at this veteran homicide detective. Green was a major pain 

in the ass but one hell of a detective and had worked tirelessly in the pursuit of justice for 

nineteen years while on the Phoenix police force. Until recently, Slade considered him to be 

one of the department’s most dedicated. Slade could not dispute the awards tucked away in 

the bottom drawer of the man’s desk. Those were a testimony to that dedication. 

He really had no idea what had happened to Green’s desire to pursue that justice to the 

ends of the earth. Slade sensed that some days it just did not matter any longer if they caught 

the bad guy or not. Detective Green, in Slade’s opinion, was also on the verge of burnout. 

Maybe he just needed a break away from the daily grind. 

“What was that?” Slade asked over his shoulder, only half listening to Green’s constant and 

ever-increasing complaining. 

“I said, same shit, different day.” His sigh of discontent was audible and expressive. 

Green is stating the obvious, Slade thought. This was not a social call. Clearly someone was 

dead if they were on the scene. 

“Damn it,” Slade cursed under his breath as he walked into the private part of the suite and 

into a very typical scene. 

Slade wasn’t bemoaning the dead body in the room. He was cursing the fact that there 

were already so many live bodies in the room that credible evidence was going to be very hard 

to find. 

Whatever happened to securing a crime scene? Slade wondered. 



It was bad enough the scene was a hotel where hundreds of DNA samples would be found 

even on a good day. Add the extra bodies, including themselves, and it just made the job 

harder. 

Green muttered under his breath. “This makes number four thousand three hundred and 

nine. A new career high for me, but who is counting, right?” he said with an indifferent shrug. 

Slade certainly wasn’t counting, having stopped that ridiculous scorecard years ago. It only 

served to punctuate the nature of senseless death, and death was the world in which he dealt. 

There was a halt to the murmur of the room as Slade walked in. 

“I hate it when they do that shit,” Green grumbled with a little resentment for the younger 

man who had quickly climbed the ladder of success on the force, gaining promotions and 

commendations one right after another. 

Slade’s exotic good looks, compliments of his beautiful Native American mother and 

handsome Hispanic father, only enhanced the uniqueness of his appearance, and there were 

very few times he didn’t turn heads and instantly take control of a room. Often, just as now, 

conversation halted as if the room was holding its breath waiting for Slade to give them further 

direction. He was a natural-born leader, and his persona garnered respect even from those who 

might not necessarily like him. 

Case in point: Detective Green. 

Those observing Slade were always struck by the intensity of his deep brown eyes which 

seemed to be able to dig right through to a person’s core and straight to the truth. 

Those same dark eyes had seen much in his years on the force here in Phoenix. With him 

taking terminal leave effective at the end of the month, it looked like this was going to be his 

last case. He had already confined himself to his desk to clean up all the loose ends generated 

from eleven years as a homicide detective. He would not have taken this case if it had not been 

for his chief personally asking him to head up the investigation. Slade could tell that Green was 

not happy about that turn of events either. 

In less than six weeks, Slade was reporting for duty in Broken Arrow, Oklahoma, having 

accepted a chief of police position in the small metropolitan area. He was starting just before 

Memorial Day. 



Slade stood over the bloated and rigid body of six-term Arizona Senator Donald Roscoe. 

Having served on the Phoenix force eleven years, Slade only thought he had been at this job 

long enough to have seen it all. 

Green leaned in closer. “I don’t know about you, Jericho, but this is a first for me,” Green 

voiced exactly what Slade was thinking. 

Slade nodded silently. He had to admit this was a first for him, too. 

It was not the fact a tenured politician was dead that was surprising to this veteran 

homicide detective but more the condition in which the senator was discovered. 

The senator was face up on the bed, nothing new there. 

He was naked, nothing new there either. 

However, his torso and upper legs were covered in artfully done black permanent marker 

tattoos. 

That is a new one, Slade thought as he studied the tattoos more closely. 

It was a map or some kind of diagram with the senator’s nipples, navel, and other body 

parts as reference points of interest. 

X was marking the spot. 

It was a treasure Slade wasn’t interested in digging for anytime soon. 

At first glance, it was death by natural causes. 

The senator was a heart attack waiting to happen in Slade’s opinion. The senator’s 

advanced years and the gut from easy living on a diet high in fat were enough to kill a person. 

However, as they had come into the room, Slade had noted the four empty wine bottles sitting 

just outside the door. Someone had pushed the tray in front of the suite across the hall. Too 

bad whoever moved it had failed to take the room service tag off. It had the senator’s suite 

number on it. 

Slade had ordered the contents of that tray to be collected immediately. 

The traces of cigar ashes left on the nightstand and on the desk were simply confirmation 

the senator was still smoking. The ashtrays had been removed, and the butts were already 

being recovered from the senior aide’s room. The jury was out on whether or not Slade was 



going to arrest him for obstruction of justice and disturbing vital evidence in an on-going 

investigation. 

“So?” Green asked. “What are you thinking? Natural causes, I’d say.” 

“Too soon to make that call,” Slade said as he turned the senator’s body up on his side. He 

needed to get a look at his back. The pooling of blood under the skin at the base of the 

senator’s spine was evidence that the senator hadn’t been moved after death. 

Drinking, smoking, age or weight, any one of those factors could kill you, Slade thought, 

tuning out the noise of the hum of voices murmuring softly across the suite. The other 

detectives were taking statements, and a photographer’s camera, documenting the evidence, 

clicked and flashed in the background. 

Natural causes were definitely feasible, Slade supposed. Another option was the senator 

had suffocated to death after aspirating into his lungs from being drunk, passing out, throwing 

up, and then choking on it. The dried vomit trickling out of the corner of his mouth was a good 

indication of it. 

“Brian Parker, right?” Slade waved the young forensic technician over to the bed. 

“Yes, sir.” 

The young man scrambled over in awe of this chief who somehow knew his name even 

though he had just joined the Phoenix force less than ten days ago. 

Slade’s reputation preceded him. This was the first time Brian had the opportunity to work 

with this legend of law enforcement. Brian had recently moved from LA where Detective 

Jericho was a topic of conversation around many a coffee pot. He had been doing some reading 

up on Chief Deputy Director Jericho’s dossier. The man was unbelievable in his ability to solve a 

homicide. In eleven years any case Detective Jericho happened to touch was solved. A one 

hundred percent closing ratio was virtually unheard of in their line of work. Yet, Brian was 

looking at the one man who had pulled it off. 

“Be sure to get a sample of that,” Slade softly ordered Brian, pointing to the trickle at the 

corner of the senator’s mouth. “Have it tested for composition.” 

