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Praise for the novels of Erica Spindler
“Spindler's latest moves fast and takes no prisoners. An intriguing look into the twisted mind of someone for whom murder is simply a business.”

â€”Publishers Weekly
on
Cause for Alarm

All Fall Down
is “a smooth, fast ride to the end. Spindler is at the controls, negotiating the curves with consummate skill.”

â€”John Lutz, author of
Single White Female

“A compelling tale of kinky sex and murder.”

â€”Publishers Weekly
on
Shocking Pink

“Ms. Spindler spins an amazing tale of greed and obsession.”

â€”Rendezvous
on
Fortune

“Creepy and compelling,
In Silence
is a real page-turner.”

â€”Times Picayune

“A classic confrontation between good and evil.”

â€”Publishers Weekly
on
Dead Run

“Spindler has created a story that is sure to keep readers on the edge of their seats till the very last page.”

â€”Chris Lawton, United Nations security adviser, on
Bone Cold

Shocking Pink
is “one of the best, most frightening novels of the year.”

â€”Painted Rock Reviews

Spindler delivers “a high adventure of love's triumph over twisted obsession.”

â€”Publishers Weekly
on
Forbidden Fruit


Â 

Dear Reader,

Adoption has come a long way in recent years. No longer is it considered something to be hidden, as if it's a shameful secret. It is acknowledged for what it isâ€”an incredible act of love for all concerned.

As an adoptive mother myself, I know firsthand the immediate and overwhelming love and possessiveness an adoptive parent feels for their child. I understand the adoptive parents' irrational fear of their baby's biological family, and the uncertainty born of having opened life and heart to the unknown. And I know the lengths and depths they, like any parent, would go to keep their child safe from harm.

I used this knowledge as a starting point to create this work of fiction.

My novels have evolved over time, from the rags-to-riches relationship story
Red
to the pure suspense of my newest book,
Killer Takes All.
It's been an exciting journey, and each novel I've written represents a step in that journey. I hope that you enjoy
Cause for Alarm.

Best wishes,


P.S. I love to hear from my readers. Please send me a postcard at P.O. Box 8556, Mandeville, Louisiana 70470. Or contact me through my Web site, www.ericaspindler.com.



ERICA SPINDLER
CAUSE FOR ALARM
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Prologue

Washington, D.C., 1998

T
he fashionable Washington neighborhood slept. Not a single light shone up or down the block of high-priced town homes, the only illumination the glow from the streetlamps and the three-quarter moon. The November night chilled; the air was damp, heavy with the scent of decay.

Winter had come.

John Powers climbed the steps to his ex-lover's front door. He proceeded purposefully but without fanfare, his movements those of a man who depended on not being noticed. Dressed completely in black, he knew he appeared more shadow than man, a kind of ghost in the darkness.

Reaching the top landing, he squatted to retrieve the house key from its hiding place under the stone planter box to the right of the door. During the spring and summer months the planter had been filled with vibrant, sweet-smelling blossoms. But now those same flowers were dead, their stems and leaves curling and black from the cold. As was the eventuality of all living things, their time had come and gone.

John slipped the key into the lock and turned it. The dead bolt slid back; he eased open the door and stepped inside. Easy. Too easy. Considering the parade of men who had come and gone through this door over the years, using this same key, retrieved from this same hiding place, Sylvia should have been more careful.

But then, forethought had never been Sylvia Starr's strong suit.

John closed the door quietly behind him, pausing a moment to listen, taking those valuable seconds to ascertain the number of people in the house, whether they were sleeping and where they were sleeping. From the living room to his right came the steady ticking of the antique mantel clock. From the bedrooms beyond, the thick snore of a man deeply asleep, a man who had probably drunk too much, one no doubt too old and out of shape to have spent the evening with the ever-enthusiastic and sometimes gymnastic Sylvia.

Too bad for him. He should have gone home to his fat, dependable wife and their ungrateful, cow-faced children. He was about to become a victim of being in the wrong place at the wrong time.

John started for the bedroom. He took his weapon from its snug resting placeâ€”the waistband of his black jeans, at the small of his back. The pistol, a .22 caliber semiautomatic, was neither powerful nor sexy, but it was small, lightweight and at close range, utterly effective. John had purchased it, as he did all his weapons, secondhand. Tonight he would give it a watery grave in the Potomac.

He entered Sylvia's bedroom. The couple slept side by side; the bed rumpled, the sheet and blankets twisted around their hips and legs, only half covering them. In the sliver of moonlight that fell across the bed, Sylvia's left breast stood out in relief, full, round and milky white.

John crossed to where the man slept. He pressed the barrel of the gun to the man's chest, over his heart. The direct contact served two purposes: it would muffle the sound of the shot and assure John a swift, clean kill. A professional took no chances.

