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        Not a soul

        But felt a fever of the mad and play’d

        Some tricks of desperation. All but mariners

        Plunged in the foaming brine and quit the vessel,

      
        Then all afire with me.

        —WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE, THE TEMPEST, ACT I, SCENE 2
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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      The high-pitched squeal of the packing tape dispenser rolling over the top of the box sounded both satisfying and obnoxious.

      The kitchen was almost done. McVie’s plain white dishes from Marks-the-Spot would cost more in moving truck space to get to Colorado than buying a new set once he arrived. Not an argument she wanted to have, though.

      Fenway Stevenson stood and stretched. Packing for someone else: her least favorite way to spend a vacation day.

      The front door opened, and Craig McVie walked in.

      “Office falling apart without you?” Fenway said, looking up. McVie’s light blue polo shirt was tight across his muscular chest and biceps; he was dressed lightly for the June afternoon. She stepped over to him, wrapping her arms around his six foot four frame.

      “According to my clients? Yes.” He kissed her forehead and took a step back, appraising the stacks of boxes. “Wow. You’ve been busy.”

      “I didn’t expect you to be gone for the whole morning.” Fenway’s stomach rumbled—already one-thirty—and she reached down, grabbed the tape gun, and handed it to McVie.

      “I didn’t either. Thanks for doing all this.”

      Fenway pointed to a small brown cardboard box on the counter. “Silverware and cutlery in there. Grab the stuff out of the top drawer.”

      McVie stood still, his mouth turning down at the corners.

      Fenway straightened up and put her hands on her hips. “Don’t tell me.”

      “That’s why I had to head into the office. My client saw his wife head to Estancia Shore. Apparently, she’s taking two beach chairs, and he’s suspicious. He wants me there as soon as possible.”

      “I thought you’d given him everything he needed.”

      “It’s complicated.”

      It’s always complicated. Fenway opened her mouth, then shut it again. No—the reason she liked McVie so much? It wasn’t complicated. Sure, they’d had a few complicated weeks as he prepared to put his private investigation business into hibernation and move to Colorado to make sure Megan had an easier transition to a new school her senior year, but all his complications were external: his ex, his daughter, his job.

      Fenway narrowed her eyes. “There’s something else.”

      McVie’s forehead crinkled, then he heaved a sigh. “Payback Systems moved up my start date to this coming Monday.”

      “That’s less than a week away.” Fenway leaned against the kitchen counter. “Your apartment won’t be ready⁠—”

      “I found a cheap extended stay place.”

      Fenway frowned. “Wait—so that means...”

      “I’ll need to leave a week earlier than I planned.” McVie looked down and shuffled his feet.

      Fenway opened her mouth, then closed it again. That would be this Friday, not next Friday. She realized she was clenching her fists and relaxed her hands. She wanted to tell him that she’d been counting on that time with him, that she needed those extra seven days so she could balance herself and come to terms with a long-distance relationship.

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “I tried to tell them I couldn’t make it so early, but they insisted.”

      Warning bells for the job already. But at least she knew he only intended to stay in Colorado a year.

      “I guess it’s a good thing I came over to help.” Had she kept her tone light enough?

      “For sure,” McVie said. “I had to rent a storage space. I won’t be able to get the moving truck any earlier, so I’ll have to dump everything in storage for a week.”

      Her eyes raked the half-packed living room and small dining area. “Guess we have our work cut out for us.”

      He ran a hand over his face. “You’ve been so great through this. You don’t need to do anything else.”

      Fenway raised her eyebrows. “What do you mean? If you have to move up your start date, we definitely have a lot to do.”

      “I can’t have you doing all my packing for me.”

      “You’ve taken some stuff to the storage space by now, though, right?”

      “I haven’t taken possession of the storage unit yet.” Another crease appeared on McVie’s forehead. “I have to pick up the keys by three o’clock, but I’ll figure something out.”

      She turned her head to look at the clock on the oven. 1:33 PM. “Your client’s wife headed to the beach today?”

      “She changed her schedule from Thursday. My client said she wants to avoid the tropical storm.”

      “That stupid storm.” Fenway shook her head. “It’s all anyone can talk about this week, and I didn’t think we got tropical storms here.”

      “Hardly ever. Five years ago, they got a tropical depression in San Diego.”

      “And isn’t it either supposed to hit south of Santa Barbara or go out to sea?”

      “My client’s wife went to her psychic.” He grinned. “I bet the psychic is right at least as often as meteorologists.”

      “Even though we’d planned to do nothing but pack, I still wanted to spend the day with you.”

      “Me too. Maybe tonight?”

      “Hang on,” Fenway said. “You’re going to the beach, taking pictures—and you’re going to take possession of the storage unit by three o’clock? That’s in an hour and a half.”

      “I’ll figure it out.”

      Fenway blinked. “I’m taking the day off anyway. How about if I go get the keys for the storage unit for you? One less thing for you to worry about.”

      “No, no, you’ve done too much already,” McVie said. “I’ll ask Piper⁠—”

      “Don’t be ridiculous.” Fenway shook her head. “She’s getting your business affairs in order before you leave.”

      “It’s fine.”

      “I’m offering, Craig. Besides, I could use the change of scenery.” Fenway held her right hand up at a purposely weird angle. “See? I’m already getting the dreaded ‘tape dispenser hand.’ Getting out of this apartment will do me good.”

      McVie sighed. “You’re right. I could really use the extra time. I’ll call and put your name on the storage space. Let me make it up to you.”

      “A foot massage later?”

      “Are you kidding? With all that you’re doing for me, I’ll massage both feet.” McVie grinned.

