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1

Fire alarms sang through the skyscraper, piercing and relentless. Under the din, people poured across the marble lobby toward the doors, dodging fallen ceiling plaster and broken glass. Outside, Montgomery Street crackled with the lights of emergency vehicles. A police officer fought upstream to get inside. The blonde was ten feet behind, struggling through the crowd.

   The man in the corner paced, head down, needing her to hurry.

   People rushed by him, jumpy. ‘Everything crashed off the bookshelves. I thought for sure it was the Big One.’

   The man turned, shoulders shifting. The Big One? Hardly. This earthquake had just been San Francisco’s regular kick in the butt. But it was bad enough. On the street, steam geysered from manholes. And he could smell gas. Pipes had ruptured under the building. The quake was Hell saying Don’t forget I’m down here – you fall, I’m waiting for you.

   He checked his watch. Come on, girl, faster. They had ten minutes before this building shut down.

   A fire captain glanced at him. He was tall and young and moved like the athlete he was, but nothing clicked in the fire captain’s eyes, no suspicion, no Is that who I think it is? Out of uniform he looked ordinary, a plain vanilla All-American.

   The blonde neared the doors. She stood out from the crowd: platinum-sleek hair cinched into a tight French twist, body cinched into a tighter black suit. A cop stuck out an arm like he was going to clothesline her. She flashed an ID and slid around him.

   He smiled. Right under their noses.

   She pushed through the doors and walked up, giving him a hard blue stare. ‘Here? Now?’

   ‘It’s the ultimate test. Secrets are hardest to keep in broad daylight.’

   ‘I smell gas, and that steam pipe sounds like a volcano erupting. If a valve blows and causes a spark—’

   ‘You dared me. Do it in public, and get proof.’ He wiped his palms on his jeans. ‘This is as public as it gets. You’ll supply my proof.’

   Her hands clenched, but her eyes shone. ‘Where?’

   His heart beat faster. ‘Top floor. My lawyer’s office.’

   Upstairs, they strode out of the express elevator to find the law firm abandoned. The fire alarm was shrieking. At the receptionist’s desk, a computer was streaming a television news feed.

   ‘—minor damage, but we’re getting reports of a ruptured gas line in the financial district  . . .’

   The blonde looked around. ‘Security cameras?’

   ‘Only in the stairwells. It’s bad business for a law firm to videotape its clients.’

   She nodded at a wall of windows. The October sunset was fading to dusk, downtown ablaze with light. ‘You plan to do this stunt against the glass?’

   He crossed the lobby. ‘This way. The building’s going to shut down in—’ He looked at a red digital clock on the wall ‘—six minutes.’

   ‘What?’

   ‘Emergency procedure. If there’s a gas leak the building evacuates, they shut down the elevators and seal the fire doors. We have to be out by then.’

   ‘You’re joking.’

   The wall clock counted down to 5:59. He started a timer on his watch.

   ‘Yeah. I was meeting with my lawyers when the quake hit. It limits damage from any gas explosion.’ He pulled her toward a hallway. ‘I can’t believe you’re scared of getting caught with me. Not Hardgirl.’

   ‘What part of secret do you not understand?’

   ‘If we’re caught, they’ll ask what we’re doing here, not what we’re hiding in our pasts.’

   ‘Fair point.’ She hurried alongside him, eyes bright. ‘Were you waiting for an earthquake before you did this?’

   Good guess – this was the third minor quake in the past month. ‘I got lucky. I’ve been looking for the perfect opportunity for weeks. Chaos, downtown – it was karma. I figured seize the day.’

   He rounded a corner. A glass-fronted display case along the wall had cracked, spilling sports memorabilia on the floor.

   She rushed past. ‘Is that a Joe Montana jersey?’

   His stopwatch beeped. ‘Five minutes.’

   He opened a mahogany door. Across a conference room the red embers of sunset caught them in the eyes. The hills of San Francisco rose in front of him, electric with light and packed to the rafters, like a stadium.

   He shrugged off his coat, took a camera from the pocket and handed it to her. ‘When I tell you, point and click.’

   He crossed the room and opened the doors to a rooftop terrace. Kicking off his shoes, he strode outside.

   ‘You complained I was using the club as a confessional. You told me I was seeking expiation for my sins, but said you couldn’t give me absolution,’ he said.

   Deep below them, the building groaned. She walked outside, breathing hard.

   ‘Damn, Scott, this is dangerous—’

   ‘Your dare was – and I quote – for me “to offer a public display of penitence, and for christsake get proof ”.’

   He pulled his polo shirt over his head. Her gaze seared its way down his chest.

   Now, he thought. Before his courage and exhilaration evaporated. He unzipped and dropped his jeans.

   She gaped.

   He backed toward the waist-high brick wall at the edge of the terrace. ‘Turn on the camera.’

   ‘You came commando-style to a meeting with your lawyers?’