John squeezed the trigger. The man's eyes popped open, his body convulsed at the bullet's impact. He gasped for air, the gurgling sound wet as fluid and oxygen met.

Sylvia came immediately awake. She scrambled into a sitting position, the sheet falling away from her.

The man already forgotten, John greeted her. “Hello, Sylvia.”

Making small, squeaky sounds of terror, she inched backward until her spine pressed flat against the bed's headboard. She moved her gaze wildly back and forth, from John to her twitching, bloody companion, her chest heaving.

“You know why I've come,” John murmured. “Where is she, Syl?”

Sylvia moved her mouth, but no sound escaped. She looked only a breath away from dissolving into complete, incoherent hysteria. John sighed and circled the bed, stopping beside her. “Come now, love, pull yourself together. Look at me, not him.” He caught her chin, forcing her gaze to meet his. “Come on, sweetheart, you know I couldn't hurt you. Where's Julianna?”

At the mention of her nineteen-year-old daughter, Sylvia shrank back even more. She glanced at her bed partner, still and silent now, then back at John, working, he saw, to pull herself together. “Iâ€¦I knowâ€¦everything.”

“That's good.” He sat beside her on the bed. “So you understand how important it is that I find her.”

Sylvia began to shudder, so violently the bed shook. She brought a hand to her mouth. “H-howâ€¦young, John? How young was she when you began leaving my bed to go to hers?”

He arched his eyebrows, amazed at her outrage, amused by it. “Are we feeling maternal suddenly? Have you forgotten how only too happy you were for us to spend time together? To let your lover play daddy? How eager to let me care for her so you could be free?”

“You bastard!” She clutched at the sheet. “I didn't mean for you to defile her. Toâ€¦to take my trust andâ€””

“You're a whore,” he said simply, cutting her off. “All you've ever cared about was your parties and men and the pretty baubles they could give you. Julianna was nothing but a pet to you. Another of your baubles, a means for the tired, old whore to buy a bit of respectability.”

Sylvia lunged at him, claws out. He knocked her backward, easily, the heel of his hand connecting with the bridge of her nose. Her head snapped against the headboard, stunning her. He brought the barrel of his gun to the underside of her chin, pressing it against the pulse that beat wildly there, angling it up toward her brain.

“What Julianna and I share isn't about
fucking,
Sylvia. It's not so base as that, though I doubt you could understand. I taught her about life.” He leaned closer. He smelled her fear, it mixed with the scent of blood and other body fluids, earthy but very much alive; he heard it in the small feral pants that slipped past her lips, the squeaks of a terrified mouse facing a python. “I taught her about love and loyalty and obedience. About commitment. I'm her everythingâ€¦father figure, friend and mentor, lover. She belongs to me, she always has.”

He tightened his grip on the gun. “I want her back, Sylvia. Now, where is she? What have you done with her?”

“Nothing,” she whispered. “Sheâ€¦went on herâ€¦her own. Sh-sheâ€¦” Her gaze drifted to the dead man beside her, to the ever growing pool of red, creeping across the white satin coverlet. Her voice shuddered to a halt.

With his free hand, John grabbed a handful of her hair and jerked her face back to his. “Look at me, Sylvia. Only at me. Where did she go?”

“Iâ€¦I don't know. Iâ€¦”

He tightened his grip on her hair and shook her. “Where, Syl?”

She began to giggle, the sound unnaturally high, otherworldly. She brought a hand to her mouth as if to hold the giggles back; they bubbled from her lips anyway. “She came to meâ€¦you wanted her to have an abortion. I told herâ€¦you're aâ€¦monster. A cold-blooded killer. She didn't believe me, so I called Clark.” Her giggles became triumphant, bizarrely so, given her situation. “He showed her pictures of your handiwork. Proof, John.
Proof.
”

John froze, his fury awesome, glacial. Clark Russell, CIA grunt man, former comrade-in-arms, one of Sylvia's lovers. One who knew too much about John Powers.

Clark Russell was a dead man.

John leaned toward Sylvia, the gun forcing her head back, her chin up. “Clark sharing classified information? I guess you're a better lay than I thought.” He narrowed his eyes, disliking the way his heart had begun to hammer, his palms to sweat. “You shouldn't have done that, Syl. It was a mistake.”

“To hell with you!” she cried, her voice rising. “You won't find her! I told her to run, as fast and as far as she couldâ€¦to save herself and the baby! You'll never find her. Never!”

For a split second he considered the horror of that possibility, then he laughed. “Of course I will, Sylvia. It's what I do. And when I find her, the problem will be eliminated. Then Julianna and I will be together again, the way we're supposed to be.”

“You won't! Never! Youâ€””

He pulled the trigger. Brains and blood splattered across the antique white headboard and onto the pretty rose-patterned wallpaper beyond. John gazed at the mess a moment, then stood. “Goodbye, Sylvia,” he murmured, then turned and went in search of Julianna.
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