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Prologue

The foul odor of decaying flesh roused the woman from her drugged haze, burning her nostrils and lungs like a freshly snapped ammonia capsule.

She blinked, clawed toward consciousness, searching the pitch-blackness for a landmark to anchor time or place. However, there was nothing except the stench that grew more potent with each hitching breath. She coughed and gagged. The contents of her stomach churned and rose up in her throat.

She lifted a trembling hand to her mouth but discovered the slight movement drove a cutting pain through her muscles and ribs. She froze, didn’t want to move, fearing more agony, but nausea overruled everything and had her rolling to her side. Tears burned her eyes as she gripped the edge of the metal table and vomited until her throat burned.

When the worst of the vomiting had stopped, she collapsed on her back, allowing only small shallow breaths as she stared into the darkness. She closed watery eyes and gently swiped her fingertips across her lips. The odors still hovered, but the worst of the nausea had passed.

With the sickness satisfied, there was only the pain. Only. Every square inch of her flesh pulsated. Throbbed. Burned.

Fear rose up, but she quickly wrestled it down. Now was not the time to crumble.

She blinked. Once. Twice. But the fetid darkness didn’t diminish. It could have been the middle of the day or night, winter or summer. She couldn’t tell.

She tried to rise again, but her insides screamed. Again, she collapsed.

Where was she? What had happened? She had to get free.

Think back.

In the last few weeks, she’d sensed that she was being watched. At first she’d clocked up the feelings to an overactive imagination. But as much as she denied the feelings, they grew stronger whenever she’d stepped out of her apartment, whenever she arrived at work, or whenever she took a Pilates class. Soon she’d thought twice before she went anywhere. She’d stopped going to the gym and her favorite nightclubs. Her world shrank to the small path between home and work.

And then the notes arrived. I love you. Together always. You are never out of my mind.

The notes had been a relief. In fact, she’d laughed when she’d received the first. Of course! Her ex had been her stalker. It had been three weeks since they’d shared a bed or seen each other, but she knew he was the one watching. He enjoyed dark, erotic games. He liked scaring her. Keeping her off balance.

Knowing he was watching, she’d worn tighter skirts and sweaters, proudly strutting and hoping she tortured him with jealousy. She met a younger man and took pleasure kissing him, knowing her ex was lurking in the shadows.

When she’d found the red velvet box with the ivory pendant nestled inside, she’d known she’d won. She’d been energized by her power over him, knowing soon he’d beg for forgiveness. Men were so easy. So weak.

‘Oh, God,’ she whispered.

Someone had been stalking her. Watching. Planning. But it had not been her lover.

Pushing through pain and sickness, she sat up. ‘I’m alive. And that counts for something.’ She repeated the words like a mantra.

She blinked again and again, willing the blackness to fade and the stench and pain to vanish. But no lights magically flicked on. It hurt to breathe, and her thoughts moved like thick muddy waters.

Where had she been last? The theater? Her apartment? The club?

And then she remembered. She’d been at the Duke Street Café. There’d been an impromptu party. Someone had decided to celebrate another large donation to the theater. The donation ensured that the theater would be able to make its payroll and mount a grander, more expensive production in the spring.

The party had been a glittering, exciting affair, and she’d been happy. There’d been lots of champagne – so much so, that she’d lost count of how many times the waiter had refilled her glass. Of course her ex had not come. He never met up with her at public events. But another old boyfriend had hit on her, and because she’d felt so good she’d flirted back. It had been fun. Intoxicating.

How had she gone from such magical moments to this cave of horrors?

She ticked through the evening’s events. Wine. Music. Singing. A bite or two of food. Some guy, one of her ex-boyfriend’s buddies, had offered her cocaine, but she’d turned him down, knowing the drug would keep her wired most of the night and make her look too puffy for tomorrow’s photo call.

Had the actor and his friend slipped her something anyway?

Thoughts blurred in her mind. She couldn’t cut through the misty mosaic to access the right memories. All she had was the party and then this dark, dank hole that smelled of death. The middle had vanished.

It didn’t matter how she got here. What was important was escaping. And if she was good at anything, it was cutting her losses.

As much as she strained to see, she couldn’t make out the room’s details. The place was as still as a grave, and then suddenly she heard a tap turn on and water trickle.

She cocked her head. ‘Is someone there?’

Water gurgled and bubbled, but no one answered.

Struggling with a choking fear, she swung her legs over the side of the metal table. Her head spun, pain slammed her, and her stomach threatened another revolt. She hesitated and waited for her body to calm.

Gingerly, she set bare feet on a floor made of cold, wet stone. Her toes curled. She hated the slimy surface, so much like a lake bottom.

Wobbly limbs screamed under the protest of her weight as she stood. Every muscle ached. Her dress felt damp, but she had no idea of the cause.

The soothing drip, drip of water remained her only reference. It sounded as if it was off to her right. At least now she had a direction.

Get to the water, and she’d figure out her next move.

She took a tentative step away from the table. Sweat dampened her body. Her dress clung to her breasts, hugging her nipples in an intimate way that left her feeling exposed. But as tempting as it was to cover up with her arms, her outstretched hands were all that kept her balanced.

With each step, the stench grew worse, and the urge to turn away increased. Still, she kept shuffling toward the water. Without warning, her knee bumped painfully into the side of what must have been a giant metal tub. Bolts of pain shot out and reverberated up and down her leg. She gasped, and the smells nearly overpowered her.

Instinct had her turning from the tub. ‘Shit.’

She didn’t have the strength to retrace her steps to the table now swallowed up in shadowy obscurity.

Tears filled her eyes and rolled down her cheeks. It would be so easy to surrender. But she’d never been a quitter. Ever.

Summoning her most imperious tone, she said, ‘I demand to know if anyone is there.’

The shadows hovered around her, mutinously silent, still, and unmoved by her practiced sternness. Her only answer was the steady, quiet trickle of water dripping into the tub.

‘I shouldn’t be here,’ she said. ‘This is a terrible mistake. People are expecting me to show up at work. They’ll call the cops if I don’t show.’