Slade’s eagle eyes picked up on a critical piece of evidence the senator’s aides had failed to 

discard before police arrived on the scene. “Bag those, Parker,” Slade issued another order as 



he pointed out the lone cigarette butt with deep red lip gloss around the filter and prescription 

drug bottle which had fallen between the bedside table and the bed frame. That butt was 

almost buried in the carpet, and he might have thought it old except the gloss was still tacky 

with very little debris attached. It was freshly fallen. 

“That belongs to our witness.” Or our murderer, he added mentally. “Bag it separately.” 

“Yes, sir, absolutely, sir.” 

Slade turned the senator’s head slightly to the left. 

“Brian, come here. Let me show you something,” he said after waiting for Parker to bag 

that piece of evidence. 

“Strangulation?” Brian asked softly, standing next to Slade. 

“No, I don’t believe so.” Slade shook his head. “Use the dust to try and lift a print from the 

back of the senator’s neck. See the slight smudging of the markings here and here?” he asked, 

pointing to the senator’s pelvic area. “Whoever did this was sitting on top of him and reaching 

around his throat from the front, like this,” he said, demonstrating. 

The light came on in Brian’s eyes. “Autoerotic asphyxiation.” 

Slade slightly smiled. “Yes, that’s using your head, Parker. So, tell me, Brian, why not 

strangulation?” Slade continued to prompt. 

“Because, the faint bruising on the senator’s neck and throat isn’t dark enough for it to 

have been fatal.” 

“Good work, Parker. We’ll make a detective out of you yet,” Slade offered, placing his hand 

on the young man’s shoulder and giving him a healthy squeeze of approval. 

The markings were probably from his mystery partner’s attempts to choke him during 

masturbation or sex for a heightened sense of euphoria. Slade didn’t get that mindset. 

Furthermore, he usually saw deaths by autoerotic asphyxiation with the younger crowd. 

Usually, it was not men in their sixties, but males in their mid-twenties that he saw dead after a 

miscalculation in how little time it would take to kill themselves by hanging. Not that the 

senator was above a little kinky sex, he supposed, looking at the tattoos and the additional faint 

bruising on the senator’s wrists and ankles. He had been cuffed and tied. The slight marring of 



the bedposts could be from a round of bondage sex, however, not necessarily the senator’s 

round. This was a hotel after all. 

Detective Green pushed his shoulder between Slade and Brian from behind. “The senator’s 

aides are saying that he was here alone, on a retreat to meditate and prepare for the beginning 

of the new campaign trail,” Green offered, with a look that was definitely telling. 

Slade remembered the senator was up for reelection in eighteen months, and according to 

the political scuttlebutt, he had some stiff competition on the horizon. His softer stance on 

immigration and drug enforcement had almost cost him the election the last round. 

Green lowered his voice as he leaned closer into the young technician. “Personally, Brian, I 

think the aides are all as full of shit as a Christmas goose.” 

Slade covertly smiled to himself. Green did have a way of calling it like he saw it. “Now, 

Green, let’s not color Parker’s opinion of our elected public officials.” Slade felt that Green was 

probably right. Something about the crock of bullshit the aides were spouting did not feel right 

to him, either. He wondered if the senator’s staff thought he and his men had just graduated 

from the academy and were here on the scene without a clue. Several of the aides were no 

older than Parker. That immaturity was showing itself because nothing fit with the story the 

aides were giving them. The evidence just said otherwise. 

What man drinks four bottles of wine alone in a hotel room, drawing treasure maps on 

himself leading to his penis, and all the while trying to choke himself at the same time as 

getting off? 

Slade bet that at the time of the senator’s death, he wasn’t drinking alone. He would get 

Green to push them until they came clean with the facts. Green was damn good at that part of 

the job. 

Senator Roscoe was no saint, and his aides had undoubtedly ushered the young lady out 

before the authorities got there, not to protect her identity and reputation, but the senator’s. 

That act was totally lost on Slade. The man was known for his infidelities and indiscretions, 

and as far as Slade knew, he had never once apologized for them. 

Maybe the action was to protect Linda Wyatt, the senator’s steady “girlfriend” of eleven 

years, whom he had been promising to marry for the last ten. However, unless the future Mrs. 



Roscoe had drawn the maps on her now-deceased fiancé, that part of the mystery was no 

longer under wraps. 

“We need to find out where Linda Wyatt was last night.” Slade sent Detective Foster off in 

that direction. “Who found the body?” Slade asked Detective Lacy, his second-in-command. 

Lacy was a top-notch detective in Slade’s mind and in line to take his position at the end of the 

month. 

“Housekeeping found him. The senator had a standing order for fresh towels to be 

delivered each evening before he retired. She knocked and then let herself in after she got no 

answer from inside.” 

“Who called it in?” Slade stood there with his arms crossed looking around the room, just 

letting it speak to him. 

“The hotel manager called it in directly to Chief Holiday’s personal cell. I think they play golf 

together from time to time.” 

Slade nodded. Ahhh, he thought, no wonder the chief called directly and not dispatch. 

This was supposed to be his day off, and the chief had just caught him coming in from his 

side job. A half hour sooner and the chief would not have reached him. 

Slade was not going to rule this death accidental or natural, not just yet, even though it was 

not obvious on the surface that it was murder. He was not going to rule anything out. That 

would be up to the medical examiner and the forensic specialists. He was just there to see that 

it all got done right and that none of the pieces fell through the cracks. He would rule it later, 

pending further investigation. 

There would have to be a statement issued soon. The media was already all over it with 

speculation and rumor running wild. In his experience, both were usually far from the truth. 

Slade understood better than anyone that sometimes the threads of truth bind together 

events which viewed separately were seemingly unrelated. Finding that thread of truth is what 

good investigating was all about and what he had devoted his life to doing. 

“They say, ‘The truth shall set you free,’ Parker.” Slade did not like the feel of this space. It 

felt tainted. 

Brian nodded in agreement. “Find it or die trying, sir. That’s what my mama says.” 



Finding the truth and uncovering the secrets was always the ultimate goal as long as a 

person is willing to pay the price, and Slade knew better than anyone that sometimes knowing 

the truth can also kill you. 

  



Chapter 2 
 

 

The night air blew softly into the open window as Kari Ransom finished her article just in the 

nick of time. She was pushing her 2 a.m. deadline to the limit and sliding in sideways just under 

the wire. 

