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      For the greatest woman I’ll ever know, my mother, who knows the best and worst of me, yet loves and supports me nonetheless.

    

  


  
    
      To James, I wish you were here to see this
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      Detective Thomas Reeves sat on his usual stool at Josie’s Bar, the one that would give you splinters if you tried to slide off on the left. Maybe that’s why he liked it, he knew what to expect from it. Josie’s was the same. The smoke, the musk, the Johns and Janes, all familiar. All things he knew how to handle. The piano player, he was new, but given time he’d be just another set piece. He couldn’t place the tune, but it fit the mood just fine. Reeves glared off into the nothingness, taking the occasional hit of his bourbon – his third – and drag off his cig – his fifth. He was in his mid-fifties, a fact his body and the booze kept reminding him of, and of medium build. He was not physically imposing, that is, until you gave him reason to be. 

      “Thomas, we have another one.” Reeves hadn’t noticed his younger and eager partner approaching. His mind must have really been in the ether because the kid had all the subtlety of an elephant.

      Annoyed, Reeves turned and met Detective Mercer with a glare as cold and empty as his glass, luckily, he had a fourth already locked and loaded. “Detective Reeves to you.”

      Mercer, a waif of a man with fiery red hair and a jaw so defined you could put in a dictionary, tensed in frustration. “I have been your partner for six months, and I still can't call you by your first name?” he finally dared.

      Reeves was unmoved. “No.”

      Mercer exhaled deeply and adjusted his fedora as if he didn’t need the distraction. "All right...Detective. We have another one," he said.

      Reeves took one last drag from his cigarette before snuffing it out and tossing back the fourth bourbon. "Same markings on the body?" he asked. 

      Mercer nodded. Without a word Reeves gathered his coat, donned his hat and slid off the right side of the stool. He passed by Mercer so close the younger man took an instinctive step back.

      "Where are you going?" Mercer asked with all the patience of a toddler, but Reeves didn’t even slow down. 

      “The john.” He half expected Mercer to follow, but the waif elephant just huffed and stepped away from the bar.
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         In short time Reeves and Mercer found themselves traipsing down an alley steeped in shadows. Water from the evening’s showers dripped from the pipes as puddles splashed insults against the polish of their loafers. The alley opened behind Goode’s Hardware, revealing the scene of the crime. Two patrolmen whom Reeves didn’t recognize stood some distance back, probably afraid to or wise enough not to disturb the crime scene. Ahead of them was Detective Traven, a hairy, dark tanned man with broad shoulders who said very little, and only when asked. Traven stood over the lone female, a pretty, petite blonde with large eyes that were still playful despite all the muck she’d seen in her career.

      “Lomax,” Reeves called as they approached, addressing the woman, their coroner, “what’s the news?” 

      She stood and turned to face them, she knew what he wanted to know without the question being asked. Lomax was smart that way. “Yes, Detective, this one too.”

      “You can’t believe me when I tell you something?” Mercer pouted.

      Reeves’s only reply was a dead stare, his steely eyes fixed as he addressed the coroner. “Lomax, when can I have the results from your autopsy report?”

      The men continued their staring contest, waiting for her answer, but Lomax was unfazed. “I can have them to you tomorrow morning. The markings are typical of what I normally find on these bodies, so it should not take me long.”

      The lady really was an ace.

      Reeves produced a small notepad from his lapel pocket, but the heat coming from Mercer’s eyes stayed his pen. He didn’t have the time or inclination to play Dalai Lama. “Search the area.”

      It wasn’t a snap, not quite, but the younger man moved as if physically stung, his wounded pride bright as the moonlight on his sleeve. Now free to do his job, Reeves knelt to have a look at the victim. Just as Lomax indicated, an odd triangular symbol was carved into the victim’s flesh. What kind of sickos..? he thought. There was no sign of trauma or defensive markings. Yep, we got another one.

      Reeves stood back up, hoping not to broadcast his frustration to Lomax, or worse, to Mercer who was poking around the scene. He began his own sojourn, as much eyeballing for clues as he was probing through the gears turning in his head. This case has been bozo from the beginning. And it had. Eight male victims, all carved with the same symbol. No signs of struggle. No hairs. No clues. No connections or motive. In his peripheral he saw Mercer approaching Traven.

      “Have you found anything?” the waif asked the broader man.

