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				About the Book

				Danger stalks Jess Harris. Still new to her Deputy Chief position at Birmingham, Alabama’s Major Crimes division, she’s rebuilding her life after losing everything. But messages from a notorious serial killer continue to haunt her . . .

				When the wife of a Birmingham detective is found dismembered in her home with writing streaked across the walls in blood, Jess knows they are up against something truly evil. Is this gang related, a personal vendetta or even more sinister? As two more victims are discovered and evidence points to a shocking suspect, Jess realises the mother’s autistic son could hold the key to the killer’s identity. But who will protect them now they are next on the hit-list? And will Jess act in time to prevent one final, horrifying act of rage?
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				This book is dedicated to an amazing little boy named Amos. I am awed by your strength, courage, and resilience. May your future be filled with hope and happiness.
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				A rage . . . that nothing can allay, nothing but blood.

				William Shakespeare

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Prologue

				Birmingham, Alabama

				Monday, August 2, midnight

				A big flash of lightning streaked across the sky, making the room bright. Devon Chambers counted the seconds in his head. He didn’t like storms. He hadn’t wanted to come out of his house, but he’d heard the baby crying.

				Six-one-thousand . . . seven-one-thousand . . . thunder clapped, almost drowning out the baby’s wailing.

				It was raining hard outside and Devon was dripping on the tile but the mommy wouldn’t mind.

				She was dead.

				His stomach hurt even though he couldn’t see the mommy now. It was too dark. But Devon understood dead. His mommy had died, too. He remembered watching her in the pink coffin and waiting for her to breathe. She never did. Not even once. No matter how long the preacher talked she still didn’t breathe.

				Devon hadn’t liked it much when they closed the lid and put her in the ground where she couldn’t get any air for sure. He’d worried about that until the next day at school when his teacher told him about being dead and going to heaven. He was glad about heaven. All the preacher had talked about was the angel taking Devon’s mommy in his arms and giving her to God. Devon decided he didn’t like angels much. But he guessed that was the only way to get to heaven. Couldn’t hang around down here forever, his teacher said.

				Lightning flashed again and he knelt on the floor and touched the blood. It was thick and sticky. He shuddered. Not because he was afraid. He wasn’t afraid. Not for real. Rubbing the gooey stuff between his thumb and fingers he wished the lightning would come faster so he could see if the mommy had changed her mind about going to heaven and started to breathe again.

				Maybe if he put her head back she would decide not to go with the angel. Patting the darkness until he touched her hair, he scooted the mommy’s head back to where it was supposed to be. He couldn’t figure out why the angel would cut it off like that. Wouldn’t she need it in heaven?

				He wondered if God would be mad about the bad words. They were written on her forehead. He could wipe ’em off, but the angel had written them there.

				He didn’t want to make the angel who took the dead people to heaven mad.

				When the lightning had first shown him the angel taking the mommy, his throat got too tight and his heart had beat faster and faster. He’d had to go inside himself for a while. He tried not to, but he couldn’t control it sometimes. Sometimes he just had to hide. The doctor said it was his safe place.

				When he’d come out of his safe place, the baby had been crying and he’d sneaked out of his house to see if it was okay. If anybody found out he’d come over here he would be in big trouble, especially with his sister. She would be really mad. But the baby was crying harder and louder, so he had to do something. The mommy wouldn’t like her baby crying. She could probably hear it all the way in heaven.

				He waited a minute for the lightning to come again so he could see where the glass was on the floor. The light flashed, blinkity-blink, and real carefully he walked around the broken glass and the blood and made his way through the house waving his arms around in front of him so he didn’t bump into anything. He felt like a blind kid. He was glad the lightning came a little faster now, even though the thunder growled like a mean old bear faster and faster, too.