As a freelance writer, she often worked late into the night. The quiet of the city inspired 

her, bringing out her inner muse. The subtle change of the city’s heartbeat could be felt by 

those in tune to its special rhythm. She was a night creature, always had been, driving her 

foster parents and older sister crazy through the years. She felt at her best as the long shadows 

generated by the moon stretched out over the city skyline. She needed very little sleep, 

choosing to power nap in the late afternoons. It had worked for her for years, and she saw no 

reason to change. 

Tonight was no different as she hit the send button on her latest piece. It was good, maybe 

even great. It was the sixth piece in what was going to be a nine-part series on inner-city crime, 

graft, and political corruption. She was now critically acclaimed with the first five parts, winning 

her accolades for her gutsy reporting. The specifics she had dug up while doing her 

investigation were shocking. Most of the evidence, she could never put into writing. That much 

information cast about in print would gain her a seat right next to Jimmy Hoffa on a bus ride to 

hell. Truthfully, the disappearance of Hoffa was one mystery she would love to solve, however, 

not necessarily with firsthand knowledge. 

Meow, meow. 

The large male brindle with a bobbed tail leaped up onto the windowsill from the fire 

escape and then jumped onto the floor with a healthy thump. Rubbing against her and 

intertwining his big, long body with her legs just enticed her to pick him up. 

“I know, Bobby. I don’t want to end up like Jimmy Hoffa either.” She scratched the fuzzy 

head of this wild-stray-turned-domesticated pet. He had shown up one day over a year ago, 

and she had fallen in love with him. After rubbing noses with him, she then dropped him back 

on the floor. “Go on. I need to pack,” she told him as she got up from her desk. 



The death threats had increased with each successive piece. The locks and security 

measures on her building doubled after the last publication. Her landlord did it feeling the need 

to make the other tenants feel better not to necessarily keep her safe. She wasn’t totally 

convinced the threats weren’t from some of those same neighbors. 

She couldn’t blame them and held nothing against those who felt she was simply out of her 

mind for doing what she felt was her civic duty. What they could not see and chose not to 

understand was the fact that she was being driven to do these articles. It was a force she could 

not hold back. Karma would take care of itself. Consequently, she held no resentment for the 

dirty looks and comments she received. 

They were just trying to make a living going about their lives in blissful ignorance. Once a 

light is shined on an ugly stain there is no way to go back to ignoring it, and she had placed a 

bright light on some pretty ugly spots, not just in Phoenix but other major cities as well. 

“Bobby, you know you are doing something right when the pot gets stirred,” she said as 

she closed the cover on her laptop, leaving it connected to the docking station. 

She disconnected the portable 320-gigabyte hard drive containing all her notes, references, 

sources, and witnesses. The antique buffet in her dining room was a fun piece of furniture 

designed and built in the 1920s. Her back-up drive would be safe there, tucked into the secret 

nook carved out of the back designed to hide liquor bottles during Prohibition. 

She saved nothing on her laptop any longer, learning the hard way by having had a hard 

drive crash and losing months of work. 

Never again, she had vowed after that mishap! 

Under normal circumstances, she usually kept the drive with her at all times. However, she 

was not going to take her computer on vacation. This was a trip for fun, not work. Besides, her 

sister would kill her for bringing work along. It had been difficult for her to unplug on their last 

trip together, and Kristen had been very specific in her conditions and demands to pay Kari’s 

way on this Caribbean vacation. 

“No work!” she had told Kari in no uncertain terms. 

“Hey,” she shrugged, “it is an easy thing to do for a good time with my sister.” Bobby barely 

looked up from his food bowl. “You are soooo not going to like the flight, puss-puss. Sorry, but I 



just can’t leave you behind. That mean lady downstairs threw another shoe at you, didn’t she?” 

she asked, scratching his head and listening to his purr of contentment. Bobby would not mind. 

He loved his benefactor and would follow her anywhere. He just did not like his cage. 

Kari also had a copy of her resources and research findings on the way to a very safe place, 

along with instructions to hand it over to police should anything ever happen to her. It was 

strictly precautionary, but one could never be too careful. It was prudent to have a backup plan 

considering she had dug up some seriously nasty dirt on some pretty high-ranking officials in 

Phoenix and other larger cities across the nation. 

This piece she just delivered was going to blow the lid off a multimillion-dollar Welfare and 

Medicare scam in Detroit. Currently, with the article in the bag, she was taking her publisher’s 

advice and leaving town for a little while until things settled down a notch or two. She was 

going on an extended trip to do some island hopping in the Caribbean with her sister. She had 

already checked in on-line but still needed to get a move on. Her flight was wheels up at 5:55 

a.m., and she just had time to make it. 

“Oh,” she said, remembering the open window just as she was about to walk out the door 

with her suitcase and cat carrier in hand. 

She should have left the window alone. 

  



Chapter 3 
 
 
Twenty-two Hours Later 
Police Substation Six 
Phoenix, Arizona 
 

 
“Why won’t anyone listen to me?” Doctor Kristen Ransom stormed at the officer seated at the 

desk in the downtown police station. It was one thirty in the morning. She was tired, scared for 

her sister’s safety, and extremely frustrated, having made little progress with anyone and even 

less forward movement with this officer. She was afraid for her sister on a level she had never 

before experienced. 

“Calm down, lady.” The officer demanded. “She’s probably off with her boyfriend just 

having a good time.” 

Kristen wanted to pick up his desk stapler and use it to ball-peen him right between his 

eyes. 

“Am I just wasting my breath here?” Her raised voice turned heads. Usually, never one to 

make a scene, Kristen wasn’t beyond building a bonfire, if it got the attention she needed. 

“I won’t ask nicely again for you to calm down. You keep this up and I’m going to toss you 

in the lockup until you do cool off,” Lieutenant Rogers warned her for the last time. His hackles 

were up, and her actions reminded him of the way his ex-wife used to push all his buttons. Her 

third husband had shot her dead one night after she had driven him to it. Too bad I can’t shut 

this one up as easily, he thought. 

Narrowing her eyes, she did not know whether to laugh or cry. Being a prisoner was 

nothing new to her, and it was a threat she never took kindly to, not from kidnappers or from 

law enforcement. “Yeah, you just do that Lieutenant Rogers, and I’ll have you brought up on 

false arrest charges so fast your world will spin backward. I work with a small army of lawyers 

who would like nothing better than to jack around with you until you’re old enough to draw 

your pension. I know my rights, and if I choose to call you an unfeeling bastard, it still won’t give 

you the right to do anything to me. Now, Lieutenant,” she paused, daring him to blink first, “are 

you going to help me find my sister or not?” 



