
		
			[image: Baltimore_cover.jpg]
		

	
		
			[image: ]

			

			[image: ]

		

	
		
			Copyright © 2011, 2012, 2012 Karen Rose Books, Inc.

			The right of Karen Rose Books, Inc. to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by that company in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

			You Belong to Me
First published in 2011 by
HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP

			No One Left to Tell
First published in 2012 by
HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP

			Did You Miss Me?
First published in 2012 by
HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP

			First published in this Ebook omnibus edition in 2020 by
HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP

			Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.

			All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance  to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

			Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library

			Ebook conversion by Avon DataSet Ltd, Alcester, Warwickshire

			Cover photograph © Miguel Sobreira/Arcangel Images

			eISBN: 978 1 4722 7242 3

			HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP
An Hachette UK Company
Carmelite House
50 Victoria Embankment
London EC4Y 0DZ

			www.headline.co.uk
www.hachette.co.uk

		

	
		
			Contents

			Title Page

			Copyright Page

			About the Author

			Praise

			Also by Karen Rose


			You Belong To Me

			About the Book

			Dedication

			Acknowledgments

			Prologue

			One

			Two

			Three

			Four

			Five

			Six

			Seven

			Eight

			Nine

			Ten

			Eleven

			Twelve

			Thirteen

			Fourteen

			Fifteen

			Sixteen

			Seventeen

			Eighteen

			Nineteen

			Twenty

			Twenty-one

			Twenty-two

			Twenty-three

			Twenty-four

			Twenty-five

			Twenty-six

			Epilogue


			No One Left to Tell

			About the Book

			Dedication

			Acknowledgments

			Prologue

			One

			Two

			Three

			Four

			Five

			Six

			Seven

			Eight

			Nine

			Ten

			Eleven

			Twelve

			Thirteen

			Fourteen

			Fifteen

			Sixteen

			Seventeen

			Eighteen

			Nineteen

			Twenty

			Twenty-one

			Twenty-two

			Twenty-three

			Twenty-four

			Twenty-five

			Twenty-six

			Twenty-seven


			Did You Miss Me?

			About the Book

			Dedication

			Acknowledgments

			Prologue

			One

			Two

			Three

			Four

			Five

			Six

			Seven

			Eight

			Nine

			Ten

			Eleven

			Twelve

			Thirteen

			Fourteen

			Fifteen

			Sixteen

			Seventeen

			Eighteen

			Nineteen

			Twenty

			Twenty-one

			Twenty-two

			Twenty-three

			Twenty-four

			Twenty-five

			Twenty-six

			Twenty-seven

			Twenty-eight


			Bonus Material

			Discover the next gripping instalments of the Baltimore series

		


		
			About the Author

			[image: ]

			Karen Rose was introduced to suspense and horror at the tender age of eight when she accidentally read Poe’s The Pit and The Pendulum and was afraid to go to sleep for years. She now enjoys writing books that make other people afraid to go to sleep.

			Karen lives in Florida with her family, their cat, Bella, and two dogs, Loki and Freya. When she’s not writing, she enjoys reading, and her new hobby – knitting.

		

	
		
			Praise

			‘Intense, complex and unforgettable’ James Patterson

			‘Karen Rose delivers the kind of high-wire suspense that keeps you riveted’ Lisa Gardner

			‘Rose . . . effortlessly balances romance and crime . . . An excellent example of how far-reaching and varied romance can be’ New York Times

			‘Fast and furious’ Sun

			‘Takes off like a house afire. There’s action and chills galore in this nonstop thriller’ Tess Gerritsen

			‘A pulse pounding tale that has it all’ Cosmopolitan

			‘A blend of hard-edged police procedural and romance – engaging’ Irish Independent

			‘Rose juggles a large cast, a huge body count and a complex plot with terrifying ease’ Publishers Weekly

			‘A high-octane thrill ride that kept me on the edge of my seat and up far too late at night!’ Lisa Jackson

		

	
		
			Also by Karen Rose

			The Raleigh Series

			Have You Seen Her?

			The Chicago Series

			Don’t Tell

			I’m Watching You

			Nothing to Fear

			You Can’t Hide

			Count to Ten

			The Philadelphia/Atlanta Series

			Die For Me

			Scream For Me

			Kill For Me

			The Minneapolis Series

			I Can See You

			Silent Scream

			The Baltimore Series

			You Belong to Me

			No One Left to Tell

			Did You Miss Me?

			Watch Your Back

			Monster in the Closet

			Death is Not Enough

			The Cincinnati Series

			Closer Than You Think

			Alone in the Dark

			Every Dark Corner

			Edge of Darkness

			Into the Dark

			The Sacramento Series

			Say You’re Sorry

			Novellas available in ebook only

			Broken Silence

			Dirty Secrets

		

	
		
			[image: ]

			

			[image: ]

		

	
		
			About the Book

			A killer is branding his victims with numbers. How many will he kill before he’s stopped? YOU BELONG TO ME is a fantastic thriller from bestselling author Karen Rose, and the first novel in her Baltimore series.

			When forensic pathologist Lucy Trask stumbles across a mutilated body in her local Baltimore park, its face unrecognisable, her sole concern is that it might be her old school teacher Mr Pugh.

			But the victim is actually another man from her past. Who killed him and why he was left for Lucy to find is unclear but what appears to be a number ‘1’ burned into his back indicates that this corpse won’t be the killer’s last victim.

			When a second branded body is discovered, Detective JD Fitzpatrick and Lucy are forced to ask themselves how many more lives are at risk. Can they solve the killer’s gruesome puzzle before his thirst for revenge is complete?
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			Prologue

			Bayview, Delaware
Sunday, March 7, 11.15 A.M.

			‘Excuse me, sir, you can’t go up there.’

			Malcolm Edwards ignored the marina manager’s deep voice, his eyes fixed on his destination, his weakened body already aching. The Carrie On beckoned, rocking as the Chesapeake Bay churned. A storm was coming. It was a perfect day to die.

			Just a few more steps, then I can rest. Then the dock began to rumble beneath his feet as Daryl charged up from behind.

			‘Hey! Stop right there. This is private property. Hey, buddy! I said—’

			Malcolm winced as a beefy hand grabbed his upper arm and spun him around. For a moment he looked into Daryl’s face, waiting silently as recognition flickered and the man’s mouth dropped open in shock.

			‘Mr Edwards.’ Daryl took a step back, his ruddy cheeks gone pale. ‘I’m sorry, sir.’

			‘It’s all right,’ Malcolm said gently. ‘I know I don’t look like myself.’

			He knew what he looked like. He was surprised Daryl had recognized him at all, despite the years they’d known each other. Malcolm doubted many of his so-called friends would recognize him, not that they’d given themselves the opportunity. Only Carrie had stood by him, and there were times Malcolm wished she had not. In sickness and in health. This was definitely the former.

			She thought he couldn’t hear her sobs in the shower, but he did. He’d give all he owned not to put her through such hell. But man didn’t get to make those calls. That was God’s territory. Carrie had cursed God as she’d watched Malcolm waste away, but Malcolm didn’t have that luxury. He already had enough black marks on his soul.

			Daryl swallowed hard. ‘Can I get you anything? Help you in any way?’

			‘No. I’ll be fine. I’m going fishing.’ He held up a bucket of bait he’d bought for appearances. ‘I just want to feel the wind in my face.’ One last time, he added to himself. He turned toward his boat, determinedly putting one foot in front of the other. The dock rumbled again as Daryl walked beside him, clearly hesitant to speak his mind.

			‘Sir, there’s a squall comin’ in. Maybe you should wait.’

			‘I don’t have time to wait.’ Truer words were never spoken.

			Daryl winced. ‘I can get a crew to take you out. My grandson is a fine sailor.’

			‘I appreciate it, I truly do, but sometimes a man just wants to be alone. You take care, and thank you.’ He made it on board, his body sagging as his hands closed over the wheel. It had been far too long since he’d spent a day on the Bay. But he’d been busy. There’d been doctors and treatments and . . . He looked up at the forbidding sky.

			And making things right. He’d had too many things to make right, especially the one thing that had burdened his mind for twenty-one years.

			He thought about the letter he’d sent and hoped it wasn’t too late. He hoped he could handle the wheel long enough to get far enough out to do what needed to be done. He hoped drowning really was just like going to sleep.

			The water grew choppier, the wind more brutal the farther out he got. Finally he killed the throttle and listened to the waves, his eyes closed. He drew the salty air deep into his lungs, savoring this, his final day. Carrie would be sad, but part of her would be relieved. She’d put on a brave face that morning when he kissed her good-bye. He’d told her he was going fishing after his doctor’s appointment. When the authorities knocked on her door to give her the bad news, she’d swear that her husband could never have taken his own life, but deep down she’d know the truth.

			He stepped onto the deck, setting up his fishing poles. There were appearances to be kept up in case someone found his boat intact after he was ‘swept overboard’ by a rogue wave. He was baiting a hook when a harsh voice broke into his thoughts.

			‘Who are the others?’

			Malcolm spun around, the bait sliding through his fingers. A man stood a yard behind him, feet planted firmly, arms crossed over his chest. There was hate in his narrowed eyes and Malcolm felt fear shiver down his spine. ‘Who are you?’

			The man took a steady step forward despite the rocking. ‘Who are the others?’

			The others. ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about,’ he lied.

			The man pulled a letter from his pocket and Malcolm’s stomach roiled, recognizing both the letter and the handwriting as his own. Malcolm thought back twenty-one years and thought he knew who the man was. He definitely knew what the man wanted.

			‘Who are the others?’ the man asked once again, carefully spacing each word.

			Malcolm shook his head. ‘No. I’m not going to tell you.’

			The man reached into his other pocket and pulled out a long filleting knife. He held it up, examining the sharp edge. ‘I’ll kill you,’ he said, with little emotion.

			‘I don’t care. I’m going to die anyway. Or had you not noticed?’

			The boat pitched and Malcolm stumbled, but the man stood firm. He’s got sea legs. If he was who Malcolm thought he was, that made sense. The man’s father had been a fisherman back then.

			In the years since, businesses had been lost, lives splintered. Ruined. Because of what we did. What I did. He’ll kill me. And I’d deserve it. But he had no intention of divulging the others’ identities, nor a wish to die horribly. He lunged toward the side.

			But the man was fast, grabbing Malcolm’s arm and shoving him into a deckchair, binding his hands and feet with a length of twine he pulled from his back pocket. He’d come prepared.

			I’m going to die.

			The man rose, threateningly. ‘Who are the others?’

			His heart pounding, Malcolm stared up at the man he’d wronged. And said nothing.

			The man shrugged. ‘You’ll tell. If I had more time, I’d do everything to you that you did to her.’ He met Malcolm’s eyes. ‘Everything.’

			Malcolm swallowed as he remembered everything that had been done that night, so long ago. ‘I’m sorry. I said I was sorry. But I didn’t do anything to her. I swear it.’

			‘Yeah,’ the man said bitterly. ‘I got that from your letter. And when you finally confessed, you were too much of a coward to sign your name.’

			It was true. He’d been a coward then, and now. ‘How did you know it was me?’

			‘I figured it was one of you. You all ran together then. You all signed that team picture.’

			Malcolm closed his eyes, seeing it. They’d been young and so damn arrogant. They thought they had the world by the tail. ‘The one in the trophy case at the high school.’

			He sneered. ‘The very one. Your handwriting hasn’t changed much in twenty-one years. You still make your M’s the same way. It didn’t take a genius to track that letter to you. Which brings me back to the reason for my dropping by. You will tell me what I want to know.’

			‘I won’t. Like I said in the letter, that’s between them and God. So no. I’m sorry.’

			The man’s sneer became a sinister smile. ‘We’ll see about that.’

			He disappeared below deck, and Malcolm pulled at his bonds, knowing it was futile. His mind was flashing pictures, all the sick, disgusting things that had been done to the girl that night so long ago, as he’d stood and watched. And done nothing.

			I should have done something. I should have made it stop. But he had not, and neither had the others. Now he’d pay the price. Finally.

			He heard the thumping of something being dragged up from the hold. It was a woman. Malcolm’s gut turned to water. She was wearing a sweater exactly like the one he’d committed to memory just hours ago. When he’d kissed his wife good-bye.

			‘Carrie.’ Malcolm tried to stand, but could not. She’d been bound, blindfolded and gagged, and the man was dragging her by her arm. ‘Let her go. She did nothing.’

			‘Neither did you,’ he said mockingly. ‘You said so yourself.’ He shoved Carrie into a chair and held the knife to her throat. ‘Now tell me, Malcolm. Who. Are. The. Others?’

			Desperately Malcolm glanced at the man’s narrowed eyes before returning his own to the knife at his wife’s neck. He couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t think. ‘I don’t remember.’

			A drop of blood ran down Carrie’s throat as the knife nicked. ‘Don’t you dare lie to me,’ the man said quietly. ‘If you know who I am, you know I have nothing to lose.’

			Malcolm closed his eyes. He couldn’t think when he was looking at her. He was too scared. ‘Okay. But take her back to shore, first. Otherwise, I won’t tell you.’

			Carrie’s scream of pain was muffled by the gag in her mouth. Malcolm’s eyes opened and he stared, horrified. Then he retched, violently. He couldn’t look back, couldn’t look at the finger the man held out for his inspection.

			Severed. He’d cut off her finger. ‘I’ll tell you,’ he rasped. ‘Dammit, I’ll tell you.’

			‘I thought you might.’ The man stepped away from Carrie and she tucked herself into as small a space as her bonds would allow, whimpering. From his front pocket the man pulled a notepad and pen. ‘I’m ready when you are.’

			Quickly Malcolm spat the names, hating himself for it. For all of it. For staying that night, for watching. For writing the letter and endangering his wife. The man showed no emotion as he wrote the names, then pocketed his notepad.

			‘I’ve told you,’ Malcolm said, his voice cracking. ‘Now take her back. Let me get her a doctor. Please, put her finger in some ice. Please. I beg you.’

			The man studied the knife, red with Carrie’s blood. ‘Did she say that?’

			‘Who?’

			The man’s jaw cocked. ‘My sister. Did she beg?’ He grabbed Carrie’s hair and yanked her head back. He held the knife to her exposed throat. ‘Did she?’

			‘Yes.’ Malcolm’s body shook with sobs. ‘Please. I’m begging you. My wife did nothing. Please. I gave you what you wanted. Please don’t hurt her any more.’

			The man’s arm jerked, the knife sliced, and Malcolm screamed as blood spurted from her body. No. No. No. Please God, no. She was dead. Carrie was dead.

			Callously, the man cut through the twine with which he’d bound her and her body landed at Malcolm’s feet. ‘I should leave you here to watch the birds eat her flesh,’ the man muttered. ‘But someone might find you before you died, then you’d tell on me. I could cut your tongue out, but you’d still find a way to tell. So you have to die too.’ He lifted Malcolm’s chin, forcing him to look up. ‘I’ll cut your tongue out anyway. Any last words?’

			Standing naked on deck, he watched as the last of his clothes sank below the gray water, following the path Malcolm and his wife had taken. They’d be chum by nightfall.

			The worst of the storm had passed as he’d dealt with the disposal of the bodies. There had been a lot of blood. Luckily he’d brought a change of clothes. He’d shower off the Edwards’ blood before sailing the Carrie On to a private marina whose owner would be asking no questions. There he could hose the blood off the deck and remove any markers identifying the boat as Malcolm Edwards’.

			Going below, he paused at the galley counter, where he’d put the notepad for safekeeping. He couldn’t risk getting it covered in blood. Not like he needed the list anyway. The names were already etched in his mind.

			Some he’d expected. A few were surprises.

			All would wish they’d done the right thing twenty-one years ago.

		

	
		
			One

			Baltimore, Maryland
Monday, May 3, 5.35 A.M.

			Zz Top growling in her ears, Lucy Trask sang along as she jogged the path that cut through the park behind her apartment, not caring that she was hopelessly off key. Gwyn was their singer, after all. Nobody cared what Lucy’s voice sounded like, only how her bow sang. Besides, nobody was around to hear her this morning except other runners, and they had earphones just like she did.

			This time of the morning there was no one she needed to impress, nobody whose opinion she needed to worry about. It was one of the many reasons she loved the hour before dawn.

			She rounded the curve at the end of the path and slowed to a stop, her serenity suddenly gone. ‘Oh, no,’ she murmured sadly. ‘Not again.’ It was Mr Pugh, sitting at one of the chess tables, his tweed hat illuminated by the street lamp behind him.

			She detoured off the path, jogging to the green where her old friend had spent so many hours checkmating all challengers. Those days were long gone. Now he sat alone in the night, his head down, the collar of his coat pulled up around his face.

			She sighed. He’d wandered out of his apartment, again. She slowed her pace as she drew close, approaching quietly. ‘Mr Pugh?’ She touched his shoulder gently, taking care not to startle him. He didn’t like to be startled. ‘It’s time to go home.’

			Then she frowned. Normally he’d look up, that lost expression in his eyes, and she’d take him back to Barb who was so weary from caring for him all the time. Tonight he didn’t look up. He was still. So very still. Her heart sank. Oh no. No, no, no.

			She reached to press her fingers to his neck, then covered her mouth to muffle a scream when his body slumped over the table, his hat tumbling off his head. For a moment she could only stare in horror. His head was misshapen, caked with dried blood. And his face . . . She stumbled backward. Bile burned her throat.

			Oh God. Oh God. His face was gone. So were his eyes.

			She took another step back, blindly. ‘No.’ She vaguely heard a whimper, realized it was her own. Her breath hitched in her lungs and she forced herself to breathe.

			Do something. Her hands shaking, she found her cell in the pocket of her shorts and managed to dial 911, flinching when a crisp voice answered.

			‘This is 911. What is the nature of your emergency?’

			‘This is . . .’ Lucy’s voice broke as she stared at the remains. She closed her eyes. Not remains. It’s Mr Pugh. Somebody killed him. Oh God. Oh God.

			‘This is . . .’ She couldn’t speak. Couldn’t breathe.

			‘Miss?’ the operator repeated urgently. ‘What is the nature of your emergency?’

			Sternly Lucy cleared her throat. Called on years of training. Forced her voice to steady. ‘This is Dr Trask from the Medical Examiner’s office. I need to report a murder.’