      Traven shook his head no and continued to walk the scene, paying Mercer only minimal mind. Traven hadn’t been involved in the case until now and he looked more than a little shook. The man wasn’t wet behind the ears, but he wasn’t used to much beyond fraud and burglary up to this point. 

      Welcome to the real world, fella. It’s a sideshow. As he amused himself with his inner dialogue, Reeves noticed something white on the ground and made his way towards it. Even as he closed in he couldn’t make up his mind just what the odd shape was, so he picked it up. A napkin. Just trash, maybe, but he flipped it over and immediately headed over to Mercer, propelled by his discovery. Before he could reach his partner, however, his newfound enthusiasm was shot as dead as the man at Lomax’s feet.

      “Where is he?!” The shout sounded as gruff and sweaty as the newcomer from which it came. Chief Utah came stomping forward like a blind bull, led by the glowing red cherry of his cigarette. Traven’s shoulders narrowed and his head dipped as the Chief approached. Traven motioned towards Reeves then walked off, eyes studying the shadows for clues. Utah had that effect. The world in his wake seemed to slink away and look for distractions. Noticing Reeves at last, Utah flung his cigarette to the ground. Obviously, the man had little care for the sanctity of a crime scene, but that’s what happened when you got too comfortable behind a desk.

      Lomax exhaled, steadying herself for the coming storm. “Here we go.”

      “Reeves!” Utah yelled, paying Lomax no mind as he blew by, but Reeves was already making his way to meet the bull head on. 

      “Tell me you got something,” Utah threatened, “you’ve been on this case for two months and the papers want to turn it into a circus!”

      Reeves, unflinching, calmly replied, “I got a napkin.”

      “A napkin? What’d you do, Reeves, take the corpse out to dinner?” 

      Reeves shrugged. “You told me to tell you I had something.”

      The two were fire and ice, and when they came face to face, Reeves’s refusal to melt kept Utah burning hot. “Oh, you’re a funny guy?”

      Bringing the Chief’s bourbon to a boil always put a smile on Reeve’s face, but before he could begin to savor the moment, Mercer played the elephant once more and trampled his joy.

      “What did you find?” the junior man asked, his hand out.

      Reeves was all too happy to hand the napkin over if for no other reason than to raise Utah’s ire. Mercer was quick to flip it over. “Lipstick?”

      Utah snatched the napkin from Mercer who, out of pure instinct, was ballsy enough to protest. Utah’s return glare snapped Mercer’s head around and his mouth shut. The Chief rounded back to Reeves, napkin held out like evidence of the Detective’s insubordination.

      “Why didn’t you tell me there was lipstick on this?” he demanded.

      Reeves simply repeated, “You told me to tell you I had something, and you didn’t like what I had.”

      The exchange could’ve continued in that circle forever, but thankfully Utah, gritting his teeth, motioned Lomax over. It wasn’t an admittance of defeat, but it was damned close. “Lomax, I want your report on my desk first thing in the morning,” he handed her the napkin, “and put this with it.” Maybe the breather gave his confidence the shot of moxie it needed, because he came back at Reeves with a little more puff in his chest. “You be there, too.”

      "Why should I come in when I can be out solving this case?" he asked, annoyed.

      The flames that shot from Utah’s eyes threatened to scorch the entire scene and everyone in it. “But you’re NOT solving this case! If you were, we wouldn’t have two months-worth of bodies piling up!”

      Sometimes in a forest fire, frightened animals would freak out and run towards the blaze, that must’ve been why Mercer parted his lips. “Do you want me to come too, Chief?”

      The disbelief on Utah’s face was as clear as his aggravation. “Was Hitler a Nazi?”

      Reeves wanted to laugh, but that would only keep the ball bouncing. Everyone else was smart enough to keep silent and watch their feet as Utah charged out the same way he came. It wasn’t until the shadows had swallowed his back that Mercer grew the man-parts to brave a reply, “Yes.”

      Done with the body, done with his partner and wishing to be done with the night, Reeves made his way back down the alley from which they had arrived. It took Mercer little time to notice and give chase. Reeves wanted to dive back down the neck of a bottle, French kiss another cigarette and cheat on it with his pillow, but he couldn’t keep the devils from dancing in his head. The men, the symbols; so many questions to answer. Had every victim been found? Was the symbol ritualistic or a calling card? Did the killer – or killers – have a body count predetermined or was this madness going to keep playing out until the light of justice burned through these shadows and turned those cockroaches to ash? He had his notepad in hand, jotting down every random thought in his head hoping that later, when he was more rested, more focused, that something he wrote might jump back up to bite him.