				The baby’s room was dark like the rest of the house. Devon thought about turning on the light but that might make the angel come back and he wasn’t ready to go to heaven. He couldn’t leave his sister all by herself. She would be sad. She pretended not to like him much but he knew she loved him. Working too much and trying to go to school made her grouchy. And he was a lot of trouble. When his mommy was sick Devon had heard her talking to his sister. She said that even though he was a lot of trouble, he was her brother and she should love and take care of him always.

				Ever since then he tried not to be so much trouble, but always was a long time and sometimes he forgot.

				He wiped his hands really good on his shirt, then he reached into the crib and touched the baby. It stopped crying but made funny sounds and flailed its arms.

				What did he do now?

				He thought about all the times he’d watched the mommy out by the pool with the baby. Sometimes when it cried she got a bottle and that made the baby happy.

				He felt around in the crib until his fingers closed around a bottle and he smiled. The mommy must have put it there before the angel came. Mommies were smart like that.

				Devon shook the bottle and he frowned. It was empty. Oh well. He gave it to the baby anyway. The baby sucked and sucked. Sounded kind of like when he got to the bottom of a milk shake and he just kept trying to get that last bit of foamy stuff through the straw.

				The sucking stopped and the baby started to cry again. Devon didn’t like the crying. Maybe he could take the bottle in the kitchen and put milk in it. Babies liked milk. He was pretty sure the daddy would be home soon. He would know what to do if the milk didn’t help.

				Devon took the bottle and felt his way down the hall and the stairs. He counted the steps so he would remember to go slower and to be careful. That was a rule. Be careful on the stairs. Don’t eat while I’m gone. And never call 911 unless the house is on fire or you’re hurt. If you think someone’s trying to get in the house, go out your window, climb down the trellis, and run to a neighbor’s house. His sister had a lot of rules. She was smart. Really smart. Not like him.

				He held his breath as he opened the fridge door. The light made him squint. He blinked a couple of times, then got the milk. With the door open he could see to fill the bottle but he made a mess anyway. He cleaned it up and put the milk away. Always clean up your mess. That was another rule.

				Finding his way back to the bedroom was easy. He remembered the way even if it was dark. He hid in the dark a lot. It wasn’t so bad. His sister told him being afraid of the dark was dumb. He didn’t want to be dumb about that.

				The baby was still crying real loud. He hoped the milk would make him happy. As soon as he put the bottle to its mouth it started trying to suck at it.

				No more crying.

				Devon smiled. He did good.

				A door slammed somewhere in the house and he jumped. Was the angel back?

				More lightning made the room as bright as the inside of the refrigerator. He didn’t see anybody before the room went black again but he could hear someone bumping around in the house. Thunder rumbled and he shivered.

				The bumpy noises sounded closer.

				Someone was coming.

				Devon hid in the baby’s closet. His body shook so much he could barely stand up and the urge to hide inside himself was real strong. He couldn’t see ’cause of the darkness, not even when he tilted his head to look through the slats in the door, but he smelled the angel. Smelled like flowers. The same as the angel that came and took his mommy to heaven.

				Would the angel know he was hiding in here?

				Angels could probably see through doors like this for sure.

				His heart pounded so hard he could hear it in his ears. Tears burned his eyes and he squeezed them shut real tight. In his head, where no one would hear, he prayed for the baby.

				Please, God, don’t let your angel take the baby, too. The daddy will be so sad.

				The angel left the room without taking the baby.

				Wow. God heard him fast. Devon’s knees felt like the Jell-O his sister made him eat when he was sick. He hated Jell-O. Especially the green kind.

				He waited, listening for a while. The baby was happy. No more crying. The angel was gone. Devon should go home. The daddy would be coming soon. He might get mad if he found out Devon came into his house. He might blame Devon for the mess.

				As quiet as a mouse he sneaked out of the closet and crept to the door. He didn’t hear any more noises, so he hurried down the hall and all seven of the steps. He walked past the mommy, making sure he didn’t step in the glass or the blood. The lightning let him see the way. It was still coming fast.