      “It’s a good thing you’re usually so nice to me.” Fenway reached out and put her hand flat on his chest. “And you’re cute, too.”

      McVie smiled. “I can’t tell you how much I appreciate this.” He exhaled. “Is it okay with you if I move a few things in here before I go on my stakeout? Only for a few hours.”

      “Move a few things in here? What do you mean?”

      McVie took a breath. “I’ve got a bunch of boxes in the back of the Highlander.”

      “From what?” Fenway blinked. “Oh. The office.”

      McVie nodded. “And a couple of chairs. I can’t take the Highlander full of boxes to the beach. I won’t be able to take pictures with the rear windows blocked.”

      Fenway narrowed her eyes. “You mean to tell me you’ve got your Highlander full of stuff and a job to get to immediately?” Fenway rolled her eyes. “You’re not superhuman, Mr. Boy Scout. Let’s just swap cars.”

      “You want me to take your Honda?”

      “And I’ll take your SUV full of boxes. I’m going to the storage unit anyway. Might as well take a few things in.” She poked his chest playfully with her index finger. “Not taking the heavy stuff, though. Letting my big, strong, disorganized man do that.”

      McVie’s jaw dropped—he didn’t even acknowledge the playful ribbing. “How about you relax on your day off?” McVie handed her his keys. “I mean it. The boxes stay in the car. Just pick up the keys and the gate code for me.”

      Fenway flexed her biceps and lowered her voice an octave. “Me Craig. Me feel sad when girlfriend carry heavy boxes.”

      McVie rolled his eyes and turned toward the door.

      Fenway smacked him playfully on his backside. “Now go on. Grab the Honda key from my purse and get out of here.”

      He sighed, taking the Accord key fob from Fenway’s purse. “You’re a lifesaver.”

      She shook her head. “The things I do for a foot massage.”

      “Oh, there’s a padlock and a key in the glove compartment. I’ve just gotta change, and then I’m on my way.”

      She nodded.

      He disappeared into his bedroom.

      Despite the chaos of this week, McVie was the ideal guy in a lot of ways—not just his looks and his kindness. Their age difference mattered less every day. But he needed to please people, which, especially right now, mattered more every day. He worried about Megan. Yes, she’d been dumped by her boyfriend and ostracized by her social group. Fenway remembered her high school years: tough, though maybe not quite as hard as what Megan was going through. The decision Megan made to move with her mother a thousand miles away the summer before her senior year was drastic. Probably one reason Craig worried about Megan.

      That was the problem, though: he prioritized everyone else’s wants before Fenway’s.

      Hang on—that wasn’t quite fair. She’d been his priority for most of the time they’d been dating. And she didn’t mind—well, intellectually she didn’t mind—coming in second to his daughter. Emotionally, a different story. But now, for the last week or two anyway, she stood in line behind not only the needs of his daughter, but the demands of his new job, too.

      She crossed her arms. After he left, maybe she’d go for a night out with Rachel. Oh—they could go dancing. They hadn’t been on a girls’ night out in months, not since Fenway had started seriously dating McVie—and Rachel was seeing Deputy Brian Callahan, and that was getting serious too. Once McVie left for Colorado, Rachel had promised they’d go out.

      McVie appeared in the archway between the hall and the kitchen. He wore black swimming trunks, brown flip-flops, and a loose aloha shirt. All that was missing was zinc oxide on his nose.

      “Headed to a Fortune 500 board meeting, I see,” Fenway said.

      “I look like a stereotypical undercover cop, but it’ll have to do.” McVie cocked his head. “Dinner tonight, and maybe breakfast tomorrow?”

      Fenway reached for her purse on the kitchen counter. “One thing at a time, cowboy.”
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        * * *

      

      A Masco Stor-With-Us had recently opened about six blocks away from McVie’s apartment. But for whatever reason, probably financial, he’d rented a ten-by-twenty space at Cahill Warehouse Storage in the industrial part of town.

      Fenway stopped at Dos Milagros on her way to the storage place. Okay—maybe it was the wrong direction, but she’d at least get an order of lengua tacos before she schlepped boxes and chairs into a dusty storage unit.

      She had to step around two Tailwhip electric scooters lying on their sides in front of the entrance. Fenway frowned. When she’d moved to Estancia, the Tailwhip scooters had just started appearing in her old neighborhood in Seattle. She’d ridden them a few times, and she had to admit they were a lot of fun. She could control them like a pro, too.

      But in her last month as a nurse at the clinic in Seattle, before she’d moved to Estancia, she’d had to deal with a spate of injuries due to the scooters—everything from people falling off the scooters to pedestrian collisions. One unlucky rider lost control going down a steep hill and broke both arms.

      She wanted to kick the Tailwhip out of the way—and immediately felt crotchety. Not quite thirty years old and she acted like an entitled old lady angry at new technology.

      Still, the scooters were a scourge on the town. Fenway pulled the scooter off the sidewalk onto the parking strip, then brushed her hands on her trousers, and entered Dos Milagros.

      The lunch rush had ended, and the woman who took her order smiled, her eyes weary. Fenway took her number and sat alone at a high-top table. She scrolled social media on her phone while she waited for her order to be ready, drinking half of her horchata out of boredom.

      She’d almost always had company at Dos Milagros over the last six months. If McVie wasn’t humoring her, she often convinced Rachel or Piper or Dez—once, Patrick—to join her.

      Ever since Patrick Appleby had replaced Piper in the county’s IT department, Fenway had a strained relationship with him—and Fenway knew the blame was ninety percent hers. Maybe a hundred percent. So two weeks ago, she’d invited him to join her for lunch at Dos Milagros. He’d accepted after thinking it over for about thirty seconds too long.

