
Chapter One

			Mackenzie Wilson groaned as she faced the stack of boxes in front of her. No matter how many the tall blonde unpacked, their number didn’t seem to decrease.

			“You have too many books,” Dr. Anna Lapin said, removing her Astros cap and wiping the sweat off her face with the hem of her Michigan State T-shirt. “When you said, ‘Come help me organize the office,’ I pictured some light unpacking of files, not building your own legal library.”

			Mack was distracted by the sight of the psychologist’s tanned stomach and set the books she was holding on the ground. “Way too many.” She looked at the shelves that lined her new home office, already half-full, and gathered her long blond hair in her fist. “I maybe should have listened to you when you said to donate some before the move. I guess it’s too late now—they’re already here! Want to take a break?”

			Anna grunted and reached for another box. Like the others they had unpacked that morning, this one was labeled BOOKS, but it was lighter than a box of books should have been.

			“What’s in here?” she asked, pulling the lid off.

			Mack peered over her shoulder and shrugged, then pulled a brown expando-file out of the otherwise empty box. She opened it.

			“Oh, shit,” she said. “I know what this is. It’s the case file on the girl from the desert. I was wondering where this got to.”

			“What girl from the desert?” Anna asked.

			“I might not have told you about this one,” Mack said. “I think you were out of town when they found her, and the case never went much of anywhere, but I was obsessed with it when it happened.” She looked around the room. The desk chair and futon were still covered with boxes, and the ceiling fan wasn’t cutting the heat in the south-facing room. “Let’s take a break. Do you want a beer?”

			Anna looked at her watch. “Isn’t it a little early to start drinking?”

			“Suit yourself,” Mack said. “But it’s a long story.”

			 

			Once they were settled on Mack’s new living room couch with bottles of Kilt Lifter and the case file between them, Mack pulled a school photo out of the file. The girl was pretty, in a bland sort of way—light brown hair curled for the photo, freckles across her upturned nose, a winning smile.

			“This is Sabrina Fisher. She was sixteen when this photo was taken. A year before her murder.”

			Mack pulled six more photos out of the file and spread them on the coffee table. She tapped on one, showing a skinny young white man in a blue tank top pointing away from the camera into the desert. The picture was blurry. It had been taken at night with the camera’s built-in flash.

			“Back in 2011, this guy and his girlfriend were riding ATVs in the desert, out by Rita Ranch one night. You know, like people do. The girlfriend saw what looked like a bonfire, so they rode up to it, just curious, but when they got close they saw that a human body was burning. They called it in, thankfully. By the time police got out there, they’d put the fire out by shoveling dirt on the body, which—”

			“Which eliminated any trace evidence,” Anna finished.

			“Nailed it.”

			“What was the cause of death?”

			Mack took a long swallow of her beer. “Inconclusive,” she said. “The medical examiner thought maybe strangulation, because the hyoid bone was damaged, but he couldn’t rule out drugs or just about anything else, because of the state of the body.”

			“How did you get involved?” Anna was fanning herself with a travel magazine that had been sitting on the coffee table, her olive skin flushed from the heat of the office. Mack watched a bead of sweat roll down her forehead and lost her train of thought. Anna nudged her. “Easy, there. Focus. How did this turn into your case?”

			Mack shook her head. “Just luck of the draw. I was the on-call attorney that night, and they wanted a prosecutor to come see the scene, get a sense of where it happened. I know prosecutors hate going to scenes, and I’ll deny it if you repeat this, but it was actually super helpful. It’s really desolate out there, and it’s a miracle those kids saw the fire. If they hadn’t, the body might never have been found. But then I went to the autopsy, watched them interview the people who found her, and got hooked. Something about her just spoke to me.”

			Anna paged through the reports in the file. “Anything interesting from the autopsy?”

			“Lots,” Mack said. “This killer was careful. He’d cut off her fingertips and smashed her face up pretty bad.”

			“No prints and no dental records,” Anna said.

			“Exactly.”

			Anna tilted her head, thinking. “This wasn’t his first crime. It was too clean for a newbie.” Mack loved talking cases with Anna. It was so nice to be able to talk about anything, no matter how gruesome, without worrying that she was going to offend the other woman. Most people didn’t want to listen, but Anna usually would. Anna’s career as a forensic psychologist, dealing with the full spectrum of human monsters, made her comfortable brainstorming cases, unlike a civilian, who could be forgiven for shying away from talking about murders on a Saturday morning.

			“That’s what we thought, too. But the medical examiner still did a rape kit, despite the condition of the body, and actually got lucky. One sperm in the vaginal vault.”

			“Whoa! Very lucky! Not to interrupt your story, but I’ve told you about the defense attorney who asked me in an interview if it was true that vaginas were fireproof?”

			Mack laughed, sputtering through her mouthful of beer. “You have,” she said, “but it makes me laugh every time. And, hey, this time he was almost right! Just the one sperm, but, luckily, enough to get a profile.”

			“Any matches?”

			“Not in CODIS,” Mack said, referring to the national database of DNA from convicted felons and unsolved cases. “They wanted to run the guy who found her, just as a rule-out, but they wound up not being able to find him again by the time they wanted his info.”

			“Did he give fake contact info to police?” Anna asked. “I mean, it is pretty weird that he found the body and then disappeared. Did they ever find him?”