   Naked, he climbed onto the brick ledge and stood up, facing her. Her lips parted. Thrilled to his fingertips, he turned to face Montgomery Street.

   A salt breeze licked his bare skin. Two hundred feet below, fire and police lights flickered through steam boiling from the ruptured pipe, turning the scene an eerie red.

   He spread his arms. ‘Shoot.’

   ‘You have got to be kidding me.’

   ‘Take the photo. Hurry.’

   ‘That’s not penitent.’

   He glanced over his shoulder. She was shaking her head.

   ‘Bad? You tattooed bad on your tailbone?’

   His watch beeped. ‘Four minutes. Do it.’

   ‘You’re a bad ass?’ She put her fists on her hips. ‘You get all torn up about a nasty thing you did in college, and want to unload it on us – fine. But you can’t tattoo some preening jock statement on your butt and call it repentance. That’s not remorse. Hell, it’s not even close to being dirty.’

   Frowning, she stormed inside.

   He turned around. ‘Hey!’

   Was she leaving? No, everything depended on her getting the photo—

   She ran back out, holding a piece of sports memorabilia from the display case. It was a jockey’s riding crop. He swallowed.

   She whipped it against a potted plant with a wicked crack. ‘Somebody needs to take you down a notch.’

   He nearly whimpered. She wanted points, too. This was even better.

   Snapping the crop against her thigh, she crossed the terrace. Evaluating the ledge, she unzipped her ass-hugging skirt, wriggled it down and stepped out of it.

   ‘It’s time to make your act of contrition,’ she said.

   In the tight-fitting black jacket, she looked martial. The stilettos could have put out his eyes. The black stockings ran all the way to the top of her thighs. All the way to –

   ‘What’s that garter belt made from?’

   ‘Iguana hide.’

   ‘Jesus, help me.’

   ‘I have a drawer full. I got them in the divorce.’ She held out her hand. ‘Don’t let me fall.’

   ‘I won’t. I have perfect balance.’ He felt crazed and desperate and God, he needed to get her up here, now. ‘I get paid four million dollars a year to catch things and never let them drop.’

   A wisp of her blonde hair had escaped. It softened her. He wanted her to put it back in place. He wanted her to put on leather gloves and maybe an eye patch. He pulled her up on the ledge beside him.

   She gripped his hand. Her smooth stocking brushed his leg.

   He could barely speak. ‘This is penance?’

   ‘Pain is just one step from paradise.’

   She looked down. Her voice dropped. ‘Christ. This is asking for a heart attack.’

   ‘Don’t joke.’

   She looked up. ‘No – I didn’t mean it as a crack about David.’

   But if David hadn’t dropped face down with a coronary, they wouldn’t be here. The doctor’s death had created an opening, and Scott wanted to fill it. This was his chance to prove himself and gain admission to the top level of the club.

   The breeze kicked up. In the lighted windows of the skyscraper across the street, people gazed down at the fire trucks. Nobody was looking at them.

   ‘Right under their noses,’ he said. ‘Bonus points for both of us.’

   ‘Not yet.’ She handed him the camera. ‘Set it so we’re both in the frame.’

   He set the auto-timer to take a five-shot series and posed the camera on the ledge. His stopwatch beeped. Three minutes.

   She planted her feet wide for balance. ‘What happens to guilty people?’

   Blinking, he turned around and carefully knelt down on all fours. ‘I’ve been bad. Spank me.’

   She slapped the crop against her palm. ‘What’s the magic word?’

   Relief and desire rushed through him. ‘Hard.’

   The camera flashed. She brought the crop down.

   The pain was a stripe of fire along his backside. He gasped and grabbed the ledge.

   ‘Harder,’ he said.

   She whipped the crop down. The camera flashed.

   He clawed the bricks. ‘Mea culpa. I’ve been very, very bad. More.’

   She didn’t hit him. He looked up. Her chest was heaving, her hair spilling from the French twist.

   ‘My God, you actually want to be punished, don’t you?’ she said.

   ‘Do it.’

   She swung the crop. It slashed him so hard he shouted in pain. She wanted to dish out punishment, all right, but not to him. She would use this to send a message to somebody else. The watch beeped.

   ‘Christ, two minutes,’ she said. ‘Let’s get the hell out of here.’

   His eyes were watering. ‘Not yet. Nobody’s looking.’

   ‘Looking? You’re nuts. If there’s an aftershock I’ll lose my balance. We—’

   A thumping sound echoed off skyscraper walls. A helicopter swooped over the top of the building.

   It turned and hovered above Montgomery Street, rotors blaring. Everything on the terrace blew into the air. Dust, leaves, their clothes. The camera tipped over. Scott grabbed for it but it fell off the ledge.

   She yelled, ‘No, the evidence—’

   The camera dropped, hit the building and sprang apart. He let out a cry. His penance, his memories –

   The terrace was lit with a blinding white searchlight.

   ‘Oh, no – it’s a news chopper,’ she said.