			Monday, May 3, 6.00 A.M.

			Detective JD Fitzpatrick studied the small crowd gathered behind the yellow tape. Neighbors, he thought. Some still wore bathrobes and slippers. Some were old, some middle-aged. Some cried. Some swore. Some did both.

			He ventured close enough to listen in as he approached the crime scene. This was the time to listen, when shock had their tongues loose.

			‘What kind of animal could do that to a helpless old man?’ one of the younger women was demanding furiously, her hands clenched into fists.

			‘He never hurt anyone,’ the man next to her said in a bewildered tone.

			‘Goddamn gangs,’ an old man muttered to no one at all. ‘Not safe to leave your house any more.’

			JD noted the well-maintained grass of the small community park. There was no evidence of gang presence here, but he’d seen it clearly enough on the drive in. This had been a pocket of safety for these residents. A sanctuary that the ugliness outside hadn’t yet touched. An illusion, he knew. Ugliness was everywhere.

			Now the dead man’s neighbors knew it too. It didn’t take a gang to do a murder. One perp was enough, especially if the victim was elderly and vulnerable.

			‘This is going to kill Barb,’ an old woman cried brokenly, leaning against another old man. ‘How many times did I tell her to put him in a home? How many times?’

			‘I know, honey,’ the man murmured. He cradled her gray head against his shoulder, shielding her eyes from the scene. ‘At least Lucy’s here.’

			The old woman nodded, sniffling. ‘She’ll know what to do.’

			Barb was probably the wife or daughter of the dead man, but JD wondered who Lucy was and what it was that she’d know to do.

			Two uniformed officers stood inside the yellow crime-scene tape, shoulder to shoulder. One faced the neighbors, the other the crime scene. Together they were a barrier, blocking the view of the victim as best they could.

			CSU was already here, snapping photographs and processing the scene. Between the cops and CSU, nobody in the waiting crowd could see much of anything now, but JD knew that many of them had seen enough before the scene had been secured.

			The two uniforms pointed to a third cop standing next to Drew Peterson, the leader of the CSU team. The cop was Hopper, JD was informed. The first responder.

			‘Thanks.’ JD stepped around the two uniforms, steeled for what he’d see. Still he fought a grimace. The victim sat in a chair fixed to the pavement, his body sprawled over a park chess table, his head and face beaten so severely that he was unrecognizable. Who would do that to an old man? Why?

			The victim wore a beige trench coat, buttoned to his neck, belted around the waist. His hands were shoved in his pockets. There didn’t appear to be any blood on his coat or around the chair. The only blood visible was dried on the victim’s face and scalp.

			Officer Hopper approached, a grim determination in his steps. ‘I’m Hopper.’

			‘Fitzpatrick, Homicide.’ After three weeks on the unit, the words still felt strange in JD’s mouth. ‘You were first on?’ he asked and the officer nodded.

			‘This is my beat. The victim is Jerry Pugh. Sixty-eight-year-old Caucasian male.’

			‘So you knew him. I’m sorry,’ JD murmured.

			Hopper nodded again. ‘Me too. Jerry was harmless. Sick.’

			‘He had dementia?’ JD asked and Hopper’s eyes narrowed in surprise.

			‘Yes. How did you know?’

			‘The lady on the front row said she told Barb to put him in a home.’

			‘That’s Mrs Korbel. And I imagine she did. So did I. But Mrs Pugh – that’s Barb – wouldn’t do it. Couldn’t do it, I guess. They’d been married forever.’

			‘Who found the body?’

			Again Hopper looked surprised. ‘She did.’ He pointed to the other side of the crime scene where a woman stood alone, watching. She stood with her arms crossed over her chest, her expression unreadable. But there was a fragility to her, a palpable tension, as if she was barely holding on.

			She was tall, five nine or ten. The long hair she’d pulled back in a simple ponytail was a reddish gold that flickered under the bright CSU lights, like little licks of fire. She was very pretty, her features so classically fine that her face could have graced a statue. Or perhaps it was because she stood so motionlessly that he thought so.

			She wore a windbreaker, running shorts and a pair of hi-tech running shoes. That she’d been allowed proximity to the scene suggested she was more than a simple bystander, but he’d never seen her before. That face he’d remember.

			Those legs he’d certainly remember.

			‘Who is—?’ he started to ask, then she turned and met his eyes.

			And in a flash of painful memory, JD knew exactly who she was. ‘Dr Trask,’ he said quietly. Lucy Trask, the ME. Lucy will know what to do. ‘She found him?’

			‘Just before dawn,’ Hopper said. ‘The doc . . . well, she’s a nice lady, that’s all.’

			JD found he had to clear his throat. ‘I know. Where is Mrs Pugh?’

			‘My partner Rico went to find her. He got no answer when he knocked on their apartment door. The super was waiting with the key. By then the whole building was out here. Everybody but Mrs Pugh. Rico searched the apartment, but no sign of the missus. Her car’s not in the parking lot.’

			‘No sign of foul play in the apartment?’

			‘No. Rico says it looks like she left. There were a couple extra bowls of cat food on the kitchen floor, and all the kitchen appliances were unplugged. The super’s getting emergency contact info off the rental agreement now.’

			JD had been listening to Hopper, but hadn’t taken his gaze off Dr Lucy Trask. She’d looked away, but not before he’d seen the devastated grief in her eyes.

			He looked back at Hopper. ‘Get Rico on the radio. Tell him not to call the emergency contact. Give the info to me. I don’t want anyone else informing the wife.’

			Hopper frowned. ‘Barb Pugh isn’t involved. She’s almost seventy.’

			‘I hear you.’ It was unlikely that an old woman could produce that kind of damage. ‘But I have to proceed like she is involved until I know differently.’

			Hopper’s frown lessened slightly. ‘All right. I’ll get Rico on the radio.’

			‘Thank you.’ JD crouched next to the victim, studying him up close. Someone had done a real job on Mr Jerry Pugh. The weapon used had been blunt and hard. The attack had been relentless. Every feature of the man’s face had been crushed.

			Rage, he thought. Or maybe a drug-induced frenzy. He’d certainly seen enough of that in Narcotics. This was no garden-variety mugging. Someone had totally lost it.

			CSU’s Drew Peterson crouched beside him. ‘Hey, JD. You got here fast. You finally sell your place way out in the burbs?’

			JD and Drew had been assigned to the same precinct right out of the Academy, but they hadn’t seen much of each other since Maya died. JD hadn’t seen much of anyone since then. His assignment in the Narcotics division had mercifully swallowed him up. But this move to Homicide was a clean break. A fresh start. And as much as he pitied the poor old man slumped over the chess table, JD was looking forward to the change.

			‘Not even a nibble.’ After a frustrating year on the market, JD was about to give up trying to sell the house he’d once shared with his wife. ‘You find anything?’

			‘Not a lot so far. We just finished taking pictures. The ME has to do their thing, then we’ll get started. Where’s Stevie?’

			‘On her way.’ As soon as she lined up someone to watch her little girl. JD’s partner Stevie Mazzetti normally had all her bases covered when they were on call, but her childcare backups had backfired today. He didn’t mind covering for Stevie. Her need for being covered was rare. She was a good cop. And JD owed her a lot.

			JD pointed to the grass around the chess table. ‘He wasn’t killed here. No blood on the grass or on the beige overcoat. Any idea how he got here?’

			‘My best guess, by wheelchair. I found tracks in the grass. We’ll take impressions if we can. Chair’s gone, though. Whoever dumped him here took it with them.’

			‘No tire tracks from the path to this table,’ JD said. ‘He was dragged or carried, which would have left somebody pushing an empty wheelchair from the scene. If he was dragged, he might have grass on his shoes.’

			‘If he does, it’s stuck to the soles. Did you see his shoes?’ Drew asked.

			JD leaned to see beneath the chess table. The victim’s wingtips were new and had been shined recently. ‘No scuffing. Doesn’t look like he was dragged.’

			‘Do you know how much those shoes cost?’

			‘A lot.’ The shoes appeared to be very expensive. Maybe even custom-made. JD looked over his shoulder at the apartment building. It wasn’t low-rent, but it certainly wasn’t the Ritz. ‘I guess what he saved on rent, he spent on shoes. I wonder what Mr Pugh did for a living, before the dementia.’

			‘The doc will know,’ Drew said. ‘She lives in the building too.’

			‘She knew him personally?’ he asked, and Drew nodded again. That explained both her grief and why she was running here, in this particular park. She still stood motionless, staring at the body, and sympathy tugged at his heart. ‘That had to have been a huge shock. She’s not going to do the exam, is she?’

			‘No. She called for techs and a rig. She appears to be holding it together.’

			‘But not by much,’ JD murmured. ‘I’m going to interview Dr Trask, then see if we can find the vic’s wife and any witnesses. Call me over if you find something.’

			‘Will do.’

			Lucy Trask straightened when she saw him coming. Her eyes were dry, but her face was very pale. She fixed her gaze on the dead man in the chair, not glancing up.

			‘Dr Trask? I’m Detective Fitzpatrick.’

			‘I know,’ she said tonelessly. ‘You’re Mazzetti’s new partner. Where is Stevie?’

			‘On her way. Can I ask you a few questions?’

			‘Of course.’ She spoke, but her lips barely moved.

			‘Why don’t we go sit in my car? You’ll be more comfortable there.’

			Her jaw tightened. ‘No. I’ll stay here. Please, just ask your questions, Detective.’

			There was a thread of desperate fury in her voice. She had the smallest trace of an accent. It wasn’t quite Southern, but she wasn’t from the city. At least not originally. ‘Okay. You knew the victim?’

			She jerked a nod, but said nothing.

			‘I’m sorry, Dr Trask. I know this is beyond difficult. You found him?’ he asked and she nodded again. ‘When?’

			‘At about five-thirty. I was running. I saw Mr Pugh in his chair.’ She recited the words, as if giving a report. ‘I thought he’d wandered away from his apartment again.’

			‘Because he had dementia,’ JD said and her glance swung up to his. Her eyes were a clear, piercing blue, not easily forgotten. At the moment they churned turbulently with grief and anger and shock, but he knew they were capable of great warmth and compassion. He’d remembered her eyes for a long time after the day he’d first seen her. The only time he’d seen her.

			And he’d only seen her eyes. The rest of her had been masked and gowned. He hadn’t seen her face, but he’d never forgotten her eyes.

			‘Mr Pugh had Alzheimer’s disease,’ she confirmed.

			‘How often did he wander away from home?’

			Her shoulders sagged wearily. ‘Recently, three or four times a week. Barb has to sleep sometime. When he wandered off at night, I was usually the one to find him.’

			‘And you would take him home?’

			‘Yes.’ She said it so quietly he barely heard the word.

			‘He would go willingly with you?’

			‘Yes. He wasn’t violent.’

			‘Some Alzheimer’s patients are,’ JD noted.

			Her chin lifted a fraction. ‘Some are. He wasn’t. We were able to calm him.’

			She had more than known the victim, JD realized. They’d been close. ‘You were out early this morning.’

			‘Yes. I always run before dawn.’

			‘Did you see the victim sitting there when you started your run?’

			She looked angry. ‘No. If I had, I would have taken him home right then.’

			‘So he wasn’t there when you started your run?’

			Her eyes flickered, as if now understanding his question. ‘Oh. No. He might have been, but I wouldn’t have seen him. I start from the other side of the building and run the perimeter of the neighborhood before cutting back through the park on my way back.’

			‘Did you see anyone else?’

			‘Only the other runners. I don’t know any of their names. Officer Hopper might.’ She looked toward her building. ‘Where is Officer Rico? He went to check on Barb.’

			‘It looks like she’s gone.’

			Trask’s gaze shot up to him, wild panic in her eyes this time. One slender hand grabbed his arm in a vise-like grip. ‘Gone where? Gone dead?’ she demanded and he immediately regretted the words he’d chosen.

			‘No, no,’ he soothed, covering her hand with his. Her skin was like ice. He pulled her fingers from his sleeve and sandwiched her hand between his palms, rubbing them to warm her. ‘It appears she left. The apartment is empty and her car isn’t in the lot.’

			Panic became disbelief and she stood there, her hand motionless between his. ‘No. Barb would never leave him alone like that.’

			‘But she is gone.’

			Jerking her hand free, she took a step back, the remaining color draining from her face. ‘No. Absolutely not. She would not leave him of her own free will. Somebody must have taken her. Oh, my God.’

			‘She unplugged all the kitchen appliances,’ JD said and watched as his words penetrated her disbelief. ‘Did she do that when she traveled?’

			Trask nodded, numbly. ‘Yes. But I won’t believe she left him alone. She was devoted to him.’

			‘Sometimes people under stress do things they wouldn’t normally do,’ JD said carefully. ‘Caring for a spouse with Alz—’

			‘No,’ she interrupted, fury giving her voice authority. ‘No. For God’s sake, Detective, Mr Pugh couldn’t even dress himself. He couldn’t even tie his . . .’ She faltered suddenly, her brows furrowing.

			JD leaned in closer when she didn’t finish the sentence. ‘Tie his what?’

			But she was already moving toward the body. ‘His shoes,’ she said over her shoulder. ‘He’s wearing shoes with laces.’

			JD hurried after her, ready to pull her back if she got too close, but she stopped, crouching where he had minutes before. Something had clicked and she was no longer numb. Now there was an energy around her. The air all but hummed.

			Fascinated, he crouched beside her, staring at her profile as she stared at the victim’s feet. Color had returned to her face, her cheeks pinking up before his eyes.

			No, he could never have forgotten her face.

			‘Mr Pugh hasn’t worn regular shoes in five years,’ she murmured, dragging his attention back to the dead man in the chair. ‘He wears an orthopedic shoe with Velcro. Barb’s fingers were too stiff to tie his laces.’

			‘Maybe he had two pairs,’ JD said, but she shook her head.

			‘These are Ferragamos. Mr Pugh never had that kind of money, and if he had, he wouldn’t have spent it on shoes.’

			‘What did he do for a living? I mean . . . before the Alzheimer’s?’

			She glanced up at him, her eyes sharp. Alert. And relieved. ‘He was a high-school music teacher who bought his shoes from J.C. Penney’s. This is not Jerry Pugh.’

			She sounded utterly certain. ‘What makes you so sure?’ he asked.

			‘These shoes are the wrong size,’ she said. ‘These are size ten. Mr Pugh wore size twelve.’ She closed her eyes, pursing lips that trembled. ‘Oh, God. Oh, God. Wears. Wears a size twelve. He’s still alive. This isn’t him. This isn’t him.’

			‘Are you all right, Dr Trask?’

			She nodded, trembling, her hands clenched into fists. ‘I’m fine.’

			He wasn’t sure about that, but hoped she’d know if she were about to faint. ‘How do you know Mr Pugh’s shoe size?’ he asked, unconvinced.

			‘I see a lot of feet in my business, Detective. I know my sizes.’

			He pictured the bodies in the cold room at the morgue, with just their feet sticking from beneath the sheet, tags on the toes. ‘I guess you do. But how do you know his?’

			She moved her shoulders a little uncomfortably as she stared at the victim’s battered face. ‘In February I found Mr Pugh sitting right here, in his chair. He’d left the house without his shoes and his feet were almost frozen. I called 911, massaged his feet and covered them with my coat. I know what size his feet are. This man’s are too small. This man is not Mr Pugh.’

			‘That was very kind of you, massaging the feet of an old man,’ he murmured.

			‘It was what anyone would have done.’

			He doubted that. ‘You call him “Mr Pugh”, but you call her “Barb”. Why?’

			That took her aback, he could see. She hesitated. ‘Old habits die hard, I guess,’ she finally said. ‘I didn’t realize I did that.’

			‘How long have you known Mr Pugh?’

			‘Twenty years. He was my teacher. In high school.’ She said the phrases haltingly, as if reluctant to divulge the information. Briskly she rose, and he followed. ‘This man is not seventy years old. If I hadn’t been distracted, I would have seen that.’

			‘You had a right to be distracted,’ JD began, but she waved his words away.

			‘He might be fifty, if that. He’s taller than Mr Pugh too, by a good two inches.’ She leaned over the dead man’s head carefully. Dried blood was thickly crusted over the scalp. ‘He’s bald, like Mr Pugh. Or his head’s been shaved. I’ll let you know which when I get him on a table.’

			‘Okay, let’s assume you’re right and this man is not Jerry Pugh. What made you originally think he was?’

			‘First, he was sitting in Mr Pugh’s chair.’

			‘You said that before. What do you mean, “his” chair?’

			‘When he wanders, he always comes here, to this chair. Before the Alzheimer’s he was quite a chess player. He’d come here every day after school and there were always people waiting to take him on.’ She shook herself lightly. ‘Plus there was that.’ She pointed to a tweed hat on the ground. ‘Mr Pugh wears one just like it. It was pulled over his face, like he was asleep. It fell off when I touched his shoulder and he fell forward.’ She paused, biting her lower lip. ‘Mr Pugh has a similar trench coat, too.’

			JD frowned, not liking that. ‘Who knows that Mr Pugh wanders out here?’

			Slowly she turned, looked up to meet his eyes. Hers were troubled. ‘Everyone in our building. Everyone in any of the buildings nearby. He wanders out at different times during the night and day. Why?’ She asked the question even though he thought she already knew the answer.

			‘Who knows you run every morning before dawn?’

			‘Other runners. Anyone who’s up at dawn. Why?’ she repeated.

			‘Because he wasn’t killed here. Drew thinks he was transported by wheelchair from the front of your building. Somebody went to a lot of trouble to have him found.’

			She looked back at the hat. ‘You think someone wanted me to find him.’

			He thought exactly that, but didn’t want to jump to any conclusions. ‘For now, let’s leave it at someone going to a lot of trouble to have him found.’

			‘Hands are in his pockets,’ she observed quietly. ‘His face is destroyed. Someone wanted him found, but not identified. I think you’ll find his fingertips are . . . altered.’

			‘Or gone,’ JD said grimly.