			Mack shrugged. “No idea if he lied, or just moved and didn’t keep in touch. I mean, people move. But they never found him, and it seemed like maybe he had something to hide, right? They looked for him and the girlfriend, and never found anything on either of them. But, like, maybe patrol wrote their info down wrong, or maybe they lied for some totally innocent reason like they were drug users, who can know?”

			They sat quietly, drinking their beers. Mack remembered this case so clearly. It was the first time she’d ever seen a dead body outside of the morgue. She hadn’t even wanted to go, had been woken up by the phone call and “asked” to drive thirty minutes out into the desert. The scene was bad—the stink of the burning body, the crunch of soil beneath her shoes as she walked from the air-conditioned SUV into the blazing desert, the knowledge that no one in fifty miles could have seen what had happened there. Even on scene, she knew it would wind up being a cold case. There was no way they’d be able to pin it on anyone, even if they could find a legitimate suspect. After the autopsy, Mack went home and spent an hour in the shower, trying to get the sickly stench of death off her skin and especially her hair.

			Anna pointed at Sabrina’s school photo. “So how does she come in to it?”

			“Right. So we needed to ID the girl. There was a little, like, not a purse, but almost a pouch that had been burned with her. There was a school ID card that was partially burned, but we could tell it was from Sahuaro High. We went to the school, cross-referenced attendance records with missing person’s reports. Hit on Sabrina. The medical examiner found traces of an accelerant on the body, but we were still able to get DNA, and Sabrina’s mom Susan gave us Sabrina’s toothbrush.”

			Mack cleared her throat.

			“That meeting with Susan was one of the worst things I’ve ever had to do. Sabrina had fallen in with some stoners, was starting to act out. She ran away three days before they found her body, and Susan blamed herself. Said if she hadn’t been so hard on Sabrina for missing curfew, she never would have been killed. It was the first time Sabrina had ever been late, but Susan thought she needed to take a hard line, keep her from going down the wrong path. Nothing I said eased her guilt. I’d never understood the term ‘wracked with grief’ until that afternoon.”

			Anna scooted closer to Mack on the couch and put an arm around her shoulder, pulling the blonde tight against her side. Mack relaxed against her.

			“So it’s still unsolved?”

			“Uh-huh,” Mack said. “We never got any leads. We talked to Susan, talked to Sabrina’s friends at school. No one came up as a possible.”

			Anna pursed her lips and rubbed the back of her neck with her free hand. “The attempts to disfigure the corpse suggest that the killer didn’t know the victim. Disfiguring isn’t a thing people typically do to a loved one or intimate partner. But I’m sure you talked to the boyfriend?”

			“None to talk to,” she said. “Sabrina was gay. Newly out. Single, as far as anyone knew.”

			“A woman didn’t commit this crime.”

			“Yeah. That’s what we think, too.”

			“This is a terrible case, Mack, but why did it hit you so personally?”

			“I’m not sure. It was the first homicide scene I ever went to. I think you always remember your first. She was so young, and gay, so I guess I identified with her. She had so much potential, and it was just crushed for no good reason. I hate that I never got a resolution for her.” Mack reached for the file and pulled out a stack of greeting cards. “Every year, Susan sends me two cards—one for Christmas and one for Sabrina’s birthday. She says she knows I still care about her daughter and if—you know and I know that prosecutors don’t solve cases—but Susan says if anyone is going to solve it, it’ll be me.”

			Mack couldn’t begin to explain how many hours she’d spent with these detectives, trying to help them develop this investigation. How many late nights she’d spent with the autopsy photos just trying to find some new detail. Eventually, though, other cases claimed her attention. Other victims cried out for justice, and she took the path of least resistance, devoting her time to the cases she knew she could win. It must have been two years since she’d last looked in this file, other than to add Susan’s new cards to the others.

			She rubbed Anna’s knee and leaned against her shoulder. She closed her eyes. Her girlfriend smelled like laundry detergent and perfume and something else that was just Anna. “We should get back to it, I guess.”

			Anna smiled and stood, pulling Mack with her. “Susan definitely got one thing right!” She kissed Mack firmly before walking toward the office. “If anyone can solve this, it’s you. She’s lucky to have you on her side.”

			Mack reassembled the case file and placed it in a desk drawer, pausing one last time over Sabrina’s school photo.

			“Hey, maybe that’s an upside of this new job,” she said. “Maybe I’ll finally have time to figure this out. Give Susan some peace.”

			Give myself some peace, she thought, but did not say.

			




Chapter Ten

			Dave’s words hit Mack like a physical blow. She leaned back, focusing very hard on resisting the need to vomit.

			“Are you telling me that I’m a suspect, Dave? Do I need a lawyer here?”

			Dave studied her across the table, and she studied him right back. He looked exhausted, with pronounced circles under his eyes and five o’clock shadow across his jaw. The slightest hint of something like regret flashed in his eyes.

			“I can’t tell you if you need a lawyer, Mackenzie. You know that. But I do need to advise you of your rights.” He fished a laminated card out of his pocket, even though he and Mack both knew the words by heart. “You have the right to an attorney—”

			Mack shoved her chair back and puked into the room’s trash can.

			Dave’s chair scraped against the floor, and soon enough he was rubbing her back, whispering into her ear.

			“It’s gonna be okay, Mack. Trust the process. Give me a minute, huh?”