   She leapt from the ledge to the terrace. Landed like a gazelle on her stilettos. He scrambled after her, buttocks stinging. They grabbed their clothes and ran for the door. The chopper rotated in the air, searchlight sweeping after them.

   She looked back, her eyes brimming with joy and fury. The searchlight lit her hair like a halo.

   ‘Turn around,’ he shouted. ‘You want them to get a close-up?’

   ‘The city knows your face, not mine.’

   ‘But it’s about to know your glorious ass.’

   He ran into the conference room, stopped and wrangled his left leg into his jeans. The spotlight caught them. He bumbled for the door.

   Fumbling her way into her skirt, she sprinted into the hallway. ‘It’s chasing us like those things from the damned War of the Worlds.’

   He urged her forward. ‘Take the service elevator. The lobby downstairs is full of cops.’

   She ran beside him, agile in the heels. His watch beeped.

   ‘Oh, crap. No time.’

   In the lobby, the fire alarm wailed a high-pitched tone. The digital clock flashed red. :58. :57. The TV news was showing pictures from the chopper’s camera.

   ‘Two people are trapped on the roof,’ shouted the reporter. ‘A woman was signaling for help. If we swing around  . . .’

   The alarm rose in pitch.

   ‘How long to get down?’ she said.

   They ran to the service elevator and she pounded on the button. The searchlight panned along the windows. Like a white flare, it caught them in the eyes.

   ‘I see them. They’re attempting to escape from this deadly tower  . . .’

   She whacked the elevator button with the riding crop. ‘Open.’

   With a ping, the elevator arrived. She dropped the crop and they lunged inside.

   On the ground floor they burst out a back exit into an alley. The asphalt was wet and steaming. Scott clicked his stopwatch.

   ‘Seven seconds. Time to spare.’

   ‘Maniac,’ she said.

   They dashed through puddles toward the end of the alley. On the street a police car blew past, lights flashing. The helicopter thumped overhead, searchlight pinned on the roof.

   Scott nodded at it. ‘They got it on tape. You have evidence.’

   ‘You’re reckless. I think you actually want to get caught.’

   ‘I carried out the dare. Did I make the cut?’

   She fought with her zipper. ‘We’ll put it to a vote. No promises.’

   They rushed out of the alley. The street, lined with banks and swanky stores, was being cleared by the police. They slowed to a walk, trying to look normal. He buttoned his jacket. She smoothed down her hair.

   Elation flooded him.

   ‘Admit it – that was awesome.’

   ‘It was outrageous.’ She pointed at him. ‘And do not tell me it ended with a flourish.’

   ‘Really?’ He reached into his coat pocket and withdrew a baseball.

   ‘What’s that?’

   He tossed it to her. She caught it.

   ‘A Willie Mays autographed ball?’ She looked up, surprised. ‘From the law firm’s memorabilia collection? You stole it?’

   ‘On our way out. And it’s not just any baseball. It’s the ball – from the 1954 World Series. The greatest catch of all time.’

   She gawped. ‘It’s got to be worth—’

   ‘Hundred thousand.’ He smiled broadly. ‘Right under your nose.’

   Anger flashed across her face. She shoved the ball back into his hands. ‘Okay, bonus points for chutzpah.’

   He laughed and tossed the baseball in his hand. ‘Fear not, it’ll be returned. That’s the next challenge.’

   ‘How? The building’s locked down. And your fingerprints are all over it.’

   ‘So? I’m a star client. My lawyer let me hold it. It doesn’t matter that my fingerprints are on it.’ He glanced at the police car down the block, and back at her. ‘How will you explain that yours are?’

   She stopped dead on the sidewalk.

   He held the ball up. ‘Return it without getting prosecuted. I dare you.’

   He turned, faced the jewelry store they were passing and hurled the ball straight through its front window. Glass crashed. An alarm shrieked. He spun around.

   ‘Have fun, Hardgirl.’

   He took off down the street.
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Headlights, that’s the first thing Pablo Cruz saw, high beams that flared in his rearview mirror. Tail lights followed a fingersnap later as the car veered around him, streak, boom, gone. He made it a BMW, screaming through the intersection at Van Ness and California. He made the speed ninety plus. He made the infraction Driving While Stupid, because the traffic lights were cherry red, and his police car was black and white. Cruz lit up his light bar and rolled.

   Grabbing the radio, he raised the dispatcher. ‘In pursuit. Late model BMW, dark blue or black.’

   One a.m., empty street. The BMW was already a block ahead. Cruz laid on the power. His Crown Vic accelerated to keep it in sight, lapping up the asphalt.

   Why did the driver do it, blow straight past a police cruiser? Maybe high. Maybe throwing down a challenge. Maybe getting the hell out of town before another quake hit, like the one a few days back. Maybe fleeing the scene of a crime.