      After she’d ordered her lengua tacos, Patrick had looked at her suspiciously. They’d sat down—at the same table where Fenway was sitting now.

      “Have you been to Dos Milagros before?”

      “No.”

      She’d smiled at him and waited for him to say something else. He pulled a paper napkin out of the dispenser on the table and began to fold it, corner to corner, meticulously. He made a hard crease in the napkin with the back of his thumbnail, then opened the napkin and put the corners together in the other direction.

      “Lots of different cultures eat tongue,” he said, his thumbnail making a second hard crease.

      Fenway nodded. “I like the lengua here. It’s delicious.”

      “Probably because tongue is seventy-five percent fat.” Patrick looked at Fenway and pushed his glasses up on his nose. “Of course, that’s a rounded average. Moose tongue, for example, is higher in fat than cow tongue.”

      “Did you say moose tongue?”

      “Yes, moose tongue. It’s a delicacy in Finland. You must peel the skin off and smoke the meat for several hours. The Finns serve it with lingonberry sauce.”

      “Ah.”

      He stared at the table for a moment. “It’s important to take the center cartilage out of duck tongue before you cook it. Most people call it a bone, but that’s wrong.”

      Fenway cocked her head. “Really? Duck tongue has a bone in it—sorry, cartilage?”

      “The cartilage will explode if you cook the tongue without removing it. That’s why the cartilage must be removed first.”

      “I’m not sure I’ve ever tried duck tongue.”

      “I tried tongue once. I don’t like the texture.”

      “What kind?”

      Patrick blinked at Fenway in confusion.

      “Duck tongue? Moose tongue? Armadillo tongue?”

      “Oh. Beef tongue.” He didn’t smile at Fenway’s attempt at levity.

      Fenway took a sip of her horchata. “You sure know a lot about tongue for not liking it.”

      “I don’t understand why people would eat a meat with such an unappealing texture and flavor. I thought if I researched it, I would uncover information that would make sense.”

      “And did you?”

      “No.”

      Fenway cleared her throat. “You like video games, Patrick?”

      Head back down, concentrating on folding the napkin. “I like Nest of Spies.”

      Fenway had nodded. “My boyfriend’s daughter likes that one too.” And so the conversation had been mostly saved.

      She shook her head and came back to the present as the woman behind the counter called her number.

      After Fenway ate, she walked out into the bright sunshine, sighed, and got back into McVie’s SUV.

      She looked out the window as she turned the Highlander onto La Crescenta. Almost a year ago, she had driven by these warehouses for a kidnapping case she’d been on.

      The heat ran to her cheeks. She’d had an intense make-out session with McVie in the front seat of this very Highlander during that investigation. She cleared her throat and ran a hand through her hair, then exhaled as she turned onto 31st Street at a lime green sign that said Cahill Warehouse Storage.

      The storage facility on the corner took up three blocks. The fence around the property was utilitarian: chain-link fencing with barbed wire at the top. It gave the facility the look of a prison rather than a homey place to keep extra furniture and boxes of mementos, but since McVie only needed the storage for a week or two, she figured aesthetics didn’t factor into his decision-making process.

      Fenway parked the Highlander in a visitor space, got out of the car, and walked through a blue metal door with peeling paint marked Office.

      She entered a waiting area in front of the counter painted lime green to match the sign outside. A beige metal desk stood perpendicular to the counter, its left side flush with the concrete-block back wall. A framed faded poster from a local paper with a “Best of Dominguez County” logo hung on the wall next to the desk.

      A light-skinned Black woman of thirty-five or forty stood behind the counter, the landline phone receiver pressed to her ear. “No, Mr. Hardwick, I don’t know Seth’s whereabouts. He’s your client, and last I checked, he was no longer my husband. Why don’t you check with Miranda?” She tugged on the sleeve of her denim jacket, which looked too warm for a June afternoon. Holding the phone between her ear and shoulder, she pulled her wavy hair back into a ponytail. She wore a cream-colored blouse under the jacket.

      Silence for a moment, and the woman caught Fenway’s eye and held up a finger. Fenway nodded.

      “I don’t know what to tell you,” she continued. “I wasn’t here last night. I could check with Mathis, see if Seth showed up during his shift. But it’s not like his precious Corvette was here this morning.”

      More silence.

      “I sure will—assuming I see him first,” she said. “Maybe Seth is cheating on Miranda, too. Did you try the Cactus Lake Hotel? If he’s seeing a new girl, he might’ve gone with their hourly rate.”

      A moment later, she stared at the receiver, then turned to Fenway with a twinkle in her eye. “I guess he hung up.”

      “You talking to your ex-husband’s lawyer? Isn’t he supposed to only contact you through your lawyer?”

      “Sounds like I should have had you on my team during the divorce proceedings.” She grinned. “The divorce finalized last week. So all those rules no longer apply.” She folded her hands. “I apologize for the delay. What can I help you with?”

      “My boyfriend rented a storage space and needed me to pick up the key.”

      “Gotcha.” She reached under the counter and pulled out a clipboard, then flipped two pages. “Here it is. Craig McVie?”

      “That’s right.”

      “Yep, he put a second person down as an authorized user of the storage space. What’s your name?”

      Fenway pulled her wallet out of her purse and slid her driver’s license out. “Fenway Stevenson.”

      The woman cocked her head. “You’re Fenway Stevenson?”

      “That’s right.” Fenway braced herself—what newsworthy item from her recent past would the woman bring up?

      “I didn’t think you’d be so tall.”

      Fenway blinked.

      The woman held out her hand. “Tyra Cahill. Co-owner—” She stopped herself. “Sorry, owner of Cahill Warehouse Storage.”