			Dave stood and left the room, and Mack closed her eyes. A dead girl with her business card in her pocket. Her mind raced. The girl must have been murdered, even though the picture didn’t show it. They wouldn’t have brought Mack in like this for a natural death, or even an overdose. Plus, if it wasn’t murder, what was the girl doing in a plastic bin?

			Mack gave out cards all the time. It was one of the main things she did in her new executive position. She’d even had new cards printed, because her old ones still said she was in Sex Crimes.

			She flipped the evidence bag over. A Sex Crimes card. That didn’t narrow the timeline much; she could have given it to anyone any time during the last six years. The card had her cell number on it, but she did that all the time, too—kept a bundle of cards with her number on the back in her purse, so they’d be handy.

			A vague memory of a crowded bar pushed into Mack’s consciousness. She leaned against the cinderblock wall. She suspected she knew who the girl was, or at least how she’d gotten that card. The list of questions in need of answers was much longer than the list of answers she could provide. Who was she? How had she died? Who had killed her? Why was Mack being considered as a suspect?

			The door opened. Her face betrayed nothing as Dave came back into the room, carrying two bottles of water. He set one on the table.

			“Have a drink,” he said.

			“No, thanks,” Mack said, stubbornly.

			“Mack,” Dave insisted. “Mack—have—a—drink.” He flicked his gaze up toward the video camera. Its red light was no longer blinking. Whatever happened next would not be recorded, which could help Mack get the information she needed. It could also allow the police to claim that she’d confessed. She needed to tread carefully, especially since there could still be someone watching them from the monitoring room on the other side of the two-way mirror.

			Slowly, Mack uncapped her bottle of water and took a long drink. The water washed away much of the foul taste in her mouth.

			“I’ll waive my rights,” she said. “You don’t need to read me the card. I’ll talk to you. But you have to give me a little information, Dave. You have to tell me what’s going on.”

			“If anyone asks,” Dave said, “the camera cut out after you threw up. Just a glitch. These things happen all the time.” He noticed Mack looking at the mirror. “No one’s back there. Anyone associated with the case is still on scene. As far as they’ll know, you invoked and no more interview. I got the footage I needed, and no one needs to know what we discuss from here. I don’t really think you killed anyone, but some of my colleagues aren’t as willing as I am to give you the benefit of the doubt.”

			“Why?” Mack asked, honestly stymied. She thought she had a good relationship with Tucson Police. She’d certainly worked hard for them over the years and had generally gotten them the results they wanted.

			Dave grimaced. “Honestly, Mack, I don’t understand it myself. Homophobia? Sexism? Some ‘us-versus-them’ mentality because you guys in the DA’s office have cracked down on charging aggravated assaults against cops? Some of the guys are LDS, and they don’t like how you handled the Andersen case. They don’t love your new approach to training, either. They think you’re too focused on policy. There’s a whole lot swirling around you right now. It’s been building in the last few months, but I haven’t paid much attention until this. I think you—and this dead girl—are at the unfortunate confluence of a whole lot of factors.”

			Mack thought about that. “Well,” she said. “Shit, then.”

			Dave smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes.

			“And you swear there’s no one in the monitoring room?”

			“If there was someone, you think I would’ve aired TPD’s dirty laundry? In front of a murder suspect? I mean, you can look if you want, but I promise you no one is there.”

			Mack believed that Dave had always been straightforward with her. Even during the Andersen case, he’d told her when he disagreed with her. He’d never pulled any punches, and she had no reason to doubt him now. “Why are you interviewing me? Why not one of them?”

			“I volunteered, Mack.” Dave leaned against the wall, his arms folded across his chest. “I probably shouldn’t’ve, but I said I could get you to talk, and no one argued. I don’t think anyone else really wanted to do it. They’d rather sling mud behind your back than confront you to your face, and I didn’t want one of those bozos to strongarm you into saying something you couldn’t deny.”

			“Dave, I swear to you, I had nothing to do with this girl’s death, and I will do whatever I can to help you figure out what happened to her. But you have to help me, too. You have to tell me what you know.”

			“I believe you, and I’d appreciate your help. Lord knows we’re gonna need to catch a break on this. It’s the kind of case that’s destined to go cold, you know?”

			Mack nodded. Bodies that had been dumped almost always resulted in cold cases, because it was rarely possible to prove who had dumped them. Even if the suspect had the best motive in the world, police officers couldn’t rebut the age-old story: “Sure, Detective, I fought with my wife/father/neighbor, but then I just walked away. Whatever happened next wasn’t me!” Despite the popular perception that there were cameras everywhere and Big Brother was always watching, the reality of homicide cases, in Mack’s experience, was that proximity was half the battle. She had never heard of a case that was cracked through surveillance footage. Once criminals caught on that their cell phones included GPS trackers, they started leaving them at home or turning them off when they crimed around town.

			“I’ll give you what we have,” Dave said. “It’s not much. This seems like a crazy thing to say, but—”

			“It can’t be crazier than literally everything else you’ve said since I got here.”

			“Just wait. Right now, you are officially a person of interest in a homicide case. You are sitting in an interview room where the video camera cut out shortly after you started puking. Your office will know about this by this afternoon, if they don’t already. We need to get you out of here. The easiest way to do that is to clear you. The easiest way to do that is for you to have a good and verifiable reason for your cell number to have been found in a murder victim’s possession. Who is she, Mack?”