She shoved a shaky hand through feathered curls and righted her hunched shoulders. Body and bones creaked as if she’d just passed her ninetieth birthday and not her twenty-sixth. What had happened to her? ‘I demand to know where I am.’

This time a shadow in a corner shifted. ‘You demand? If I were you, I wouldn’t demand. I’d beg.’

The rough, clipped voice had her head jerking around. ‘Why should I beg?’ Even as she asked the question, she saw the absurdity. She’d beg or do whatever was asked of her to get out of here. ‘What do I need to beg for?’

‘Your life would be a good start.’ His voice was so silky and gentle. And for a moment, it sounded very familiar. Had he been at the party? Where had she heard his voice before?

She leaned against the tub, fearing her legs would give way and she’d fall to her knees. ‘I am not afraid.’

A soft chuckle snaked through the gloom, unsettling her more than if the shadow man had hurled threats. ‘You should be afraid.’

Tears streamed down her cheeks, but she raised her chin. ‘What is that smell?’

‘Rotting flesh.’

This time her knees did crumble. She dropped to the ground, digging long fingers into the stone. ‘Why?’

‘Why? Why are you here? Why is there rotting flesh in the room? Why what?’

His voice sent fear knifing into her. ‘Why me?’

She heard the clip of his shoes on the stone floor as he moved away. For a panicked second she thought he’d leave her alone in this room of horrors. Instead, he flipped on a light.

In a blink, overhead fluorescents clicked on, flooding the room with light and forcing her to wince and shield her eyes from the burning glare. Carefully, she cracked her lids, letting the light leak into her pupils.

When her gaze finally focused on her jailer she saw he stood directly in front of her. He wore crisp jeans, a dark sweater, and rubber gloves. He looked so normal. Handsome even.

‘Do I know you?’

‘Doesn’t matter.’ He clapped his hands. ‘Want to have a good look around before we get to work?’

The source of the smell had her turning back toward the tub. It was a vile, putrid concoction of greasy, black water. Loose fatty deposits floated on the surface. Oh shit! Was it flesh clinging to bone?

She screamed and lurched back. ‘What is that?’

‘It’s where the polishing process begins. Flesh must be stripped from the bones before I can polish them.’ The lightness in his voice told her he was truly enjoying this moment. ‘Now, we better get moving. We’ve got work to do.’

‘Work? Where is this place?’

‘Far enough from anyone that can help you.’

Tremors started to move through her limbs. ‘Where am I?’

‘It’s where I do my work. My art.’

‘What kind of art?’

‘Look behind you.’

She turned and saw a workbench. Equipped with saws, carving knives, and buffing pads. It reminded her of a jeweler’s workstation. Until she saw it – the polished white femur.

‘That’s not art!’

‘You seemed to like the cameo I gave you.’

Her hand rose to her throat where the brooch had rested just days ago. ‘That was bone?’

He winked. ‘I love the way the light glistens on the bones, don’t you? Human bone carves like sandstone.’

‘You are demented.’

Blue eyes sparked. ‘To each his own.’

‘Please, don’t do this to me.’

‘No going back now.’

‘Of course there is. I won’t tell.’

And then as if she hadn’t spoken, he said, ‘If we get started now, we’ll be done by this time next week.’ He hooked a steady, gloved hand under her elbow and pulled her to a standing position. ‘Let’s get you back on the table.’

Her legs wobbled, and her insides ached with fire. When she glanced down, she saw that blood stained her skirt and legs. Crimson droplets covered the ground around her feet. ‘What have you done to me?’

He guided her toward the table. ‘I haven’t done anything. Now up you go.’

‘My body hurts.’ She’d been invaded, assaulted. Flickers of what had happened flashed: an attacker shoving into her with such force she’d screamed. He’d laughed, pushed harder, and then he’d leaned down and bitten her shoulder until her blood had spilled. He’d taken pictures. ‘You did this to me! You did this!’

‘Not me. Him.’

Her head spun, and her pain paralyzed her muscles. ‘There are two of you?’

He ignored the question. ‘You know you have the most perfect bone structure. Your cheekbones are symmetrically perfect. It’s as if an artist sculpted them.’

‘Please,’ she whispered.

‘Mother Nature can be so haphazard and fickle, but with you she really outdid herself.’

She lay back against the cold metal, her body collapsing with exhaustion. Whatever reserves she’d possessed had vanished. She was empty. ‘What are you going to do?’

Out from the shadows stepped another man. She knew this man. She’d run her fingers through his hair. She’d kissed his face. Gotten to know the feel of his broad shoulder blades under her hands. ‘You did this to me.’

Smiling, he snapped another picture. ‘I’m finished with her. She’s yours now.’

‘No, please,’ she said.

He didn’t answer but simply turned. He left her alone with The Other, who grinned as he selected a knife from a table.

‘Don’t leave me here with him!’ she screamed.

A door closed.

The Other picked up a knife. Light glinted from the steel. ‘I’m going to make the pain go away.’

As much as the pain scorched through her body and stole her breath, it was proof of life. Without the pain, she feared, she’d be lost. ‘I want to leave.’

Gently, he smoothed his fingertips over her forehead. ‘Shh. We can’t do that.’

The gentle touch detonated shivers. And then he dragged the razor sharp blade over the tender flesh of her neck. The pain was sudden and searing. Warm blood drained so quickly from the wound.

She inhaled, but her lungs didn’t respond. She tried to pull in a second breath. Nothing. Panic exploded as she directed her energy toward her lungs.

Breathe! Air!

A gurgling sound rose in her chest as the air already in her lungs seeped out through the wound. More blood pooled around her shoulders. She gripped the table, clinging to her final hold on life.

He kept smoothing gentle fingers over her head. ‘Don’t fight it. Fighting only makes it worse. It will just be a few more seconds, it will all be over, and I can get you in that tub with the others.’

Her vision blurred. Her lungs and flesh howled for air. Gentle fingers stroked her hair and cheeks.

‘So pretty.’