			‘Or gone,’ she repeated evenly. ‘Rigor’s passed. He’s been dead at least two days. I’ll get you a better time of death after the exam.’ She leaned forward a few inches, studying the facial injuries. ‘Blunt object was used. I’ll have a better idea—’

			‘After the exam,’ he finished. ‘So let’s get him transported. I want to check his pockets for ID, but I don’t want to chance any evidence falling on the grass here. Can we check his pockets as soon as you unload him at the morgue?’

			She studied him, clearly sizing him up. ‘Either Stevie’s been training you or you just have common sense. A lot of cops would want me to lay him out here.’

			Her approval made him feel . . . good. Just as it had the other time they’d met. He didn’t think she remembered it and he wasn’t in any hurry to bring it up.

			A door slammed behind them and as one they looked over their shoulders to see an ME tech pushing a gurney with a folded body bag lying on top. ‘I’m just coming back from two weeks out of the office,’ Trask said. ‘I may have a heavy load, so I may not be able to do the cut today. But if you want to meet me at the morgue, we can do a cursory exam and go through his pockets right away.’

			‘I appreciate it. I’ll work on locating the Pughs. I want to be sure they’re all right.’

			‘Thank you. I’ll suit up and get started.’ She looked back at the body slumped over the chess table. ‘I want to believe I came along by coincidence, that the placement of this man’s body had nothing to do with me.’

			‘But you don’t.’

			‘Do you?’

			He wanted to put her mind at ease, but wouldn’t lie to her. ‘No.’

			She sighed. ‘Neither do I.’

		

	
		
			Two

			Monday, May 3, 6.20 A.M.

			Well. That had gone much better than he’d dared to hope for. He’d held his breath for a while, hoping Trask would come along, hoping she’d follow her usual path.

			He needn’t have worried. Lucy Trask was as predictable as the sun she hated so much. She’d found the cocksucker, just like he’d planned.

			He’d enjoyed the precious minutes when she’d thought the cocksucker was the old man. Unfortunately she’d figured it out too soon. I should have changed his shoes. Stupid mistake. Could have drawn her torment out a lot longer. She truly loved that old man, Mr Pugh. Good to know.

			He took stock of the two detectives talking. The man had been first on the scene. The woman had just arrived. Now that he knew who was investigating, he could put Plan B in place – setting up a distraction in the unlikely event that things went sour and he needed to get away fast. Cops had families and he had no qualms about using theirs. Just like they used mine.

			He’d get his justice, one body at a time. His mouth curved in a satisfied smile. The next name on his list was already taken and stowed. He couldn’t wait.

			Monday, May 3, 6.35 A.M.

			Lucy drew a steadying breath as she leaned against the morgue rig, stepping into a pair of coveralls. Her heart was still pounding. It isn’t him. Not Mr Pugh.

			Then who is it? And why had he been left there, in Mr Pugh’s chair?

			For me to find? A shiver raced across her skin as she zipped the coveralls up over her running clothes. It was already seventy degrees, but she was freezing cold. Shock, she thought. She’d come close to hyperventilating, especially there at the end.

			Rubbing her hands together, she remembered Detective Fitzpatrick doing the same thing. That had been kind. And effective. The man had hands like a furnace.

			She wondered if he made a habit of warming the hands of those who discovered the bodies. She imagined he hadn’t had many opportunities to do so, not yet anyway. Stevie Mazzetti’s former partner had retired only three weeks before and this new partner hadn’t been in Homicide before. He’d come from Narcotics, and— Oh.

			‘Narcotics,’ she said aloud. The little girl. Two years ago. He alone had come to witness the autopsy of a child, the victim of a stray bullet in a drug-related shooting.

			That’s where I saw him. She’d been trying to remember while he’d intently studied her face as she’d studied the victim’s shoes. He’d been trying to remember too.

			‘You got that right,’ murmured the woman standing to her right. ‘That man can addict me any time.’

			Lucy looked up and immediately rolled her eyes. ME Tech Ruby Gomez was openly ogling Detective Fitzpatrick as he stood several vehicles away, engaged in a serious conversation with Stevie Mazzetti, who’d just arrived on the scene.

			‘Ruby,’ Lucy hissed. ‘Put your eyes back in your head.’

			Ruby didn’t move. ‘Why? You’re the one who said he was a narcotic.’

			‘I said “Narcotics”. He came from Narcotics.’

			‘I know. In fact, I know everything there is to know about that man.’

			‘Like what?’ Lucy demanded, sounding petulant even to her own ears.

			‘Like he’s hot.’ Ruby shot her an amused look. ‘What more do I need to know?’

			‘That it’s time to work. We’ve got a dead man slumped over a chess table. Focus.’

			‘I am. On the live hot cop who has a very nice butt,’ Ruby replied tartly, then swung around with a resigned sigh. ‘Fine. Let’s go get the dead guy.’ She closed the back doors of the rig, taking a last look at Fitzpatrick. ‘That is one fine-lookin’ man.’

			Lucy shook her head, although she privately agreed. JD Fitzpatrick had tall, dark and handsome all sewn up in a very tidy package, and there was something about the way he moved. He was lean where a lot of cops were bulky. Still, he filled the space around him, his air confident. Almost dangerous. That he was kind made him more so.

			The handsome, arrogant ones were easy to spot. Easy to avoid. The kind ones snuck under your radar, then . . . bam. She hefted her field exam kit and started walking. ‘Men that look like that are invariably a lot more trouble than they’re worth.’

			‘In the long term, absolutely,’ Ruby said, her very red lips twitching. ‘I sure as hell wouldn’t marry one. But short term, their brand of trouble is well worth it.’

			Red was Ruby’s trademark because she was anything but subtle. She wore it on her lips and on the long fingernails that she pressed on at the end of each shift. Men buzzed around her like bees to a queen and Ruby proudly held court.

			Lucy liked her. They had a business-hours friendship that left most people shaking their heads. Oil and water, the others would say. It didn’t take a rocket scientist to get which was the water. Ruby was flashy and vivid where Lucy was contained. Bland.

			Or so they all thought. Not even Ruby knew what Lucy did when she left the office. None of them did. And if Lucy had her way, they never would.

			‘Well, make trouble on your own time,’ Lucy said briskly. ‘I promised Detective Fitzpatrick we’d process this guy as soon as we got him back to the morgue. How many cases do I have today, anyway?’

			‘Maybe four,’ Ruby replied absently, stealing looks over her shoulder. ‘He’s coming. Detective Hot Cop. Stevie Mazzetti’s with him.’

			‘Ruby,’ Lucy snapped and Ruby sighed again.

			‘See, that’s the difference between us,’ she said.

			‘What, that I’m a professional?’ Lucy asked sarcastically.

			Ruby just grinned, unoffended. ‘That too. You’ve got to get out, kid. See some men that don’t have tags on their toes.’

			‘Right now, the victim in the chair is my main concern.’

			Ruby puckered her lips. ‘Ooh. And now we get prim.’

			Lucy stopped short. ‘Someone meant for me to find him,’ she said quietly. ‘Dressed him so that I’d think he was someone important to me. Finding out who he is and how he died so that the cops can find out who did this . . . that’s my priority.’

			Ruby sobered. ‘I’m sorry. Why don’t you go in to the lab? Alan and I can bag him.’

			‘If it had been my friend I’d let you, but he’s not and the cops need answers.’

			Ruby nodded once. ‘Then let’s get busy.’

			‘Thank you.’ Ruby walked to where ME Tech Alan Dunbar waited, casting glances over her shoulder at Detective Fitzpatrick along the way. Lucy was tempted to sneak one last peek herself, but there was work to do.

			A man to identify. And a question to answer. Why set the victim up for me to find?

			‘Lucy! What is this? Are you all right?’

			The voice behind her was as familiar as her own and when Lucy turned, she automatically looked down. At five-feet-nothing, Gwyn Weaver was ten inches shorter than Lucy in her sock feet. When she wore her work boots, Lucy towered even higher.

			Lucy was surprised it had taken her best friend this long to get out here. Usually Gwyn was on the front row of any crowd. This morning her smooth voice was shrill and panicked and Lucy opened her mouth to reassure.

			‘I’m—’ Startled, Lucy cut herself off, her chin lifting and eyes widening at the sight of Gwyn’s companion. ‘Royce.’ Who stared at her coveralls with the big ‘ME’ stenciled on the back. Royce, who only knew her from the club. ‘You . . . you both came.’

			Shit. Lucy had known when Gwyn moved into her apartment complex that this would happen eventually, that at some point one of Gwyn’s boyfriends would see her in her day job attire. She had just expected it would be her nice prim suit, not her coveralls. And she certainly hadn’t expected it this morning.

			Although she should have. They’d gotten in so late from picking her up at the airport last night. It made sense Royce would sleep over at Gwyn’s place. On any other morning it wouldn’t have mattered. Except this morning it did.

			‘He knows, Lucy,’ Gwyn said under her breath. She was searching Lucy’s face, her own panic receding. ‘I had to tell him. But he’s not going to tell.’

			‘I promise,’ Royce said, seemingly taking her day job in stride. ‘I take it that you didn’t really go to California for a sales conference.’

			‘No,’ Lucy admitted. ‘It was a forensic pathology symposium.’

			‘Why lie?’ he asked, more curious than annoyed.

			‘Some people can’t deal with what I do. It’s easier this way.’

			‘I guess I can understand that,’ he said with a comforting smile. ‘What happened here?’

			Gwyn looked around Lucy, straining to see the scene. ‘The neighbors said it was Mr Pugh. But you’re here, suited up, and not upset. So it can’t be.’

			‘I thought it was, but it’s not. We don’t know who it is.’

			Gwyn looked up at her, dark eyes troubled. ‘But you’re sure it’s not Mr P?’ she asked, so honestly concerned that Lucy couldn’t stay annoyed.

			‘I’m very sure. Look, guys, I have to get to work. I’ll catch you later?’

			‘Tonight,’ Gwyn said, giving her a pointed nod. ‘Everyone’s missed you.’

			And she’d missed them. Lucy had never been away so long before, and every night she’d wondered what the gang was up to. ‘I’ll try. I may be backed up at work.’

			‘Which we need to let her get back to,’ Royce said to Gwyn. ‘Come on. You came, you saw, so you can go back to sleep now.’ He gave Lucy a warm smile and her shoulder a squeeze. ‘If you need anything, let us know. I’m glad it wasn’t your friend.’

			‘Thanks.’ She watched them go, Gwyn small and doll-like at Royce’s side. He’d put his arm around Gwyn, shielding her from the unpleasant crime scene and Lucy felt a tiny pang of loneliness. Gwyn always thought the next guy might be the one, but up until now it had never worked out and they were still single girls together. But this time, Lucy thought Gwyn could be right. Things would change. And I’ll be alone again.

			Which I will worry about later. Get to work.

			When she reached the body, Lucy put her field kit on the ground next to the gurney that Alan had already prepared with a body bag. She looked up at Alan who stood grim-faced, staring at the body. ‘You okay?’ she asked.

			Alan was a little green. ‘Somebody did a real number on him, didn’t they?’

			‘Indeed,’ Lucy said, feeling a tug of guilt. Alan had been with them for only a few months, and he’d never seen a corpse this mutilated. ‘I should have prepared you.’

			‘It’s okay. The cops said that you thought it was your friend. I’m glad it’s not.’

			‘Me too,’ she murmured. Pulling on gloves, she motioned Alan and Ruby to follow. ‘He’s past rigor, so he’ll be limp. Try to keep his hands in his pockets.’

			‘Why?’ Alan asked.

			‘His face is messed up, honey,’ Ruby said. ‘Chances are his hands are too.’

			‘Oh.’ Alan swallowed. ‘Okay.’

			Lucy lightly touched the victim’s head, studying the dried blood with a frown.

			‘What?’ Fitzpatrick asked.

			Lucy looked up. He and Mazzetti stood a few feet away. ‘The texture of the dried blood is wrong somehow. But I can tell you that his head has been shaved.’

			Stevie leaned close to see. She was a petite brunette, and at thirty-four she was a year younger than Lucy, but had always seemed much older. ‘Are you okay?’ Stevie murmured over the dead man. ‘I heard you had a shock. We could call another pathologist.’

			‘No. I’m fine.’ Lucy managed a smile. She respected Stevie a lot, even though the woman’s side-gig creeped her out. Grief counseling. The thought made her want to shudder. All that focus on death. When someone was dead, they were dead. I should know. Talking about it week after week was futile and just plain strange. ‘But thanks.’

			Stevie smiled back, then straightened, back to business. ‘Does he have any ID?’

			Lucy patted the victim’s coat pockets lightly then grimaced when her fingers met with no resistance where there should have been bone. ‘No wallet. No fingers either.’

			‘At all?’ Fitzpatrick asked.

			‘Left hand, they’re gone at the second knuckle. Right hand, the same. Except . . .’ She touched a single finger through the coat. ‘He still has his ring finger.’ She looked up at Fitzpatrick who watched her intently, and she realized she was holding her breath. Detective Hot Cop, Ruby had called him. Indeed. Quietly she exhaled. ‘It’s got a ring on it.’

			Drew Peterson crouched beside her and she could focus again. ‘Can we get it off once he’s on the bag?’

			‘We can try.’ She probed the victim’s legs through his trousers, then grimaced again. ‘Multiple breaks. His knees feel like mush. This guy was tortured.’

			‘I hate tortures,’ Stevie muttered.

			‘I imagine he hated it worse,’ Fitzpatrick said dryly.

			Lucy stepped back from the body. ‘Alan, Ruby, he’s all yours.’

			Ruby was a pro, but Alan looked queasy enough to have Lucy worried. She was watching to see if anything fell from the body to the ground as they moved him, when a new shiver ran down her back. Where she’d been freezing, she was now warm. Fitzpatrick stood behind her, his body blasting heat.

			‘I found the Pughs,’ he said softly. He’d bent down so that he spoke in her ear, and she could feel the tickle of his breath against her neck. ‘They’re both fine.’

			A combination of relief and awareness had her knees wobbling but she held herself straight, keeping her eyes on Ruby and Alan. ‘Thank you. Where are they?’

			‘The emergency number the super had was Mrs Pugh’s sister. They’ve been there for two days. I’m sending a squad car by to check, just in case.’

			‘Thank you. I’ve been out of town a few weeks and when I got back last night it was too late to check on them. I didn’t know they were gone, but it makes sense they’re there. Barb visits her sister often.’

			He was quiet a moment, still standing way too close. ‘Who knew you were gone?’

			She thought about the two weeks of silence the other tenants had enjoyed in her absence. ‘Everybody in the building and at work. I went to a training symposium, then lectured at a university in LA.’

			‘You didn’t post anything on your Facebook page about being away?’

			She looked over her shoulder, annoyed. ‘Of course not.’

			His nose was about two inches from hers. This close she could see that his eyes were dark, dark blue, not black as she’d thought before. ‘Some people do,’ he said.

			‘Some people are stupid. I am not.’

			‘Ugh!’ Alan’s grunt had everyone looking back at the body. The victim’s hands had fallen from his pockets as they’d placed him on the gurney. Luckily the hands had flopped straight down, falling on the unzipped body bag, so no evidence had fallen to the grass.

			‘Like you said,’ Fitzpatrick said grimly when they’d surrounded the gurney. ‘Just his ring finger, complete with a ring. Missing the tip.’

			‘His teeth appear broken too,’ Lucy added. ‘I don’t think you’re going to find ID.’

			‘The ring on his finger’s the ID,’ Stevie said. ‘Whoever did this left it behind for a reason. Can you get it off?’

			Lucy tugged at the ring and held it up to the morning light. ‘University of Maryland Medical School,’ she read.

			Fitzpatrick frowned. ‘Wonder what the doc did to get his knees capped?’

			Lucy dropped the ring into the evidence bag Drew held open, then gingerly pulled the victim’s sleeve back, revealing a gold wristwatch. ‘It’s a Rolex.’ She removed it and placed it in Fitzpatrick’s outstretched gloved hand.

			‘Not a robbery,’ he said and studied the back of the watch. ‘Inscription says “Thanks for the memories.” They spelled “memories” with an extra “m”. Wait.’ He squinted at the inscription, then rolled his eyes. ‘Make that “Thanks for the mammaries.”’

			‘I’d say you’re looking for a plastic surgeon,’ Ruby said dryly, and Lucy felt an appalling urge to laugh out loud. Gratefully, she stifled it. This was not funny.

			‘A plastic surgeon who really got on someone’s wrong side,’ Fitzpatrick said.

			‘Dr Trask?’ Alan said quietly. ‘He’s got something in his mouth.’

			The object was dirty white and looked like it might have been a handkerchief. Stevie and Fitzpatrick bent closer but Lucy put a hand between them and the victim. ‘I need to remove it in a protected environment.’

			Fitzpatrick straightened with a scowl. ‘We know, we know, back at the morgue. Look, he probably doesn’t, but at least see if he’s got a wallet in his breast pocket.’

			‘That I can do.’ Lucy probed the man’s chest with her fingertips, then flinched, her hands stilling abruptly when what she felt wasn’t anywhere close to being right.

			‘What else?’ Stevie asked in a tone that said she really didn’t want to know.

			Lucy pressed a little harder against the beige trench coat to be sure. Once again there was no resistance where there should have been a rib cage. This is very bad.

			‘They’re not supposed to do that, are they?’ Fitzpatrick asked blandly. ‘I mean, your fingers sinking into his chest like that.’

			‘No, they’re not.’ She looked up grimly. ‘I don’t know if this is your cause of death or not, but there’s a big hole here where his heart used to be.’

			Stevie let out a breath. ‘I think this guy just moved to the top of your priority list.’

			Lucy nodded. ‘Indeed.’

			Monday, May 3, 8.15 A.M.

			Clay Maynard hung up his phone with a frown. He’d had one hell of a night last night and this morning wasn’t looking much better.

			‘Well?’ his assistant asked from the doorway of his office.

			‘Evan missed checking in both last week and this morning, he’s not answering his cell, and he’s not where he’s supposed to be. The foreman at the construction site just said he never showed up for work last week so he fired him. What did you find?’

			‘The landlord of the place Nicki rented in his new name said he hasn’t shown up yet.’ Alyssa Moore bit her lip. ‘This doesn’t sound good. Could Margo have found him?’

			‘Not if he did what Nicki told him to do.’ A headache was brewing. ‘He said Margo would kill him if she found him.’