			Mack studied the photograph. “You don’t have any ID? No clues?”

			“So far, nothing.”

			“She looks familiar, I just can’t place her for sure. What do you have? Can I at least see more pictures?”

			Dave took a slim stack of photos out of his file and placed them on the table. Mack recoiled. The first one showed a large plastic bin—the kind Mack’s mom used to store winter clothes in the attic. The lid was off, and the girl was folded inside it. Mack used to fold herself into her mom’s bins the same way. She’d pull the lid over herself and pop out, shouting “Boo!” This girl couldn’t do the same.

			The second photo showed the girl stretched out on the desert floor beside the bin. She wore a black leather jacket over a black spaghetti-strap tank top. Her jeans were unbuttoned and unzipped and pushed down to her thighs. No underwear, no shoes. Again, Mack got the strong sense that she’d seen this girl before. The context danced just on the edge of her memory.

			“Cause of death?”

			“Autopsy isn’t scheduled until Monday. No visible injuries, nothing that leaps out. Some weird things about the body, though.”

			“Like what?”

			“Well—and remember, I’m just a cop, so what do I know—but she wasn’t stiff. She flopped right out when we dumped the tub.”

			“So either she got found too quick to be in rigor…”

			“…or she was out of it already. And we know the tub wasn’t there Thursday.”

			“How do we know that?”

			“It was found by a young woman. Beth Shankar. She was over at Tanque Verde this morning early, going hiking.”

			Mack knew that area, had hiked there herself on a number of occasions. If she hadn’t had so much to drink at Paradise last night, she might have wound up there this morning with Anna, who liked the convenient parking.

			“She goes a couple times a week, and when she went Thursday morning, the tub wasn’t there, so it got her attention today. It looked like it was in good condition and had just been dumped, so she thought she’d check it out. I guess she thought maybe it fell off a truck or something. I don’t know, I can’t imagine opening a random bin I found in public, but that’s her story. Looked inside and got more than she bargained for.”

			Mack’s eyes widened involuntarily. “That’s horrific.”

			Dave didn’t respond.

			“What else?”

			Dave motioned to the first photo, which showed the girl’s hands on the floor of the tub, next to her feet. “See how her palms are on the bottom of the bin? She’s kind of leaning forward on them?”

			Mack nodded.

			“We’d expect there to be blood pooling, right? From the pressure? The big purple bruises?”

			This was Homicide 101. Gravity caused blood to pool at the lowest point of a dead body, because the heart was no longer beating, in the two to four hours following death. There’d be matching bruises on the soles of her feet and her buttocks—any place her body weight had rested.

			Dave pulled out a photo showing her hands. They were unblemished.

			“It can take a while for that to develop, right? Maybe she was found before it started?”

			“Maybe,” Dave said. “But how quickly could a body be found under these circumstances and have it still be coincidental, right? I mean, surely she wasn’t found immediately after she was dumped.”

			“Where was the business card?”

			Dave pulled out another photo, this one showing a small pouch with Rosie the Riveter’s image on it.

			“This was in the back pocket of her jeans. She was using it as a wallet. It’s weird, though. She didn’t have any credit cards, any ID, anything that could be used to identify her. She had some cash, your business card, and a bunch of prepaid Visa cards.”

			Mack considered that. It was possible that this girl didn’t carry anything that showed her name or address. Mack’s own wallet was overflowing with identification, but she wasn’t a dead teenager. It was also possible that someone could have gone through the pouch and removed anything that could have identified the victim. For that matter, someone could have planted the business card.

			“Okay,” she said. “But if the killer took her ID, why not take the cash and the Visas? If they were trying to incriminate me, why not plant something more incriminating than my business card? Has anyone looked up the prepaid cards? Sometimes they’re registered.”

			“Already thought of that. None of these are registered. None of them have much money on them—they were all originally in the hundred-and-fifty-dollar range, and now they’re either empty or almost so.”

			“Any records of the transactions?”

			“Nope. When you use them without registering them, they’re untraceable.”

			Mack’s mind raced with possibilities, and she forced herself to slow down and take a deep breath. “Okay, what about this? She looks really young, right?”

			“Very.”

			“What kind of young girls often have prepaid debit cards? Usually a lot of them.”

			“Sex trafficking victims.”

			“Exactly,” Mack said. “What if we assume that johns were paying her with gift cards? But she wasn’t handing them over, right? She still had them in her pouch. So either she didn’t have a pimp, or she was holding out on him.”

			“A great motive to get rid of her,” Dave said. “Girls this young, they’re not working on their own. She must have had someone behind the scenes.”

			“We’ve seen it before,” Mack said. “Girl stops earning, she gets taken out. We’ve never seen anything quite so…calculated…as this, but we’ve certainly seen girls beaten out of the game, even killed.”

			Mack pulled the photo of the girl’s face closer. She had seen this girl before. It was dark. And loud. She was sweating and her heart was pounding. They had spoken. They had spoken about—

			“I think I know who this is,” Mack said.

			This time, she didn’t make it to the trash can. She vomited all over Dave’s jeans.