   California Street ran bone straight between darkened businesses and Victorian apartment buildings. Cruz held tight to the wheel, trying to make out the shape of the BMW, keeping the side streets peripherally in his vision. Tail lights, low profile – it was an M5, and it was not slowing down. He gave the siren a yowl. No response.

   The BMW skied up Nob Hill, slick as a hockey puck. Cruz roared after it, lifted over a ridge in the road at Leavenworth Street and went high against the straps of his seatbelt. Ahead, the M5 crested the rise and raced past Grace Cathedral at the top of Nob Hill. Cruz still had eighty yards to close on it.

   The M5 blew past the Mark Hopkins hotel and reached the far side of the hilltop. For a second it looked airborne, before dropping out of sight for the long descent toward the financial district. Cruz followed. At the cusp of the hill the city lights accosted him. Downtown spread out below, glitter-gold, a spill of lights that stopped at the dark shore of San Francisco Bay.

   Downhill the M5 slammed against the road, bottoming out. Sparks wheeled behind it. It raced toward another red light, ready to power straight through. From a side street a Volkswagen rolled into the intersection. The M5 slid into a left-hand turn, veered around the VW and took the corner in a skid, brake lights tapping on and off, the driver keeping control and powering up again. Damn, the guy knew how to handle that car.

   Cruz had himself a full-blown car chase. His first ever.

   He turned on the siren and let it sing. He tightened his hands on the wheel. Ahead, the BMW swung wide, onto the left side of the street past the cable car tracks, and its brake lights flashed. He was getting ready to turn right.

   The passenger door swung open. Oh boy, Cruz thought, here we go.

   What was he going to toss out – the cocaine or the slim jim he’d used to boost the car? Cruz kept the pedal down, eating up ground between them, teeth tight, breathing through his mouth. Hoping that what emerged from the M5 wasn’t the barrel of a sawed-off.

   Hand on the door, a woman leaned out.

   Her arm was pale and slim. Her blonde hair batted in the wind. She stared at the pavement that fled beneath her.

   ‘Jesus,’ Cruz said.

   She was trying to jump.

   Like yanking a chain, the driver jerked her back inside the car. The BMW skated around another corner, back end sliding out, driver handling the oversteer. The momentum of the turn slammed the passenger’s door shut. Cruz’s pulse kicked up another notch. That BMW was quick and agile, but head down these streets and the blocks got narrow; drive into Chinatown and the restaurants would be emptying out. Lots of traffic, lots of obstacles to slow it down.

   Like pedestrians.

   He skidded around the corner, manhandling the patrol car, and saw the BMW swerve to the right. Bam, it racketed along cars parked at the curb, shredding against them like a can opener. Losing control, losing speed— no. Preventing the passenger from leaping out, if she wanted to keep her arms and legs from getting mangled. He felt how dry his mouth had become. The Crown Vic’s headlights caught the rear window of the M5. Inside the vehicle Cruz saw a flurry of motion. The passenger was punching the driver.

   And the driver kept the pedal flat. The car roared through narrowing streets rimmed in neon, red and gold, with people flowing along the sidewalks. Cruz’s siren boomed. Pedestrians stopped, stepped back, but he knew the odds were miserable. This was heading for disaster.

   In his headlights, he saw the BMW’s license plate. It was a vanity tag, and he was finally close enough to read it. HARDGRL.

   Hard girl. Holy Mother, a woman was at the wheel, handling that big car like Jeff Gordon?

   With a burst of power the BMW roared away from him. She rounded another corner in a power skid. He followed seventy yards behind, in time to see her line up again, turn east on Stockton and race out of sight.

   Goddamn. Stockton dead-ended a couple of blocks in that direction, directly above the tunnel. No way, Cruz thought – accelerating like that, the M5 would never make the turn onto Bush. He lined up to round the corner and follow it, thinking: downhill, dead end, bridge railing. Beyond that was a 50-foot drop to the street below. Even at this time of night, the cross street would be busy.

   ‘Slow down,’ Cruz willed her.

   He muscled the patrol car around the corner onto Stockton Street, and saw his wish granted. Oh, fuck.

   Dead ahead the BMW had stopped in the middle of the street. He slammed on the brakes.

   He saw her backup lights flash white as she put it in reverse. She floored it. Through plumes of tire smoke the BMW bore at him like a black missile.

   He had time, barely, to remember. Home. The baby. Shelly, asleep in their bed.

   Ten seconds later it was all over.
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Blue lights dazzled the night. From a block away, they told Jo Beckett she was headed into trouble.

   Dancing against the red lights of the fire trucks and the spotlight Caltrans had erected, they erased the stars, turned the buildings and road and onlookers ice-blue, threw Jo’s shadow starkly behind her as she walked toward the scene. On the overpass above the tunnel, police officers milled near the bridge railing. A six-foot stretch was blown out of it. Even in the Halloween light she could see where the car had plowed through. A news helicopter circled overhead, grotesque MC to the party. Two a.m., Bush Street at the Stockton Tunnel, tune in and feast your eyes, people. Last dance at the festival of carnage.