      Fenway shook it. “Nice to meet you.”

      Cahill turned to the computer and typed. “Okay, we’ll put you in—” She frowned. “No, that one is reserved. Let’s see.” She clicked the keyboard again. “All right. Space one-twelve. Lower level, around the corner from the entrance.” She pulled a drawer open and handed Fenway a form and a code for the gate.

      Beginning a lengthy explanation of the rules of the storage facility, Cahill spoke in a tone surprisingly animated for the hundreds of times she must have repeated the guidelines to customers.

      Fenway filled out the form, smiling and nodding at appropriate points of the spiel, thinking about how quickly she could finish. The beautiful warm afternoon was perfect for a run; she’d have just enough time to go home, change into shorts, and jog through the monarch butterfly waystation before McVie got back. She hadn’t taken that route in a few months.

      Breaking Fenway’s reverie, Cahill tapped the clipboard. “If you agree to all the terms I went through, sign here, and initial here, here, and here.”

      “Month to month, right?”

      Cahill nodded. “Mr. McVie put on the online form that he’d only need it for the month.” She pointed to the form. “Just empty the unit, cancel within thirty days, and we won’t charge him again.”

      Fenway signed and initialed, vaguely hoping she or McVie wouldn’t be on the hook for anything she wasn’t expecting.

      Cahill handed her a small keychain with two round metal keys.

      “I don’t use my own padlock?” Fenway asked.

      “On the smaller units, but not the ten-by-twenties,” she said. “Thanks for your business.”

      Fenway exited the office and walked back to McVie’s Highlander. She glanced at the code on the slip of paper in her hand, got in, and drove the Highlander next to the keypad in front of the gate. She was in such a hurry she mistyped it the first time, then took a deep breath and concentrated on pressing the number pad buttons fully. The gate opened with a clank of metal and the swishing of a chain.

      She drove through and stopped in front of 112. The space might be too large for what McVie needed, but better to have too big of a space than too small. She got out of the Highlander, walked around to the storage unit door, grabbed the handle, and lifted.

      The space yawned before her—ten feet by twenty feet. McVie must have been in a mindset where he still thought he was living a two-thousand square foot house with two other people rather than his post-divorce reality of a nine hundred square-foot two-bedroom apartment. It wasn’t her money, though.

      But the space wasn’t empty. A royal blue sleeping bag with gray stripes. A flashlight. A portable toilet. A gallon jug of drinking water. A small red cooler with a white lid. And the smell of the sea and a tang of body odor. She frowned, pulled down the storage unit door, locked the Highlander, and walked to the office.

      She opened the door. “Looks like you have some squatters⁠—”

      Instead of Tyra Cahill behind the counter, a short Asian woman in her early twenties looked up from the computer. She wore a nametag: Isabella.

      “Oh,” Fenway said. “Sorry—I’m Fenway Stevenson.”

      Isabella blinked. “The county coroner?”

      “Uh, yes.”

      “I voted for you back in November! It’s nice to meet you.”

      Fenway forced a smile onto her face. “Thanks. Listen, I just took possession of one-twelve from Tyra Cahill, and I wanted to unload my boxes. But it looks like there’s someone living there.”

      Isabella’s eyes grew larger. “Oh, I’m so sorry. I was on break—Tyra doesn’t usually sign people in. Let’s get you into an empty unit.” She looked at the computer. “Okay—there’s one available the same size, but it’s on the other side of the property. Not quite as convenient.” She pulled out a site map and a pen and drew an arrow and a circle.

      “Not a problem.”

      “Let me save you some time,” Isabella said, handing Fenway the map. “Unit one seventy-six in Building C. It’ll be open. You can start loading your stuff into the unit. I’ll meet you over there with the keys and the updated paperwork.”

      “Sounds good.” Fenway glanced at the map; Unit 176 was located at the back of the property, but at least it was the same size.

      “Give me about five minutes.”

      Fenway nodded her thanks, walked out of the office, and went back to the Highlander. As she started the engine, she glanced at the clock on the dashboard—she’d be cutting it close if she wanted to get a run in.

      She steered McVie’s SUV around Building A, then drove another hundred yards past Building B, finally turning the back corner to Building C. Unit 176 sat at the end of the building, with a gate, unmarked on the map, about twenty feet from the edge. Could she and McVie use the gate? It would make moving stuff in a little easier.

      Killing the engine and getting out of the Highlander, Fenway walked to the door of Unit 176 and grabbed the handle and pulled up.

      The door didn’t move.

      Fenway closed her eyes and exhaled through her nose. How annoying. Time ticked away—she wouldn’t have time to get her run in. Stretching her arms above her head, she relaxed her shoulders. She still had a few minutes before Isabella showed up, so she moved into the sun, getting warmer as she stepped out of the shade.

      A moment later, the clicking of shoes on concrete. Isabella turned the corner, a key in her hand. “Sorry,” she said, “there’s only one key. I’d swap for a unit with two keys, but this is the last of this size we have.”

      “One key is fine,” Fenway said.

      “It’s open,” Isabella said, motioning to the rolling door.

      “It’s not, actually.”

      “It isn’t?” Isabella frowned. “It should be. Maybe whoever checked this last accidentally locked it and didn’t put the key back. I’ll have to ask Mathis.” She reached out and put the round key into the lock, and the latch popped open.

      “What if someone has rented this unit?” Fenway asked. “Maybe it’s just not showing up in your system.”

      “This one isn’t rented,” Isabella said, lifting the door. “I checked it yesterday.”

      As the door rolled up, Fenway’s nose twitched.

      In the middle of the bare concrete floor, an area rug, rumpled, as if it had unrolled. A Persian design of dusky gold and muted navy blue. A wool and silk blend, perhaps.