				He stopped at the broken door. It was raining harder than before. He’d have to run across the yard in the rain and squeeze through the fence at the corner where it was sagging a little bit. He was almost too big to fit anymore.

				Glass cracked behind him.

				His heart bumped against his chest.

				Run! the voice in his head told him.

				He darted across the yard. Didn’t look back. Skidded to a stop at the fence and squeezed between the boards. Something grabbed his arm. He jerked to get loose. Nails clawed him. He yanked and twisted. He hit the ground, then scrambled up to run. He didn’t stop until he was on the other side of his house and under the floor, in the crawl space.

				He hugged his scratched arm and hoped the angel couldn’t find him here. And then he went inside himself.

			

		

	
		
			
				
				Chapter One

				Five Points, 7.35 A.M.

				Hello Jess.

				The appearance of those two words on the screen of her cell phone should not have stolen her breath or weakened her knees, but they managed to do both in the space of a single heartbeat, forcing her to wilt down onto the toilet seat.

				Jess Harris shoved a handful of damp hair behind her ear, then hugged her knees to her chest. It wasn’t really the words that had her crouched on the toilet seat of the cramped bathroom. It was the identity of the sender.

				Tormentor.

				Eric Spears . . . the Player.

				Jess curled her fingers into her sweaty palm to stop their trembling. She pressed her fist to her lips and fought the trepidation howling inside her. Answer him! This might be the last time he reached out to her if she didn’t do something.

				She touched the text box on the screen and prepared to enter a response. Before she tapped a single letter another bubble of words appeared.

				I watched you on the news last night. Your ex has impeccable timing. I can’t wait to see who wins this round.

				Pulse fluttering wildly with an infusion of anger, she considered telling Spears that, as he was no doubt aware, his current location could be tracked via this connection and that she intended to promptly inform the bureau.

				But that would be a lie. Worse, he would recognize the lie. Spears knew her far too well.

				Using the pad of her thumb she tapped one letter at a time until she’d filled the text box with the message she wanted to send the sociopath who had murdered dozens of women, maybe a hell of a lot more, in his sadistic career as a serial torturer-murderer. Jess smiled as she reread the words she hoped would prompt his need to grow ever closer to her.

				One thing’s for sure, it won’t be you. I’m the one who got away, Spears. Guess that makes you a loser and a coward.

				After hitting send, she reveled in the idea that her words would burrow under his skin and fester like boils until he just had to claw at the itch. Eric Spears’s malignant narcissistic side wouldn’t deal well with failure. Not only did he not like to lose, he hated the idea of being wrong about anything or anyone. He’d made several mistakes of late. Skating so very close to getting caught was one of them. Allowing Jess to live was another.

				Whatever it took, she would get him.

				Her cell clanged that old-fashioned tone, announcing an incoming call. She jumped. Nearly dropped the damned thing. Spears wouldn’t dare . . .

				Harper calling appeared on the screen, banishing the stream of conversation between her and Spears.

				‘Jess, you are truly pathetic.’ She swallowed back the lump of undeniable fear that had risen into her throat and forced herself to breathe normally. ‘Harris.’

				‘We have a homicide, Chief. Shady Creek Drive off Columbiana Road.’

				Jess dropped her feet to the floor and banished thoughts of Spears. ‘How many victims, Sergeant?’

				‘Just one . . . but . . .’

				The silence that filled the air for several endless seconds had Jess’s pulse revving with the surge of adrenaline charging through her veins.

				‘It’s bad, Chief. Really bad. It’s the wife of one of our own. Lieutenant Lawrence Grayson’s wife, Gabrielle.’

				Oh damn. ‘Crimes Against Persons isn’t working this one?’ No need to start the week off like the last one, in a pissing contest with Deputy Chief Harold Black, bless his ornery heart. Today’s staff meeting was supposed to clarify some ground rules and cement the team spirit to ensure better cohesion as they moved forward. That meeting likely wouldn’t happen now. Couldn’t be helped. Justice was the last thing the dead should have to wait for.