			




Chapter Eleven

			It came back to her in a rush. That night at Paradise, back in September. Her first time in a bar in months, and she was immediately overwhelmed by the smell of old beer and the twinkling lights. She’d gone to meet Anna to celebrate their decision to officially get back together at the bar where they’d had their first date, but Anna was running late. She had a patient who showed up late, and she’d stayed to do the session. Mack got a cider and was standing at the bar when she felt a hand on her elbow. Her heart raced at the unexpected touch, and she jumped. Turning, she saw a girl—the dead girl—who was clearly underage. Mack looked around, wondering if Rocky was pranking her. Why was there a child in the bar?

			But then the girl leaned close to her, and Mack had to focus on what she was saying to avoid looking down her shirt. She knew better than to stare, but she was one drink in after two dry weeks and her head buzzed. The girl said she’d buy Mack a drink—she’d recognized Mack from the television coverage of the Andersen trial and needed someone to talk to. She was having a “situation” with a coach and didn’t know what to do. She was jumpy, anxious, and Mack heard something in her voice that made her think the girl was on some sort of uppers. “Pressure of speech,” Anna would call it. The mention of the Andersen trial didn’t set Mack at ease. Just the opposite. She didn’t have the mental energy to hear another disclosure from another victim, especially one who would accost her at the bar while possibly on drugs. She’d gotten disclosures while out in public before—most of her colleagues had—but she couldn’t face it that night.

			She grabbed a card out of her wallet and pressed it into the girl’s hand, urging her to call during business hours. She steeled herself to offer some vague words of support and encouragement, but the girl disappeared into the crowd without another word. Then Anna arrived and Mack promptly forgot the strange encounter.

			Dave went to change his pants, and when he got back to the interview room Mack told him about that night, aware that her explanation didn’t make her look like the compassionate, victim-oriented prosecutor she tried to be.

			“Paradise has security cameras,” she said. “We should be able to get the footage from the owner. She’s a friend of mine.”

			“Do you remember when this was?” Dave asked. “Best-case scenario, it’s been almost three months. Most places don’t save their footage that long, if they save it at all.”

			“I should know,” Mack admitted, “but I don’t. Anna would. Dr. Lapin. You know her. She and I are…well, she’s my girlfriend. She paid the tab that night. It’ll be on her credit card bill.”

			“Okay,” Dave said. “Let’s call her, and your friend who owns the bar, too. I’ve worked with Dr. Lapin. But Mack, I’m not sure this actually absolves you. I mean, what is that footage going to show?”

			Mack stood and paced the small room. She finished the bottle of water Dave had given her and concentrated on the disconnected memories she was starting to piece together.

			“Best case, the footage shows me walking in. It shows the girl approaching me, and me brushing her off.”

			“Are you sure? You sure it won’t show anything suggesting any kind of preexisting relationship? Or interest on your part?”

			Mack blanched. “It might…it might show me walking after her into the restroom. Depending on where the camera is. But Dave, there’s a perfectly reasonable—”

			Dave cut her off with a raised hand. “I can’t help you if you’re not honest with me, Mack.”

			Mack’s mouth was very dry. “I’m giving you everything I know. I went into the bathroom to splash some water on my face. She scared me when she talked to me, and I needed to collect myself. You know how much of a toll the Andersen trial took on me—on all of us. You can’t tell me that, if someone came up to you when you weren’t expecting it and brought it up, you wouldn’t have a reaction.”

			“That may be true,” Dave said. “But if I got spooked and someone wound up dead, I’d have to face the consequences. So do you.”

			Mack ran her fingers through her hair. She was frustrated. Did Dave believe her or not? The recorder wasn’t running, but if she said something that wound up being used against her, it would be her own damn fault. If anyone knew better than to talk to the cops, it was Mack. “It’s not like that, Dave. I wasn’t following her, really, but I think she was right in front of me. We didn’t talk in the bathroom, and then she left. She didn’t say anything else to me.”

			They stared at each other. The silence between them was overwhelming, and Mack fought the urge to fill it with excuses.

			“You gave her your cell number. Did she ever use it?”

			“I’m sure she didn’t. You can subpoena my phone records. I never heard from her after that night.”

			“Subpoenaing your phone records doesn’t give me anything unless we figure out her phone number.”

			Mack knew he was right. Without a number to cross-reference, Mack could claim any number of things. How many defendants had she heard suggest looking at their own phone records? It was an easy offer to make, because the police could never really follow up.

			Mack was getting tired and was starting to confuse herself. Her hangover was back in full force. She yawned and blinked, fighting to push through and find a path to exoneration.

			“Have you checked missing person reports yet? She’s young. Maybe someone filed on her. That might help us get a better sense of when she died.”

			“Not yet,” Dave said. “But it’s on the list. Figuring out who she is, and letting her family know, are my first priorities.”

			Mack and Dave were usually on the same team, but this was far from an average case. Dave’s first priorities might include letting this girl’s family know what happened, but Mack’s was saving her own skin.

			“What happens now?” she asked.

			Dave just looked at her. “What do you mean?”

			Mack slumped into the seat, losing the battle against the weariness that was settling over her. “Am I under arrest, Dave? Do I get a phone call? Can I at least have some clean clothes?”

			He stood. “Go home,” he said. “Get some sleep. You’re going to need it. You have an uphill fight ahead of you, I think. You’re going to need some resources on your side, because you’ve got some powerful adversaries. These guys…well, like I said, I don’t really understand it, but it seems clear they’re gonna work pretty hard to pin this on you. You’ll have to work even harder. I’ll help as much as I can, but you’re going to need a team.”

			He walked her out, taking back her visitor pass as he held open the security door for her. “You okay to drive?”