Delight danced in his eyes. The more she struggled to breathe the greater his enjoyment. In these last moments of her life she realized bliss for him was watching her die.

The blackness returned to the edges of her vision, and with each second her constricting pupils squeezed out more light.

She had no breath to scream.

And then, like the final curtain call in the theater, the blackness dropped.

He stared down at her. It was a miracle that she’d gotten up off the table. After what the First One had done, it was a wonder she was alive. But he’d have been furious if she’d died. The killing was his treat. His well-deserved reward.

He’d not expected she’d be such a fighter. She was a beautiful woman accustomed to using her beauty to get what she wanted. She’d never tasted the harshness that life really could offer.

But she’d faced him with a haughty arrogance that he found a bit charming. It was always more fun to bring the bossy ones down a peg.

He clicked on an overhead light and studied her face. Her flesh had been torn and bruised. If anyone saw her now, they’d be appalled by the damage. He didn’t like it when skin was mauled and ruined.

But thankfully, her injuries were only skin-deep. Flesh may have been torn, but her bones were sure and strong.

She would make a fine addition to his collection.


Chapter One

Tuesday, October 4, 9 P.M.

The flashing lights of the cop cars at the entrance to Angel Park grated Detective Malcolm Kier’s nerves as he pulled his badge out from his glove box and strung it around his neck. He’d been in the mountains for the last three days, taking a much-needed vacation in the small cabin he owned. Nestled on a lake in the Shenandoah Valley, his cabin was set on thirty acres connected to the main highway by a dirt road that snaked up the mountain. The closest store was twenty miles away.

The log cabin that he’d built had small, shuttered windows that kept the bugs out in the summer and the cold at bay in the winter. There was a front porch that overlooked a lake, but it was only wide enough for two chairs. A generator fed electricity to a small refrigerator, and a propane tank supplied a crude kitchen stove with gas. Indoor plumbing was limited to cold water only in the kitchen, and until he paid down the loan on the land, a full-scale bathroom was the dream and an outhouse the reality.

Most would look at the cabin and wonder what kind of sane man would bother. But from the moment he’d laid eyes on the land, he’d felt at home. At peace.

No, the place wasn’t comfortable or easy, but that’s what he liked about it. He liked that not just anyone could saunter through the front door and call the place home. He liked that he didn’t smell the grit of the streets; that he didn’t hear the blare of sirens or the sobs of victims.

Most of the cops he worked with considered the utter silence a curse, but he loved it. No cell phone service meant that when he took a few days off from the demands of being an Alexandria homicide detective, he was truly off.

His girlfriend, Olivia, had been after him to take her to the cabin for weeks. He’d relented, hoping she’d see beyond the obstacles and grow to love the place. However, on her first and only visit, she’d been using the outhouse when a black snake had slithered past her feet. Her scream could have shattered glass. And when she burst out of the outhouse, tugging up her pants and trying not to trip, he’d had the good sense not to laugh. He’d found the snake and told her it wasn’t poisonous. Olivia had recovered enough and announced in a calm voice that she didn’t care. She wasn’t returning. She still loved him, but this was a part of his life she’d not share.

A smile curved the edge of Malcolm’s lips as he thought about her traipsing toward his car and mumbling.

Over the last few days, he’d missed his gal and had been half tempted to drive down the mountain and call from town. But the lure of calm and silence had been stronger than his need to talk, and in the end he’d never called her.

Kier had been twenty miles outside of Alexandria, Virginia when his cell had rung. The sound, which he’d not heard in seventy-two hours, had him straightening. A glance at the caller ID told him the call came from dispatch and that his vacation had officially ended.

He grabbed his holster and revolver from under the seat and got out of the car. He slipped the holster over his black flannel shirt and then shrugged on a jean jacket.

Angel Park was an eleven-acre recreation area sandwiched between Duke and King Streets. By the looks there were picnic areas, ball fields, and lots of places for kids to run and hide.

On a warm day, this place would have been swarming with kids and parents. There’d be the peal of laughter. The squeak of swing sets.

It pissed him off that a killer had breached a place reserved for kids. Places like this shouldn’t allow death or evil. But he’d learned long ago that killers violated any rule that suited.

Malcolm glanced toward the yellow crime-scene tape and saw his partner, Detective Deacon Garrison. A tall man, Garrison stood a good head above most of the other officers. Malcolm’s shoulders were as broad, perhaps more muscular, but at five-foot-ten, he had to tip his head back to make eye contact with his partner.

Garrison had a thousand-watt smile that he used with laser precision to disarm witnesses, cajole judges, and piss off defense attorneys. Kier had often quipped his partner could sell ice to an Eskimo with that smile.

Malcolm strode past the uniforms, nodded, and ducked under the tape. He moved beside his partner, who stared at an empty patch of dirt. ‘Not the kind of welcome back I’d hoped for.’

A humorless smile tipped the edge of Garrison’s lips. ‘You have a nice vacation?’

‘Yeah. The woods always bring me back to life.’

Garrison shook his head as he slid a hand into his pocket. ‘If your place is only half as bad as you’ve said, I don’t know how it could. Seems to me the primitive setup would do the opposite.’

Malcolm shrugged. ‘Hey, if you ever want me to suffer, lock me in that airplane hangar of yours and make me work on that pile of junk you call an airplane.’

Garrison’s smile warmed a fraction. ‘It is a classic ’38 Beechcraft. Beyond the rust is great beauty.’

‘Whatever you say, boss.’ Malcolm and his partner were opposites in so many ways. When faced with a pile of shit, Garrison could smile and appear as if nothing bothered him at all. However, Malcolm, a self-described powder keg, blew up fast and wore his anger on his sleeve.

Malcolm nodded his head toward an area lit up with floodlights and roped off with yellow crime-scene tape. No doubt they’d be hearing from the park’s residential neighbors complaining about the light. ‘Body’s over there?’

‘Wait until you see this.’ Displeasure deepened the lines on Garrison’s face as they strode toward the shelter closest to the woods.

Malcolm braced, wondering what horror waited.