   Jo nudged between a television news crew and a clot of bystanders, and approached the yellow police tape. Her breath frosted the air. It was bitter for October, and diamond-clear. The fog had shriveled away. Even the weather declined to lay its veil over this scene. This was bad, and she had a feeling it was going to be big.

   She called to a uniformed officer standing inside the police tape. ‘Excuse me. I’m looking for Lieutenant Tang.’

   ‘Amy Tang?’

   ‘She didn’t give me her first name.’ Just a curt phone call, asking Jo to come to the scene.

   ‘You the doc?’

   Jo nodded. Though she focused on the cop, the scene behind him expanded to fill her horizon. Brightly lit, the tunnel was a shining maw that shrank like a snake to the far end. Noise echoed through it, horns and traffic. And dead-center in front of it sat the wreck. Though she knew it had crashed down from the road above, for all the world it looked like a metal gob the tunnel had hawked up.

   She was right: bad, and big.

   Car wrecks are either-or. Few are in between. It’s either a Band-Aid on the elbow, or mutilation and death. And nobody here could be helped by a Band-Aid.

   Jo exhaled. There was litter everywhere – the dirt, mess and stink of every crash site. She saw bandages and ripped packaging, caps from disposable syringes, an IV line that had fallen to the ground. This chaos had been created by rescuers’ frenzy to save lives. Somebody had survived the collision, at least long enough for the paramedics to arrive.

   ‘How many?’ she said.

   ‘Four dead, five injured.’

   The BMW had hammered down onto another vehicle. She couldn’t identify the make, but painted on a door the firefighters had pried open was Golden Gate Shuttle. The BMW had speared through the roof of an airport shuttle minivan.

   A forensic team was collecting evidence. The Medical Examiner was bent over his equipment case. A police photographer snapped photos. Each flash of the camera was like a silent shriek.

   The deformations of wrecked machinery always shocked her. Once-gleaming metal had shredded, collapsed, been strewn across the road like bomblets. Like the lives of the people inside. Fragmented into shards of remembrance that cut like shrapnel. Firefighting foam lingered on the street, though there had been no fire. She saw no charring; smelled the residual stink of gasoline, not burnt rubber. Not, thank God, burnt flesh.

   Two police officers unfurled a blue plastic tarp to cover the worst of whatever could be seen from the bridge.

   The cop cleared his throat. ‘Medics had to amputate one guy’s arm to get him out.’

   The officers slid the tarp across the top of the minivan. God, Jo thought, what a lousy job they had. You had to admire these guys.

   She studied the bridge. It was illuminated by bright kitschy signs for the Green Door massage parlor and Tunnel Top bar. The posts that made up the bridge railing were concrete. The BMW had slammed through them like they were Lego blocks. The words ramming speed sprang to mind.

   Beyond the bridge, Stockton Street ran uphill. For two blocks here, Stockton was a split-level road. The original street ran over the crest of the hill, and was lined with apartment buildings. Directly below it, the tunnel cut through the base of the hill, straight across to Chinatown. It looked like a throat. And it could collapse like a crushed windpipe, she knew. All it would take was a magnitude 9 quake.

   The cop nodded at a woman standing near the mouth of the tunnel. ‘That’s Tang.’

   He caught her attention. She walked over like somebody who’d been in a rush her whole life and was still scrapping to get ahead. She was tiny, sheathed in black, with hair spiked like a hedgehog. Her cheeks were red, but she looked contemptuous of the cold. She also looked chilled to the bone. She extended her hand.

   ‘Doctor Beckett?’

   They shook, and she lifted the police tape to let Jo duck under.

   ‘What do you have for me?’ Jo said.

   Instead of enlightenment, Tang gave Jo the once-over, eyeing her Doc Martens, combats, jeans jacket, red scarf wound around her neck for warmth, brown hair that tumbled in random curls down her back. Tang’s expression was cool. Maybe she thought Jo looked a mess, or too young. Jo didn’t care. Her clothes were functional, easy to run in, though she hadn’t been called here to deal with a violent psychotic. Nobody was going to grab her by the neck and try to strangle her. She wouldn’t have to run, or jump out a window, or kick anybody with the good heavy toes of her boots. Not tonight.

   Nobody at this scene was going anywhere.

   Tang scanned Jo’s face, as cops do. They gauge anxiety and truthfulness and the potential for violence, but Tang was also doing the standard California genealogy check. What are you? Tang was herself San Francisco Chinese, Jo guessed from the name and the California accent. She seemed to be searching for some box to tick.

   ‘What’s your rush to get me involved?’ Jo said.

   Tang gave her a shrewd glance. She knew that Jo Beckett, MD, was not a first responder but a last resort.

   ‘The driver of the BMW was Callie Harding. Know the name?’

   It took a few seconds to click. ‘Federal prosecutor?’

   ‘Assistant US Attorney. She’s still in there.’