      That’s when Mercer finally caught him.

      “What are you writing?” he asked. The man had no couth. Couldn’t even wait for Reeves’s pencil to take a rest.

      The senior partner didn’t even look up. “A recipe.”

      Mercer heard the hint but refused to take it. “What about the napkin?”

      This night just had no intention of letting up. Reeves sighed as he closed the notepad and returned it and his pen back to his lapel pocket. “It’s called a clue, kid.” If the night wasn’t going to play nice, neither was he, but he would have the upper hand.

      “Come on, we’ve been partners for a while now and you still don’t even treat me like a person. Let alone your partner.” Mercer was annoyed, sure, but most of what shot from his throat was born of wounded pride. When Reeves made no reply he pressed, probing the wall for some sense of weakness carved out by guilt or humanity. “Anything?”

      That’s it, Reeves was all used up. “See you in the morning, kid.”

      The nickname was a bit too on the nose. Mercer stopped in his tracks, his face went pouty and his shoulders slumped.

      It’s nothing against you, kid, Reeves thought, I just don’t like being followed around. When you need to know something, I’ll tell you. He retrieved a smoke and introduced it to fire. He took a deep drag and held it. It didn’t matter what time the sun was going to come up, he had a feeling this night was going to last for days.
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      The next morning found Reeves and Mercer sitting as patiently as either man could stomach in Chief Utah’s office. The room was cold and sterile in stark opposition of the Chief’s explosive temper. It lacked decoration or class. Everything was specifically placed with a defined purpose. The framed documents, the folders on his desk, it all just spoke of formality. Even the large-leafed fern in the corner that Mrs. Utah had forced on the Chief had been sucked dry of its zest, looking less green and more grey, like a chameleon blending into the wall.

      It all slowed time to a nearly unbearable crawl.

      “If I had known the Chief was going to be late,” Reeves quipped, “I would have had a doughnut with my coffee.”

      Mercer just sat there, his leg bouncing with anxious energy. The kid was likely still licking his wounds from the night before. He’d learn.

      Finally, the door burst open and Utah charged in, more focused on the file folder in his hand than the men he had kept waiting. Even still he was courteous enough to greet them with a bland, “Detectives.”

      All the energy in Mercer’s legs shot straight to his spine. He snapped to his feet like a military man and barked, “Good morning, Chief!”

      Utah didn’t even bother looking up, only motioned for him to retake his seat. The kid did so with an insulted sting stamped on his face like a newly risen ghost.

      “Let’s get right to it,” the Chief began. His urgency played against the drag of the room. He threw the folder down on the desk. It contained various photos and paperwork, but most importantly, Lomax’s autopsy. “Per the coroner’s report: it seems we have nothing but this symbol, yet again.”

      Mercer was confused. He looked to Reeves for support, found nothing but the Detective’s discouragingly cold look, and turned back to Utah. 

      “What about the napkin?” he asked.

      Utah clearly hadn’t gotten enough sleep to deal with the kid this early, or ever. “Let me get to it, Detective,” he snapped, but more calmly than Reeves had expected.

      That shut Mercer up. He sat quietly and listened, hands on his legs. 

      Satisfied, the Chief continued, “It seems our victim, Mr. Ludlow, was married. The lipstick stains on the napkin may indicate he was having an affair. I want you to look into this.”

      Mercer jumped for the door. Reeves sighed, awaiting the inevitable blowback.

      “Hey!” Utah’s word snagged the kid like a lasso and stopped him dead. “Where are you going?”

      The look of confusion on Mercer’s face was as genuine and innocent as it was ignorant. He tried to explain himself, “I thought you said- “

      “I know what I said,” but Utah gave him no chance, “sit down!” The Chief’s fire dimmed suddenly to a surprisingly conversational tone. “I have someone I want you two to meet.” Mercer reclaimed his seat as Utah called into the hall. “Mr. Torne? Could you come in here please?”

      Silence reigned, a weighty thing that straightened the spine and stunk of bad news. The door opened and a man dressed in a black suit stepped stiffly inside. He was thinner than Mercer, if such a thing were possible, and his thick-rimmed glasses hinted at an intelligence that his shifting, analyzing eyes almost guaranteed. He was clean shaven which had the effect of making him appear even younger than Mercer. It was like the new guy was trying to take all the Kid’s titles. The uneasy byproduct was that Reeves became acutely aware of his seniority.