In the middle of a picnic table sat a pile of bones stacked neatly in a square. Resting in the center of the bone square was the skull, which stared sightlessly at him.

The bones weren’t bleached white, as if they had been lying in the sun, nor were they dark and molded as if long buried under layers of dirt. Light beige, they were oddly clean, stripped completely of flesh.

‘The killer took his time arranging the bones.’

Garrison nodded his head. ‘Yes.’

‘Time that would have exposed him to potential witnesses.’ Malcolm rested his hands on his hips and leaned in for a closer view. ‘He’s meticulous. Detail oriented. Likes order in his life. Takes pride in his work.’

‘Maybe. Whoever did this wanted to get someone’s attention.’

Malcolm tried to imagine the killer arranging the bones and then standing back for a moment to admire his handiwork. The homicide detective had a talent for slipping into the skins of the men he tracked. The trait made him a good cop and at times a bad boyfriend, son, or brother. ‘Arranging the bones generates fear and creates one hell of a puzzle for the cops.’

‘Plausible.’

‘The average killer does not do this.’

‘No, he does not.’ Garrison shoved out a sigh. They’d had a very extraordinary killer stalk Alexandria last year. Dubbed the Sorority House Killer by the press, the killer had not only displayed the victims, but had set a fire at the first murder scene to draw attention. However, the Sorority House Killer had been convicted of murder and now resided on death row.

‘Where is forensics?’ Malcolm searched the half dozen cop cars. Normally the forensics unit beat the detectives to the crime scene.

‘They’re on the way. They’ve been overwhelmed by the string of robberies. They’re running in circles right now.’

‘Who found the bones?’

‘Three boys were staring and pointing fingers when an off-duty cop spotted them. He’d just gotten off his shift and was walking his dog. When he called out to them, they bolted. However, the cop’s dog is retired from our K-9 unit.’

Malcolm grinned. ‘They didn’t get far.’

‘No.’

‘Where are they?’

‘Cooling their heels by the squad cars,’ Garrison said.

Malcolm saw three teen boys leaning against a marked car. Arms folded over their chests, they did their best to look tough despite downcast gazes messaging worry. Low-slung jeans, white T-shirts, and matching leather jackets with yellow bandanas tied to their right forearms suggested a gang.

‘This could be gang related,’ Garrison said. ‘The placement of the bones could be some kind of initiation. Leaving bones would send a clear message.’

Malcolm studied the boys. ‘They don’t look like the types who have the know-how or patience to stack bones.’

‘People never stop surprising me.’

Malcolm glanced toward the yellow crime-scene tape and spotted a slim man, slightly balding and wearing glasses that reflected the floodlight’s glare. Paulie Sommers. Forensic technician. Efficient. Brusque to the point of rudeness.

‘What do we have?’ Paulie ducked under the tape and approached.

Malcolm eased out of Paulie’s way. He liked razzing the guy. ‘Not as quick on the draw as you used to be.’

‘Tell the boys in robbery to catch the son of a bitch who’s breaking into every jewelry store in town. Once they do that I can have time for better crimes like your murders.’ Sarcasm dripped from the words.

‘I’ll be sure to send a memo.’

‘Do that.’

Most didn’t understand that cops could be so casual in the face of death. But it was that very distance mingled with dark humor that kept the horrors they witnessed at bay. ‘We’ve got bones stacked. Neatly arranged. I need anything you can find around the area that might help.’

Paulie squinted. ‘There should be footprints. The ground is soft from yesterday’s rain.’ He glanced at the crowd around the scene’s perimeter. ‘But God only knows how many of them traipsed around here and contaminated the area.’

‘That’s why you were called, my friend,’ Garrison said. ‘You are the miracle worker.’

‘Don’t blow smoke up my ass.’ Paulie raised his digital camera and snapped photos of the area. ‘Now get out of my crime scene.’

‘Charming as always,’ Malcolm said.

‘Bite me.’

Garrison laughed. ‘So what’s got you more pissed off than usual, Paulie?’

‘It’s fucking freezing out here. And because of those damn robberies and because Lorraine Marcus is still on maternity leave, I had to leave a hot dinner, which is now likely cold.’

Malcolm laid his palm over his heart. ‘Stop, you’re going to make me cry.’

Paulie muttered something under his breath as Malcolm stepped aside to let the man shoot pictures of the bone collection.

Rubbing the back of his neck, Malcolm wished now he’d grabbed an energy bar from the trunk of his car. It had been about three hours since he’d eaten, and it was going to be a long night.

As Paulie continued to snap pictures, Malcolm pulled his notebook from his back pocket and flipped it open. Paulie would document the scene in great detail, but Malcolm always kept his own maps of a crime scene. And he took notes constantly, knowing one day a detail could come back to bite him when some courtroom defense attorney was chewing on his ass. ‘I’m going to talk to the cop first so he can get out of here. The kids can wait.’

‘Take your time,’ Garrison said. ‘It’ll be a while before Paulie is finished doing his thing.’

Malcolm pushed through the uniforms and found the cop and his dog, a German shepherd, sitting on the tailgate of a red truck. The cop was dressed in jeans and a worn hunting jacket. He had short hair and a thick mustache. He smoked a cigarette. The dog lay on a blanket, sleeping, as if crime scenes held no interest.

When the off-duty cop saw Malcolm coming he took one last pull on the butt, and then ground it into the tailgate of his truck. ‘So you got questions?’

Malcolm extended his hand. ‘More than I can count. I’m Malcolm Kier.’

He shook his hand. ‘From Richmond.’

‘Nice to see I’m noticed.’

‘It’s a big small town in Alexandria. I’m Grant McCabe. I work narcotics.’

‘Hell of a way to end an evening.’

‘Tell me about it.’ The cop’s shoulders slumped as if carrying the heavy weight of fatigue. ‘Shoot.’

‘Give me the basics.’