She had called his bluff. “Maybe she ran off?” he said, accompanied by a shrug, wondering 

what the hell he was doing here at this hour dealing with lowlifes and over-protective sisters. 

He should have been promoted to the day shift years ago. Yet here he still was sitting on this 

godforsaken shift after nine years of busting his hump. He hated his job on days like this, which 

were more the norm than the exception anymore. The Ransom girl was probably off screwing 

her brains out with some college buck in the backseat of a Dodge Ram extended-cab pickup. 

“She’s missing, I’m telling you,” she said insistently for the tenth time in a space of less 

than three hours. “And no, she didn’t just run off with a boyfriend, and no, she isn’t a crack-

head, and, no, I will not calm down! I know my sister. She would never stand me up. Not for this 

trip. We’ve been planning it for months.” 

She felt her heart pounding, born from that very primal emotion of fear, and emotionally 

she was past the point of incensed. The cop taking her report was less than enthused, treating 

this as routine. It was far from a routine situation for her. 

He likely, at this wee hour of the morning, was used to dealing with drunks, hookers, and 

drug dealers. The fact he hated his job was now her problem, too. Furthermore, she got the 

feeling that he really couldn’t have cared less her baby sister was missing. 

He really was an unfeeling bastard, burned out, and cynical. 

Kristen had expected to meet Kari at the airport in San Juan, Puerto Rico. She had been 

there for three days before Kari was to arrive. Her plan was to simply unwind for a few days and 

pay for the few side trips they had planned on taking. They were laying over for a day or two on 

the island before going on to Saint Thomas, Saint John, and several other islands in the 

neighborhood. 

When her sister did not arrive on her scheduled flight, Kristen called the airline. They had 

not been forthcoming in the least, citing privacy laws. However, they could confirm a ticket for 

Kari Ransom had been used. That told Kris absolutely nothing useful because it was considered 

a domestic flight, and Kari was able to check in online rather than having to wait to have her 

passport swiped at the ticket counter. 

She had been waiting for Kari outside the secured area, and she was certain beyond all 

reasonable doubt that Kari had not come off that flight or any flight coming in afterward. 



Of that fact, Kristen was positive. 

She was so certain that she immediately felt something was amiss. Kari had simply not 

shown up on any American Airlines or any other US based carrier flight which had arrived from 

the mainland. 

So, according to the flight records, she had just simply disappeared between checking in 

online and the flight touching down in San Juan. Short of a court order, the airline files, and 

passenger manifest were off limits to her. There was no way she could get a court order. Not 

until morning. That left hours which might be critical to finding her baby sister. 

“Well, Ms. Ransom, if she boarded that flight and left US airspace it’s the responsibility of 

the destination country for following up on a missing person,” he said, closing the file. Tossing it 

aside—he was done. 

“Puerto Rico is not a foreign country, Lieutenant. You should still be able to work with the 

local authorities.” 

“We don’t know for a fact that she’s missing. That’s your assumption.” 

She saw he was defensive that she had seen he was totally ignorant of the fact Puerto Rico 

was a US Territory. 

“So, I have the airline telling me she checked in but without a court order won’t tell me if 

she went through the boarding process, and you’re telling me you won’t file her as missing until 

I can prove she didn’t go through the boarding process. How am I supposed to find her?” 

Kristen was almost at her wit’s end. This was the second station she had been to for help, 

and someone else had steered her to this division since Kari lived only three blocks away. 

“Call her cell phone,” he popped off. 

“You unfeeling bastard,” she snapped, standing up and slapping her palms flat on the desk. 

She was about two heartbeats away from being right in his face. The next step would be jail for 

her. By judging his reactions and body language, Lieutenant Rogers was hoping she would give 

him that excuse to toss her into the holding pen. She could see his fingers itching to whip out 

his handcuffs. 

“Rogers, I’ll take this one.” The smooth voice interjected from behind her. “There are a 

couple of lovely ladies down in booking who need to be processed. Go.” Slade tilted his head 



toward the back of the station, leaving Rogers in no doubt he was being given a direct order 

which was to be followed posthaste. 

Kris turned to see who was standing behind her. Tall, dark, and handsome fit the bill just 

fine. However, at that moment how much eye candy this gentleman represented was far, far 

down her list of priorities. 

“I’m Chief Deputy Director Slade Jericho.” He held out his hand to help her around the hard 

wooden chair placed at the end of the military style metal desk. 

“Doctor Kristen Ransom.” She took that hand, letting out a sigh of relief, feeling she had 

just been tossed a life preserver. 

Judging from the suit and tie and coupled with the way Rogers’ eyes widened when he was 

issued the order to go, Chief Deputy Director Slade Jericho was someone high enough up to at 

least act like he was taking her seriously. 

“Doctor Ransom, it’s a pleasure to meet you. If you’ll please step into my office?” Slade 

guided her to his office at the end of the long hallway, letting her pass through the open 

doorway first. 

“Please, have a seat.” He gestured to one of the chairs sitting squarely in front of his desk, 

which looked newer than she would have expected. The chair which he directed her to was 

another story entirely. 

He saw her reaction and smiled. “It’s sturdier than it looks,” almost adding. Trust me. 

She noted the nameplate, which was about all that was on the desk. His space was neat 

and orderly, not a speck of trash or clutter could be found. 

“Thank you, Chief Deputy Director Jericho.” She cocked her head sideways, one brow 

arched. “I’m gathering you probably understand you just saved me from doing some serious jail 

time, right?” She took that seat that he had graciously offered, feeling some better that 

someone higher up the proverbial food chain had taken her in hand. At least, she was finally 

getting somewhere. 

Slade smiled in return. “Please, call me Detective Jericho. It’s less of a mouthful to say, and 

I seriously doubt Rogers was in too much danger. Nevertheless, I’m glad I could be of service.” 

He inclined his head slightly in a polite gesture of respect and humility. He lowered his voice 



conspiratorially. “And just between the two of us, you probably would have received a standing 

ovation had you actually decked the guy,” Slade offered as he seated himself. “I probably would 

have looked the other way.” 

“Popular guy?” She knew the answer. She was paid handsomely to read people. Moreover, 

Lieutenant Rogers was a prick-deluxe, insecure in whom he was as a man and as an officer of 

the law. The end result was a bully. The jury was out still on the detective. Although, her initial 

and instinctive assessments were usually right. She had already sized this one up fully. 

“Hmmm,” he responded pretending to actually give it credible thought and then shook his 

head. “I’d have to say no to that question, Doctor Ransom. Popular, no. Infamous is more like 

it.” 