			‘She’s already tried twice. Maybe three times was her charm.’

			‘Dammit,’ Clay hissed. ‘We gave him a new life. All he had to do was claim it.’

			Alyssa sat in the chair next to his desk, crossing long legs that made his headache even worse. He’d been engaged to her older sister Lou four years ago when he first met Alyssa. Back then Alyssa had been a scrawny tomboy always getting into scrapes. Now she was a leggy eighteen year old getting into a whole different kind of trouble, which was why Lou asked him to hire her as his assistant. Though Lou and he called off their wedding, they’d stayed close – close enough that she didn’t mind hitting him up for favors, like keeping an eye on her baby sister.

			Luckily Alyssa was a decent assistant, because keeping his promise to keep her out of trouble was turning out to be a lot more trouble than Clay had bargained for.

			‘Do you mind?’ he snapped at Alyssa, gesturing to her skirt. ‘I pay you enough to buy clothes with more material than that.’

			Alyssa rolled her eyes and tugged at the skirt. ‘Oh, my God. You sound just like Lou. Or my dad. I’m not sure which is worse.’

			‘I don’t know,’ Clay muttered. ‘They both carry a gun.’

			Alyssa’s older sister and father were cops. Lou was a Maryland sheriff and Mr Moore had retired from a Boston beat. That Clay was a former cop was the reason Mr Moore had allowed his younger daughter to come to work at Clay’s PI agency.

			That and he’d wanted his daughter as far away as possible from the teenaged Romeo who Alyssa had been convinced she couldn’t live without. One month in Baltimore and Alyssa had forgotten all about the boy back home. Unfortunately, she’d discovered a whole new crop right here. But that was the least of Clay’s concerns.

			‘You didn’t mind my skirt last night,’ she said. ‘That creep never even suspected you were planting a tracker under his car. He was too busy staring at my legs.’

			Clay closed his eyes and blindly searched a drawer for his bottle of painkillers. He’d nearly had a heart attack when he’d seen Alyssa leaning against her car, where his much more experienced partner, Nicki, should have been.

			Except Nicki was on vacation at the beach an hour away and had not answered her phone all day yesterday.

			‘Yes, I did mind,’ he said. ‘I was going to go it alone, but you were already there, waiting for him. What were you thinking, showing up like that?’

			‘That you needed help,’ Alyssa said quietly. ‘That the little boy needed help. You had one chance to plant that device. If you hadn’t, where would that little boy be now?’

			‘Probably halfway to Mexico,’ Clay admitted.

			He’d been hired by a woman desperate to find her son. Her estranged husband, a dangerous foreign national, had grabbed the boy and the cops hadn’t been able to find either of them. Clay had been able to draw the husband out with a message from the wife, knowing the man wouldn’t risk bringing the child.

			He’d wanted Nicki to pretend to have car trouble, distracting the husband with her cleavage while Clay planted the tracking device, hoping the husband would lead them to the boy. Alyssa had done the distracting instead while Clay had done his job, and now the boy was safe with his mother. The husband was in jail, awaiting arraignment on a whole laundry list of charges.

			It had been risky. But that’s why desperate people hired Clay and Nicki.

			Nicki was also a former cop – and Clay’s first patrol partner. She’d left DCPD years after Clay had started his agency, right about the time Clay’s old PI partner had married and moved to Chicago. Clay and Nicki now shared the agency and a mission. They helped desperate people when the cops couldn’t. Or wouldn’t.

			Sometimes that meant breaking a few rules. They were good with that.

			Nicki had been dependable, but Clay had been fixing a lot of her mistakes lately. She’d been preoccupied. Moody. He hoped she was using this vacation to work through whatever shit that was messing with her mind.

			‘We saved the day,’ Alyssa said. ‘I did a good job.’

			‘You did. But you could have been killed. Promise me you won’t do that again.’

			‘Promise to train me.’ She lifted a brow. ‘And I won’t do it again until I am.’

			Clay ground his teeth. ‘I’ll think about it.’ He resumed his search for the painkillers.

			‘Left bottom drawer,’ Alyssa said. ‘I reorganized your desk.’

			He blinked into the drawer. So she had. ‘Wow. Thank you.’

			She inclined her head regally. ‘You are welcome. So, back to Evan?’

			‘Yeah. Evan.’ Nicki had asked him to keep an eye on her clients while she was away, but he’d gotten wind that the child’s father was about to bolt hours after Evan had first missed a check-in. The search for the boy took priority. Now, Evan was two days more missing than before. ‘Something’s wrong.’

			‘Should we assume the crazy-assed stalker bitch from hell found him?’

			‘Shit.’ Clay shook out his last three tablets. Seemed like he’d just bought that bottle. Probably because he had. ‘I don’t want to, but we have to now.’

			‘You’re gonna eat a hole in your stomach,’ Alyssa chided mildly.

			He ignored her, chasing the pills down with cold coffee. ‘Margo couldn’t have found him if he’d followed Nicki’s instructions. He must have gone back.’

			Alyssa sighed. ‘I thought Evan was smarter than that.’

			‘He has kids, and that always makes people stupid. He probably wanted to see them one more time before he became Ted Gamble.’

			‘So what are you gonna do?’

			‘Go look for him. If he’s dead, we need to report Margo. If he’s changed his mind, we need to recover all of his new ID.’ He checked his watch. It was a five-hour drive to southern Virginia with traffic. ‘I can be in Newport News by mid-afternoon.’

			‘I’ll get the name of the hotel Nicki used when she went down there.’

			Alyssa went back to her desk while Clay reread the contents of the file written in Nicki’s precise hand. Evan Reardon had made some stupid choices. The most stupid was cheating on his wife with Margo Winchester, a pole-dancing floozy, but a close runner-up was thinking he’d be able to walk away when he was done with her.

			Margo made good on her threat to expose their affair. Evan’s wife left him, taking their three kids. She was staying with her folks and all she’d told Nicki was that Evan was not the man she’d married. Then she’d shut the door in Nicki’s face.

			Evan still hadn’t married Margo and the woman had become violent. He’d approached the police, but that hadn’t gone so well. Margo’s dad, like Alyssa’s, was a cop. Unlike Alyssa’s dad, Margo’s was not a good cop. Evan had been harassed, followed by the police who seemed to be looking for something to use against him.

			So Evan hadn’t reported the stalking and it had become worse. He’d finally come to Nicki when Margo began threatening his kids. He wanted to draw her away from his children. He wanted Margo to think he was dead. Drastic, but he’d been desperate.

			Helping people start over was what Clay and Nicki did best. New identities were harder in the post-9/11 world, but still possible if one had the right skills. Clay and Nicki had the skills. They always made sure the client was telling the truth, checking out all aspects of the story. This one was stickier as bad cops were involved.

			Bad cops existed, Clay knew. It was the main reason he himself was a former cop. He’d been unable to look the other way and made the wrong bad cop mad.

			He sighed, wishing again that Nic hadn’t picked this week to get away from it all. They’d had some close calls, but had never lost a client. Maybe until now. He closed and locked his briefcase. He needed to find out what happened to Evan Reardon.

		

	
		
			Three

			Monday, May 3, 8.30 A.M.

			JD waited behind his car while Stevie parked hers in the garage adjacent to the morgue. The ME’s rig had left the scene an hour before, so hopefully Dr Trask had some new information for them. He and Stevie had spent the time interviewing the neighbors, but no one had seen anything.

			Stevie locked her car. ‘I meant to thank you for covering for me this morning.’

			‘Not a problem. I may need you to do the same for me some day.’

			They were nearing the morgue door and JD steeled himself. He really hated the morgue. He didn’t know how the MEs stood working here every day.

			‘I’d say this case is a trial by fire for you,’ Stevie said.

			‘Don’t worry. I’ve seen worse.’

			‘The man’s been pounded into pulp, his fingers removed, and his heart cut out. And that’s before we’ve looked under his clothes. And you’ve seen worse.’

			‘I’ve seen worse,’ he repeated mildly. And he had. Which was sad.

			‘You ever work a torture case in Narcotics?’ she asked.

			‘No,’ he said and she rolled her eyes.

			‘Dammit, JD, are you gonna make me dig this out of you with a grapefruit spoon?’

			His lips twitched, just a little. ‘Sorry. I’m not used to all the questions.’ He was not used to having a partner try to get into his head, but he’d known Stevie would. Getting into minds was her thing.

			‘You say you’ve seen worse. In Kandahar?’

			JD frowned. She knew where he’d been. And what he’d done. Not many people knew, but her husband – JD’s best friend – had. ‘Yes.’

			‘Paul said you gave him permission to tell me.’

			He had. Paul never would have said a word if he hadn’t given the okay. ‘Back then I never thought we’d be partners.’

			Stevie smiled sadly. ‘I can forget. Pretend I never knew.’

			‘No, it’s okay.’

			‘You do know you have nothing to be ashamed of, right? You served your country, JD. You did right.’

			JD thought of all those lonely days and nights, sitting alone, his sight trained on the spot through which his target would eventually pass. And of the self-loathing that inevitably followed once he’d pulled the trigger. He’d been alone when he came back home, even though he’d had Maya. He’d gone through the motions, working his job, even participating in sports. He’d been a hell of a shortstop. But he’d still been alone.

			Until the night Paul beaned him with a softball and insisted on driving him to the ER. To this day JD wasn’t certain it had been entirely an accident. Paul became his first real friend. Earned JD’s trust. Welcomed him into his family.

			The night Paul was murdered, JD had found himself alone again. Then Maya had died, taking away even the illusion of having someone. But those days were past. Like Kandahar, they were memories he rarely allowed himself to access.

			He opened the morgue door for them. ‘We’re here.’

			Stevie looked like she wanted to delve deeper, but thankfully she let it go. ‘I didn’t know you’d met Lucy Trask already.’

			Her new topic made him uncomfortable again, but in a different way this time. ‘I hadn’t really. Dr Trask did an autopsy I witnessed when I was in Narcotics. I was with her for maybe thirty minutes. We never actually spoke until today.’

			‘Really? I never would have guessed that,’ she said shrewdly. ‘Lucy’s a good pathologist. Thorough. I don’t think I’ve ever seen her as shaken as she was today. Thinking that vic was her friend was hard. Lucy doesn’t get close to many people.’

			She pushed the door open to the autopsy suite where Lucy Trask stood behind an exam table. She was covered head to toe – a gown over her scrubs, a mask over her face, and her hair with a surgical cap. She looked just like she had the first time he’d seen her. Except this time the body she stood over was full-sized.

			Her head was bowed, her attention focused on the victim on the table.

			‘Whatcha got?’ Stevie asked and Trask abruptly looked up, startled. Her eyes met JD’s for an unguarded moment before dropping back to the victim. But in that moment he’d seen surprise – and something else.

			Interest. It had been a long time since he’d spent time with a woman, but not so long that he could no longer recognize interest when he saw it flare. She’d been aware of him before, at the scene. Now she was wondering. He found himself standing a little straighter even as his chest tightened. Because he was wondering, too.

			‘Quite a lot,’ Trask said, her voice brisk. ‘I was preparing to do the cut.’ She pulled the mask away from her face, leaving it to dangle around her neck. ‘But now that you’re here, you can look at him before I get started. What’s left of him anyway.’

			She wasn’t exaggerating. There was almost too much damage to take in. The two focal points were the victim’s damaged face and the huge hole in his chest. His missing fingers just added to the macabre sight.

			Stevie grimaced. ‘What did they use on him, anyway?’

			‘All kinds of things. I told you at the scene that his legs were broken. X-rays showed three breaks in his right femur, two in his left. I’m thinking a bat was used. This hole in his chest is post-mortem. The removal of his eyes, tongue, and the finger amputations were not.’

			‘The tongue was in the handkerchief?’ Fitzpatrick asked and she nodded.

			Stevie sighed. ‘So, what was the cause of death?’

			‘I don’t know yet. I can tell you this guy had some work done on his face.’

			‘I kinda figured that one on my own,’ Stevie said dryly. ‘And me, not even a doc.’

			Trask shook her head. ‘I mean, he had plastic surgery.’

			‘How can you tell?’ JD asked. ‘Looks like every bone in his face is smashed.’

			‘Every bone is smashed, but he’s got cheek implants. Showed up on the X-ray.’

			‘We can get serial numbers,’ Stevie said excitedly. ‘And then ID this guy.’

			‘We can,’ Trask said. ‘I’ll get the implants out when I do the cut. The killer must not have known about them.’

			‘Could be why he took the heart,’ Stevie mused. ‘Maybe it was traceable too.’

			‘I wondered that,’ Trask said. ‘We’ll know when we get the victim’s name.’

			‘How did he cut out the heart?’ Stevie asked. ‘That’s not an easy thing to do.’

			‘No, it’s not. Determining that will take more time than I’ve had so far, but whatever he used was powerful enough to cut through all the muscle and the bone. The lines of the cut are pretty smooth. He didn’t hack his way through.’

			‘There’s a surprising lack of blood,’ Stevie noted.

			‘That’s because the body was washed before being re-dressed.’

			‘And the hole in his chest?’ Stevie asked.

			‘Stuffed with a hand towel, your basic white cotton blend.’

			‘Anything else?’ JD asked.

			She lifted her brows. ‘Oh, I’m just getting started, Detective. I took his core temp. Fourteen degrees Celsius. That’s about fifty-eight Fahrenheit.’

			JD and Stevie shared a confused glance. ‘He was frozen?’ JD asked.

			Trask nodded. ‘Yes, he was.’

			‘Well that shoots time of death to hell,’ Stevie grumbled. ‘How did he get the guy in the chair if he was frozen?’

			‘He thawed his extremities out. Maybe in water. Kind of like when you thaw a frozen turkey in the sink and the wings and legs thaw first. That made him poseable. It would explain how the blood below his neck was washed away, because the blood on his face and scalp is still here, just dried.’

			‘How long was he frozen?’ JD asked and watched Trask’s eyes grow troubled.

			‘To freeze and partially thaw? A week. Maybe longer.’

			‘Maybe two weeks?’ he asked quietly.

			She looked down at the body, then back up again. ‘Maybe.’

			Stevie sighed. ‘The length of time you were gone. You get back last night, and this morning this dead guy just happens to end up in the park along your jogging route.’

			‘Dressed like your friend,’ JD added, ‘who you often found sitting in the same spot and often returned to his home.’

			‘Not good,’ Stevie murmured. ‘Not good at all. Lucy, you said you were just getting started. What else?’

			Carefully Trask lifted the body, just enough for them to glimpse the victim’s back, and JD squinted. ‘What is it?’ he asked.

			‘Cigarette burns,’ she said, ‘in a very definite pattern. Done pre-mortem. Tap the top of that computer monitor on the counter. I took a digital before you got here.’

			JD did as she asked and the screen saver disappeared, revealing the photo. A single thought hit him hard as he absorbed what he saw. Maybe I haven’t seen worse.

			Stevie bent to study the screen. ‘It’s a letter I.’ She looked over her shoulder at JD, her mouth tight. ‘Or a Roman numeral I. We could be looking at more.’

			He looked at Trask, saw that she’d already come to the same conclusion. ‘Get those implants out of his cheeks, Doc. We need to know who this guy is.’

			Monday, May 3, 9.55 A.M.

			‘Not what I wanted to hear, people.’ Lieutenant Peter Hyatt stood at the window in his office, glaring down at the street. He was a burly man who rarely smiled and seemed to get a charge from making the clerks in the office jump at his commands.

			Stevie had told him that Hyatt’s bark was worse than his bite. Still, JD didn’t think he liked his new CO. Of course, liking the man had nothing to do with anything. What mattered was whether the big guy would support them when they needed it.

			JD thought about the victim. I. They would need all the support they could get.

			Hyatt turned from the window, worry etching lines around his mouth. ‘But then again, I don’t want to hear about ninety-eight per cent of what’s said to me. So you think the ME was supposed to find this guy? Why?’

			‘We don’t know,’ Stevie said. ‘Yet.’

			‘This Trask . . .’ Hyatt perched on the corner of his desk, folding his arms across his massive chest. ‘Tell me about her.’

			‘She’s good,’ Stevie said. ‘She’s got an eye for detail and a logical mind. And she doesn’t have a protocol broom stuck up her ass like some of the other MEs.’

			Hyatt shook his head. ‘You paint such pretty pictures, Stevie. What about her private life? Boyfriends, irate fiancés? Any reason to think this could be personal?’

			Stevie frowned. ‘I don’t think she’s involved with anyone. But I don’t know her outside work. She’s kind of a private person.’

			JD didn’t realize he’d been holding his breath. Not involved. That was good. ‘I got that as well,’ he said. ‘She figured out that the victim wasn’t the man she knew because his feet were too small. Which she knew because she’d cared for the old man’s feet this winter when he wandered out of his house without shoes. But she didn’t want to tell me that. I had to pry it out of her and I’m not sure why.’

			Hyatt frowned. ‘That doesn’t make sense. Find out why. If she was squirrely about revealing that, she could have other secrets, ones that might be reason enough to set her up to find a body. So does she know the vic? What’s his name?’

			‘Christopher Jones,’ Stevie answered. ‘Trask removed the cheek implants and called it in while we were waiting. She says she’s never heard of him.’

			Hyatt’s gray brows lifted. ‘Did you believe her?’

			‘Yes,’ JD said, probably a little too quickly, earning him a sharp glance from Hyatt. Feeling his face heat, he shrugged. ‘I saw her expression when she thought she knew the guy. I don’t think she’s lying.’

			Stevie nodded her agreement. ‘She’s cooperating, Peter. We don’t have any reason to think she had anything to do with this.’

			‘Other than being set up to find the body,’ Hyatt said sarcastically. ‘Which is just a tiny little detail. What do we know about the vic?’

			‘Lives in Columbia,’ Stevie said. ‘We’re going out there after we brief you.’

			‘So Mr Jones was a doctor?’

			‘No,’ JD said. ‘A divorce attorney, which bothers us.’

			‘Divorce attorneys bother me too, every month when I write two alimony checks. But I suspect you’re more bothered that your dead attorney wore a med school ring.’

			‘And a Rolex that said “Thanks for the mammaries”,’ JD said.