‘Arrived about seven p.m. I’d been on the job since seven a.m. but couldn’t break away until after six. Had to babysit a teen drug addict at the emergency room. Picked her up near a crack house I had staked out. Anyway, got home, changed fast, and took Striker out for a run. He’s a good guy, and I can take him off the lead most nights. Tonight, he paused just as we entered the park; then he bolted past the play equipment. Figured it was a squirrel. Since he’s old and retired, there’s something about October that makes Striker a little nuts. It was the kids hovering around the shelter.’

‘Were they looking at the table or arranging bones on the table?’

‘Looking. Their arms were folded over their chests. They sounded excited. Agitated. Scared even.’

That could or could not mean something. Killers often got scared when the reality of their act settled. ‘Keep going.’

‘So, I call out and ask what’s what. They don’t answer but take off. I go bolting after them, cussing like a sailor. Striker raced past me. He stopped them. When I catch up, the kids are about to piss in their pants. I tell Striker to heel. The old dog looked mighty proud of himself. Long story short I show them my badge and drag them back to the shelter. Striker starts barking like a crazy dog.’

The shepherd glanced up at McCabe, his head cocked. McCabe scratched him between the ears. ‘So, I shine my flashlight on the table. That’s when I saw your victim.’

His victim. In less than a half hour he’d gone from vacation to taking charge of a dead body. ‘You called it in.’

‘Right away.’

‘See anything?’

‘Your partner already ran through the checklist. No, I didn’t see anything. No cars in the lot. No one hanging around the woods. No creepy sounds or smells. It was business as usual until Striker got a whiff of the bones.’

‘Thanks, McCabe.’ He wrote down the officer’s contact information. ‘Why don’t you take off? If I need you, I know where to find you.’

McCabe rose gingerly to his feet as if his body ached. ‘Swear to God, my bones are telling me it’s going to be an early winter.’

‘Man, you’re too young to be creaking.’

McCabe laughed. ‘Rugby in high school and in college. Beat the piss out of me.’

Striker jumped down from the bed and trotted to the driver’s side of the truck.

‘See you around, Kier.’

‘Sure thing, McCabe.’

While Malcolm waited for Sommers to finish up his work at the scene, he moved to the trunk of his car and got a few energy bars. They could hardly be considered cuisine, but they’d stave off the hunger until he could get a real meal.

It was past one in the morning when Sommers declared that the bones could be removed from the table and transferred to a bag. He’d photographed the entire area, noted the location of the bones, and taken impressions of shoe imprints in the dirt.

Paulie moved toward them, his thin shoulders stooped. ‘I called the medical examiner and ran this one past her. She should be here any minute.’

Malcolm raised a brow. The medical examiner, Dr Amanda Henson, rarely came to crime scenes. It didn’t make sense for her to visit each and every murder scene when she had so much to tackle in the autopsy room.

But this case had to rank high on her odd-o-meter, and she would be curious. And frankly he didn’t mind the arrival of the big guns because he never said no to help on a murder investigation.

Dr Henson’s black SUV pulled up behind the police cars. She slid out from behind the driver’s seat. Her red hair was tucked up under a Nationals ball cap, and she wore a large peacoat over jeans. Worn sneakers covered her feet.

She moved quickly, efficiently with a burst of energy that didn’t seem right at this time of night. She ducked under the yellow crime-scene tape and held out her hand to Garrison, Malcolm, and Paulie. Her handshake was firm and quick. Her hands were small, delicate even, and her nails neatly trimmed. Malcolm had seen those nimble fingers play guitar at the lab’s Christmas party last year and grip bolt cutters as she snapped rib cages apart during autopsies.

‘Gentlemen. Paulie tells me you have an unusual case here.’ She never raised her voice, but that didn’t diminish the authority.

‘All we got right now are bones,’ Malcolm said.

‘Have a look at the pictures.’ Paulie pulled the camera strap from around his neck and switched his digital camera to VIEW.

She squinted, clicked through several images, and then handed the camera back to Paulie. ‘Bones in the body bag now?’

‘That they are,’ Malcolm said.

She nodded, moved past him, and as she pulled on gloves she glanced into the body bag. Gently, she picked up a bone and under the glare of the floodlight studied it. A frown wrinkled her brow.

‘So what are you thinking, Doc?’ Malcolm asked.

‘How long were the bones exposed to the elements?’ she asked.

‘The kids said they came through the park yesterday. Seems this shelter is their favorite meeting spot,’ Garrison said. ‘This is where they exchange drugs and money. Anyway, no bones yesterday.’

Dr Henson frowned. ‘So we can assume the bones were positioned very late yesterday or early this morning.’

‘Arranged like Lincoln Logs.’

She cocked a brow. ‘Only you could equate bones to a child’s toy, Detective Kier. Jung would have a field day with your childhood.’

Unfazed, Malcolm held her gaze. ‘The childhood was normal. But I wasn’t a normal kid.’

‘Who was?’ Garrison said. ‘Sane people don’t stare at bones at one a.m.’

Dr Henson nodded, seeing the greater truth behind the words. ‘So they weren’t exposed to the elements?’

‘Not here,’ Malcolm said.

‘Interesting.’ She glanced into the bag and picked up the skull. ‘Your victim is female.’

Malcolm’s interest peaked. ‘How can you tell?’

‘The narrow brow line and the high cheekbones are both characteristics consistent with a female. I’d also guess that she was Caucasian and around thirty.’

He scribbled down what she’d just said. ‘Because why?’

Dr Henson traced her finger down the center of the skull. ‘Narrow nasal passage is consistent with the Caucasoid race, and see these lines in the top of the skull?’

‘Right.’

‘That doesn’t happen until mid-twenties.’

‘Really?’

‘Bones will tell you a story if you know how to read them.’ Carefully, she replaced the skull in the bag. ‘The bones aren’t brittle or old as a body long dead would be.’

‘Any guess on time of death?’

She raised a trim brow, and for the first time he saw amusement dance in her eyes. ‘Sorry, that will take a little more work.’

‘Worth a try.’

‘I would suggest you contact Missing Persons and ask them to search for Caucasian women between the ages of twenty-five and thirty-five.’