      The door rolled higher.

      Expensive brown designer sneakers, worn without socks.

      Fitted blue jeans, casual but pricey.

      A man, lying on his back. Trim, maybe five foot six.

      Then Isabella’s shriek.

      A bloodstain on the rug, next to the back of the man’s head.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Warning Isabella to stay well back of the body—a directive Isabella complied with immediately—Fenway took her phone out of her purse and called Sergeant Desiree Roubideaux.

      “Don’t tell me you and Craig are fighting about moving boxes already,” Dez said as she answered.

      “There’s a dead body on the floor of Craig’s storage space,” Fenway said, “so I don’t think we’ll be moving a lot of boxes in today.”

      Dez paused.

      “You there?”

      “A dead body,” Dez repeated. “On the floor of McVie’s storage space?”

      “I took possession of it about ninety seconds ago.” She closed her eyes. “The storage space, I mean, not the dead body. The first space McVie got hadn’t been, uh, vacated yet. So I got this one. White male, five foot six, maybe one fifty.”

      “Any ID?”

      “I’m about to examine the body. You’re my first call.”

      “I’ll check missing persons,” Dez said, “and I’ll call Michi.”

      “Dr. Yasuda is still working?”

      “Michi said she wouldn’t be home till seven. So yeah, I think she’ll still be in the office.”

      “Great. I’d like you to head over here and help interview the employees. See if they saw anything.”

      “On my way.”

      “Bring Mark too. I might need him to help out.”

      Dez chuckled. “Making sure the short-timer doesn’t goof off his last week at work?”

      “This is a big facility, Dez. And there’s a squatter in one of the units. We’ll get more done with more of us here.”

      “You sound like my mama,” Dez said. “Many hands make light work.”

      Fenway gave Dez the address of the storage facility before ending the call, then took out a pair of blue nitrile gloves from her purse, snapped them on, then knelt next to the body. Although she knew there wouldn’t be a pulse, she felt for one anyway.

      Keeping one eye on Isabella, Fenway walked back to the Highlander before she remembered that her crime scene kit sat in the trunk of her Accord, not McVie’s SUV.

      Okay then—she wouldn’t have a liver thermometer. The body had cooled—but just by touch, Fenway couldn’t tell how much. It wasn’t yet at the temperature of the storage space.

      She rocked back onto her heels and tried to bend the man’s right elbow. Stiff as a board. She leaned to her left and attempted to bend his right knee. Also stiff. So rigor mortis had fully set in—meaning at least six to eight hours since death. Less than twenty-four.

      The body could have been placed here any time during the night. Maybe as late as six or seven this morning. Hopefully, Cahill Warehouse Storage had working cameras. There were three in the spaces between the front buildings. She’d look for cameras on this side of the complex.

      She checked the man’s pockets. Empty.

      Now for the wound. She lifted the man’s head—more difficult with the neck in rigor—and felt the wound. Odd—the skin was broken in a line, about an inch wide and perhaps an eighth of an inch high. The first thing she thought: his skull had been stabbed, rather than beaten. A single blow.

      She felt around a little more. The hole in the skull wasn’t a clean stab wound; the area around the wound indented in a bit, and one side of the wound sank deeper than the other.

      She peered at the bloodstain on the Persian rug. Head wounds bled copiously, and there wasn’t enough blood on the rug for this storage space to be the murder location.

      Which meant the body had been moved.

      She looked at the bloodstains more closely. Fenway stood, took her gloves off, then turned on the flashlight on her phone. Odd pattern for the bloodstain, as if parts of the rug had been pushed against itself.

      She stared at the body for a moment, then nodded. Someone had killed this man, then wrapped his body in this rug and transported it here.

      Dead between six and twenty-four hours. A wide net. She turned off the flashlight. Maybe she’d find out more after Dr. Yasuda performed the autopsy.

      Fenway glanced up at Isabella, still gripping the round key tightly in her hand and pointedly looking at the fence on the other side of the unit, rather than at the dead body. Isabella had turned a light shade of green.

      “You can go back to the office,” Fenway said to her gently. “My sergeant will be here soon, and you can give your statement then.”

      “I need to make sure I can help customers.”

      “We’ll need you to close the office for the rest of the day,” Fenway said.

      “I—I can’t. There are still people who need to pick up keys for their spaces.”

      “I’m sorry,” Fenway said, “but this facility is a crime scene.”

      “But—”

      Fenway held up a hand. “We’ll release it as soon as we can, but the medical examiner is on her way. We need to make sure we can secure this site.”

      Isabella swallowed hard. “Oh, right. Of course.”

      Fenway watched Isabella turn, totter, then right herself and walk toward the office.

      Now for the victim.

      No identification. Maybe fingerprints would help determine who the victim was, but as for identifying his killer, still a challenge. Even if the killer hadn’t worn gloves, both Fenway and Isabella had put their hands and fingers all over the lock, the handle, and the roll-up door.

      She took a careful walk around the perimeter of the storage unit, looking carefully on the ground for any clues. If this space had been well-cleaned before the body arrived here, anything in the unit might have fallen out of the killer’s pockets or might have been missed by the victim.

      There. By the front of the unit, past where the closed door would be. A smudge of blood. Possibly tracked by a shoe—but there wasn’t much of it. And no visible shoe tread.

      Fenway shined the flashlight of her phone around some more—and something glinted in the corner. Fenway took a few steps closer and bent down. A screw. A short, hex-head screw, a dark green head; the body of the screw unpainted steel.

      She took a step back, then looked at the rails of the roll-up door. No screws were missing.