			She smiled but didn’t answer. She might rest a minute in the parking lot, just to give her nerves a chance to settle, but she was okay. She was always okay. She was ready for battle.

			




Chapter Twelve

			Mack sat in her car, reeling from the turn her day had taken. She had to snap out of it. Get organized. Get moving. Dave was right: she needed a team. She was reluctant to disturb Anna, who might be at work, but Jess never minded a call—regardless of the time of day.

			Mack couldn’t identify the music in the background when Jess picked up, but Jess explained that she and Adam were having a late lunch at her favorite Ethiopian restaurant. Mack was happy for her friend—really, she was—but she had a favorite Ethiopian restaurant? Jess barely tolerated Mexican food until she started dating. They agreed that Jess would call back later, when she had time to chat, and Mack let the happy couple return to their injera love fest.

			Anna picked up on the third ring, and Mack could picture her in the small office where she worked between sessions with patients and on Saturday afternoons.  her work wardrobe, and winter meant wool, often in rich jewel tones. Her built-in bookshelves overflowed with everything from textbooks and binders full of research to literary fiction and romance novels. Anna would be at her desk, sleek black wood and metal, meticulously clean. A green-shaded library lamp would be on in lieu of the fluorescent overheads, which gave her headaches, and her hair would be glinting in the soft light.

			“What’s up, Doc?” Mack asked, hopeful that Anna wouldn’t hear the strain in her voice.

			Silence. Mack could imagine the pursed lips that accompanied Anna’s “I smell bullshit” face. Since they’d resumed dating, Mack had mostly resisted the urge to call Anna “Doc,” and it had been a mistake to use the word now. She explained the situation as succinctly as she could, starting with that night at Paradise. She hadn’t mentioned the girl that night—had forgotten about her as soon as she’d seen Anna walk in. She’d been on the verge of a panic attack, but Anna’s soothing presence had been enough to set her at ease.

			“…so now I’m calling you,” Mack finished.

			She was met with silence. Anna had asked only a few clarifying questions, largely leaving Mack to ramble through the convoluted story. Now that she was done, though, there ought to have been some kind of reaction.

			“Are you still there?” Mack asked.

			Anna cleared her throat. “Yes.”

			“Well, what do you think?”

			Anna hesitated, and her silence turned suddenly oppressive.

			“I think—Mack, I think approximately sixty percent of my income comes from the Tucson District Attorney’s Office, largely as a result of the work done by TPD. And another thirty percent comes from the Pima County Adult Probation Office. That adds up to about ninety percent of my livelihood, and it sounds like that livelihood is now at risk, since the police are apparently investigating my girlfriend for murder.”

			“What does that have to do with anything?”

			“Mack, I—I’m sorry. Listen, you will get through this, and everything will be fine. I have full confidence in your ability to rise above any challenges unscathed. I know this must be terrible for you, but I—I can’t be involved.”

			“Anna, you can’t possibly think that I—” Mack stopped when she realized the call had ended. She slumped back against her car seat, shocked. Had she just been dumped? She replayed the brief conversation in her mind. It certainly sounded like a breakup.

			Mack tried to decide who else she could call, and realized there wasn’t anyone she could really trust. She scrolled through her contacts. Peter Campbell would probably know about the investigation soon, if he didn’t already. If what Dave had told her was true, one of Campbell’s church buddies—someone high-ranking in the department—would surely notify him. She considered drawing the sting—calling him herself before he heard the news from someone else.

			She remembered an ADA who had been fired for having been solicited by a prostitute. He hadn’t taken her up on her offer, had told his boss as soon as he got to work the next day, but even the suggestion of sordid behavior had been enough to end his twenty-year career. No, drawing the sting was out. It was just possible the story wouldn’t get out, and she might be able to skate through all this without the office ever knowing.

			Maybe she needed to hire counsel. She definitely needed a drink. And some Advil. Of the fifty or so defense attorneys in her phone, minus the public defenders, she wasn’t sure there were any she could really open up to. The Tucson legal community was minuscule, and the gossip was fierce. She remembered how quickly everyone had found out about Benjamin Allen, and then her identity was being protected as the victim of a crime. Suspects had no such protections. Even attorney-client privilege wouldn’t keep her safe from the rumor mill.

			She paused over Linda Andrews. Linda had represented Allen, had known about his obsession with Mack and hadn’t told her, claiming privileged communication. If Linda felt like she owed Mack a favor, maybe she could be trusted.

			Mack kept scrolling. Linda was a terrible defense attorney. Mack would rather have no one on her side than someone that useless.

			The Saab had become uncomfortably warm in the midday sun, so Mack started the engine and shifted into gear. Her phone buzzed. A notification from her work email. Michael Brown, accelerating their monthly status meeting two weeks to Monday at lunch. No mention of the reason, but the timing was too perfect to be coincidental.

			This is all just great, Mack thought as she pulled out of the visitor lot and headed home to wait for Jess’ call. Here I was, looking for something to fill my time. Ask, and I have received.

			




Chapter Thirteen

			Jess finally called Sunday night, sounding breezy and chatting easily about her weekend until Mack interrupted to explain why she’d called the day before. Jess immediately sobered.

			“Of course you didn’t kill anyone,” she said. “This is some homophobic bullshit, and we’re going to take care of it. We need to get you an attorney and hire an investigator. I don’t have a ton of money right now, but I’m sure between the three of us we can put together a retainer.”