Malcolm unclipped his cell phone from the holster on his hip. ‘Doc, they were first on my call list.’



Chapter Two

Wednesday, October 5, 6:01 A.M.

Missing Persons had four possible Jane Does that could have matched Malcolm’s victim. The first two were hookers, the third a drug addict, and the fourth an actress. Malcolm tried to contact the people who’d issued the reports on the hookers and drug addict, but no one answered the numbers provided in the report. Not surprising. Hookers and drug addicts lived on the fringe, and associations and friendships were tentative at best. It also made them easy prey for killers.

Last on his list was the actress. Sierra Day. The man who’d called in the report, Terry Burgess, was the manager of the West End Theater, and he was also directing Sierra’s latest play.

When he dialed Burgess’s number, he was surprised to hear an alert, if not angry, ‘What!’

‘This is Detective Malcolm Kier with Alexandria Police.’

‘Okay.’ His tone bordered on brittle.

Malcolm’s hackles rose, but he kept his voice even. ‘I’m calling about a missing persons report you filed.’

‘Right. Yeah. Sure. Sierra Day. Did you find her?’

‘That’s what I’d like to talk to you about. Can we meet?’

‘It’s really not a good time. I’m at the theater and up to my ass in work. We open in nine days.’

‘We need to meet now.’ His steely tone was the verbal equivalent to him baring teeth.

‘Sure. I’m at the theater.’ Burgess sighed and gave the address.

Malcolm jotted the address down, hung up his phone, and glanced at Garrison. ‘Another charming citizen who believes he’s doing us a favor.’

‘Let it roll off your back, man.’

‘Easier said than done.’

Garrison shrugged. He gave good advice, but they both knew he also took the job too personally at times.

‘According to Burgess’s missing persons report, Sierra Day, the lead actress in his upcoming play The Taming of the Shrew, failed to show up for play practice.’

‘When was that?’

‘Ten days ago. When she missed an important photo call, Burgess called the cops.’

‘She’s been missing a week and a half? The bones had no traces of flesh. With the cool weather a body wouldn’t decompose that fast. Doesn’t seem to fit.’

‘No, but she’s our only lead now.’

By the time Malcolm and Garrison arrived at the West End Theater in Old Town it was just after six-thirty in the morning. They’d woven down side streets skirting the morning commuter traffic that clogged the Washington Beltway.

Parking in Old Town Alexandria, the historic section of the city, was challenging at midday but just after dawn fairly easy. The cobblestone streets and centuries-old town houses housed trendy shops, restaurants, and museums that were a magnet for tourists who streamed into the area.

At this hour the historic district remained asleep except for a few coffee shops that catered to the locals working in the area’s service industries, hotels, and diners.

Garrison pulled down a side street and parked right in front of the old brick building that was home to the West End Theater. Located on a corner, the theater building was freestanding. A wrought-iron fence bordered a backyard featuring a simple stone stage surrounded by seats made of the same stone, reminiscent of an old Greek theater. In the summertime the trees would be lush and full, the grass green, and the random planters filled with brightly colored flowers. But now fall had stripped the trees, leaving their branches nearly barren and the ground covered with brown leaves.

Malcolm glanced at the laptop computer screen mounted between their seats in the front of their Crown Vic. ‘According to the theater’s website they’ve been here since 1934.’ He shook his head as he stared at the building. ‘I’ve passed this place enough times but never stopped. Olivia has been after me to attend a play with her, but I keep dodging.’

‘Can’t say I’m a theater person, either. Mom and my sister dragged me to a play a couple of months ago. I dozed off.’

‘They catch you?’

‘My sister Carrie did, but she didn’t narc to Mom.’ Carrie, adopted by Garrison’s parents from foster care when she was five, was now fifteen. She was a precocious child whose brown eyes reflected the losses she’d suffered. As Garrison liked to say, she was fifteen going on fifty.

‘Not much gets past teenagers. Or kindergarten teachers.’

‘Olivia bust you for something?’

He shrugged. ‘She dropped the M word right before I went out of town. I knew the steaks and homemade bread were too good to be true.’

‘She wants to get married.’

‘Yeah. But she did say that I don’t have to marry her right now. She’s just looking for some kind of timetable.’

Garrison looked amused. ‘A deadline.’

‘She likes to have all the facts.’

‘So what did you say?’

Malcolm opened his car door and got out. ‘I kept smiling and saying how great the food tasted and how great she is.’ Why he couldn’t just say yes worried him. Good or bad, he made his decisions quickly and with no regrets. Except this time.

Garrison followed and closed his door. ‘You’ve been seeing a lot of her. She seems to fit your profile.’

‘Profile?’

‘Pretty. Great cook. Easygoing. Wants kids.’

‘I like her. She’s easy to be around.’

‘So do I hear wedding bells?’

Malcolm slammed his car door and locked it. ‘I should be asking you that question. You and Eva have had a thing for well over a year.’

‘Hey man, Eva and I are opposites. Draw charts and grids to analyze us, and you’d figure us for failures.’

‘And yet you keep seeing each other.’

Garrison shook his head. ‘The woman drives me crazy.’

‘That good or bad?’

‘Both. We got into it at King’s last night.’ Eva worked at King’s as a waitress/bartender and office manager. At twenty-eight, she’d just started her junior year in college. She made no attempt to hide the fact that she’d first entered college at seventeen but a decade in prison for a murder she’d not committed had delayed her education. The real killer had been caught, Eva’s conviction had been overturned last year, and she rarely looked back. Fiercely independent, she didn’t shy away from conflict and had an IQ that was off the charts.

‘She’s still volunteering at that halfway house for ex-cons?’

‘Yeah.’ Garrison shook his head. ‘Damn dangerous. They had a knifing there last week.’

‘Eva in the middle of it?’

‘Oh, she broke it up. I only found out about it yesterday. The uniform that had been on scene told me.’ The darkening of Garrison’s gaze testified to his frustrations.

‘Eva’s a little too fearless.’