      The gate across from the unit opened, and a silver Ford SUV drove in, turned toward Unit 176, then stopped. Fenway pulled her badge out of her purse and held it up for the driver to see.

      A man with deeply tanned skin drove. He sported a mustache and goatee, and had short hair. Late thirties, maybe, although maybe a bit older: his graying temples hadn’t reached his beard yet. The woman in the passenger seat had long black hair and large dark eyes. She looked younger than the driver, though her smile lines made Fenway suspect she was also in her late thirties. Her eyes opened wide when she saw the badge.

      Fenway saw movement in the back seat, too, and then the rear door opened.

      A figure got out: Tyra Cahill.

      She took a step closer. “Hi, Miss Stevenson,” she said, her eyes raking over the scene in front of her. “I—what’s happening?”

      “One-twelve wasn’t available,” Fenway said, “so I went back to the office and got one seventy-six.”

      “But—” Cahill started, then stared at the open storage door. “What do you mean, one-twelve wasn’t available? I don’t understand⁠—”

      “Looks like a squatter stayed in there.”

      Cahill set her jaw. “I thought Seth took care of that.”

      “You knew about the squatter in one-twelve?”

      “We’ve had—uh, people using the storage spaces as residences,” Cahill said, fumbling her words. “Well—not really residences. More like hotel rooms. They’d stay one or two nights, tops. But with the extra cleaning fees, and things like—” She stopped, and her eyes went to the rug—and the body on it.

      Fenway followed her gaze. “You have information about this particular unit?”

      Cahill’s eyes glazed over, and her jaw went slack, her mind obviously elsewhere.

      “Sorry—Ms. Cahill?”

      Cahill snapped back to the present. “I’m so sorry. I’m not used to this.”

      “I asked if you know about this.”

      “About what?”

      Fenway gestured. “Why one seventy-six showed up in your system as free, but why it was locked—and why there’s a dead body in it.”

      Cahill flinched. “A dead—” She took a few tentative steps closer.

      “What did you think?”

      “A mannequin, I guess. You see all sorts of weird stuff in storage units.” She squinted. “Oh.”

      “What?”

      “Those—those are Seth’s shoes.”

      Fenway remembered the phone call Cahill had been on when she walked into the office. “Your ex-husband?”

      “Yes.” Cahill turned around and walked to the passenger side of the SUV. The woman inside rolled down the window. “I—” She paused and placed a shaky hand between her clavicles, took a deep breath, then continued. “Something happened. We won’t be going to the Harbor Festival after all.”

      Fenway couldn’t hear the woman’s response.

      “The coroner found a dead body inside that storage unit. I think it’s Seth.”

      Another response Fenway couldn’t understand.

      “No, no, please don’t wait for me. I’ll be fine. I can’t imagine I’ll be able to get away for at least a few hours.”

      “Sorry,” Fenway said, “but if you could ask your friends to pull their car around the front and wait for the police, we’ll want to take their statements.”

      The driver of the car leaned over and said something.

      “I suppose,” Cahill said doubtfully. “How will I get home otherwise?”

      Fenway glanced at the driver and the passenger through the windshield, but the bright sun reflecting off the glass made it hard to see how they reacted. The driver put the SUV into gear, then drove toward the front of the property, turning the corner around the building and out of sight.

      “I think we better…” Fenway began, then trailed off.

      Cahill had gone back to staring vacantly at the dead body.

      Ordinarily, Fenway wouldn’t ask someone to identify a spouse so soon after discovery, but she couldn’t leave the crime scene, and she didn’t want to send Cahill away to compare stories with her friends in the SUV. “You said those were Seth’s shoes.”

      Cahill nodded, almost imperceptibly.

      Fenway paused and took a few steps closer to the dead body. “I’m sorry to ask you this, Ms. Cahill, but would you come over here to where you can see the man’s face? I’m afraid we need a positive identification.”

      Tyra Cahill blanched.

      “I wish I didn’t have to—” Fenway began.

      “No, no,” Cahill said quietly. “I understand.”

      She walked slowly to the body. She barely glanced at his face but said, “Yes, that’s Seth,” before stepping back away from the corpse.

      “I’m sorry for your loss,” Fenway said. She studied Tyra’s face. If Tyra was shaken by Seth’s dead body, she didn’t show it. “I know this is sudden, but I need a little information.”

      “Fine.” Tyra’s voice, tense but firm. No breaking, no crying, no sobbing.

      “Can I ask the last time you saw your ex-husband?”

      Cahill swallowed hard. “Last night. He—he came over. I wanted him to get the rest of his stuff.”

      Fenway cocked her head. “Did he have many items at your house?”

      Cahill hesitated. “He did. He does, still.”

      “I’m not sure I understand.”

      “Well—he came over last night to take several boxes of his possessions, but he showed up in his sports car.” She pressed her lips together. “His two-seater sports car.”

      Ah, Tyra had mentioned the Corvette on the phone. “So he couldn’t take much.”

      “Right. He said he planned to borrow a friend’s pickup truck, but he didn’t.”

      “Did you argue about it?”

      “About the boxes? Or about his girlfriend wrapping him around her finger?”

      “Girlfriend?”

      Cahill scoffed. “I can’t call her anything else without swearing. She’s been screwing Seth for at least a year. Maybe more.”

      Fenway switched tactics. “Is this woman named Miranda?”

      Cahill furrowed her brow.

      “You mentioned her on the call with your ex-husband’s lawyer. When I was in the office earlier.”