			Hyatt snorted a surprised laugh, then cleared his throat. ‘Sorry. Hadn’t heard that detail yet.’ He pulled a sober look back to his face. ‘Go check out Lawyer Jones. Find out why he was wearing a doctor’s ring and why he’s dead. And find out how he connects to Dr Trask. Even if it’s an answer you don’t like.’ He gave Stevie a pointed look. ‘You two friends? Is this going to be a problem for you?’

			She shrugged. ‘Lucy and I are not unfriendly, but no, we’re not best friends or anything. So no, it’s not going to be a problem for me.’

			Hyatt turned his gaze to JD. ‘And you? You were quick to defend her.’

			JD shook his head, feeling more like he was defending himself. He didn’t like that. ‘I spoke to her for the first time today. So no, not a problem for me either.’

			Which he hoped was true. But when he remembered the way she’d looked at him when he’d entered the morgue and the way it had sent his pulse scrambling, he knew it would be a very big problem for him.

			‘Then go. Find out why there’s a “I” burned into his back. If I have to tell the brass that we have a serial on the loose, I want as much detail as I can get.’

			Monday, May 3, 10.20 A.M.

			‘You rang?’

			Lucy looked up from the microscope. Dr Craig Mulhauser had stuck his head in the door to the lab. Her boss now, he’d been one of her professors in med school and one of the myriad of reasons she’d chosen pathology.

			It had either been pathology or busking on a downtown street corner.

			And wouldn’t that have made her mother so proud? Lucy could almost hear her mother’s wailing lament. All those years of music lessons, gone to waste! Playing show tunes for nickels like a beggar on the street. Lucy had almost chosen busking for the drama alone. She thought of the club that was her second home. In a way, she had.

			She motioned Craig into the lab. ‘I’m not seeing what I should be seeing.’

			He pointed to the microscope. ‘The John Doe you found this morning?’

			‘Christopher Jones. He had a core temp of fifty-eight degrees.’

			Craig’s shaggy brows shot up. ‘That’s something you don’t see every day.’

			‘Exactly. His arms and legs, hip joints – all thawed. I should have realized something was different when he went down on the chess table. Now I remember the way his body went . . . thunk. Not . . .  squish.’

			Craig’s lips twitched. ‘Thunk and squish?’

			She narrowed her eyes. ‘You know what I mean.’

			‘I usually do, which kind of scares me. Seriously, though, you thought it was a friend. That you didn’t pick up on thunk versus squish is understandable. So what are you not seeing that you should?’

			She gestured him to look through the microscope. ‘No desiccation,’ she said as he peered through the lens. ‘I thought I’d see cellular damage to a much greater extent.’

			‘But you don’t,’ he murmured. ‘Where did you take the sample from?’

			‘His thigh, but samples from his abdomen and arm showed the same absence of damage. There should be damage.’ Any time the water in human cells was frozen and thawed, there was evidence of crystallization and dehydration. But here there was none.

			Craig glanced up. ‘And?’

			‘He was frozen,’ Lucy said, ‘but not conventionally. I know this sounds crazy, but it looks like this guy was flash frozen. Like frozen corn.’

			‘Doesn’t sound crazy at all. Flash freezing takes the temp down so fast that there would be minimal dehydration. Which is kind of the point of it. No cellular damage, flavor is retained. In corn, anyway,’ he added. He leaned against the counter. ‘But you’re talking one hell of a large piece of equipment.’

			‘I know. The victim was five eleven.’ She shrugged. ‘At least it’s a lead. How many gargantuan flash freezers can be lying around?’

			‘I’m more interested in why the victim was frozen to begin with.’

			‘Detective Fitzpatrick believes the killer targeted me to find the victim. That’s why Mr Jones was sitting at the chess table, dressed like my friend. I’ve been out of town for a few weeks and I guess the body wouldn’t keep. So he froze him.’

			Craig’s face went dark as if all the pieces had just fallen together. ‘Why would a killer do that? Target you? Why you?’

			She fought the urge to childishly fidget. ‘Probably because he figured an ME finding the body would give him more attention. I wouldn’t worry about it. It’s not like I actually knew the victim.’

			‘True, but why you? And how did the killer even know about you? You’re not a celebrity, Lucy. You’ve never even been on the news. I’m always the one to go to press conferences. How would this guy even know you exist? That you run in the park? That you were out of town. How?’

			She thought about the people who knew what she did for a living, the ones who’d known she’d gone away from home. Her apartment building. Here at the morgue. The university at which she’d spoken the week before. The hotel where she’d attended a training session the week before that.

			And the club. She couldn’t forget the club.

			‘Lots of people knew I was out of town. Lots of people know I’m a pathologist.’

			‘But who knew you ran every morning? Who knew the old man was your friend?’

			‘I don’t know.’ And she honestly did not. Lots of people knew a few details of her life, but there were only a handful who’d know every detail. Unless that person had made it his business to know.

			‘I want you to be careful,’ Craig said, his voice low and urgent.

			‘I will be. I am. You’re giving me the creeps.’

			‘Good.’ With a weary sigh he stood. ‘Call me when you get home tonight.’

			She hesitated. ‘It’ll be late. I don’t want to wake Rhoda.’

			‘You won’t. She sleeps like the dead.’ He shook his head. ‘Sorry. Bad pun.’

			Lucy smiled. ‘You’ve been making bad puns for as long as I’ve known you and you’re only apologizing now?’

			Craig didn’t smile back. ‘I’m serious. You call me when you get home. Even if it’s late. Call from the landline in your apartment, not your cell. And don’t text. I’m old-fashioned enough to want to hear your voice, to be sure that you’re home safely.’

			She sighed. She’d planned to text from her cell from the club. Guess that’s out. ‘Okay. I’ll call. From home,’ she added when he glared.

			‘All right.’

			Monday, May 3, 10.35 A.M.

			‘This is the place,’ Stevie said, looking out the passenger window. JD had driven to Christopher Jones’s house while Stevie had navigated the telephone maze of departments at the university. After four transfers and fifteen minutes of elevator music – which JD was more than a little disturbed to find she actually enjoyed – Stevie had been connected with the right person with access to the right university records.

			Christopher Jones had not attended the university’s med school.

			JD pulled to the curb. ‘There’s a wheelchair ramp in front.’

			‘And a handicapped tag on the van in the driveway,’ Stevie noted. She pulled a coin from her pocket to flip for the chore of notifying next of kin. ‘Heads or tails?’

			‘Heads.’

			She flipped and made a sympathetic face. ‘Tails. You want me to take this one?’

			JD shook his head with a frown. ‘I’m no welcher, Mazzetti. Let’s do this.’

			They went up to the house and JD pressed the bell. The door opened, revealing a middle-aged man in a wheelchair. His hair was streaked with gray, his nose a little off-center. ‘Yes? Can I help you?’

			‘I’m Detective Fitzpatrick and this is my partner, Detective Mazzetti. We’d like to speak to Mrs Christopher Jones.’

			‘I’m Mr Christopher Jones. What’s this about?’

			JD blinked in surprise and from the corner of his eye saw Stevie do the same. ‘You’re Christopher Jones?’ he asked.

			The man rolled his eyes. ‘I don’t have time for this.’

			‘Wait.’ JD put his hand on the door when the man started to close it. ‘Sir, your name has come up in a homicide investigation. May we come in?’

			The man’s face drained of color. ‘Oh, my God. He did it. He really did it. I thought he was just blowing smoke, trying to get her to back off on her custody claim. I didn’t think he’d really . . .’ His shoulders sagged. ‘When? When did he kill her?’

			Again JD blinked. ‘Sir, I think you’ve misunderstood. Your name came up in our investigation as the deceased.’

			The man narrowed his eyes. ‘But I’m not dead.’

			‘We can see that,’ JD said. ‘May we come in, Mr Jones?’

			Christopher Jones backed his chair into a large foyer, still frowning. ‘Please.’

			‘Mr Jones, have you ever had plastic surgery on your face?’ JD asked.

			Jones touched his face, the gesture a self-conscious one. ‘Yes. I was in a car accident five years ago. Crushed my face and severed my spinal cord. Why?’

			‘Did you have cheek implants?’ JD persisted.

			‘Yes. I did. Why?’ Jones repeated testily.

			‘Because implants registered to you were found in a body discovered this morning.’ JD studied the man’s face, watching surprise flicker in his eyes.

			‘It’s a mistake,’ Jones said. ‘I still have my implants, thank you very much.’

			‘Who did your surgery?’ Stevie asked.

			‘Dr Russell Bennett,’ Jones said. ‘He has a practice downtown.’

			‘We’ll talk to him,’ JD promised. ‘Thank you.’ He opened the door to let them out, but Stevie didn’t move. She was looking at Christopher Jones.

			‘Sir,’ she said, ‘this isn’t our business – yet. But just now you seemed like you really thought your client’s husband had killed her. Even if you think he’s blowing smoke, your client should report the threat. I’d hate for it to become our business.’

			Jones nodded reluctantly. ‘I’ll suggest she does that.’

			‘Thank you,’ Stevie said. ‘You have a good day.’

			As soon as they got to the car, Stevie was back on the phone, dialing the university. After a few transfers she got their answer and flipped her phone closed. ‘Russell Bennett graduated from University of Maryland’s medical school.’

			‘A plastic surgeon who went to Maryland. He could be our vic.’ JD started the car. ‘But if we get there and he’s still alive, what’s Plan B? If he goofed and switched implants, he could get into trouble. He’s going to be cagey about answering questions.’

			‘Yeah, I know.’ Stevie pulled down her visor mirror and studied her reflection. ‘You think I have enough wrinkles to make Bennett believe I’m there for a consult?’

			JD choked on a laugh. ‘I think I’m taking the Fifth on that one.’

			‘Probably a wise move on your part.’ She peeked down her blouse, then looked over at him with a grin. ‘Let’s throw in a boob job. That he’ll believe.’

			He had to grin back. Stevie’s smile was infectious. ‘What’s my role?’

			‘You’re my spouse. Rich, indulgent, and dissatisfied with my lack of curves.’

			JD sobered abruptly. ‘Paul wasn’t dissatisfied with a single thing about you.’

			Her smile faltered. ‘I know. I was lucky.’

			‘Anyone who knew him was.’ There weren’t many who’d met Paul Mazzetti who hadn’t counted him a friend.

			Except for the punk who’d killed him. Paul had been shot down in cold blood for being in the wrong place, wrong time and having the nerve to disobey a convenience store robber’s commands in order to protect his child. A pregnant Stevie had buried her husband and son, and it was only the knowledge that the child she carried needed her that helped her go on. Five year old Cordelia never met her father.

			Stevie had persevered, using the tragedy to help others. The grief support groups she sponsored for cops changed lives. Including mine. JD owed Stevie one hell of a lot. Maybe his very life.

			Stevie’s lips tipped up sadly. ‘Let’s go meet Dr Bennett, unless we already have.’

			He was about to pull away from the curb when his cell buzzed. ‘Fitzpatrick.’

			‘Detective, this is Lucy Trask.’

			Reflex had him sitting straighter in his seat. ‘Yes, Dr Trask. What do you have?’

			‘I think the victim was flash frozen. Are you familiar with that?’

			‘Like they do to vegetables?’ he asked. ‘Flash frozen,’ he said to Stevie.

			‘Exactly,’ Trask said. ‘The freezer would have to be huge – industrial-sized. If I were you, I’d start with food packaging plants.’

			JD relayed the information to Stevie who was already on her laptop, searching for local food packaging facilities. ‘That has to be helpful,’ he said to Trask. ‘Oh, and we’ve just left Christopher Jones.’

			‘You mean his house?’

			‘That, too. He was there, in the cheek-implanted flesh. He was very annoyed to find we thought him dead.’

			‘But . . . that doesn’t make sense, Detective.’

			‘It does if the surgeon goofed,’ he said. ‘The surgeon’s name is Russell Bennett.’ JD heard the sharp intake of her breath, then silence. ‘Dr Trask?’

			‘Bennett? Russell Bennett? Are you sure?’

			He frowned. ‘Yes, we’re sure. Why?’

			‘Him, I know,’ she murmured.

		

	
		
			Four

			Monday, May 3, 11.00 A.M.

			Lucy fumbled as she hung up the phone, unable to look away from the mutilated body on her exam table. JD Fitzpatrick’s voice still echoed in her ears. Russell Bennett.

			Russell Bennett. No, it’s not possible.

			But it was. He was about the right age, height and weight. He’d gone to Maryland’s med school. She remembered seeing the diploma on the wall of his living room. It was entirely possible. ‘Oh, my God,’ she whispered.

			It was impossible to see Russ’s face in the obscene mass of blunt trauma that lay before her. Still she stared, trying to connect some detail of the man she’d known with the body that had been so abused. Other than basic size, there was none.

			‘Hey, kid.’ Ruby poked her head in the door. ‘You free for lunch?’ She came into the room, her brows furrowed. ‘You don’t look so good. What happened?’

			Lucy swallowed hard, then dropped her eyes back to the dead man. He didn’t look back. He had no eyes. Whoever killed him had taken his eyes. Why? ‘I knew him.’

			‘You knew Christopher Jones? How?’

			‘I was wrong,’ Lucy said numbly. ‘Christopher Jones is alive.’

			Ruby came around the table and grasped Lucy’s chin, tilting her head so that their eyes met. ‘You’re whiter than he is, girl. Sit down.’

			‘I’m fine,’ Lucy said, but found herself pushed down to the stool.

			‘I said, sit down.’ Ruby sat on the other stool. ‘Now tell me what this is about.’

			Lucy told her what Fitzpatrick had said about the cheek implants and Ruby blinked.

			‘Wow. Who could have predicted that? But you don’t know this body is the surgeon, this Russell Bennett character. You just know he did Jones’s implant.’

			Lucy shook her head. ‘I knew him. There’s a connection now.’

			Ruby’s eyes widened. ‘Knew, or knew?’

			‘Just knew. I didn’t know him.’ But I might have. Eventually. ‘I know his parents. The Bennetts are good people.’ This will break their hearts.

			‘So what are you gonna do?’

			‘Nothing. I’m going to sit here until Stevie and Fitzpatrick get here. If you wouldn’t mind, take . . .’ Russ. No, it wasn’t Russ Bennett anymore. She drew a shaky breath. ‘Take the deceased back to the cold room. I shouldn’t have any more contact with this case. I found him, I knew him.’ And we had words. She wanted to wince. She’d had a lot more than words with him. ‘I might be a suspect.’

			Ruby scoffed. ‘You were set up to find him. The cops will see that.’

			When everything was known, Lucy imagined they would. But everything would have to be known. She struggled to keep her voice calm because every muscle in her body had clenched. ‘I’m sure you’re right. But for now, remove the deceased. Please.’

			Ruby stood up and yanked on a pair of gloves. ‘Fine.’ She wagged a finger at Lucy’s face. ‘But don’t you say one word to those detectives, I don’t care how hot that Fitzpatrick is. You say nothing without Dr Mulhauser here. Or your lawyer.’

			Lucy’s gut churned painfully. Lawyer. I might need a lawyer. Luckily she knew one. ‘You might be right.’

			‘I’m usually right,’ Ruby stated. She covered the body with a sheet, then looked back at Lucy. ‘I’m sorry, kid. This has to be rough. He was your friend.’

			He was never my friend. He lied to me to try to get me to sleep with him. But that she wouldn’t tell Ruby. ‘Thanks.’

			‘Well, when this is over, we’ll go out and have martinis for lunch, okay?’

			Lucy forced her lips to curve. ‘It’s a date. Except you can have my martini.’

			Ruby’s sigh could have launched a ship. ‘Let me guess. You just autopsied a pickled liver.’

			‘Not “just”. I get a steady stream of diseased livers. Booze’ll kill you.’

			‘Honey, something’s gonna kill us all. I’d rather it was something fun.’ Not waiting for a reply, Ruby rolled the body back to the cold room, leaving Lucy alone.

			For a moment Lucy simply sat, wondering what to do next.

			I should call a lawyer. I should tell Craig. Someone should tell the Bennetts that Russ is gone. But the last one would be the detectives’ job.

			They’d be here soon, to do their job. It wouldn’t be personal and they’d ask her a lot of questions she wouldn’t want to answer. Terrific. Well, at least it would get Fitzpatrick to stop looking at her the way he had earlier. The man was too intense.

			And she’d learned long ago that intense men were way too much trouble. But then again, calm, seemingly sedate men were a hell of a lot of trouble, too. Exhibit one, Russ Bennett. He sure fooled me. Fooled us both.

			Gwyn needs to know. Before Lucy knew it, she was dialing.

			‘Mel’s Morgue. You stab ‘em, we slab ‘em,’ Gwyn deadpanned.

			On any other day Lucy would have laughed. Today she had to swallow back a sob. ‘It’s Lucy.’

			‘Well, duh. I can see the caller ID. You think I answer that way for everybody?’

			‘No. Of course not.’ Lucy had to stop. Suddenly her heart was beating way too fast again as her mind raced. What am I doing?

			You can’t tell her. If the cops find out you told her Russ is dead, you could both be in trouble. Because Gwyn had also known Russ. Known, as Ruby would have said, and that hadn’t been pretty. At all. Gwyn needed to know Russ was dead, but not until the Bennetts had been informed. And not until the cops knew it all.

			Gwyn had not done this. Lucy had never been more sure of anything in her life. But Gwyn would still be a suspect. Just like me.

			You can’t let them blindside her. She’ll be so hurt. She’ll hate you forever.

			No, Lucy knew that wasn’t true. Gwyn wasn’t capable of hating anyone forever.

			Not like I have. But that was an issue for another day.

			‘Lucy? What’s wrong? Are you okay, honey?’

			She couldn’t tell Gwyn, not yet. ‘Um, I need to talk to Thorne.’

			‘What happened?’ Gwyn demanded.

			‘Don’t be mad, but I can’t tell you yet. Please, put me through to Thorne.’ Thomas Thorne was Gwyn’s boss, their friend, and one of the best bass players in the city. Today Lucy cared more that he was also one of the best defense attorneys in the city.

			‘He’s in court,’ Gwyn said worriedly. ‘But I’ll have him call you as soon as he gets out. This is about that body this morning, isn’t it? The one you were supposed to find.’