			Mack was grateful for the support but hesitated to mention that Anna wouldn’t be contributing. Eventually, though, Jess asked what Anna thought about the situation, and Mack didn’t see a graceful way to lie.

			“She, um, well, I think we’re not seeing each other for a while.” Mack chewed on her thumbnail. She had the sudden urge to get up and leave the room but fought against it. She couldn’t outrun this.

			Mack heard Jess’ sharp intake of breath.

			“It’s okay,” she said. “I mean, I know I’ve been a lot, with the Allen stuff and all. She just didn’t have room to take this on, too. It doesn’t mean she’s not a good person.”

			“Respectfully,” Jess said, “that’s precisely what it means. This has nothing to do with her, and if she can’t support you through it…well, frankly, you’re better off without her. I hope she chokes on a chia seed.”

			Mack didn’t laugh. She reached out a hand for the beer she’d opened and set down, untasted, on her coffee table, but changed her mind. Anna had picked out the table. It was fine, but its open, boxy design was more rustic than the one Mack had really wanted. That one had a glass top and Anna had emphasized how much of a pain it would be to keep it clean. Mack hadn’t cared enough to make an issue of it. She’d assumed that Anna would be spending as much time using it as she would and was happy to let the other woman make the choice.

			“You don’t think, I mean, I need you to know that I—”

			“Again, of course you didn’t kill anyone, Mack. You don’t like to kill cockroaches. You don’t like to eat meat because it comes from dead animals. And, hey, even if you had killed this girl, I would stick by you, because I’m sure you would have had a good reason. But you obviously didn’t, and anyone who knows your heart knows that.”

			Mack sniffed. She hadn’t even noticed she was crying, so great was her relief at receiving the unqualified support she’d been looking for since Dave had upended her world the day before. This time, she did pick up the beer and drained it in one long swallow.

			 

			Monday morning, Mack was uneasy, and her unease warred with her hangover over which negative feeling would carry the day. She woke up to find a text from Rocky asking how the rest of her weekend had gone. That was casual enough—nothing to raise alarm bells—but it still set Mack on edge. She liked Rocky, but she wasn’t sure she trusted her ability to be discreet. She didn’t need anyone finding out from her friendly local lesbian bar owner that she was a murder suspect. Her thumb hovered over the screen. What she wanted was to delete the message without responding. If she started a new life, somewhere far away, she’d never need to talk to Rocky again.

			Instead, she sent a brief response. She typed and deleted four different versions, trying to adopt an authentically breezy tone. She finally settled on Just work stuff piling up. Thanks for checking in though! She pressed send and locked her phone, not waiting to see if Rocky would respond.

			Mack hated lunch meetings under the best of circumstances. She didn’t like smelling other people’s food. She didn’t like hearing them chew. The idea of eating a salad while casually talking about rape and murder repulsed her.

			One of her mentors had told her about the time she was called out to a murder scene from a fancy Italian dinner. The victim had died from a shotgun blast to the head, and his brain matter on the ground resembled her meal. The story was presented as an amusing anecdote of life in the trenches, but Mack had never looked at spaghetti the same way again.

			Today, given the high stakes and her nerves, the best Mack could manage was a granola bar and an unsweetened iced tea. She hoped the caffeine would cut through the headache gathered just behind her eyes.

			Charlie Waters was at one corner of the conference table, talking quietly with two women associated with Campbell’s re-election campaign. All three were drinking coffee, no food in front of them.

			Michael Brown, looking polished and smug with his slicked-back hair and suspenders over a French-cuffed white shirt, had opted for takeout from the deli down the street. A turkey sandwich, it looked like, and Mack’s stomach rumbled at the sight of it.

			Campbell had brought his lunch from home—a family-sized can of chicken, a can opener, and a fork. Mack assumed he’d just forgotten crackers or vegetables, something to pair with the chicken, but realized—based on the lack of reaction from anyone else in the room, all of whom were probably used to eating with Campbell—that this was his whole meal. She shuddered, wondering how she could keep her stomach calm as she watched a man eat four servings of canned chicken. Then the smell hit her, and the question became even more pressing.

			“Before we get to our first agenda item,” Campbell said between bites, “we have something to resolve.” He had tossed his tie over his shoulder to keep it from getting chicken juice on it. His precise haircut and expensive navy suit looked out of place in the drab government conference room.

			Everyone nodded. Mack wondered what exactly they’d heard, and how they’d heard it. Michael had a brother who was a cop, she knew, and she wondered if they were close enough for him to have been the source.

			“Mackenzie,” Michael said. “You are currently considered a person of interest in a homicide case being investigated by Tucson PD. Assuming that crime is eventually solved, it will be prosecuted by this office. Given the inherent appearance of impropriety, aside from any actual conflict, why do you think you shouldn’t be placed on administrative leave pending the outcome of the investigation?”

			Mack hadn’t expected him to be so blunt. Admin leave—a fate worse than termination, in some ways, since she could be kept hanging, unpaid, for months. Still, they seemed to be giving her a chance to talk them out of it. Maybe cooler heads would prevail. She opened her mouth to respond, but Campbell raised a hand to stop her.