“That’s a surprise.” She felt the sarcasm rising to the surface but kept it to a minimum. 

“With that bright, shining, and oh-so-stunning personality, I would’ve thought he would have 

been sitting in your chair by now.” She watched his reaction to that comment to see how 

territorial he would be. Confident men seldom were territorial with most things. However, 

those things that were guarded and cherished were usually guarded fiercely, often to the 

death.  

He pulled out the legal pad and began to write notes, not taking the obvious bait. He had 

gotten where he was, not by bullying, but by smart detective work, long hours, and dogged 

determination, seeking out the truth and finding the guilty. “Well, it does take a certain kind of 

man to sit here.” He met her gaze squarely. 

“And what kind of man are you, Detective Jericho?” 

The pause was thick as they sized each other up across the desk. They were two warriors 

bartering a delicate truce. Each needed something from the other, and it was imperative each 

keep the upper hand while fulfilling that need. 

The question should not have surprised him coming from a woman like her. He sensed 

fierce independence and intelligence. She would be a formidable opponent. Yet he needed her 

on his side as an ally and partner. 

He could answer her question about what kind of man he was and had multiple answers 

for it. Needless to say, he was not a two-dimensional character. Although he was almost totally 



the job, he did have pockets of his life which had nothing to do with the badge. Those might be 

few and far between, but there were facets of his life which were very personal, apart and 

separate from the job that he did for the citizens of Phoenix. However, he felt he really grasped 

what she was asking. 

She was asking for reassurance. 

Most people had some distrust for the badge and uniform. The depth of that distrust just 

varied from one individual to another, and he could not fault the general public. Most cops 

were good, honest, hardworking, family men and women. However, there were those who 

tainted the badge, abusing the power bestowed on them. He would greatly love to take them 

out behind the building and have with them what his grandmother used to call “an old-

fashioned-come-to-Jesus meeting.”.However, there were other, more civil ways to deal with 

those types, and, thank goodness, they were fewer and farther between here in the United 

States than in most other countries in the Americas and around the world. That was something 

to be grateful for, he supposed. 

The general population really did not give law enforcement officers thought as they went 

about their day-to-day lives, and that was just all right. He wasn’t in this business for the fame 

and glory. Nevertheless, those individuals were happy caring law enforcement officers did exist 

when the situation turned ugly. 

For some individuals, asking for his help or any law enforcement officer’s assistance was 

not always easy, even if necessity dictated they step into his jurisdiction. Some felt it was 

sleeping with the enemy, regardless of the circumstances. It was a thankless job. 

Doctor Ransom was asking for his help and up to this moment she had not been given any 

hope of assistance, thanks to Lieutenant Rogers and the other department that shuffled her 

here. That experience placed her on the defensive. Not that he blamed her reaction. He could 

relate to her in that his own sister had gone missing her junior year in high school. That story 

did not have a happy ending. Maybe her sister’s would. 

Just from this brief encounter, he felt this was a woman who would not really hold any 

punches back, sensing her pragmatism. Yet he couldn’t help other than wonder how quickly she 

would trust him. 



Yes, he could answer her question of what kind of man he represented and say he was the 

kind of man she could trust. 

It was a certainty. 

He could say, Trust me. 

The only issue, he never blindly trusted anyone who said that to him either. Why should he 

ask it of her? She would figure it out soon enough without him telling her. In the meantime, he 

needed the facts, and his best source was seated across from him. He needed that trust given 

freely if he was going to be able to help her. 

“I hope you realize we’re on the same side here, and all I’m looking for is the truth.” 

“That, Detective Jericho, is the first honest thing I’ve heard all evening. However, that does 

not answer my question.” 

Half the story was what he usually received. He was not saying that half-truths were what 

she would give him. He supposed it was a possibility. Yet he sensed she would be forthcoming. 

It was just after his second year on the force, when he had figured out that if there wasn’t a 

solid level of faith in him as law enforcement officer, what he got was a rendition of the story. 

That could be miles apart from what actually happened. 

He needed the truth if he was going to help her, and she needed to believe someone was 

listening. He was listening, unlike Lieutenant Rogers, who he would deal with later for his 

behavior. If he could get her to see he was an ally, then it would help his chances of her 

confiding in him and his battle with her would be half-won. 

He set his pen down. “Doctor Ransom, I’m many things. However, first and foremost and 

what is pertinent to you is I’m the kind of man you need to find your sister.” 

She never hesitated. “Then it looks like I’ve finally found Mister Right.” She did not care if 

he was Superman or the Devil, telling him so in no uncertain terms. She just wanted someone 

to help her find Kari. “So let’s get to it! What do we do next to find her?” Kristen was now very 

eager to get the ball rolling again, now that she had someone who understood her driving need 

to find Kari. She felt deep in her heart that something was wrong. And the longer that they sat 

there, the less likely she was going to be able to help her. 



Slade sensed that she was impatient. “Well, as much as we might like to dash out into the 

night, I have a few questions I need to ask to get the paperwork going and the report into the 

system. Can you bear with me for just a little longer?” 

“I’ll do whatever it takes, Detective Jericho.” 

Slade nodded. “What do you do for a living, Doctor Ransom?” 

He needed a little background on her to be sure she was not some nut job off the street 

looking for fifteen minutes of undivided attention. He usually spotted those a mile off, and she 

did not strike him as the kind; nevertheless, he had to be sure. 

“I teach and have a private practice.” That was vague enough but truthful. She was not yet 

fully prepared to totally lay her life out bare and exposed for a total stranger to dissect. 

He believed that was the truth but not the full depth of the truth. He followed that note up 

with multiple question marks denoting his belief in her lack of candidness. He continued to 

write, never meeting her eyes, noting her vague and subversive answers. 

He looked up questioningly. “And is that an MD or a PhD, Doctor Ransom?” If she lied to 

him, he would know it. 

“I carry a PhD in psychology and I’m a paralinguist.” Most people have no clue what that is 

all about, she admitted inwardly. Then, once they did understand, most people shied away 

from her because of her natural ability and what she did for a living. 

“Ahh,” Slade offered with a knowing look, “you’re an expert in body language.” 

She was surprised and covered it well. “Yes. Does that scare you, Detective Jericho?” she 

asked, squarely meeting his eyes. 

He shrugged. “I’m a man with nothing to hide.” 

“Then you’re a rare man indeed,” she paused before going on, “and lying.” 