			Normally Lucy admired Gwyn’s quick mind. Today, not so much. ‘Yes.’

			‘Lucy, just tell me you’re okay. Are you in any danger?’

			‘No. I’m here in the morgue. I’m okay, I promise. And I’ll tell you as soon as I can.’

			‘Okay,’ Gwyn said doubtfully. ‘Come to the club tonight. It’ll make you feel better.’

			After the day she’d had, the club sounded like nirvana. ‘If I can, I will.’

			‘Mowry says people have been calling to ask if you’re coming in.’

			‘If I can, I will.’ If I’m not in jail. Again. The thought terrified. Again.

			‘Look, I’m meeting Royce for lunch. Why don’t you join us? I’ll ask him to invite one of the guys from his office for you.’

			Lucy wanted to scream. No, I cannot meet you for lunch. I am in trouble here. But of course she did not. ‘No thanks. I’ve got a ton of work. You two have a good time.’

			‘Mel’s Morgue is always bursting at the seams,’ Gwyn said fretfully and Lucy knew her friend had not been convinced. ‘You’ve got to eat.’

			No, I don’t. I really don’t. Nausea was clawing at the back of her throat and she swallowed it back down, injecting a calm smile into her voice so that Gwyn would stop worrying. ‘I ate a really late breakfast so I’m not hungry. You have fun with Royce, and thank him again for me. It was sweet of you two to wait around for my late flight last night. I appreciated the ride.’

			She looked up when the door opened. It was Craig Mulhauser, and he looked upset. Not angry, but very, very concerned and both the smile and the calm she’d conjured disintegrated. ‘I have to go, hon. Have Thorne call as soon as he can.’

			She put her phone on the counter, squared her shoulders. ‘I was calling my attorney,’ she told him.

			‘Probably wise, just to be on the safe side. Ruby told me that it’s Bennett. I’ll stay here with you until the detectives come. Then we’ll play it by ear.’ He smiled, but his was as forced as hers had been. ‘I wouldn’t worry, Lucy. You’re an innocent bystander here. You haven’t done a thing wrong.’

			This time, was his unspoken implication. Grimly she remembered her last exchange with a living and livid Russell Bennett. She thought of the blood gushing from Russ’s nose and the very public place in which she’d said some very unwise things.

			Things that were now about to come back and bite her in the ass. Or worse.

			Craig cleared his throat. ‘If they ask me about it, what should I say?’

			Lucy sighed quietly. ‘The truth.’

			Monday, May 3, 11.00 A.M.

			‘I liked it a helluva lot better when she didn’t know the vic,’ JD muttered as he drove away from Christopher Jones’s neighborhood.

			‘I know.’ Stevie Mazzetti studied her partner’s face. He’d been taken aback by Lucy’s admission that she knew Russell Bennett. He’d been taken aback by Lucy in general, and while under any other circumstances that might be a good thing, under these circumstances it was not. ‘Why didn’t you ask her how she knew him?’

			He’d just told Lucy to stay where she was, that they’d come to her.

			‘I almost did,’ he said. ‘But I figured Hyatt would have our asses for not doing it in person and he’d be right. The woman’s not quick to share, but her eyes say a lot. We need to be in the room with her when we talk to her about Bennett. Plus, we need to make sure it actually is Bennett.’

			It wasn’t a bad answer, Stevie thought, even if it wasn’t the whole truth. Even though they’d been partners only a few weeks, she’d known JD a long time and knew when he wasn’t spilling all. He’d been relieved in Hyatt’s office when she’d said Lucy didn’t have a significant other. And he’d been stunned and annoyed just now when he found out she’d known Bennett.

			He glanced over at her. ‘What?’ he asked petulantly. ‘You’re thinking again. I don’t like it when you do that.’

			She smiled wryly. He knew her, too. ‘She’s cute. Lucy, I mean.’

			This time his glance was a glare. ‘Stevie,’ he warned.

			‘JD,’ she mimicked. ‘So, apart from the obvious, you’re right. We need to talk to her in person. But she didn’t do this. She’s being used for some reason. Let’s go by Bennett’s place, see if he’s home.’

			‘He’d be at work by now.’ He frowned. ‘But if he’s alive, he’s got some explaining to do about those implants. He’d be able to tell us who got Jones’s cheeks, but he probably won’t. If he’s dead, we’re going to want to see his files. We’re going to need a warrant for his office either way. Gray’s not going to like us today.’

			‘Gray doesn’t like us most days,’ Stevie said, although that really wasn’t true. DA Grayson Smith was one of the nicest guys a body could meet – outside the office. But at work he tolerated no bull. It would be terrifying to be on the wrong side of the courtroom when he was prosecutor. He was more dedicated than any DA she’d ever met.

			Even more than the one she’d been married to, for which she’d been grateful. At least she’d seen Paul during the years they’d had together. Paul had understood the balance between his family and his job. Gray either didn’t or didn’t feel he needed to, as he had no family waiting at home. It was hard to say. Because even she, probably one of Gray’s oldest friends, had a hard time cutting through the steel exterior he’d forged.

			‘I’ll call for Bennett’s address,’ she said, ‘then I’ll start the warrant. You call Hyatt.’

			JD’s lip curled in a soft snarl that made him look like James Dean. She’d often wondered if that was what the JD stood for, but the one time she’d asked, he’d deftly sidestepped the topic. So she’d left it alone.

			Stevie understood the value and necessity of boundaries.

			‘Fine,’ he grumbled. ‘I’ll call Hyatt. I suppose it’s marginally better than requesting a warrant from Smith. Check and see if Bennett’s been reported missing. Hyatt’ll ask.’

			‘He’s not been reported missing,’ she told JD when she’d hung up with Records, and gave him Bennett’s home address, a luxury condo overlooking Inner Harbor.

			‘Pricey neighborhood,’ he noted. ‘Fits with the Rolex and the shoes.’

			‘That’s a lotta mammaries,’ she said and he swallowed a snort, turning it into a cough. ‘Now, you call Hyatt and I’ll beard Gray in his den.’

			Her call to Gray’s office line was picked up by Daphne Montgomery, a woman in her early forties who hailed from tiny Riverdale, West Virginia, a fact she told everyone the first time she met them, by way of apology for the ‘dang twang’. Stevie liked her a lot but knew that the woman was driving Grayson crazy with her big hair and the homemade casseroles and cobblers she brought in every day to tempt him to eat.

			You go, girl. The man needed a keeper.

			‘Hey, Daphne, it’s Stevie Mazzetti.’

			‘Stevie. How’s that precious girl of yours?’

			Stevie smiled. ‘Cordelia is just fine, thanks. Is he about?’

			‘Yes, but he’s in one terrible mood today.’

			‘He always is. Put me through, please. Tell him I said it was important.’

			‘It’s your funeral, baby girl.’

			A moment later Grayson’s annoyed voice came over the line. ‘God help me, Stevie, I’m going to scream.’

			‘What is it today?’

			‘Peach. I’m allergic to peach. Gives me hives.’

			‘Did you tell her you were allergic the last three times she made it?’

			‘No,’ he said, sounding like her five-year-old daughter. ‘I will.’

			‘She’s a nice lady, Gray. Put it aside and I’ll take it home. Peach is Cordy’s favorite of all Daphne’s cobblers. Look, I have a situation that needs a warrant.’

			‘You always have a situation that needs a warrant,’ he said sourly.

			‘This one needs a special one. It’s for a doctor’s office.’

			Gray sighed. ‘And on a Monday, too. Let’s have it.’

			She gave him the details. ‘So we need a warrant either way.’

			‘We’re nowhere close to having enough for a warrant. It’s possible that your vic ended up with somebody else’s cheeks through an honest paperwork error.’

			She’d known he’d say that. ‘Then if Bennett’s not dead, he knows who our vic is. He’ll cite doctor–patient privilege crap.’

			‘But you think he’s dead.’

			She thought about the ring and the watch. And the Roman numeral ‘I’ burned into the victim’s back. We don’t have time for this. ‘Yeah, I think the stiff is Bennett. If he’s missing, can we get a warrant for his residence?’

			‘We should be able to. I’m due in court in fifteen minutes, so call Miss Montgomery once you find out if he’s alive and kicking or not. She can get the paperwork started.’

			She hung up at the same time JD did. He was rolling his eyes.

			‘Hyatt has already decided Lucy Trask is involved,’ he said.

			‘And you’ve decided that she’s not,’ Stevie said mildly.

			JD flashed her an irritable look. ‘So did you.’

			‘I don’t think she killed him, for God’s sake. But she is involved, JD, on some level. She was set up to find that man’s body, whoever the hell he is. The sooner we find out how she knows him, the better. I hope to hell she’s got an alibi.’

			‘That would be ideal,’ he said dryly, slowing to turn onto Bennett’s street. ‘We’re almost there. Did we get a warrant for Bennett’s place?’

			‘Nah. Grayson wants to know if Bennett’s dead first.’

			‘That would be ideal,’ he repeated. ‘Maybe this guy can tell us.’ JD pointed to a uniformed doorman standing in front of Bennett’s condo building.

			‘Sorry,’ the doorman called when JD parked on the curb. ‘You can’t park there.’

			Stevie showed him her badge and the doorman frowned. ‘I’m Detective Mazzetti and this is Detective Fitzpatrick. We’re looking for a Dr Russell Bennett.’

			The doorman’s eyes narrowed suspiciously. ‘He’s not here.’

			‘Not here, as in he doesn’t live here or he isn’t here at the moment?’ JD asked with an easy smile. Stevie liked that about him. He could be good or bad cop with ease, and that Irish smile of his had disarmed many an unwilling witness in the three weeks they’d worked together. Lucy Trask didn’t stand a chance against that smile.

			‘He lives here,’ the doorman conceded grudgingly.

			Stevie took a notebook from her pocket. ‘Your name, sir?’

			‘Herrigan. Dennis Herrigan. What d’ya want with Dr Bennett?’

			‘We just need to talk to him,’ JD said smoothly. ‘It’s with regard to an ongoing investigation. We can’t say more than that. You know how that is.’

			‘Yeah, I know,’ Herrigan said with a big sigh. ‘But he’s not here. He’s on vacation.’

			‘Oh.’ JD looked disappointed. ‘Do you know when he’ll be back?’

			‘Should be soon. He’s been gone for two weeks.’

			‘That’s some vacation,’ JD said with a shake of his head. ‘Wish I had two weeks to go off and party.’

			‘Don’t we all,’ Herrigan said. ‘But he needed it. The doc works hard.’

			JD frowned. ‘We’re going to catch . . . you know, from our boss if we come back empty-handed. Is there a Mrs Bennett? Could we maybe talk to her?’

			Herrigan’s expression went dark. ‘Haven’t seen her in weeks.’

			‘You don’t like her,’ JD said, his voice gone quietly conspiratorial.

			Herrigan darted an apprehensive look Stevie’s way. ‘It’s not my place to say.’

			Which, of course, said it all. JD was in the zone with this witness and Stevie knew the man would speak more freely if she weren’t there. She held up her phone. ‘I’m getting a call. Wait till I get back.’

			She stepped away and put her phone to her ear, pretending to take a call when she was really listening to JD, who blew out a breath. ‘Sorry, man,’ he whispered. ‘She’s . . . you know how it is. But she’s senior and I gotta keep my nose clean.’

			‘I know,’ Herrigan muttered. ‘Got one at home.’

			‘So what about Mrs Bennett?’ JD clicked his tongue lasciviously. ‘I heard she was a looker.’

			Stevie bit back a smile. JD had been a top narcotics detective, going undercover from time to time. He was almost too good at this.

			‘Bennett don’t date the ugly ones,’ Herrigan whispered loudly.

			‘I heard he . . . you know, supplemented her figure, if you know what I mean.’

			Herrigan’s laugh was raunchy. ‘That he did. Not that she appreciated it. Bitch. She’s trying to take him for every cent he’s got. Luckily the doc had a pre-nup. I stopped her from going up last month when he wasn’t home. The doc had to get a court order keeping her out because she was stealing all the artwork he’d collected.’

			‘She hasn’t tried to come up while he was on vacation?’

			‘Not that I’ve seen.’

			‘When did he leave?’

			‘Let me think. Two weeks ago Sunday. I don’t normally work Sundays but I’d traded with one of the guys who had Orioles tickets. Third base line.’

			‘Sweet. Wish I could take the time off for a game, but boss-lady over there won’t let me. So you saw the doctor in the afternoon?’

			‘Yeah. I called him a cab.’

			‘To the airport?’

			Herrigan hesitated and Stevie turned enough so that she could see him from the corner of her eye, the phone still at her ear. He was frowning. ‘No. I can’t remember where, but it wasn’t to the airport.’

			‘Did he tell you where he was going on vacation?’ JD asked.

			‘No. Well, yes, but not me directly. He called the desk the next morning. I wasn’t on duty yet. Said he’d gone down to the Virgins and to make sure we stopped the paper and the mail. So we did.’

			‘When you put him in the cab, did he have a suitcase?’

			‘A briefcase. He must’ve come back for the suitcase when I was off duty.’ Herrigan straightened, his eyes narrowing suspiciously once again. ‘Why?’

			JD smiled again, but Herrigan had caught on. ‘We’re just looking to talk to him.’

			Stevie walked back to where the men stood. ‘Sorry that took so long.’

			‘Not a problem,’ JD said, then took a card from his pocket and wrote his cell on the back. ‘Mr Herrigan, please call me if you see him or if you remember anything at all.’

			Herrigan’s eyes widened at the ‘Homicide’ on JD’s card. ‘Is she dead? Mrs Bennett? ‘Cause if she is, the doc did not do it. That woman had all kinds of men, bad ones. Any one of them coulda done it.’

			JD’s brows lifted. ‘We could use some names, a place to start.’

			‘Don’t know their names,’ Herrigan said, now surly. ‘She’d meet them down the street when she lived here and they’d go off to do God knows what. But I saw them.’

			‘What about the wife’s name?’ JD asked.

			‘Brandi, with an i,’ he said scornfully. ‘Signed for things with a little heart over the i. Was about as mature as a seventh-grader. Bitch.’

			JD wrote it down. ‘If you see them again, call me. Thank you.’

			Once they were in the car, Stevie nodded approvingly. ‘Good guess that the wife had supplements.’

			JD shrugged. ‘Thanks for the mammaries. It just made sense. Bennett must give that guy one hell of a Christmas bonus to inspire such loyalty.’ He pulled away from the curb, his hands tense on the wheel. ‘So do we talk to the wife or Dr Trask first?’

			‘We know Lucy didn’t do this. Let’s head back to the morgue and see what she can add. I’d like any background we can get before we talk to the wife.’

			Monday, May 3, 11.45 A.M.

			A few hours’ sleep and a good cup of coffee were all he’d needed. Feeling downright chipper, he parked his Lexus near his dock, pulled out his cell phone and opened up Trakamatik’s website. The little blue dot blinked at the morgue, just where it was supposed to be, because that’s where Lucy Trask was.

			He didn’t expect her to bolt today, but she would once the bodies began to stack up and she knew her jig was up. He imagined she’d turn tail and run when she realized she’d be found out for the liar she was and the crimes she’d committed, and he wanted to be able to find her when she did. Thanks to modern technology, that was as simple as the tracking device he’d slipped in the lining of her purse. It had been so easy. Women were completely careless with their handbags.

			Which was good for him. He could log into the website from anywhere, on any computer. Or even his phone. For now, little Lucy was where she was supposed to be.

			Locking his car, he paused at the end of his dock, taking a minute to admire his handiwork. He’d repaired the broken planks and cleared away the junk. The property was shaping up, if he did say so himself.

			James Cannon had owned this place, but he hadn’t deserved it. He certainly hadn’t taken care of it.

			Cannon’s name had been the first on the list provided by Malcolm Edwards, two months ago. Getting the list had been an amazing rush. Killing Malcolm and his wife . . . simply unforgettable. He’d psyched himself up for the Malcolm kill, and the high had lasted for days.

			But when he’d taken James Cannon out on Malcolm’s boat to slit his throat, it was just . . . bleh. No finesse. No panache. And nobody to know what he’d done. He realized that some of the rush had been Malcolm’s horror in watching his wife die.

			They deserved that horror. Every name on his list deserved it. So when he’d killed Cannon alone, it had been a shallow victory. Nothing to savor.

			Except Cannon’s two properties. This place here on the water and Cannon’s upscale condo in downtown Baltimore. He’d use them until he was finished. Having a center of operations plus a cushy place to crash after a day of killing was a boon.

			Cannon had certainly had an eye for real estate. Luckily he was a virtual recluse. He was cut off from his family. He had no friends. Nobody missed him. None of his neighbors even blinked when I told them I’d sublet his condo. He’d simply taken the key off Cannon’s body and moved himself in. No one asked where James was. No one cared.

			Nobody around this place on the water asked either. He’d found the deed in Cannon’s drawer, and when he’d driven his Lexus out here to check it out, he’d been thrilled. It was a fish processing plant, or it might have been if Cannon had managed to finish what he’d started. Inside the plant were equipment and tools. Power saws and freezers. And the best part – a dock with a harbor deep enough for his boat.

			He continued down the dock and jumped to the glossy deck. Gone were all traces of Malcolm Edwards and his wife. No one would ever know Carrie On had once been painted over the bow.

			World, meet the Satisfaction. If anyone thought to look it up, the Satisfaction’s altered registration would come up obviously fake, but it wouldn’t come up as Malcolm Edwards’s boat, either.

			Because it’s my boat. I have my own boat again. Finally. He thought of the boat they’d once had. The ’Vette, named for his mother. His father had loved that bucket of rust. So did I. They’d spent many a long day pulling crabs from the bay onto the deck of that old fishing tub. For some, crabbing was a diversion, a way to spend a sunny Sunday afternoon. For his family, it had been their livelihood.

			But it was all long gone. The ’Vette. The crabbing business. The family. All long gone. Because of Malcolm Edwards and James Cannon and Russell Bennett and all the others. They’d taken the heart of his family. They’d taken their fortune. They’d taken everything. He wanted them to pay.

			And he’d found he wanted people to know what he’d done to each and every one of them. Slitting Cannon’s throat and dumping his body in the Bay had given him no satisfaction. Nobody had seen. Nobody would have cared if they had.