      “Oh.” Cahill thrust her chin out and put her hands on her hips. Still no signs of grief. Probably easier to be angry at Seth about cheating than to process his death. The grief might hit Cahill later. “Miranda Duchy. Seth is staying at her place. One of those big Sycorax Hill mini-mansions by the airport.” She gritted her teeth before she spoke again. “Miranda got it from her rich ex. I don’t think she’s worked a day in her life.”

      “I believe I heard you mention that Seth drove a Corvette?”

      “Right, because of course he’d embrace every stereotype of a mid-life crisis. He bought it brand-new a couple of years ago. Has the speeding tickets to go along with his fragile ego.”

      “Did he take any boxes last night?”

      “One box. He took a single box.” She swore under her breath.

      Fenway softened her voice. “Can you lead me through everything that happened?”

      “We talked earlier in the week, and he agreed to come by my place at nine o’clock—” Cahill stopped speaking, furrowed her brow, paced a few steps in each direction, then looked down at the ground.

      “Nine o’clock is pretty late to pack a bunch of boxes in a pickup truck,” Fenway prodded.

      Cahill crossed her arms. “I won’t answer any more questions. You can talk to my lawyer.”

      Fenway took a step back. “I see.”

      Cahill lifted her head and glared at Fenway. “Am I free to go?”

      “We’d like to establish a timeline, and if you saw him last night, you can help us out.”

      “I won’t talk without my lawyer present.” Cahill pursed her lips.

      When she’d gotten out of the back seat of the Ford SUV, Tyra Cahill had seemed willing to talk—even after she’d seen her ex-husband’s dead body. Had something changed?

      Cahill might have realized her answers would throw suspicion onto herself. How frustrating—yes, Fenway knew the spouse was the killer most often in these types of murders, but Cahill’s reluctance to talk would only delay the investigation.

      Still, she would have done the same thing in Tyra Cahill’s shoes.

      “We’ll question your friends,” Fenway said, “but you’re free to go.”

      Cahill nodded, turned on her heel, and walked across the asphalt to the vehicle gate the Ford SUV had come in. She turned and reached out, a smaller pedestrian gate opening. She stepped outside the property, then disappeared around a hedge.

      Fenway took out her phone and texted Patrick.

      
        
          
            
              
        Check DMV records for a Chevrolet Corvette registered to Seth Cahill

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Ask an officer to go by his residence

      

      

      

      
        
          
        If we can’t find the Corvette, put out an APB on it

      

      

      

      

      

      Fenway had just hit Send when the three telltale dots of a response appeared. A moment later:

      
        
          
            
              
        Corvettes have the SafeBoard system—we can track that

      

      

      

      

      

      Fenway nodded with satisfaction. If they could find the Corvette, maybe they’d find the murder weapon—and get closer to unveiling the killer.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      A police cruiser arrived a few minutes later, parking in front of the open door. The window rolled down; a trim white man with salt-and-pepper hair and a short beard stuck his head out: Sergeant Mark Trevino, Fenway’s other detective.

      “Thanks for coming, Mark,” Fenway said. “Can you secure the scene?”

      “Of course.” He glanced at the open door of the storage unit. “Not the way you wanted to spend your afternoon, huh, Coroner?”

      Fenway smiled. “At least I’m not schlepping McVie’s boxes back and forth.” She indicated the body of Seth Cahill, still partially wrapped in the rug. “What’s your take?”

      Mark got out of the car, roll of police tape in hand, and stood next to Fenway, outside the storage unit, and studied the body.

      “Looks like homicide. Bloodstains on the rug, but not as much as I’d expect.” Mark pointed at the pattern of the blood next to Seth Cahill’s head. “You thinking he died somewhere else?”

      Fenway nodded. “Wrapped up in the carpet and brought here.”

      “The ex-wife’s friends are in the office,” Mark said. “Did you want to talk with them?”

      “The ex lawyered up,” Fenway said. “So I’m not sure how helpful her friends will be.”

      “Only one way to find out.” Mark stepped next to the edge of the entrance to the storage unit, affixing the police tape to a horizontal wooden slat on the interior wall.

      “Body’s in rigor,” Fenway said. “So at least six or eight hours, but not more than twenty-four.”

      “Still a wide range,” Mark said.

      “I don’t have my kit.”

      Mark walked to the other side of the entrance with the roll of police tape. “De la Garza should be here in about fifteen minutes. She’ll have the right tools.”

      Fenway pointed at the asphalt area in front of the storage unit. “If the killer dumped the body here,” she said, “maybe we need to cordon this area off too. Get tire tracks or something.”

      Mark looked skeptical, pointing to McVie’s Highlander. “You’re talking about this area here?”

      “Well, yes.” Fenway stared at the Highlander for a moment. “I’m sure several cars have driven over this asphalt. But the murder happened in the last day, and even if we get ten sets of tire prints, it’ll narrow down the vehicles that were here.”

      “Even with the drizzle overnight?”

      Fenway frowned; she wasn’t aware of the drizzle. “I suppose that would complicate things.” She paused.

      “Kav is good at finding tire tracks. I hope Melissa is bringing him.” Mark’s eyes focused on the asphalt in front of the door, and he pointed. “Are those fibers?”

      Fenway stepped forward, then crouched. Several gold and wine-colored fibers. “Looks like they match the Persian rug.”

      “The killer might have set the body down here before opening the storage unit door.” Mark reached down with a small evidence baggie and nudged the fibers into the bag.

      Fenway ducked under the tape and knelt by the body, pointing at the back of the head. “Blunt force trauma, but I haven’t seen this kind of wound before. A little over an inch long, but only about an eighth of an inch high.”

      Mark frowned as he tore off the police tape and tied it to an anchor on the opposite wall. “Like a putty knife?”

      “Or the edge of a crowbar if you used a stabbing motion instead of swinging it over your head.”