“I don’t have time for games, Doctor Ransom, and neither does your sister. However, for 

the record, I’m not saying I don’t have things I keep to myself. I just have nothing to hide in my 

professional life here on the force.” 

He had seen too much and lived too long not to have the attitude that what you see is 

what you get. People either liked him or they didn’t. There was usually no middle ground, and 

he was able to put his head down at night and sleep just fine. His job was to solve the crime, 



not to be Man of the Year or Mr. Congeniality. And what he did on his personal time was 

nobody’s business. 

“Yet, you do have a more compassionate side,” she stated her quick, superficial 

observation. 

He nodded, “Just usually not at work.” 

“Can’t afford to be? That would be my guess.” She was finding him to be interesting and a 

definite challenge. He was harder to read than she thought he would be, and it wasn’t because 

he was hiding anything. Just as he said, he was almost too transparent, leaving nothing to 

dissect. The other option was he had a natural shielding which would prevent all except the 

most highly charged emotions from peeking through. 

“We’re not here, Doctor Ransom, to psychoanalyze me, but no, I can’t afford to become 

emotionally involved.” 

In his line of work, he could ill afford to wear his heart on his sleeve. As it was, dealing with 

violent death day in and day out was hard enough on a person’s psyche without being a 

bleeding heart on top of it. One had to learn to shut it off to survive or end up falling into the 

bottom of a bottle. He never dared to drink because of the rampant alcoholism he had seen 

plague many of his fellow Native Americans. He preferred to relax and forget the horrors of his 

job in more constructive ways and by less caustic means. Those means were his and none of 

anyone’s business. 

Besides, where he was concerned, the living rarely deserved much compassion, and the 

dead certainly did not need it. 

“I believe you regarding your sister, Doctor Ransom. Hence, you can drop the defenses and 

relax. May I offer you some coffee?” He could make some fresh in a matter of minutes, and it 

was something he desperately needed, having already been eighteen hours on the job. 

She looked a little startled but began to let her guard down. “Yes, please. I apologize for my 

behavior. I just can’t shake this feeling of dread, and it’s making me edgy,” she said, tightly 

clenching and unclenching her fingers on the straps of her handbag. “I understand the need for 

the questions, and my defensiveness isn’t helping matters.” 



She had been on the defensive, she admitted, and it was looking as if he was genuinely 

offering up his assistance and not just giving her lip service. She felt hope for the first time in 

hours. 

He got up from his seat and opened the small refrigerator pulling out bottled water for the 

pot. She noted he was a little over average height and long-limbed like a runner. However, his 

personality made him seem larger and very unassailable. He had a discernible presence, filling a 

larger space than his physical body inhabited. She could see where that would help in his line of 

work. Carrying a gun didn’t hurt either, she supposed. He wasn’t slim but not overbuilt either 

and in decent shape from what she could see under the dress coat. No middle age spare tire 

there. His face was chiseled with high, prominent cheekbones indicative of his Native American 

bloodlines. He had a strong face, an honest face, and he was not hiding anything from her, 

which she could pick up on readily. 

She felt it deep down. She could trust him. 

Also, truthfully, it was in her best interest to consider him an ally until he proved otherwise. 

It had been her life experience that he eventually would disappoint her, but until that time 

arrived, she would give him the benefit of the doubt. 

She took a moment to look around his office, noting there were very few decorations on 

the walls. Two photos sat on the back of his credenza. One was a candid black-and-white of 

what looked to be him when he was a young boy, probably with his grandmother who was 

dressed in traditional Zuni Indian style clothing. The second was of a young and beautiful girl 

who looked to be in her teens. She looked very much Native American as well. She was 

probably his sister. Both photos were old but obviously cherished, considering they were the 

most prominent thing displayed in his office. 

There were no plaques of honor and distinction displayed on his walls. She found that a 

little odd as departments were not shy about handing out commendations. Awards and 

recognition were a lot easier on the budget than raises for hard work and dedication. Given this 

detective had his own office and commanded the respect of his fellow officers, there was no 

way he could be a slouch. Maybe he was just overly modest? Or maybe he just didn’t care 

about those things. 



He studied her as he poured her a cup from the well-loved coffeepot located back behind 

his desk. “I’ve learned a thing or two about body language myself through the years, Doctor 

Ransom.” He handed her the cup along with cream and sugar. “I’m here to help you. I would 

ask that you put your faith me. Also, if you’re wondering if I have the right stuff, the answer is 

yes. They repainted my office last year, and I’ve just never found the time to hang all that crap 

back on the walls,” he said and shrugged, taking a drink from his Arizona Cardinals insulated 

coffee mug. 

He was thinking how he really didn’t need all that stuff either. “In my mind, I don’t need 

the plaques or medals of commendation as confirmation that I’m the best around at what I 

choose to devote my life to doing.” 

“Some would think that arrogant,” she offered. 

He shrugged. “And your point there would be?” 

She paused, studying Slade across the desk, and she came to her own conclusion. “That’s 

no hollow boast. You’re that good, aren’t you?” 

“Yes,” he said succinctly. “When I said I’m the man you need to find your sister, it wasn’t 

simply a cliché.” 

Call it instinct but being in touch with the Spirit World, as his Grandmother called it, didn’t 

hurt. He was a natural at solving crime, and his career record stood on its own. 

“I’m sorry, Detective. I didn’t intend to question your abilities. I was just observing. It’s 

second nature for me and what I’m paid to do.” 

She stared at the cream swirling in her coffee like clouds in a dark sky and then met his 

gaze, which she could feel intently on her face. “And I’m sorry if I seem defensive. I’ve just been 

shuttled around from one precinct and department to another and given the run-around all 

night. I’m at my wit’s end here.” 

Good, he thought. Her trust was much more easily won than he had first feared. “I can fully 

understand.” 

What he could not understand was why she had been sent here. He made a note to ask her 

who she had been sent by and why she had been shuffled in his department’s direction. 

“You’re the first person not to chastise me for feeling something isn’t right.” 



Understandable, he thought. “I’m a homicide detective, Doctor Ransom. I usually don’t 

take on missing persons. However, it’s late, and I can, at least, get the ball rolling until one of 

the other detectives return. So, I’ll shift my usual perspective away from what I normally do, 

and we’ll assume your sister is still alive.” 

He was thinking she could just as easily be off screwing around somewhere completely 

heedless of the trauma she was causing her sister. Best not take that approach off the starting 

line, he wisely deduced. It had already earned Lieutenant Rogers a royal sit-down and the good 

doctor almost twenty-four hours as his esteemed guest in the lockup. It would have left her, a 

professional woman, rubbing elbows with drunks, druggies, and twenty-dollar hookers. It was 

not a pleasant thought for Slade. 