				‘I got the call since the first officers on the scene felt the murder might be connected to the Lopez situation,’ Sergeant Chet Harper explained. ‘The wife was decapitated and there’s a message including some of the buzz words from this weekend’s hit on your place.’

				‘Jesus Christ.’ Jess scrubbed at her eyes with her free hand. Images from the destruction that had been her room at the Howard Johnson Inn flickered through her mind. They had to get a handle on this escalating gang situation. It was turning into a blood bath and resurrecting the ugly memories of the city’s violent, racially unjust past.

				The MS-13 clique operating in Birmingham, once lorded over by Salvadore Lopez, was at war with a faction that had split off to follow his younger sister, Nina. The sister was currently in custody for kidnapping Jess, among other charges. Salvadore had gone into protective custody with the promise of rolling over on his infamous father, Leonardo. The elder Lopez was the messiah-like leader of the West Coast’s rampant and ruthless MS-13 activities. Every three-letter agency in the country wanted him to go down, and now they had their chance.

				Squaring her shoulders, Jess began the process of tuning out her personal frustrations with the whole damned Lopez family and the regret for the loss of life – particularly an innocent life – that would only get in the way. ‘Is Captain Allen on the scene?’ Allen headed up Birmingham PD’s Gang Task Force. His insights would be invaluable if a gang connection was substantiated.

				‘En route as we speak.’

				‘I’ll be there shortly, Sergeant. You know what to do.’

				Jess ended the call as she pushed to her feet and headed for the door. She caught her reflection in the mirror over the pedestal sink and paused mid-stride. Her damp hair would just have to dry on its own. She shoved her phone into her robe pocket so she could pile her blond locks into a manageable mass that was annoyingly curly when wet and snapped a claw clip in place. Makeup she could take care of en route. A flick of mascara and a dab of lip gloss would do.

				She silently repeated the mantra she’d clung to for the past thirty-six hours or so. I’ll be okay. It would take more than being kidnapped by some ditzy, power-hungry teenybopper and having her place and her things destroyed to knock Jess off her game.

				The tone that accompanied an incoming text had her rummaging for her cell.

				I’m deeply wounded, Jess. I thought by now you would miss me as much as I miss you. See you soon.

				‘The sooner, the better,’ she grumbled. Jess Harris was not afraid of anything. Except maybe the possibility of failing to get Spears before he added more victims to his heinous résumé.

				With renewed purpose she deleted the conversation and emerged from the bathroom to find Lori, on her cell, probably getting the news about the murder. Jess grabbed the one suit that had survived last night’s kill-the-deputy-chief’s-stuff episode and ripped it free of the dry cleaner’s plastic. She’d failed to pick it up from the dry cleaner on Friday, which was the only reason it had been spared from the carnage.

				Since her Audi had been at the lab for processing related to her abduction – and still was, damn it – the car and this one suit were about all that remained of the belongings she’d rolled into Birmingham with. Well, except for the dress and the turquoise pumps she’d been wearing last night. The pumps would just have to do until she had time to shop.

				‘You need a cup of coffee to go?’ Lori asked as she headed for the kitchen with her own mug. Her Five Points studio was one big room with a small bath and closet carved out of the already-tight floor space. Any level of privacy was basically impossible.

				‘That’d be great.’ Jess stepped into her pumps while she picked through the bag of undergarments, cosmetics, and necessities she’d purchased at Walmart late last night. Living out of a plastic bag was no fun, and though Lori insisted she was happy to have her as a guest, Jess was anxious to get a place of her own. She liked Lori a lot, and was proud to have the detective on her team, but staying on Lori’s couch was going to get old, fast. Maybe it had something to do with being in her forties and set in her ways, but having alone time felt immensely important, especially when she hadn’t had any in about forty-eight hours. She needed her space. Along with a new wardrobe and almost everything else a woman required to operate on a day-to-day basis.