			So he’d plotted and considered and reordered the names on his list. Russ Bennett had moved to the top and become his lab rat of sorts. He’d played out every twisted fantasy he’d ever had and it had been so good. So very good.

			And the cherry on top – like Malcolm Edwards, Bennett had been loaded. Torturing their bank account IDs and passwords out of them had been mere child’s play. Transferring all their money to his own accounts, easier still.

			Now their money belongs to me. He was racking up property and wealth faster than a kid playing Monopoly. And I’ll take care of it. I know what it’s like to go without. Because of them.

			They weren’t using their money any longer. I might as well enjoy it. Besides, they owed me this, the life I should have had. The life he would have had.

			The life Lucy Trask now does have, actually. For that alone, she’ll pay. Soon.

			Now he had a different fish to fry. So to speak.

			He went down the steps to the Satisfaction’s cabin and opened the head door. There she was, naked, tied, gagged, and perched on the toilet seat, just where he’d left her. Her eyes were wide and terrified. The barbiturate cocktail he’d used to knock her out had worn off. She was hyperventilating around the gag. Most excellent.

			‘Hello there, Mrs Gordon,’ he said quietly. Her sixty-five-year-old face was tighter than a drum thanks to cosmetic surgery. ‘Do you remember me? No? That’s okay. I don’t think we’ve ever been formally introduced. But who I am isn’t nearly as important as who my sister was. And who your son is. And what he did twenty-one years ago.’

			Her eyes flickered wildly and he knew Russ Bennett had told him the truth. Janet Gordon knew what had happened then. She’d kept it quiet all these years. Mostly.

			Hatred boiled up from his gut. This woman didn’t deserve the air she breathed. He balled his hand into a fist, so wanting to smash the face she’d placed above everything else. Above everything right. But he controlled himself. In due time. She’d be sorry.

			‘Russ Bennett told me all about you,’ he whispered harshly. ‘That you knew. That you blackmailed him into doing your little nips and tucks. I didn’t believe him at first. You know, the quality of information extracted through torture is typically pretty low.’

			She shrank back against the head’s wall, her eyes filling with tears. She should have been pitiful, but the sight of her tears made his rage boil even higher.

			‘I kept thinking, how could a woman – a mother – benefit from the suffering of an innocent girl? And how stupid were you to trust Bennett not to let the knife slip or give you a little too much anesthetic? But you did trust him and here you are, with your perky tits and your tucked tummy and your face stretched tighter than a trampoline.’ He grimaced. ‘Can you even blink?’

			She blinked, but barely, sending tears streaking down her cheeks.

			‘Oh, you poor, poor thing,’ he crooned. ‘How are you feeling? Terrible? Well, don’t worry. It’s about to get a whole lot worse. And when you’re dead? Your son will come running all the way from Colorado to ID your body. And then I’ll get my turn with him.’

			‘No!’ she cried, the word muffled, but understandable.

			‘Yes,’ he hissed. ‘After all these years of living free, Ryan’s finally about to get what’s coming to him.’

			‘No.’ She thrashed to get free and he simply watched, waiting until she tired. Within a few seconds her shoulders sagged, her chin dropping to her chest. He waited until she wearily lifted her eyes to him. He wanted to be sure she understood what was going to happen to her. He wanted to see the terror in her eyes.

			He’d waited twenty-one years to see the terror in all their eyes. All the nights he’d lain in his bed, hearing his mother’s sobs, his parents’ angry words, his father’s drunken shouts. Because of what Janet Gordon’s son and his friends had done. And not done.

			‘I killed Malcolm pretty mercifully, all in all, because he cooperated. Once I’d convinced him it was in his best interest, anyway. He gave me the list of names, all the people who watched and did nothing. Like your son. Ryan just stood and watched and never lifted a finger to stop it. But at least he’s had a lousy life too. Hasn’t he? Hasn’t he?’ he repeated viciously and she nodded, her body trembling.

			‘Your son’s been in and out of jail, drugs, depression, can’t hold down a job. Russ Bennett, on the other hand, was rich and successful. That just didn’t seem fair to me. Does it seem fair to you?’ He grabbed her shoulders and shook her, hard. ‘Does it?’

			Squeezing her eyes tightly closed, she shook her head.

			He took the filleting knife from his pocket and unsheathed it. Pressed the tip under her chin, then tugged the gag from her mouth. ‘Does any of this seem fair to you?’

			‘What . . .’ She trembled so violently he pulled the knife back a fraction of an inch. Don’t want her to cut her own throat, for God’s sake.

			‘What what, Janet?’

			She cringed, pressing back against the head’s wall. ‘What do you want from me?’

			He leaned in so close he could smell her fear. ‘I want satisfaction.’

			‘But I wasn’t even there!’ she cried. ‘I didn’t do anything!’

			‘That’s exactly right. You. Didn’t. Do. Anything.’ He put the gag back in place and lifted her chin, studying her face. ‘I tried everything on Russ, everything I’ve always wanted to do to all of you but couldn’t, because I never knew who you were. Thanks to Malcolm, I now have the list. But thanks to Russ, I have you.’

			And Lucy Trask, he thought. He’d altered his plan yet again when he’d heard everything Russ Bennett had to say. Bennett had been right about Janet Gordon. There had never been any doubt in his mind that what Bennett had said about Lucy was also true. She’d been a bully and a bitch, which went without saying as she was a Trask. She’d been a thief and even though she hadn’t raised her own hand, by her silence she was as guilty. And she’d profited. Just like Janet. As far as he was concerned, Janet was simply practice for Lucy.

			And practice did make perfect.

			He tilted Janet’s face, assessing. ‘Let’s see. Russ watched, so I gouged his eyes out. He said nothing, so I cut his tongue out. He never lifted a finger to help, so I cut off all of his fingers. And for fun I broke every bone in his face, and all his teeth, as was done to her.’ He smiled. ‘And the heart he claimed not to know about? I cut it out, too.’

			His smile sharpened when she began to mewl in terror, tears now flowing steadily down her taut cheeks. ‘I don’t feel sorry for you, Janet, because my sister cried too. She begged. For mercy. For help. For somebody to do something. But your son did nothing. You did worse than nothing. At any time in twenty-one years you could have spoken, gotten justice. But instead, you profited.’

			He squeezed her chin hard and she whimpered. ‘For this face. I will enjoy every moment of killing you.’

			He shoved her away in contempt, sheathed his blade. ‘Quite frankly, I’m torn. I’d like to break every bone in your face, just like I did to Russ. On the other hand, I’ve got to leave a little something for your son to identify in the morgue.’

			He backed out of the head, pausing outside the door. ‘I’ll be back later and we’ll take a little sail. I’ll take you up on deck, where I have more room to work. Cleanup’s easier up there too. I’ll take the gag off. And then you can scream all you want.’

		

	
		
			Five

			Monday, May 3, 12.05 P.M.

			Dr Craig Mulhauser closed the conference-room door. ‘Let’s get this done so we can get on with business,’ he said briskly. He was an older man who’d stood next to Lucy Trask like a bodyguard, making JD wonder what the two had been expecting.

			She’d known Russ Bennett. How? And how well?

			JD took the seat across from Trask. Mulhauser took the chair to her right with a protective air, while Stevie sat to her left. For a moment Trask ignored them all, studying her hands primly folded on the table. Then she looked up, resolutely. It was a face-the-executioner look, and JD got a bad feeling about what was to come.

			‘Do we know if Russell Bennett is alive?’ she asked.

			‘No,’ Stevie said. ‘It doesn’t look good. His receptionist said he wouldn’t be in the office today when I called, posing as a patient confirming an appointment. She said that all his appointments had been cancelled. We drove by his condo on our way here. Pretty fancy place. His doorman told us Bennett had been on vacation for the last two weeks.’

			‘Herrigan,’ Trask said with distaste. ‘He keeps a good eye on the place for Russ.’

			So she’d been to Bennett’s place. And she called the victim by his first name. JD sat back, watching her. ‘How did you know Dr Bennett?’

			She drew a fortifying breath, her cheeks growing pink. ‘I dated him for a while.’

			JD tamped down his irritation at the disclosure while Stevie’s eyes opened wide.

			‘You dated him?’ Stevie asked. ‘While he was married?’

			Trask’s face became redder. ‘Until I found out he was married. I hadn’t known. I never would have done that. I don’t date much, period, and never married men.’

			JD exhaled silently, relieved. ‘Okay,’ he said. ‘So what happened?’

			Trask looked away, rubbing her temple. ‘You’ll hear it when you start investigating, so I might as well tell you myself. I was supposed to meet him for dinner one night. He . . . ah . . . wanted to take our relationship to the next level. He’d been asking, but low key. Actually he’d been kind of patient. A really nice guy.’ She said the last sarcastically.

			‘I take it that he wasn’t,’ JD said and she flicked an embarrassed glance his way.

			‘No,’ she said. ‘I was leaving my apartment when this woman ran up to me and slapped me right across the face. Hard. Called me a whore and a home-wrecker and husband-stealer and several names that my neighbors whispered about for months.’

			‘That would have been Mrs Russell Bennett,’ Stevie said. ‘Brandi.’

			‘No, this was the first Mrs Bennett,’ Trask corrected. ‘This was five years ago. He’s been divorced and married again since then. But her slapping me was how I found out he was married. She’d been following him, had seen him kiss me good night in front of his condo after dinner the night before, and followed me home.’

			JD pushed ‘kiss me good night’ and its resulting mental picture to one side of his mind. Focus. ‘But she didn’t slap you until the next night,’ he said. ‘Why did she wait?’

			‘I think she was too hurt and maybe too stunned the night she found out he was cheating on her. The night she slapped me, she was very drunk.’

			‘So I take it she didn’t live at the apartment,’ Stevie said.

			‘No. They had two places, which I also didn’t know before. One in the city and one way out in the burbs, which I found out after I’d calmed her down. I told her that I didn’t know he was married, swore to her. Maybe I looked so shocked that she believed me, I don’t know. She was too drunk to drive, so I called her a cab.’

			‘That was kind,’ JD murmured. ‘Considering she’d hit you. Hard.’

			Trask shrugged uncomfortably. ‘She was hurting.’

			‘As were you,’ Stevie said kindly and Trask shrugged again.

			‘I was more mad than hurt.’ She sighed. ‘Which was the problem. I went to the condo. I’d met Russ there after work a few times. We’d grab dinner in the neighborhood. Herrigan saw me coming and got this panicked look. The next thing I know Russ is coming out of his building with yet another woman on his arm.’

			JD winced. ‘He was not a wise man.’

			‘You have no idea. The other other woman was my best friend, Gwyn. She didn’t know about me, either. Or, as it turned out, the existing Mrs Bennett.’

			JD shook his head, confused. ‘Wait. You’re best friends, but you didn’t tell each other about who you were dating?’

			‘We weren’t best friends then. We had been, when we were kids. We went to the same elementary school. We grew apart, because . . .  life just happened. We actually became friends again because of that night. Gwyn’s no dummy. She saw me standing there totally pissed off, saw Herrigan panicking and put it together. Russ tried to schmooze his way out of it, but we wouldn’t let him. When I said I’d met Mrs Bennett, Gwyn lost it.’ She hesitated. ‘Because she had taken it to the next level with him.’

			JD winced again. ‘Ouch.’

			‘Which was what Russ said next, because Gwyn slapped him.’ Trask stopped, a frown furrowing her brow. ‘But then he hit her back, really hard. With his fist. Knocked her down on the pavement. Bloodied her lip, called her a whore. I hadn’t expected that.’

			‘Hell of a guy,’ Stevie murmured. ‘Made friends all over the damn place.’

			Trask’s eyes had dropped back to her folded hands.

			‘What did you do?’ JD asked.

			‘Nothing for a second. I was too shocked.’ She met his eyes and he could see her apprehension. ‘But then he reached down to hit her again. I think he’d forgotten that he was standing on a busy street. I put myself between him and Gwyn. He got in my face and I was really mad, so I got right back in his. I don’t get mad often,’ she said. ‘But I was that night. He pulled a fist like he would hit me and I let him have it, right in the nose.’

			JD felt the urge to high-five her, but restrained himself. ‘And?’

			‘I broke his nose,’ she said unapologetically. ‘Blood was gushing. Gwyn was crying. Russ was cursing, I was yelling at Herrigan to call 911. People were gathering, some with their camera phones out. It was a zoo.’ She glanced at Mulhauser.

			The older man shrugged. ‘You’ve told them this much, Lucy. You might as well.’

			‘True. I told Russ that if he ever lifted a hand to me or any other woman again that I’d make him sorry he was born. Then I said that he was lucky somebody hadn’t killed him before now. It was stupid, and I really didn’t say I’d kill him, but then . . .’

			‘He shows up in your back yard, dead, sorry he was ever born,’ Stevie finished.

			‘Exactly,’ Trask said. ‘When you told me his name, I had Ruby Gomez put his body away. I was done with the cut, but was still looking at slides. Dr Mulhauser will go over my findings and corroborate everything.’

			‘Lucy did not do this,’ Mulhauser said firmly.

			JD’s gut knew that was true, that she’d had nothing to do with this, but he had to ask. ‘Where were you two weeks ago? Exactly?’

			‘In LA,’ she answered. ‘I flew out Sunday morning and stayed in the conference hotel all week. The following week I guest-lectured at UCLA. When did Herrigan say that he’d last seen Russ Bennett?’

			JD and Stevie shared a quick look and Stevie gave a little nod.

			‘Sunday afternoon,’ JD said and watched Lucy Trask’s shoulders sag in relief.

			‘I was in the air by then and I never left LA. I imagine the airline and the hotel can confirm that, as can attendees at the conference and the class I taught. Lots of people saw me, every day. I can get you fifty names, easily.’

			‘That’s good,’ Stevie said. ‘That should be an easy alibi to verify.’

			‘Your altercation with Dr Bennett happened five years ago,’ JD said. ‘Have you seen him since?’

			‘Once, at a party, two years ago. That’s how I knew he’d been divorced since that night. The second Mrs Bennett was about twelve, I think,’ she said grumpily.

			‘Lucy,’ Mulhauser cautioned softly.

			‘Well, she was young. Maybe twenty. Large . . . attributes. The Mrs Bennett who slapped me was older than Russ. She’d had so much plastic surgery, trying to keep herself looking young,’ she said bitterly, ‘for a husband who cheated on her anyway. I hear Russ and the new wife were separated. I hadn’t seen him in two years. Until today.’

			‘Why do you think he was left for you to find, Dr Trask?’ JD asked softly and she looked up, the same troubled look in her eyes that she’d worn that morning.

			‘I don’t know,’ she said softly. ‘I just don’t know. He was not a nice man, but I can’t see anyone angry enough to do that to him. This was brutal and inhuman. I can’t see anyone dressing him like Mr Pugh. That was brutal, too. To me.’

			‘Who knew that you knew Bennett?’ Stevie asked.

			‘Gwyn, of course. I told her boss, who’s a defense attorney, and I told Dr Mulhauser. Mr Herrigan knew. And anyone who was standing outside Russ’s condo that evening. I don’t know who Russ told. Or who the first Mrs Bennett told.’

			JD frowned. ‘Why did you tell a defense attorney?’

			‘Same reason she told me,’ Mulhauser answered. ‘Because Bennett filed an assault complaint. The asshole knew it wouldn’t stick, but he just wanted to fuck with her career. Sorry,’ he added belatedly, while Trask patted his hand.

			‘Did anyone else here at the morgue know about the two of you?’ Stevie asked. ‘Anyone who would also have known that you were out of the office?’

			‘Nobody besides Dr Mulhauser knew. I think everyone here would be surprised to find I’d worked up enough gumption to date anyone, much less hit them.’ Again she met JD’s eyes, this time with a spark of defiance. ‘Because I’m typically very boring.’

			‘Boring’ was not the word JD would have chosen. Lucy Trask fascinated him. That she’d feel the need to warn him away fascinated him more. ‘What’s your friend Gwyn’s last name?’ he asked and watched the defiant spark in her eyes flash hot.

			‘She’s not involved,’ she said, her jaw gone taut. ‘She was with her mother that weekend. They went shopping. I’m sure they’ll have receipts. But I know you have to talk to her. Her name is Gwyn Weaver. She works for Thomas Thorne.’

			‘He’s the defense attorney?’ JD wrote it down, wincing on the inside. The one time he’d testified against a defendant repped by Thorne had not been fun. He didn’t relish tangling with the man again on any level. ‘Did you tell your friend about Bennett today?’

			Some of her ire dissipated. ‘I wanted to, but I didn’t. I called her, but changed my mind before I said anything. I don’t want her to look suspicious.’ And it had cost her, he could see. She returned her gaze to lock with his. ‘Because she is not involved.’

			‘I heard you the first time,’ JD said mildly. ‘Do you know what the killer used to cut out the vic’s heart?’

			She blinked, startled by the topic change. ‘A Sawzall. Probably.’

			It made sense. The power saw boasted the ability to cut through almost anything and was readily available at most hardware stores. ‘Why do you think so?’ he asked.

			‘From a visual inspection of the abrasions on the remaining bone. The blade size and serration is right and it has the power to do the job. Even the cordless models can cut through bone. With more time I could have given you a better description of make and model. I’m sure one of the other MEs still can.’

			‘How do you know it has the power to do the job?’ Stevie asked.

			‘Trauma doctors use it in the field. For amputations. When necessary.’

			JD had known that. He’d seen it done, in the field. But there was something in the way she’d said it – a restless discomfort – that piqued his curiosity. ‘Have you used it in the field?’ he asked and watched her eyes flicker.

			She looked away. ‘Yes.’

			Mulhauser stared at her, surprised. ‘When was this, Lucy?’

			‘After I finished my first residency. I was in Mexico and there was a car accident ahead of us. A little girl’s leg had been crushed and she was bleeding out. The Sawzall was the only device that would have allowed me to free her in time.’ She swallowed hard, the memory clearly a painful one. ‘So your killer could easily have used one to cut through bone and sinew. Any other questions?’

			‘Did the little girl live?’ JD asked softly and her lips twisted bitterly, surprising him.

			‘Yes. Any other questions?’