“Do you have a photo of Kari with you?” he asked, wondering why he was taking on this 

case with Detective Sanchez in the station house and just down the hall. He had seen the 

detective go into her office just before he closed his office door. The missing person 

department was her domain not his. 

“Yes.” She dug through her purse and passed two candid photos of her and Kari across his 

desk. He took them, glancing at the photos of the two ladies together. He noted she had no ring 

on her finger as she pointed to the photos sitting on top of his desk blotter. “These are the 

most recent I have with me, and they’re several years old at this point. She was fifteen in this 

one. I think and she was seventeen here,” she said, pointing to the one to Slade’s left. 

“How old is she now?” he asked, looking up from the photos. 

“Twenty-four, going on a hundred. She’s one of those old souls, Detective.” Sighing heavily, 

she was exhausted from years of being her sister’s keeper. 

“When was the last contact you had with her?” Looking more closely at the photo, he 

noted the girls looked nothing alike. Both were pretty but very different in color and build. It 

was quite obvious they had different mothers. They shared the same last name, so they must 

have the same father, he reasoned. There was a marked age difference as well. The photo was 

old, but he could still use it. 



“The last time I spoke to her was the day before yesterday. It was early in the afternoon. I 

don’t know exactly, around three o’clock, I think.” She shrugged, shaking her head. She was 

foggy and could not remember specifically. “I’m sorry I can’t be more precise.” 

“It’s all right. Don’t force the details. What else can you tell me?” Slade was watching her 

closely. 

“She had a deadline yesterday morning of 2:00 a.m. for a major project. I do know that. 

Also, her flight was supposed to leave Phoenix at 6:00 a.m. yesterday.” She pulled out Kari’s 

flight itinerary. Sliding it across the desk, she felt the muscles tighten in her shoulders. She 

rolled her neck. The stress was killing her. 

“And,” he asked as she handed over the document. 

“And she was supposed to meet me in San Juan. We were going to Saint Thomas from 

there for a few days. From Saint Thomas, we were going on to Saint John. At first, I just figured 

she messed around and missed her flight. It would have been just like her.” 

Slade observed her closely as she shrugged, something he noticed she was doing a lot. If 

she were lying, he would know it. Although he saw no real reason for her to lie. People usually 

lie to shelter someone they love, impress someone, or to stay out of trouble. None of these fit 

this scenario as far as he could see thus far. However, the day was still very, very young. 

He flipped the page of the yellow legal pad. “So what did you do once you saw she was not 

on her flight?” 

“I hung around the airport until the next few flights came and went. When she didn’t arrive 

and wouldn’t answer her phone, that was when I called the airline to see what was up.” 

“I gather you didn’t get anywhere with them?” Slade watched her carefully for any sign of 

her hiding something from him. 

She shook her head. “Not far, no. They told me her ticket had been used. That was when I 

felt something had to be wrong and caught the last flight out of San Juan back to Dallas and 

connected to Phoenix. I was lucky. It was a very full flight.” 

There it is, Slade thought. “The tell” as they call it in poker. She was hiding something. She 

was afraid, but why? Was it fear for her sister or fear for herself? 



“Why did you choose Puerto Rico, Doctor Ransom?” Of all the places to go in the world, 

they chose Puerto Rico? He was interested in hearing her answer. 

“It was less expensive than Fiji, which is where I really wanted to go. The flight from LAX to 

Fiji is ten hours, and Kari didn’t want to be on a flight for that long or leave her cat at the 

kennel. She won that argument. I have learned to pick my battles over the years.” 

All right, she is telling the truth, Slade thought, but she also knew how to manipulate her 

body language to divert him. 

“Who else knew about this trip?” He wrote as he went. 

She looked up at the ceiling for just a moment, pulling the list together in her mind. “Well, 

my neighbor who is keeping my animals. My travel agent knew of course, and the backup 

doctor who’s taking any emergency calls coming in, but even he doesn’t know what I’m doing. 

He only knows that I’m out of pocket.” She was self-employed and did not feel the need to 

share her personal life with her clients. She just did not schedule appointments and left an out-

of-office memo on her e-mail and with her service. “I’m not sure who Kari may have told, but it 

probably wasn’t many either.” 

“Take your best guess,” he encouraged. 

He watched her as she mentally began to compile the list. 

“Probably her editor, I’d guess. They are pretty close. Other than that, I’m not sure.” That 

was about it as she could recall. 

“Not many notifications for a major getaway.” 

Hell, he thought, there are more who know I’m going to the dry cleaners or the gym than 

these two ladies told about a vacation out of the country. 

“I’m sorry I’m not much help. Neither one of us is much of a social butterfly, Detective 

Jericho.” 

That’s an understatement, she thought. 

Kari never left her apartment except to restock the refrigerator or to investigate some lead, 

and that left her sometimes gone for days, if not weeks, at a time. As to her own lifestyle, 

Kristen worked very long hours. Between her writing, teaching, and consulting work for the 



private sector, she had very little extra time. It left having a social life way down the list of 

priorities. 

“Any boyfriends, girlfriends who might not have wanted to see Kari leave for a getaway 

without them?” He felt he was getting nowhere fast. It wasn’t her fault. He could see she was 

accommodating. 

“No, not that I’m aware.” She shook her head while clutching her handbag tightly in her 

lap. “Kari and I are very private with the outside world but not with each other. We speak very 

routinely, and I think she would have shared if there were a man in her life.” 

Slade wondered how two very attractive women could be so reclusive. 

“And you? What about your significant other?” The question was more for personal 

curiosity than professional necessity. He hoped she would not ask him why it was relevant 

because it really wasn’t, in his mind. 

Slade, too, was paid to observe. Her dark brunette hair was tightly pulled back, and her 

unusual green eyes were very intelligent. The glasses made her look bookish, but she was very 

striking, with great skin the color of light mocha, and she had a beautiful, warm smile. Her lips 

were full, but not overly so. Kissable came to mind and left just as quickly as he forced himself 

to remain professional. She wasn’t your average woman in looks or intelligence, and there was 

no way to hide either, regardless of her attempt to downplay her looks with little makeup and 

unremarkable clothes. He could see past it and what he saw was a knockout. He was now the 

detective of record, and she was off limits, which was probably a good thing. He did not need to 

start a relationship at this juncture of his career. He was on a very short timer’s calendar here 

on the force in Phoenix. He had accepted the position of chief of police Broken Arrow, 

Oklahoma and that was going to entail a move. 