			“I am deeply concerned about these allegations,” he said. “Especially since they concern the Community Liaison I personally selected. At best, Ms. Wilson, you are alleged to have engaged in some highly inappropriate contact with a murder victim. At worst, well…” Campbell trailed off, finally looking at her for a response. Mack took a deep breath and dove in.

			“Although I believe it goes without saying, Michael, Mr. Campbell, let me start by saying unequivocally that I did not commit any crimes related to that girl’s murder—or any crimes at all, actually. In fact, it’s not just that I didn’t commit any crimes. I was approached by a member of the community, responded appropriately, and cannot be held responsible for what happened to her after our interaction ended.”

			Mack explained, once again, the night at Paradise when she and Jane Doe had met. She explained the trauma she was dealing with at the time. Trauma caused, as they all knew, by her position as a prosecutor. They faced her, remaining carefully neutral, and the room was silent except for her voice and the sounds of eating.

			“This is no different than the type of situation our patrol-officer partners run into all the time,” she said. “A 911 call goes out and officers arrive at the scene of a domestic dispute. By the time they get there, the couple has patched things up, or one of them has left the area. The officers pass over their business cards, ask the victim to call if anything else happens, and go on to their next call. Then, after they leave, the fight reignites and someone winds up dead.”

			“It’s not exactly the same, though,” Michael said, “since in your analogy we know who killed the victim. In this situation, we still have no evidence to suggest the killer’s identity.”

			“Respectfully, Michael, that’s bullshit and you know it.” Mack immediately regretted swearing in front of the district attorney, who looked horrified at what he was watching unfold, but she was in too deep to pull back now. “There is no evidence—less than no evidence—to suggest that I killed that girl. If there was any credible evidence, even if it wasn’t enough to land me in jail, I would have found that my security badge mysteriously didn’t work this morning when I tried to get into my office. I wouldn’t have even gotten to my office. I would have been met at the front door by an investigator with a box of my stuff—which would include, of course, the numerous awards I’ve been given for my service to this office and this city. The idea that I, with no criminal history—not even a minor in possession charge as an undergrad—would suddenly graduate to murdering a victim disclosing abuse is ludicrous.”

			“I think what we need to consider,” Campbell interjected, “is the appearance of impropriety.”

			“The only people who see that appearance are in this room,” Mack retorted. “No one out there in the world believes I killed this girl.”

			Michael cleared his throat. “Actually, sir, I have information from the department that a number of police officers believe that Ms. Wilson is the likely offender in this case, and further investigation will result in charges against her.”

			Mack rolled her eyes. “I’d love to have the names of those officers, Mike. And I’ll bet you the detective actually investigating the case won’t be on the list. We have credible evidence to suggest that our Jane Doe was a sex-trafficking victim.” That might be stretching things a bit, since all they had was a hunch based on the prepaid debit cards in her purse. “I’ll do whatever you want. A polygraph—”

			“I hardly have to tell you, Ms. Wilson,” Campbell said, “that polygraphs are not admissible evidence.”

			Mack gripped the arms of her chair more tightly. “I’m not going to be tried for this murder, sir, so the admissibility of a polygraph doesn’t concern me. My point is: I will do anything it takes to convince you and TPD that I had nothing to do with this case.”

			The room fell silent. Michael picked up his phone, but Mack kept her focus on Campbell. She knew that, whatever decision got made, he would be the one to make it.

			Campbell took one final bite of canned chicken, and Mack felt something within her release. Then he raised the can to his lips and drank the juice. Horrified, Mack gagged, trying to keep her face neutral.

			“I think,” Campbell said, lowering the empty can to the table, “that it’s too soon for absolution. For now, Ms. Wilson, you are officially placed on administrative leave. When and if there comes a time when you can demonstrate your innocence in this matter with evidence, rather than mere assertions, we can revisit your role in this organization.”

			Mack’s stomach dropped. She felt the warm sting of tears gathering and a lump in her throat that foreshadowed a panic attack.

			Campbell looked at her, his blandly handsome face impassive. He looked no more invested in her fate than he would be if they were talking about the weather. Mack realized that he’d come into the meeting already knowing the outcome. This was a convenient time and place to eat his chicken.

			Mack didn’t argue as a security guard helped her to her feet. He held a box with her purse and a few other odds and ends from her office. Not, she noticed, her laptop or work phone. Numbly, she followed him to the door.

			




Chapter Fourteen

			Mack spent the next two weeks mostly on her couch, moving blearily between sleep and old seasons of reality television. The rules were well-known around the office: an employee on administrative leave was required to remain at home during normal working hours, absent specific permission to leave the house. The employee was prohibited from speaking to anyone else who worked for the District Attorney’s Office, which meant that Jess was taking a big risk the few times she called Mack to check in. Their conversations were brief. There wasn’t much to say.

			She hadn’t told her mom. She’d practiced telling her in the mirror, had drafted emails only to delete them unsent. Her mom would be supportive—that wasn’t the issue. Mack just didn’t want to admit what was happening. The only people who knew were part of her day-to-day world. Admitting to her mom, who hated talking about her work before the Allen assault and really hated it after, that she was a suspect in a homicide would make the whole thing real in a way Mack wasn’t prepared to face.

			She could have gone hiking or running either before or after work hours, but neither activity held any appeal. She knew she’d feel better with a regular sleep schedule, three healthy meals a day, and some exercise, but she couldn’t bring herself to make any of that happen. She could have watched movies, read, or taken up a new
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