   Tang blew on her hands to warm them, and looked at the wreck. The forensic team was poking at the wreckage as if it was a downed alien craft that had crashed on Stockton Street.

   ‘Why did you call me on-scene?’ Jo asked again.

   She didn’t work for the police department. She was an independent consultant. The SFPD had given her a fair amount of work, but never in the first few minutes of an investigation, before the blood was even washed from the street. Something strange was going on here. And it wasn’t just the cold street or the neon glow of strip club marquees, a seedy Dashiell Hammett glare that played counterpoint to the emergency lights. She hadn’t formally agreed to take the job yet, and this scene was urging caution on her, a professional case of the heebie-jeebies.

   And the dead were waiting for her, as usual.

   ‘Even if it turns out to be a suicide, why call me out here? What’s the urgency?’

   ‘Know what Callie Harding did at the US Attorney’s Office?’ Tang said.

   ‘Criminal Division.’

   ‘She was one of their heavy hitters. A star prosecutor.’

   ‘She put bad guys in prison. And?’

   Tang lowered her voice, though the helicopter hovering above the scene made overhearing her nearly impossible. ‘And she was their blue-eyed girl. Lean, mean and clean.’

   Tang nodded across the street at an older man who seemed mesmerized by the wreckage. Slouched and nervous, he kept running his hand through his hair.

   ‘That’s Harding’s boss, head of the Criminal Division. He’s a mess. This is a mess. Which means the feds are going to go nuts over it – and they won’t want to hear that maybe their prom queen just offed herself in public and took a bunch of innocent people out as well.’

   Tick two boxes. Turf. Politics. Jo’s reluctance to take the case increased.

   She put her hands in her pockets. ‘If this was a theatrical public suicide it’s more than just awkward. It’s appalling. But I still don’t know why you want me in at the start.’

   ‘Certain factors here would seem to call for your expertise,’ Tang said.

   Jo didn’t know if the police lieutenant was seeking a go-between, or cover for some looming PR battle with the US Attorney’s Office. She didn’t know Tang. But she knew this was going to be high stakes, high profile. She should feel pleased that they’d called her. Instead she felt suspicion sliding around her like an eel through dark water.

   ‘Please fill me in, Lieutenant.’

   ‘Harding’s death may involve elements of sexual fantasy.’

   ‘This wreck? You’re joking.’

   Tang didn’t smile. She looked completely humorless and lacking in irony.

   ‘No, of course you’re not,’ Jo said, all at once knowing what Tang was going to say next.

   ‘I understood that you have experience analyzing deaths of that sort. Am I misinformed?’

   ‘No.’

   ‘Good. Then let’s talk to the ME.’

   Now Tang smirked. That meant she knew the details of the Nagel investigation. She gestured to Jo, inviting her to go first.

   Damn right, too. Make way for the princess of auto-erotic mortality. Wasn’t that just the reason she’d gone to medical school? Mom and Dad would be so proud.

   Though irked, she kept her expression mild. The Medical Examiner turned to look at her as she crossed the street. On his face she saw excitement and worry. Her annoyance evaporated.

   Barry Cohen was stout, red-bearded and, in her experience, as unexcitable as a pet rock. If he was geared up, she should be too. Despite her caution, she had a feeling she was going to take this job.

   Cohen nodded, grim. ‘Jo. Didn’t expect to see you on the graveyard shift.’

   She didn’t extend her hand; he was gloved and dressed in protective gear to keep from contaminating the scene. ‘Looks like a full metal mess.’

   ‘Two dead in the BMW. Two in the minivan. Bodies in situ.’

   ‘What’s got you cranked up, Barry?’

   ‘We found something that set the detectives’ radar pinging.’

   Behind him the police photographer lit the night with his flash. Cohen called to him and the photographer sauntered over, checking his light meter. Jo felt a twinge of relief. Cohen was not going to ask her to view the carnage in situ. She would have put on coveralls and gloves if he’d asked, but if he didn’t think she needed to view the bodies of the dead, she had no urge to disagree.

   Cohen said, ‘Show Doctor Beckett the shot with the writing.’

   ‘Right.’ The photographer was breathing through his mouth, as people did to shut out the smell. His eyes were watering.

   His camera was slung around his neck from a strap, its heavy lens dangling. Peering at the view window, he flipped through the shots he’d taken.

   ‘Here.’

   He turned the camera so Jo could see. The small display showed a shot taken through the driver’s window of the BMW. A woman’s arm was visible, tanned and slim and fractured as if it were soft clay. It nestled in the flaccid white pillow of the deflated airbag. Below it, the woman’s left thigh was visible. Jo saw letters, thick and red, scrawled on her skin.

   They were awkward, childish almost. Shiny.

   ‘Written in lipstick?’ she said.

   She glanced at Cohen and Tang. The word crawled up the dead woman’s thigh to the black skirt that was hitched around her hips.