      “I want you guys to meet Henry Torne,” the Chief said as he presented Torne, like a stubborn papa trying not to sound overly proud. “He will be assisting you on this investigation.”

      Reeves chuckled. “Don’t you mean assisting us with the student council?”

      Expectedly, Utah’s chest puffed with hot air, preparing to breathe fire and torch Reeves where he sat, but unexpectedly, Torne beat him to the punch with a cooler, more calculated eruption. “That is a witty comeback for an old man. If you were half that clever all the time they wouldn’t need me.”

      Utah smirked, clearly impressed with the new kid. He wasn’t alone. Even Reeves had to lock his cheeks lest a smile escape. Not too shabby, he said to himself, aloud, however, he had to maintain the status quo.

      “Junior,” he began, as controlled as ever, “why don’t you make yourself useful and grab me a coffee from the corner store? And while you’re there, I hear they have great chocolate milk.”

      Somewhere in the world a camel’s back must’ve snapped in two because Utah’s fist came down like a holy hammer on his desk leaving everyone stunned. “Mercer, Torne, out!” he demanded. You could’ve called Ripley’s to clock how quickly the two younger men vacated the room.

      “What is your problem?”

      “There’s a killer on the loose,” Reeves snapped, leaning in to show he’d give no ground, “and you want me to run a damn nursery school!”

      Utah was not one to be outdone, so his volume and intensity raised. “Reeves, I am so sick of your attitude! You walk around here like you’re some sort of gangster, and that is not gonna fly in MY department!” The Chief was fast and heavy of breath and his face red and swollen like an overripe tomato.

      Reeves had him on the ropes already. He backed down the volume and simply reminded him, “It wasn’t your department before last Christmas.” It was good to remind people of how much tighter their britches were fitting.

      It worked, to a degree. Utah huffed, but dropped his tone just a notch. “Yeah, I bet you just loved that didn’t you, Detective?”

      Reeves nodded. “Especially the part about burying my friend, whose desk you currently occupy.” It was a low blow, but not entirely uncalled for. Problem is, some low blows swing back. 

      “That’s how it is, Detective. Deal with it.”

      Reeves might’ve stepped over his own line, but he was not about to admit defeat. He pulled out his revolver and offered it up. “Would you like my gun?” Utah’s head cocked, he looked thoroughly confused. Having knocked him off balance, Reeves pressed his advantage. “I figure I could trade it in on a rattle and pacifier.”

      Utah’s fists clenched but the Chief maintained enough composure not to punch the desk this time. 

      “Dammit, Reeves!” he shouted, but with less force, “the kid just graduated from the University and decided to join the force.” Sensing the impending question, he bulldozed on before Reeves could interrupt. “No, I don’t know why and no, I am not going to ask! But, he will be assisting you on this investigation. End of story!”

      This circus had played out long enough. Reeves finally broke from the Chief’s stare before picking up the file off the desk and seeing himself out without another word. Once in the hall he found Mercer and Torne standing, facing each other. Clearly, they had been eavesdropping, but it would’ve been nearly impossible not to overhear the calamity. Without giving either a chance to speak, Reeves walked on, slapping the folder into Mercer’s chest as he passed.

      “Catch the Brain up to speed while we’re on the way.” The nickname just slipped out, but already it seemed apt.

      Mercer and Torne exchanged glances before simultaneously giving chase, like school boys. Reeves shook his head as he exited the station, At least babysitters get paid by the hour.
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      A warm day with a mild, cooling breeze. A suburban neighborhood lined with quaint cars and echoing with the sounds of kids laughing and dogs barking. 

      It’s downright picturesque. A damn shame what we came to do, what we have to do, in a place like this, on a day like this, Reeves thought as he and Mercer pulled up to the Ludlow residence in his ’46 Plymouth. Mercer was just wrapping up bringing Torne up to date as they stepped out and began walking up the drive to the front door.

      “That’s pretty much where we stand,” Mercer concluded, having been more forthcoming and thorough than Reeves had expected him to be, but the kid had always wanted to be a team player so it made sense that he would welcome the new guy as if the team had already been in play.

      “That is definitely interesting,” Torne replied. God in a crock pot, the kid really did find a buddy. Before they reached the front door, Torne asked, “Who is going to ask the wife if Mr. Ludlow was faithful?” 