				Unfortunately, all of that would have to wait.

				She had a homicide to get to.

				Shady Creek Drive, 8.30 A.M.

				‘Whoa.’ Lori surveyed the crowd gathered as she turned off Columbiana Road. ‘This is going to be complicated and’ – she blew out a big breath – ‘messy.’

				News vans cluttered the intersection of Columbiana and Shady Creek. Birmingham Police Department cruisers lined the street on either side of where they needed to turn. This tragedy had befallen one of their own and a show of strength was expected. The gesture was heartfelt, but there was no place for crowds at a homicide scene. At least not until after complete scene documentation and thorough evidence collection. The potential for contamination and/or loss was far too great with every warm body that entered a crime scene.

				‘Do you know Lieutenant Grayson?’ His name sounded familiar but Jess couldn’t recall meeting him. She’d been introduced to so many of Birmingham’s finest since her arrival scarcely three weeks ago that she couldn’t say for sure whether she’d met him or not.

				‘I’ve seen him around but I don’t really know him.’ Lori powered down her window and showed her badge to the uniform controlling access to the block. When he’d waved her through, she went on, ‘Grayson is with Field Operations, South Precinct.’

				Still didn’t click for Jess.

				‘What kind of reputation does he have?’ As wrong as it seemed, close family members were always the prime suspects in a case like this until evidence and alibis proved otherwise. Lawrence, aka Larry, Grayson was a cop, so the fundamental steps in a homicide investigation would be no surprise to him.

				‘A good one as far as I know. I’ve heard his name a few times when accommodations were handed out.’ She glanced at Jess. ‘If you’re asking me if he would kill his wife, I don’t know him that well, Chief.’

				‘I guess that’s something we’ll need to learn.’ They were on duty now. Jess was the deputy chief of SPU, Special Problems Unit, and Lori Wells was one of her detectives. Their ability to be friends and step back from those roles as needed fascinated Jess. After nearly two decades doing investigative work, this was her first time to have friends, in the true sense of the word, on the job. She’d certainly never been the houseguest of a coworker.

				Maybe an old dog could learn a new trick.

				The houses along Shady Creek were modest Brady Bunch-style ranches and split-levels, circa the seventies; it was a typical blue-collar neighborhood. Good folks who were forever stuck on the low end of middle class while being overworked and underpaid.

				Crime scene tape circled the yard, using trees and shrubs for support and announcing that bad things had happened to those who called this address home. Outside that gruesome yellow line a host of cops had surrounded an emotionally distraught man and were struggling to get him into the passenger seat of a sedan.

				‘That must be him.’ He looked vaguely familiar, but Jess still couldn’t say for sure if she’d met him.

				‘Yeah. Damn.’ Lori shook her head. ‘Looks like he’s lost it.’

				Jess grimaced at the emotionally charged scene. ‘Who wouldn’t?’ She steeled herself in preparation for what was to come. No matter how experienced the investigator, when murder hit this close to home – a fellow cop – it was difficult to take in one’s stride.

				‘You see any sign of the coroner’s wagon?’ Between the cruisers and all the other vehicles crowding the street, not to mention what looked like a brigade of cops and no shortage of neighbors, it was difficult to see beyond the driveway.

				Lori guided her Mustang as far to one side as possible considering the middle of the street was about all that was left in the way of unoccupied pavement and shut off the engine. ‘It’s the van right behind that Camry riding my bumper.’

				Jess craned her neck to see. There appeared to be a male passenger but, with the sun glinting on the other side of the windshield, she couldn’t see the driver. Opting to jerk to a stop in the middle of the street, whoever was at the wheel of the van didn’t seem to care if more of a bottleneck was created.

				Jess climbed out of the low-slung Mustang. Instantly the heat crushed around her. The humid air was as thick as molasses. Last night’s storm had ensured a sweltering morning and that little or no viable evidence would be found outside the home.