“I have two dogs, a cat, a parrot, and a raccoon that usually puts the seat down after he is 

done, Detective. That’s plenty of relationships in my opinion. I don’t need to add to the mess in 

my house or have the added complication of a human counterpart, either.” 

He studied this woman across his desk, and he could relate on several levels. Having no 

time for pets, he could not actually relate to that part of her life. 



However, he could relate to the complications that relationships tend to bring on. He had 

dated some but usually found his dates didn’t deal exceptionally well with having to finish 

dinner alone after he had to go on a call. It didn’t matter the dinner was in a four-star 

restaurant. 

There had been a few through the years who tried to adjust to his hectic schedule or lack 

thereof. He gave them all credit for the effort. It was him. He was the issue. His life was not his 

own, belonging instead to those who needed him the most at that particular moment in time. 

Perhaps she was much the same. 

“Is there anyone who might want to harm your sister?” he asked, pulling himself back to 

the present. Slade watched her shift in the chair, uncomfortable with where the conversation 

had just headed. He had hit a nerve with her. 

Kristen had begged her sister to think about what she was doing. 

“Well, Detective Jericho, that list is long and some of the individuals on it distinguished. It 

consists of just about every gang and organized crime group in every large city from LA to New 

York. Unscrupulous politicians from Washington DC to Podunk, backwoods Southern Georgia 

can also be added if you cared to. I might even toss in a few cities in South America, too. Guess 

that really narrows the field for you?” 

This is a curious statement for her to make, he thought, especially given Kari’s reclusive 

nature. He looked at her wondering what he had stumbled into. This was shaping up to be a 

very unusual case. 

“Why?” His question was to the point. The feeling in his gut was telling him anything other 

than being quick with this one was a waste of precious time. 

Short of an outspoken politician or a serious crime investigator, an individual usually did 

not make the radar of organized crime. He doubted Kristen’s sister was either. 

“Why? Kari was in the middle of a series of documentaries and articles on syndicated crime 

across the Americas and how it all ties together. I begged her not to do this body of work, but 

she was determined.” 

He sat back hard in his chair. “Is your sister Karenna Ransom?” 



Why he had not put the two names together before that moment was a testament to the 

distraction Kristen was presenting for him, or maybe it was the fact he was eighteen hours on 

the beat and counting. At that point, he guessed it could go either direction. 

He had read those articles and wondered how she had managed to find such detailed 

information. He had also placed the proverbial bet with his chief and two other detectives that 

she would not live to complete the series. 

Now, he felt bad. 

However, the first set would have been enough to get her killed. There had been several 

articles after. They all contained some hard-core accusations, and the information had already 

resulted in several major arrests and resignations in New York, Chicago, Atlanta, and St. Louis. 

This put a very different twist on things, upping the ante. He was afraid that perhaps they were 

not investigating a missing person, but would soon be looking at homicide. 

If they ever found a body, he added mentally. 

Professional hit men usually only leave evidence behind if they are making a broader 

statement or do not have the ability to properly and forever dispose of the evidence. 

“Yes,” Kris quickly agreed. “She’s one in the same.” 

He was not going to beat around the bush with her. “Doctor Ransom, this significantly 

changes the landscape of this investigation,” he said, leaning forward in his chair with his 

forearms crossed on the desktop. 

“How so? And please, call me Kris.” 

He chose to ignore her offer, rather preferring to keep it professional. “I’ve read her work, 

Doctor Ransom. It’s gutsy stuff. I’m afraid we may be in over our heads here simply due to the 

extreme nature of the investigations your sister was doing.” 

“Are you saying you can’t help me?” She was wondering if she was again at a brick wall. 

“No, that’s not what I’m saying,” he replied gently. At this point she was very fragile, 

emotionally speaking, and the last thing she needed was for him to be insensitive to her. He 

could be an ass at times—it came with the territory—but this wasn’t going to be one of those 

times. If he was going to keep his perfect case resolution streak alive, he needed her to 

cooperate. He did not want to leave the department with an unsolved case. Furthermore, she 



was the one with the most information and the most at stake if he did not solve this one 

quickly. As with any investigation, the clock was ticking. 

“That’s not what I’m saying,” he repeated. “However, if your sister has pissed off the wrong 

crowd, then we may be looking at a homicide.” It was a reality he felt she had to face. 

“No.” She shook her head closing her eyes against the raging torrent of fear and dread. She 

was not going to believe that her sister was gone. It was just unthinkable. 

Slade saw the denial across her face as she massaged her temples. He hated to be the one 

to bring the bad news; nevertheless, she needed to have a good understanding that this might 

not have a happy ending. Few stories did end well once he was involved. That was why he was 

a homicide detective. He was very good at what he did, having an innate ability to solve tough 

crimes. However, no matter how satisfying it was to bring the evildoers to justice, it felt better 

to bring some closure to the victim and their family. It felt even better still when, on those very 

rare occasions, they found the loved one still breathing. He did not get warm fuzzies on this one 

and his gut was usually right. 

“Doctor Ransom, we have to consider the possibility, and, statistically speaking, the longer 

she is missing only increases the probability this will not end well.” 

She came out swinging. If her sister was running short on time then why were they still 

sitting here? “Then let’s get off our ass and find her, damn it! Do it before it’s too late.” 

 She felt the tears swimming in her eyes in spite of the fact she was usually the strong one. 

The lack of sleep and stress were just too much for her to not physically give in to the urge. “I 

must believe she’s still alive, Detective.” She took the tissue box he offered. “She’s all I have.” 

Slade watched her closely. She wasn’t crying yet, but she was on the brink. The last thing 

he needed was a meltdown in his office at two o’clock in the morning. 

Damn it all, I really need to go home and sleep, but that’s not happening, he thought. 

“All right.” He switched gears. “Are you up to a little detective work, Doctor Ransom?” 

Pushing away from his desk, he stood up and came around the side to stand over her. He 

needed her help as much as she needed his, and if he could keep her moving forward, he might 

just forestall those tears until they saw there was truly something to cry about. 



She nodded. Anything was better than just sitting around doing nothing even if she did 

need sleep and was almost dead on her feet. She reasoned she would not get any rest anyway, 

so why not put her meager energies to good use. 

“Good. I need to see her apartment. Can you get me in tonight?” Slade asked, thinking to 

start at the most logical place. 

Kristen understood what he needed. She pulled out her keys and held them out to him. She 

just had to find the strength to help. It was the least she could do for Kari. 

 