      “What if you turned it ninety degrees? So it’s tall and narrow?”

      Fenway furrowed her brow. Mark walked over and stood next to Fenway, then crouched. Fenway put on a new pair of gloves, then knelt and gently lifted Seth Cahill’s head to better see the wound.

      Fenway exhaled. “Oh, of course.”

      “What?”

      “The claw end of a hammer. That would explain these marks here.”

      Mark nodded. “That would do it. We’ll see what the M.E. says, but it makes sense to me.”

      Fenway stood. “You sticking around the storage facility, short-timer?”

      He smiled. “Only to make sure no one messes with the crime scene. Can’t have me getting involved in a case now.”

      “You won’t know what to do with yourself after Friday.” She elbowed Mark lightly. “Oh, of course, you’ll join Randy onstage this season.”

      Mark’s face fell. “I love my husband, but that would be my ninth circle of Hell.” Then he grinned. “However, I will be using my carpentry skills.”

      “Really?”

      “Building sets.”

      “That’s great.” Fenway turned. “See you back in the office.”

      “Sarah said you still haven’t RSVP'd for tomorrow night.”

      Fenway grimaced. Sarah Summerhill had only been hired as Fenway’s assistant around the holidays, yet she had knowledge and co-worker rapport like someone who’d been in the position for years. “Sorry, things with Craig have been crazy. Of course I’ll be there.” She had to remember a retirement present, too. Maybe a gift card to a home improvement store, now that she knew he’d be building community theater sets. A little impersonal, but useful. “Why aren’t you having your retirement party on your actual last day?”

      “Randy’s the lead in The Paper Sky. Friday’s opening night, and I’ve got front row tickets.”

      “Of course. I should go too.”

      Mark raised his index finger. “One more thing before you leave…”

      Fenway raised her eyebrows.

      “I gave you plenty of notice so you could replace me,” Mark said. “But I don’t think you’ve hired anyone yet.”

      “Three interviews a couple weeks ago,” Fenway replied. “And a front-runner.” Deputy Celeste Salvador, in fact. She and another deputy, Brian Callahan, had both passed their detective exams, and she’d interviewed them both—along with another candidate from the neighboring county.

      “Fantastic. I wanted to give them more than a day or two of on-the-job training, but anything is better than nothing.”

      “The hiring process must be held up in HR.” Why was replacing Mark like pulling teeth? Fenway had been in this job for a little over a year now, and so much had changed: Rachel’s career change from coroner’s assistant to public relations director; two mayors had been murdered; Migs passing the bar exam and his imminent departure; McVie losing the election for mayor. She didn’t want Mark to leave, either, though she’d been much closer with Dez since becoming coroner.

      But the county needed two sergeants reporting to Fenway. Not only had the county had more murders in the past year than the previous decade combined, but the influx of morpheranyl, opioids, and methamphetamines had significantly impacted the community. Overdoses and violent crime had gone up. Fenway might be a popular local figure, with a stellar solve rate on homicides, but her popularity didn’t extend to McVie’s replacement, Sheriff Gretchen Donnelly, who hadn’t been in office at the beginning of the opioid crisis but caught flak for its effects.

      Fortunately, this wasn’t her first new hire. After Rachel’s promotion, Fenway had figured most of the delay in hiring Sarah had been because of the mayor. And Sarah was a fantastic employee. Fenway felt like she knew the hiring system better now: she’d been confident when submitting the job requisition, filling out the online forms, approving the job requirements. It had taken a while, but she’d done it. But Dominguez County’s hiring process obviously moved at a glacial pace.

      “Oh, and Mark, get a couple of uniforms to sit on one-twelve.”

      “One-twelve?”

      “McVie’s original storage unit. Someone stayed in there last night. Or the night before.”

      “They’re not there now?”

      “No. But I saw a striped sleeping bag, a camp stove, a portable toilet. Ms. Cahill said that Seth would take care of the squatters they had.”

      “You’re thinking they had a confrontation with Mr. Cahill and killed him?”

      “Maybe.” Fenway set her mouth in a line. “We’d be remiss if we didn’t follow up,” she said. “But I don’t have any evidence either way.”

      “Why wouldn’t the squatter be a prime suspect?”

      “Because that”—Fenway pointed at the rug the dead body lay on—“looks like an expensive rug. I don’t expect they’d have wrapped the body up in a twenty-thousand-dollar rug only to dump it in another storage unit.”

      Mark tilted his head. “This is a storage facility. There must be dozens of rugs in these units. If they killed him, maybe they took his keys, opened one of the other units, grabbed the first thing they saw to wrap a body in⁠—”

      “It’s a possibility.”

      “I’ll get a couple uniforms here,” Mark said. “But if that’s what happened, it follows that they took off and left all their stuff behind.”

      “Probably,” Fenway said, “but still⁠—”

      “Right. Due diligence.” Mark tilted his head. “You know we’re a little short-staffed today.”

      “Call in some uniforms from the Paso Querido station.”

      Mark nodded. “After the P.Q. uniforms get here, you want me back at the office?”

      “Oh.” Fenway thought a moment. “Our victim was living at his girlfriend’s house. Her name is Miranda Duchy. Interview her. Ask if she knows if Seth had enemies, if he’s been acting strange.”

      “And where she was last night.”

      “Right.” Fenway smiled at Mark, then turned and walked around Building C toward the office, removing her blue nitrile gloves.

      Dez stood inside. The driver and passenger of the Ford SUV sat on plastic chairs, with Isabella behind the counter, standing next to a young white man in coveralls with stitching on the left chest that read Mathis.

      “There she is,” Isabella said, pointing at Fenway. “Ask her.”
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