			Tons. But he’d save them for another time. ‘How did you meet Russ Bennett?’

			‘He wrecked my Big Wheel,’ she said flatly.

			JD wasn’t sure he’d heard correctly. ‘Your big wheel? What wheel?’

			‘You know, that big tricycle thing that kids ride. You must have had one.’

			‘No,’ JD said, ‘I actually didn’t.’ That wasn’t the kind of childhood he’d had. ‘How did Bennett wreck your Big Wheel?’

			‘I was four and his family had just moved in next door. A few days after they moved in, I was riding my Big Wheel down the hill in front of our house and the wheel came loose. I crashed into a parked car and broke my arm. One of the other kids heard him laughing and bragging about loosening the bolt.’

			‘How old was he?’ JD asked, wondering why at four years old she’d been allowed to ride unsupervised in the street to begin with.

			‘Only seven. My dad marched over to his parents and told them what happened. Mr and Mrs Bennett grounded Russ even though he always insisted he hadn’t done it, that the other kid had lied. Then later I found my favorite Barbie hanging by a rope from the swing set in our back yard. Again he was punished. After that he left me alone.’

			Hell of a guy, JD thought. That Russell Bennett would use his fists on a woman made sense. He’d been violent from childhood. It looked like the man had pushed the wrong person too far this time.

			‘So you were neighbors?’ Stevie asked.

			‘Yes. If possible, I’d like to go with you when you notify his parents. If this is indeed Russ.’

			‘We’d have to get that approved through our captain,’ Stevie said. ‘Lucy, I’m a little confused. If this guy was a jerk, why did you go out with him five years ago?’

			‘Time passed,’ she said lightly. ‘People can change. I wanted to believe he had.’

			‘Who contacted who?’ Stevie asked.

			‘He looked me up when I moved to Baltimore for this job. I didn’t want to see him, but he kept asking me out. One day I came home and found a box wrapped in gold paper on my doorstep. It was a Barbie – Doctor Barbie, actually.’

			‘Nice touch,’ Stevie said dryly, and Trask’s lips curved self-deprecatingly.

			‘Wasn’t it? I agreed to go out once and thought he was nicer than I remembered, so I kept seeing him. I thought he was nice until his wife came up and slapped me.’ She pulled her vibrating cell phone from her pocket. ‘It’s my attorney. Will I need him?’

			‘If your alibi checks out, no,’ Stevie said, and Trask put the phone on the table without answering it.

			‘When will you check it?’ Mulhauser asked. ‘Because until you do, I’m down one medical examiner.’ He shot Trask an awkward look. ‘I can’t have you touching anything new until you’re cleared. I’m sorry.’

			‘I know,’ she murmured. ‘It’s okay, Craig. I expected this.’

			‘I’ll start making calls as soon as we leave here,’ Stevie promised, then lifted a shoulder. ‘Besides, we still have to positively ID this victim, Lucy. If it’s not Russ Bennett, none of this is relevant.’

			Mulhauser frowned. ‘Unless there’s a scar or some other identifying feature on the remains, we’ll need to use DNA. The dental records will be unusable.’

			‘Are there any scars on the body that pre-dated this attack?’ JD asked.

			‘Yes,’ Trask said. ‘There is scarring from an old burn on the left hand, and the right forearm shows some remodeling. It was broken within the last five to seven years. He also has a mole on his right shoulder blade. Perhaps you can ask one of his wives about this before asking his parents. If Russ really is on vacation, I’d hate to upset them for nothing. Mrs Bennett had a heart attack a few months ago.’

			The affection in her voice was unmistakable. She’d obviously kept up with the Bennetts, despite her issues with Russell. ‘Where do the Bennetts live?’ he asked.

			‘Same place they’ve lived for thirty years. Anderson Ferry, on the Choptank River. It’s a ninety-minute drive if there’s no Bay Bridge traffic.’

			Which meant that Anderson Ferry, Maryland, was where Lucy Trask had been raised. Which explained the hint of Southern in her speech. He’d met residents of Maryland’s Eastern Shore who spoke with an unexpected twang. JD wondered if her family still lived there, but before he could ask, she opened a folder of autopsy photos.

			‘Here’s one of the shoulder-blade mole,’ she said, sorting the photos. ‘And one of the scar from the burn. Neither of these pictures shows any of the assault injuries.’ She looked up, her expression grim. ‘And believe me, that wasn’t easy to do.’

			Stevie took the two photos. ‘Thanks, Lucy. We’ll start with the old and new Mrs Bennetts to find out if Russell had any of these marks before we go to the parents.’

			‘I have the first wife’s address,’ Trask offered.

			JD’s brows went up. ‘You two keep in touch?’

			‘More like a one-way thing. She sent flowers after I broke his nose and I get a Christmas card every year.’ Trask found the address in her phone and wrote it down. ‘She kept the house and the kids. She’s kept in touch with Russ’s folks so the kids can have a relationship with their grandparents. The Bennetts like her.’ She handed the paper to JD, careful not to touch him. ‘They’re good people and this is going to tear them up. Please don’t forget to ask your captain if I can be there when you notify them.’

			JD held her gaze and for a moment saw the flicker of awareness he’d seen before. It was quickly extinguished, her eyes going cool. But he’d seen it.

			‘I won’t forget,’ he said quietly. ‘I promise. But you have to promise something too.’

			He reached across the table, brushing her fingers briefly as he took the autopsy folder she still held, not missing the subtle twitch of her hand or the quick intake of her breath at the contact. Within the folder he found the photo of the ‘I’ burned into the victim’s back and turned it so she could see it.

			‘This is a threat, Lucy,’ he said softly. ‘You were set up to find this man’s body, whoever he is. Someone went to a lot of trouble to make that happen. You didn’t do the murder, but you’re connected. Until we find out how, you stick with people you know.’

			Her cool control snapped, emotion churning in her eyes. He saw the awareness return, but also saw fear and anger. That was good. She needed to be afraid. Just not of me. Still, he got the feeling she was afraid of him and he didn’t know why.

			‘I get it,’ she said roughly. ‘No dark alleys.’

			‘Or running before dawn,’ he added. ‘Promise me, Dr Trask.’

			She nodded once, her eyes not leaving his. ‘I promise.’

			He handed her one of his cards. ‘Both Stevie’s and my cell numbers are on the back. Call us if you need us.’

			She took the card gingerly, again avoiding his fingers. ‘I will. Thank you.’

			‘Then we’ll get to work,’ Stevie said. ‘We’ll be in touch.’

			Lucy watched them leave, her heart pounding wildly. Stevie had patted her shoulder comfortingly as she’d pushed away from the table, but Fitzpatrick hadn’t touched her again. He hadn’t needed to. Her hand still tingled from that brief brush of their fingers. Her cheeks still burned from that last long look he’d leveled before he’d closed the conference room door on his way out.

			Fitzpatrick was very interested. Her ‘boring’ warning had had the opposite effect, only intensifying his not-so-subtle study of her face as he’d sat across the table. I don’t want him to be interested.

			But of course she did. Goddamn me. She gritted her teeth. Won’t you ever learn?

			‘That went better than I thought it would,’ Craig said.

			She realized he’d been watching her. ‘Yes, it did,’ she murmured. ‘I have an alibi.’

			‘I could see they didn’t think you had anything to do with it from the moment they walked in,’ Craig said. ‘Especially Fitzpatrick. I think he likes you,’ he added slyly.

			She wanted to wince. ‘It doesn’t matter if he likes me or not.’

			You, Lucy Trask, are a big liar. Having a man like JD Fitzpatrick interested mattered a great deal. He was sexy, kind, and had a magnetism that drew her gaze despite her best intentions. Ruby had called him a narcotic, which was probably the most accurate description.

			He’d be amazing in bed. The thought sent a new shiver across her skin. Oh, God.

			Which was precisely why she needed to keep her distance. Even if every nerve in her body was telling her to run closer. Maybe just once. What could it hurt?

			Everything. Unbidden, the squeal of tires and the sickening crunch of metal filled her memory. Her mind went quiet, until all she could hear was the baby’s wail that still invaded her worst nightmares. What could it hurt, indeed? Everything.

			Craig frowned, still watching her. ‘Whatever you say,’ he said skeptically.

			‘So, what about me? Am I on leave?’

			‘Yes. Until you’re officially cleared. Luckily you were just back and hadn’t had time to start any other cases.’

			‘But we’re so behind.’

			‘That’s mine to worry about. I’ll figure something.’ He rose, tugging his suit coat into place. ‘Go home for now. And remember what they said about being alone in dark places. I don’t want anyone finding you slumped over a chess table.’

			Lucy followed him from the conference room, the memory of this morning’s chess table pushing the baby’s cry from her mind. She thought about the body back in the cold room. The man had no face, no fingers, no tongue. And no heart.

			It was Russ. Every instinct she possessed told her it was.

			Fitzpatrick was right. I am involved, somehow. But how? And why? Why me?

			Monday, May 3, 1.00 P.M.

			Lucy headed to the parking garage, looking over her shoulder every few feet. She was suddenly conscious of how empty the garage was, even in the daytime. And she was suddenly conscious of how isolated she was. Her back went rigid and she picked up her pace, her key clutched in one hand.

			She passed a parked car with a man in the driver’s seat. Watching me. He got out and, ignoring her, pulled an armful of books from his trunk. Okay, not watching me.

			‘Lucy.’

			She heard the voice a split second before hitting a hard body full on. Stifling what would have been a shriek, she looked up. And up some more.

			‘Thorne,’ she breathed in relief. ‘You scared me.’

			He’d gripped her shoulders to steady them. Thomas Thorne was a huge man, at least six six. Even Fitzpatrick would have to look up at him. Right now Thorne’s handsome face was scowling. ‘You didn’t pick up your phone.’

			She thought of the call she’d left unanswered. ‘I was talking to the detectives.’

			His scowl deepened. ‘Without me?’ he growled. He had a deep, gravelly voice that carried through a packed courtroom without a microphone.

			If she hadn’t known him so well, she might have been unnerved. ‘I had an alibi.’

			His eyes narrowed. ‘Famous last words. Are you that stupid?’

			Annoyed, she took a step closer, lifting her chin. ‘No. Any other questions?’

			Did the little girl live? She heard Fitzpatrick’s quiet voice in her mind. That’s what he’d asked after she’d told them she’d cut off a human leg with a Sawzall and once again she thought of the first time she’d seen him, standing across her autopsy suite. His feet had been spread solidly, arms crossed over his chest, his face stoically stern. She especially remembered the tears in his eyes. They’d startled her that day.

			The victim had been a three-year-old girl. He’d cared, just like he’d cared today.

			JD Fitzpatrick was a very dangerous man indeed.

			‘What?’ Thorne asked, giving her a little shake. ‘You just went somewhere.’

			Lucy refocused on his face. ‘I’m fine. I’ve had an eventful day.’ She told him what had happened, leaving out the missing body parts that the police wanted kept under wraps.

			‘Shit,’ he murmured, but even a murmur from Thorne vibrated like a shout.

			‘Indeed,’ Lucy said. ‘Mazzetti and Fitzpatrick are verifying my alibi. I had a class full of students every day last week and had room service delivered almost every day. There was no way that I could have made it from Baltimore to LA and back again to kill Russ Bennett, or whoever that victim really is.’

			‘They’ll come to talk to Gwyn,’ he said and she sighed.

			‘I didn’t tell her. I thought it would be worse for her in the long term if I did. But I did tell them she was with her mom the day Bennett disappeared.’

			Thorne winced. ‘She’s gonna be pissed that you kept this from her.’

			Lucy lifted on her toes so that she could pat his cheek. ‘You’ll sweeten her back up,’ she said, hoping it was true. ‘Just give her a new whip. She’s worn the old one out.’

			‘I’ll put it on your tab,’ he said dryly, but he’d stopped scowling. ‘I’ve got to run. Let me see you to your car. Let’s go.’ He started walking and she had to nearly skip to keep up with his long stride. ‘If the cops want to talk to you again, you call me,’ he ordered. ‘And next time, do not say a word until I am physically at your side.’

			She nodded dutifully. ‘Yes, sir.’

			‘I’ve met JD Fitzpatrick,’ he added crossly. ‘I didn’t like him.’

			Her brows lifted, surprised. ‘Why not?’

			Thorne’s mouth curved ruefully. ‘He’s a straight cop. I grilled him for a long time on the stand, but he never slipped once. Told the goddamn truth.’

			Lucy frowned, unsurprised to hear that Fitzpatrick had integrity, but disliking the thought of him being grilled. She and Thorne argued about his career many an evening. Lucy’s feelings were mixed. As were Thorne’s. ‘Did you get your client off?’

			‘No. He was guilty.’ Thorne shrugged. ‘But he got a fair trial so I slept that night.’ He stopped when they got to her old Chevy. ‘Call me when you get home.’

			‘Okay.’

			He waited until she’d unlocked her car door. ‘See you tonight at the club?’

			‘I’ll try,’ she said. ‘I’m sorry I worried you, Thorne. Thanks for coming out.’

			‘It’s all right, I was out anyway.’ He backed away, doing the phone sign. ‘Call me.’

			Lucy knew that a lot of women would love to be getting the phone sign from Thomas Thorne, and at one time she might have been one of them. Not any more. Now she went for nice, sensible men who weren’t trouble.

			Fitzpatrick’s face popped into her mind and she sighed. Not like him. He was trou—

			Her thoughts scattered, her hand freezing on the car door. There was a box. On her floorboard. Wrapped in foil, it glittered. And around it was tied a big red bow.

			The car had been locked and no one else had a key.

			She snatched her hand from the door. ‘Thorne?’ she called, her voice trembling.

			He was back in seconds, looking over her shoulder. ‘What’s that?’

			‘I don’t know. I didn’t leave it there.’ She looked back at him. ‘Did you?’

			His expression was grim. ‘No. Don’t touch it.’

			‘I’m not stupid, Thorne.’ She pulled her cell phone from her purse, commanding her hand to be steady as she searched for the card Fitzpatrick had given her.

			‘What the hell are you doing?’ he asked, his own phone in his hand.

			‘Calling Fitzpatrick.’ Heart pounding, she crouched down to better see the box. It was about the size of a softball. ‘What are you doing?’

			‘I was going to call 911. Back up, Luce. You don’t know what’s in that box. It could be a bomb, for God’s sake.’

			Lucy aimed her keychain penlight at the box, illuminating the foil design and her pounding heart dropped to her gut. No, not a bomb. Not a conventional one anyway.

			‘I don’t think so,’ she whispered.

			Thorne crouched behind her. ‘Looks like somebody had wrapping paper left over from Valentine’s Day.’ He paused, studying her. ‘You know what’s inside, don’t you?’

			She dialed Fitzpatrick’s number. ‘I have a good idea.’

			‘So . . .’ Thorne made an exasperated noise. ‘What’s inside?’

			‘Same thing that’s on the outside,’ she said, then held up her hand for quiet when Fitzpatrick answered, his voice low and urgent. ‘Detective, it’s Lucy Trask.’

			‘What’s happened?’ Fitzpatrick demanded. ‘Are you all right?’

			Slowly she rose, careful to touch nothing. ‘I’m fine, but you need to come back. He’s left a gift in my car. The box is wrapped in paper with purple, pink and red hearts.’

			She heard him draw a breath. ‘Shit. Where are you?’

			‘In the parking garage across from the morgue, second floor, east entrance.’

			‘Alone?’

			She should have found the slightly accusatory note in his voice offensive. Instead she felt warmed. ‘No. Thomas Thorne is here with me. We haven’t touched anything.’

			‘Good. I’ll send Drew and the CSU team right away. Stevie and I will be there as soon as we can. Will Thorne stay with you until the uniforms get there?’

			She found herself wishing Fitzpatrick would turn around and come straight back, but knew Drew would have to do his thing before the detectives could do theirs. She looked up at Thorne. ‘Can you stay a few minutes? Just until the cops get here?’

			Thorne glared. ‘Try to make me leave,’ he growled.

			‘He’ll stay,’ she said to Fitzpatrick. ‘What should I do when they get here?’

			‘Stay put. We’ll be there soon.’

			Monday, May 3, 1.10 P.M.

			JD snapped his phone shut and returned his eyes to the road. His hands gripped the wheel, itching to turn them around and immediately return to the garage. And to Lucy Trask. But they were almost at Brandi Bennett’s apartment. Squad cars could get to Lucy a lot faster.

			‘Dammit,’ he muttered, reaching for the radio.

			‘What happened?’ Stevie asked.

			‘The prick left a gift-wrapped box in her car.’ He called Dispatch, requesting that squad cars, CSU, and a bomb detail be sent to the parking garage.

			‘How do we know it’s from the prick?’ Stevie asked when he’d finished.

			‘The wrapping paper is covered with hearts.’

			‘Oh.’ Stevie grimaced. ‘That’s really nasty.’

			‘Really nasty? He cut the vic’s heart out. I think he was already really nasty.’

			‘But he kept the heart. This is personal against the doc. How did Lucy sound?’

			‘Like she’s keeping it together.’ Barely, he added to himself as he thought about the little tremble in her voice as she’d asked him to come back. She’ll be fine. She’s trained to keep a level head. ‘At least she’s not alone. She was with Thorne.’

			Which made his eyes narrow. He well remembered Thomas Thorne. The man had turned every female head in the courtroom, including the judge’s.

			‘Well, politics aside, he is a big guy. Nobody’s gonna bother her with him around.’

			‘You know him?’ JD tried to make the question nonchalant, but he could see Stevie was not fooled. Stevie was rarely fooled.

			‘Only to be in court with him,’ she said. ‘He’s a real piece of work, although I’ve never known him to out and out lie. If Lucy’s with Thorne, she’s okay for now.’

			JD still wished he could turn the car around and be sure she was all right. But he had work to do. They were here. He pulled into a space in front of Brandi Bennett’s apartment building. She’d been easy enough to find. She’d filed for a business license, citing this as her primary address. The nature of her business had been a little less easy to determine. The state’s business directory said ‘Modeling’. They’d have to see exactly what Mrs Bennett was showing off.

			‘You want to take the lead with the wife?’ he asked.

			Stevie shrugged. ‘The doorman said she liked men. If you can soften her up with that dimple of yours, be my guest.’
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