   The skirt’s position could well be the result of the crash. Bodies, clothing, jewelry, lives – all went horribly awry in the milliseconds of impact. The cameraman tilted the display to give her a better view.

   ir

   There were more letters but the camera’s flash and the angle of the driver’s leg had combined to make them unreadable. The woman’s thigh was shattered so badly that it looked foreshortened. The femur had been driven backward into the pelvis by the impact, causing an acetabular fracture typical of car crashes.

   ‘Have any clearer shots?’ she said.

   The photographer flipped through the shots. Various angles. Head buried in dash. Passenger equally still, face this way, unseeing eyes half open, pupils blown.

   She turned to Cohen. ‘Barry?’

   ‘You should take a look,’ the ME said.

   She looked at the wreckage. ‘Got any rubber bands?’

   Cohen had them in his pocket. She put two around the front of her Doc Martens so that any footprints she left would be distinguishable from the rest. With the third she tied her hair back into a ponytail. Cohen held out a pair of latex gloves.

   ‘I know you won’t touch anything,’ he said, but gave them to her anyway.

   She snapped them on, waited while the cops logged her as entering the scene, and walked with the photographer to the heart of the mess. The wreckage sat astride the road. The BMW was partially embedded in the left side of the minivan.

   ‘Gives kiss of death visceral meaning,’ she said.

   Skidmarks trailed behind the van like a giant’s fingerpaint. She smelled rubber. The van driver had seen the car plunging toward him and tried to stop.

   ‘They never had a chance,’ she said.

   The BMW was reaper-black. She walked toward it, felt her heart punch in her chest, and drew the cord across her mind and emotions. Slow breath in, count to five. See what’s in front of you. See clearly. Take note. Clarity, not feeling, would make the difference. Slow breath out.

   It was a tomb, and inside it was the proverbial Other Side. And she was here to be the bridge, the thin link between this world and that, in the shape of an explanation.

   She noticed the photographer take a harsh breath. Ten meters from the mangle, he started breathing through his mouth.

   The smell crept into her nose. Gasoline. Feces. Urine-soaked cloth, and a stale smell that she knew was flesh. The metallic tang of blood, faint like an aftertaste. It was the remains. What was left, organic, particulate, interacting with the living. It could have been much worse. This was recent death, a smell as insubstantial as perfume that traced the path of a woman who had left the room. The photographer’s lips were retracted, his teeth clenched.

   ‘Give it a few minutes and you won’t notice it,’ she said.

   ‘Yeah.’ His tone said Not.

   ‘I know – give it a few minutes and you wouldn’t notice a stake through your skull, either. But really, you’ll stop smelling it. Your olfactory nerves go numb.’

   ‘Hope I won’t be around here long enough to test out that theory.’

   They walked toward the car. The vehicular sarcophagus was motionless. Utterly inert – unlike death, which is final but not still. Decay is a busy organic process, almost as messy as grieving.

   The photographer stopped two feet from the car. ‘Stand here.’ He gave Jo an analytical glance and said, ‘You may have to stand on tiptoe.’

   When she did, the puzzle pieces assembled themselves. The driver’s tanned and pulverized arm nestling in the flaccid airbag. The woman’s back. She was forward, twisted around the steering column. Blonde hair, fanned out. Jo couldn’t see her face. The front of her melded into the almighty mess that was windshield, engine block, and minivan. She wasn’t wearing a seatbelt.

   Jo saw her leg. The letters. She stretched to see more clearly. They were written in greasy scarlet lipstick on the corpse’s thigh.

   ‘You read it the same way I do?’ the photographer said.

   ‘Without a doubt.’

   Under the fizzing lights the driver’s skin had a waxy sheen, and the massive acetabular fracture distorted what must have been a long, well-muscled thigh. Her leg looked bunched and flattened. The letters were unmistakable.
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   ‘What do you make of it?’ the photographer said.

   ‘Don’t know.’

   ‘Think she wrote it? What does it mean? Is it a suicide note?’

   ‘I have no idea yet.’

   She stepped back to get an overall impression. No blood was visible on the body from this angle. With the woman’s skirt rucked up to her hips, the curve of her thigh was visible all the way to her buttocks. She was wearing a lacy black thong. Though harsh light and shadow distorted the optics, Jo could see lividity starting. With the driver’s blood pooling via gravity, the top of her thigh was paling, setting off the garish letters.

   ‘Get some more shots,’ she said.

   She stepped back as he raised his camera. The flash blanched the scene.

   She caught a glimpse of the passenger, flung like a rag doll against the dashboard. She was paler than the driver. She too was wearing a skirt but hers was too tight to have ridden up. Her legs hadn’t begun to show lividity yet. She looked crooked. Her face was turned toward Jo, eyes open. They were the frozen blue of the emergency lights.

   Jo breathed out, counting to five, and walked back to Tang. The lieutenant’s face was pinched.

   ‘Is that it? That’s the evidence that brought me out here tonight?’ Jo said.