‘Must run in the family.’ Eva’s older sister was Angie Carlson, Esquire. Defense attorney. Brilliant, hardworking, and tenacious, many in the department called her ‘The Barracuda.’ Malcolm had only crossed swords with her a few times, and the encounters confirmed she would do whatever it took to defend her client.

‘They are as different as night and day,’ Garrison said.

‘Maybe in looks, but under the skin … there’s no mistaking the genetic link.’

Garrison frowned. None of the cops in the area were fond of Carlson’s tenacity. ‘You trying to piss me off?’

‘Stay out of my love life, and I’ll stay out of yours.’

‘Agreed.’

They strode up to the theater’s double red front doors. Brass knockers, tarnished by weather and neglect, hung in the center of each. To the right of the door was a list of the upcoming season’s plays, which was to kick off next week with The Taming of the Shrew. Spring brought two plays unfamiliar to him: a comedy, Noises Off, and the drama Terra Nova. A Christmas Carol was their December production.

‘According to the theater’s website, the place used to be a warehouse when the city was a thriving port. The building was about to be condemned when a bunch of rich ladies bought the place in the thirties and founded the theater. It was their way of creating jobs and entertainment during the depression.’

Garrison pounded on the front door. ‘Well, let’s see what we can find out about Sierra Day.’

Heavy footsteps sounded on the other side of the door, and seconds later it opened.

A short man with red-rimmed eyes, a neatly trimmed beard, and wire-rimmed glasses glared up at them. He wore jeans, a Stones black T-shirt, and polished black cowboy boots. ‘You Kier?’

Malcolm nodded. ‘That’s right. You Terry Burgess?’

‘Yeah.’

‘This is my partner, Detective Deacon Garrison. Thanks for meeting with us.’

‘Didn’t sound like I had a choice.’ Burgess stepped aside so that they could enter the building.

The hallway was lined with hundreds of framed photos taken during countless plays. An overhead bulb didn’t spit out enough light to fully illuminate the hall, but Malcolm guessed that was intentional. In full light the place likely would show more age and wear. Stacked along the wall were dozens of brown boxes imprinted with the logo A&A PRINTING.

‘You always get in early?’ Malcolm asked.

‘It’s late for me. I’ve been here for thirty-six hours straight.’ Brittleness crackled in the guy’s tone.

Malcolm held on to his patience, as he remembered he was also sleep deprived. ‘That’s rough.’

Terry pinched the bridge of his nose. ‘It’s been a very long night. My understudy for Sierra Day is a disaster, and at the rate she is going reviewers will hammer us when we open next week. Can we just talk about the missing persons report on Sierra?’

‘You’ve already replaced her?’

‘I waited two days, but I had to move forward. Too many people are working on this show, which is costing me a fortune.’

‘Could she have just taken off?’ Malcolm asked.

‘Sierra is temperamental, a bitch, demanding, but she never misses play practice or photo calls. She’s too vain and too ambitious.’

‘What about a man or drugs?’ Garrison asked.

‘Doubtful. I mean she’s been through her share of men. But nothing stood between her and the stage. She loved it. And she never did drugs.’

‘Was she angry about something? Did you two have a fight?’

‘Her last day here we got into it about the lighting. The new public relations manager commented that the lighting looked hot, and then Sierra got all worried that she’d start to sweat on stage, and her audience would see it.’

‘It was a big fight?’

‘We yelled. And we called each other a few choice names. But that’s how we do things. When I call her a bitch it’s only in the nicest way.’

‘So she left angry,’ Malcolm said. ‘She’s not hiding out somewhere and cooling her heels just to make you sweat?’

‘She better not be. Or I just might strangle her with my own two hands.’ Burgess delivered the line with enough flourish to undercut the words’ meaning. He sounded like an actor on stage.

Malcolm raised a brow. ‘Why’s that?’

‘I chose this play for the season because she agreed to do it. Sierra was the perfect Katherine. She was made for the part, and I was hoping for great reviews. Now she’s gone.’

‘Do you have a picture of Ms Day?’

He nodded and reached into an A&A Printing box. ‘Just delivered. Now we’ll need to print a correction.’ Inside were playbills for The Taming of the Shrew. Burgess flipped to page three and showed them the picture of a bright-eyed blonde with a smile that would make any man stop and notice.

Malcolm didn’t know if this woman was his victim. But it sickened him to think someone so young and vibrant had been stripped of her identity.

‘Have you found Sierra or not?’ Terry asked.

‘We’ve found a body,’ Malcolm said, choosing his words carefully. ‘But we’ve not made an identification.’

Terry’s face paled. ‘You can’t compare the picture to the body?’

‘Not in this case.’ And without giving too many details he added, ‘The killer didn’t leave us much.’

Burgess looked sick. ‘How did she die?’

‘Can’t say. Right now we are just trying to determine our victim’s identity. Sierra Day’s missing persons report matches what we know about our victim. Is there anyone who would want to hurt Sierra?’

‘The better question is who didn’t.’

Malcolm raised a brow and pulled out a notebook. ‘Start at the top of the list.’

Terry glanced down at Malcolm’s pen poised to write on his notepad. ‘Hey, and when I said I could kill Sierra, I didn’t mean in the literal sense.’

‘Duly noted,’ Malcolm said. ‘Who hated Sierra?’

‘Her soon-to-be ex-husband for one. His name is Brian Humphrey, and he acts in plays here from time to time. He was never as good an actor as Sierra, and I think that didn’t help their marriage. And then toss in the fact that Sierra is a bit of a whore, and well, you get my point.’

‘Sierra slept around?’

‘According to Brian she started an affair with another actor here two months after they got back from their honeymoon.’

Garrison raised a brow. ‘Two months. Who was the guy?’

‘I don’t know. You’d have to ask Brian. But I can tell you that Brian was one angry dude. He came by the theater several times during rehearsal, and he and Sierra got into some knock-down, drag out fights. The last time she slapped him.’

‘When was that?’ Kier asked.

‘Three weeks, give or take.’

‘What can you tell me about Sierra?’

‘She was stunning and very talented. She could slip into a role like you or I put on a coat. She had the it factor.’