      The new guy was wetter behind the ears than Reeves had thought. He cut abruptly between the two, displaying both his dominance and impatience, and took out the guesswork. “I will.”

      Torne’s lip contorted with annoyance. “I figured.”

      Then why even ask?    

      As they reached the porch Reeves felt it necessary to spell out everything else, lest the new guy show his green and trip things up. “Listen, Brain, when we get in there- “

      Torne grabbed Reeves by the shoulder and pulled the senior detective towards him. “My name is Henry.”

      Reeves gave a poignant glare first at the hand then at the man. “I know what your name is. We don’t use first names around here.” The hand had not come off. “And since I call Mercer ‘Kid’, I am gonna call you ‘Brain’.”

      For a detective, even so fresh out of diapers, Brain seemed to have little clue about body language. He looked to Mercer for assistance, but the Kid was only shaking his head.

      “Do you like that hand?” Reeves finally asked, a touch of venom in his tone.

      Mercer, reading the winds, came between them and pushed them apart before things could escalate any further. “Easy, guys, we’re at the house.” He tried to sound equal parts calm and authoritative, and while he missed the mark, the message was received. After a few more moments of quiet, broody machismo both the new guy and the old guy gave up the act and made their way up the concrete steps to the porch. Reeves, never one to let things go completely, pushed past Brain unapologetically and rapped on the door. Moments later it opened, revealing a middle-aged blonde with straight hair and a damaged smile.

      “Yes?” Her eyes danced between the three, overwhelmed and nervous about the strangers on her doorstep. “May I help you?”

      “Mrs. Ludlow?” Reeves asked. She nodded. “Ma’am, I’m Detective Reeves and these are my partners, Mercer and Torne. May we come inside?”

      She hesitated, likely not eager to invite men into her home no matter who they claimed to be. “Is this about Tom?”

      Reeves turned to his partners, not so much for reassurance as to buy a moment for himself. This wasn’t going to be easy. Turning back, he repeated, “Ma’am, may we come inside?”

      Finally, she conceded, stepping aside to allow them entry before shutting the door behind them. Upon entering the living room Reeves and Mercer took a seat on the sofa, but Torne remained standing, blatantly scanning the room. Rookie. Mrs. Ludlow sat on the loveseat opposite them, eyes searching each of their faces, sensing dark clouds forming.

      Reeves retrieved his notepad and pencil from his lapel pocket. “Mrs. Ludlow, I have a few questions about your husband’s whereabouts last night.”

      “Is he OK?” she cut in.

      Reeves studied her eyes; her heightening fear was genuine. “Just answer the questions, ma’am.” He could feel the heat coming off Mercer at his approach, but the Kid was wise enough not to intervene. Instead he turned his focus on Torne, still investigating everything in the room from afar. Fortunately, Reeves seemed to have the unknowing widow’s full attention.

      “He was probably at that diner he always visits,” she offered.

      Torne must have been getting antsy. He took a step forward and asked, Mrs. Ludlow, do you mind if I look around?”

      She shook her head. “Not at all. Help yourself.”

      Reeves waited for Torne to leave the room, more than a little happy to be rid of him, before continuing. “Do you know the name of the diner?”

      Mrs. Ludlow cleared her throat. “Yes, it’s the Queen Avenue Diner.”

      He jotted the name on his pad. “Mrs. Ludlow, was your husband seeing someone else intimately?”

      She sat back, shock and anger painted plainly across her face.

      “What he meant to ask was,” Mercer intervened, once again trying to play peacemaker, “were there any issues with your marriage?”

      Her face softened, just a fraction, the anger replaced by concern. “What do you mean ‘were’?”

      Reeves jumped back in, seizing control once more while tossing a sidelong glare at the Kid for good measure, “Just answer the questions, ma’am.”

      She exhaled, but the suspicion in her stance remained. “All married couples fight, however, if you are implying that my husband was screwing around: I want to know why you feel that way.”

      Just then Torne returned, silent as a shadow and nearly as opaque. Seeing that the widow had not glanced his way he gave his partners the shake of his head. Reeves placed the notepad and pencil back in his lapel.

      “Ma’am, that will be all the questions for today,” Reeves said as he stood.

      As Reeves and Torne made their ways out to the porch, Mercer crossed to Mrs. Ludlow and took her hand in his, hiding his disgust for his partner’s apathy behind a kind and sincere smile. “Thank you for your time.”
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