   ‘No,’ Tang said. ‘We need to run this investigation on multiple tracks simultaneously. We’re throwing everything at it.’

   ‘Why?’

   ‘This is not the first murder-suicide we’ve had this week.’

   Jo gauged the woman’s face and saw fatigue and strain. ‘You’re not sure this is murder-suicide. If you were, you wouldn’t need me,’ Jo said. ‘These deaths are equivocal.’

   ‘They’re more than equivocal,’ Tang said. ‘That’s why we want you.’

   What did ‘more than equivocal’ mean? Jo’s work life revolved around equivocal death. That’s what the psychological autopsy examined: the ambiguous, the vague, the oblique death, the shifty cases, those that made no sense. Explaining them was her job.

   Tang shot a glance in the direction of the news van outside the yellow tape. A dish antenna was unfurled on top of it. The light from the TV camera blazed around the silhouetted reporter. Tang lowered her voice.

   ‘Then I won’t call them murder-suicides. How about paired deaths? This is the third.’

   The cold took on a sharper edge. The stars cut through the city lights, shining like flecks of broken glass.

   ‘You’ve heard about the other cases. David Yoshida and Maki Prichingo.’

   Yoshida’s name rang loud in Jo’s head. ‘You have compelling evidence Doctor Yoshida’s death wasn’t from natural causes?’

   ‘You’ll get everything we have. I’m not asking you to investigate them, but you should look at the similarities. Which we’ll get to.’

   She nodded. ‘Who’s Maki Prichingo?’

   ‘The burning boat.’

   Jo looked at her, blank.

   Tang’s forehead furrowed. ‘Maki, the fashion designer. He and his lover were found dead on his sailboat off the coast last week. You’ve never heard of Maki  . . .?’

   Her voice trailed off and she gave Jo’s clothes another look. Unfamiliarity with fashion designers seemingly made sense, and she let it go.

   ‘You knew Doctor Yoshida?’ she said.

   ‘Knew of him. He headed cardiothoracic surgery at UCSF.’ And cardiac surgeons thought they were, if not God, then archangels. Their reputations soared above them. ‘Word is, he had a heart attack.’

   ‘ “Word is” just means speculation. You’ll get the files.’

   ‘Lieutenant, why the urgency?’ Jo said. ‘What’s the link between the deaths?’

   ‘We don’t know. But I think it’s there, and you can help find it. We’re attacking this on multiple fronts simultaneously.’

   ‘Why?’

   With a chilled hand, Tang took Jo’s elbow and pulled her along as she walked across the street. ‘This is the city’s third bizarre high-profile death in the past week.’

   That wasn’t what had the cops twisted. ‘Murder-suicides?’

   ‘Sounds peculiar, I know, but this could be some kind of organized killing spree.’ She nodded at the city scene. ‘Something’s out there.’

   It was a weird time in the city. Full moon, Halloween on the way. The recent swarm of earthquakes had jarred the dishes and people’s nerves. Jo looked at Tang and saw the twitchiness she’d observed on the street all week. Everybody was spooked.

   So was Jo. Something seemed odd, out of place.

   ‘We want you to figure it out,’ Tang said. ‘And I mean right damned now.’

   ‘There isn’t right damned now with psychological autopsies.’

   ‘This time there is.’

   ‘That’s not how it works. I interview the victim’s family and colleagues, review the accident report and the victim’s medical history – it can take weeks. The report’s credibility in court is at stake. Even more, so is the truth about the victim’s life.’

   ‘You’ve heard of the first forty-eight?’ Tang said.

   ‘Yeah. And I’m not FedEx. I rush, I could do even less than a half-assed job.’

   Tang tightened her grip on Jo’s elbow. ‘That’s not my point. In this case, we have forty-eight hours maximum.’

   ‘Why?’

   ‘That’s how often people are dying.’

   Jo blinked. Tang turned to look at the wreckage.

   ‘Victim, perpetrator, we don’t know who Callie Harding is. But people are going down and taking others with them. Yoshida last Thursday. Maki Saturday night. Now this.’

   ‘You think there’s going to be another one.’

   ‘Unless we stop it.’

   The Medical Examiner had finished. The fire crew was now digging into the coital vehicular mess with a skill saw.

   ‘We need to know why Callie Harding died, and we need to know yesterday. Don’t worry about protocol or court proceedings. Cut any corners you need to. You have two days.’

   Jo watched the firefighter saw into the metal. Sparks hissed, white and fevered. Her spooky feeling returned. Something about the wreck was out of kilter.

   ‘Give me everything. I’ll run with it,’ she said.

   ‘Good.’ Tang released her grip. ‘And you won’t have to start from scratch. If you move fast you can talk to our eyewitness.’

   ‘Who?’

   ‘The patrolman involved in the vehicle pursuit. Officer Cruz.’ Tang gave her a cool glare. ‘Welcome to the front line.’
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