‘Did she know she was good?’

‘Oh, yes, she did. She was a smart one. She knew she had the talent to go far. And she wasn’t afraid to do whatever she needed to get what she wanted.’

‘Can you explain that?’

‘Two years ago she was the understudy in a play. The night of opening, the lead actress, who was healthy as a horse, got sick as a dog. Threw up so much she had to be taken to the hospital for IVs. Sierra stepped into her place. The lead recovered, but it was two weeks before she could work again. By then Sierra had gotten all the opening-night reviews and notices. That gig quickly led to another bigger role. She had her sights on Broadway and Hollywood.’

‘Who was the actress who got sick?’ Malcolm asked.

‘Zoe Morgan.’

‘Where can I find her?’

‘Works at the ballet now. I don’t know where she lives.’ Burgess sighed. ‘Box-office sales were strong because of Sierra. She was a local favorite. I hate to think of the refunds we’ll have to process when word leaks out she won’t be in the play.’

‘You said she had her sights on Hollywood and Broadway?’

‘This was her last season with us. She planned to leave at Christmas after her surgery.’

‘Surgery?’

‘She was planning on getting a boob job.’

Malcolm shook his head. ‘She told you this?’

‘Oh, yes. She was quite open about her plans. She understood the bigger the boobs the better the roles down the line. She was pushing along her divorce so that she could get her financial settlement. Needed the money for the surgical work.’ He scratched the back of his head. ‘She was on the phone with her attorney last week, yelling for a court date.’

‘Who was her attorney?’ Garrison asked.

‘I’ll never forget the name. I heard Sierra yell it out enough. Angie Carlson.’

Eva’s sister. The Barracuda.

Garrison stiffened.

Malcolm muttered an oath. ‘Figures.’

‘You know the woman?’ Terry prompted.

‘Yeah.’ Last spring she defended local plastic surgeon James Dixon, who’d been accused of attempted murder of a prostitute. Malcolm and the other cops in homicide suspected that James might be linked to the disappearance of several other prostitutes, but they’d not been able to prove it. DNA had linked him to some of the women, but at the time each had vanished, he’d had an alibi.

However, the last hooker who’d survived her time with Dixon had run from their motel room after enduring several hours of his sadistic tastes. Bleeding, she’d run down a dark street screaming until an undercover vice cop had stopped her. She blurted out her story, and the cop put out an APB on Dixon. Officers stopped him six blocks away.

Dixon had been arrested for attempted murder. He’d hired Carlson, who had shredded the prostitute’s testimony on the stand. She proved the woman was a drug addict and an admitted liar. The jury accepted all of Carlson’s explanations and ignored the prostitute’s testimony. They found Dixon not guilty.

Malcolm didn’t believe Dixon was innocent for a minute. He might have been a model citizen this past year, but he was like a spider nestled in a web. He was waiting for the right victim to come along before he pounced.

‘Did she ever mention the name of her plastic surgeon?’ Malcolm asked.

‘Yeah. Talked about him a lot. James Dixon.’

‘Say that again,’ Malcolm said.

‘Her doctor was James Dixon.’ Burgess nodded. ‘I know who he is, and I even told her to stay clear of him. But she liked the fact that Dixon was surrounded by his own drama. Sierra liked drama.’

Malcolm ground his teeth as he glanced at Garrison. ‘Carlson and Dixon. The Dynamic Duo.’

‘With those two,’ Garrison said, ‘Sierra Day would have gotten her fill of drama.’

Malcolm tried not to let his mind run wild with scenarios. ‘Did Sierra Day have a dentist?’

‘I suppose. Her husband would know. Why?’

‘Because we’re going to need dental records to identify this victim.’



Chapter Three

Wednesday, October 5, 7:05 A.M.

Angie Carlson lived and died by her routine.

Rise at five, arrive at the gym by six, swim laps in lane four for thirty minutes, and then shower. Breakfast was a bagel at Bill’s, and then she was at the office by seven-thirty.

As a defense attorney her days were jam-packed with meetings, briefs, motions, and court dates, and there was little time to do more than swim, work, and maybe catch dinner with her sister, Eva.

Her days were painfully predictable, and she liked it that way.

And the fact that she was an hour behind schedule irritated her. She’d not slept well last night. She’d hit snooze on her alarm one too many times.

Last week, she’d had her annual CT scan, blood work, and chest x-rays to see if her cancer had returned. Results were due in this morning. Though she’d been clear since her surgery a little over seven years ago, she never lost the fear that the disease that had killed her mother had returned.

So to walk out of the ladies’ changing room and see that someone had taken lane four in the swimming pool only deepened her foul mood. Even as frustration and anger bubbled, she knew she was being silly. A lane was a lane and hardly life threatening. Her body didn’t care where she swam as long as she swam. But it was safer to fret over a lane than cancer so she allowed herself to sulk.

Angie tucked her shoulder-length blond hair under her cap and pulled her goggles up on top of her head. She scanned the pool and saw that the other lanes were full. Damn.

The swimmer in four paused at the edge of the pool and glanced up. He had a tanned, muscled body and dark, thick hair that he flicked away from blue eyes with the jerk of his head. He tossed her a boyish grin. ‘Want to share the lane?’

She returned the smile. ‘Yes, that would be great.’

‘I’ll stay to the right.’

‘I’ll go to the left.’

The guy shoved off from the wall and moved down the lane, effortlessly cutting through the water with cool, lean strokes. With a touch of annoyance, she noted he was a fine swimmer. Heck, a fine-looking man. The shimmer of desire surprised her. It had been almost a year and a half since she’d dated, enjoyed a man’s touch, and learned the painful lesson that she was better off alone.

Angie lowered into the pool, biting back an oath as icy waters shocked her system. She hated the cold; hated the first few chilly laps that bit.

Anxious to get moving, she set the timer on her waterproof watch, pulled her goggles down over her eyes, and pushed off from the wall. Her first few strokes were choppy and stiff, but soon she settled into the rhythm: reach, pull, breathe
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