				With one more glance behind her, she checked to see if the ME had climbed out of the van yet. She probably wouldn’t be lucky enough to get Schrader again. For all she knew Dr Harlan Schrader could be on his way to the job offer at the Mayo Clinic by now. They’d worked a case together last week and not having to go through that awkward first time business again so soon would be nice.

				The driver’s side door of the van opened and a female emerged. Shoulder-length brown hair, pale complexion. No one Jess had met so far, that she recalled anyway. The woman wore a lavender wrap dress with matching strappy stilettoes. Her sophisticated – scratch that – arrogant body language confirmed they had not met. Jess was one hundred percent certain she would remember that cocky stride, not to mention the haughty tilt of the woman’s chin.

				‘This should be interesting,’ Lori murmured as she moved up to the front of the Mustang, where Jess waited.

				‘What’s that?’ At the scene perimeter, Jess showed her badge to the uniform.

				‘That’s the associate coroner, Dr Sylvia Baron. She’s the lieutenant’s ex-wife.’ Lori ducked under the crime scene tape and Jess followed. ‘She’s a little pushy. No one likes getting stuck on a case with her.’

				Pushy or not, sounded like a conflict of interest to Jess.

				An older man had gotten out on the passenger side of the van and joined the woman’s purposeful movement toward the house as Jess and Lori made their way up the sidewalk. He looked vaguely familiar. Sixty maybe. Tall. Broad-shouldered. Blond and tanned. All he needed was a diamond stud in one ear and he’d have the whole Harrison Ford thing going on.

				At the front door she and Lori stopped long enough to drag on shoe covers and gloves. ‘Who’s the man with her?’

				‘That’s Dr Leeds.’

				That was Martin Leeds, the Jefferson County chief coroner? Jess really had to find some time to get to know the various chains of command in Birmingham. She was woefully uninformed. In her own defense, she’d held the position for only two weeks and she’d been embroiled in murder and mayhem all fourteen or so of those days. Well, maybe she’d had a small break here and there. The unbidden memory of steamy, stolen hours spent between the sheets with Daniel Burnett the weekend before last had butterflies taking flight in her belly.

				Those frantic and breathless minutes in his fancy Mercedes just last night wouldn’t exactly be dismissed any time soon either. Particularly since he was her boss.

				‘I don’t want that bitch anywhere near my wife!’

				Jess’s attention snapped back to the street as Lieutenant Grayson’s angrily shouted words reverberated in the impossibly thick air. Those closest to Grayson were trying to calm him, but he was having no part of it.

				Jess decided that an introduction to Leeds and the former Mrs Grayson could wait until they were inside and had surveyed the crime scene. The situation outside was a ticking bomb and it wasn’t going to get any calmer until Lieutenant Grayson had been removed from the scene. The man’s wife had been murdered. The ability to think clearly or to reason was long gone.

				Inside the house the atmosphere was somber and cold. Jess shivered. It was a sweltering dog day in August here in Alabama but she was wishing she had a sweater just now. Her nose twitched. Even the frosty temperature couldn’t completely conceal the distinct odor of coagulated blood hanging in the air as if she’d stepped into a meat locker rather than a home where a family lived.

				Techs were already on-site documenting the scene and gathering evidence. Jess’s first step and top priority was to find the motive, in part based on what she observed here this morning. Had the wife been murdered during the commission of a robbery? Were drugs, money, or both the reason she was dead? There was always a slim chance the killing was a random act of violence. Slim because this was the home of a cop and the neighborhood was not exactly a prime target location for thieves. These weren’t rich folks with a treasure trove of readily sellable goods for the taking.

				In Jess’s experience, when a cop or a cop’s family was the target the motive was often vengeance. There was always jealousy, of course, if one or the other had a problem with fidelity. Whatever evidence Jess discovered here, final assessments and conclusions could not be reached until all witnesses or persons with knowledge were found and interviewed. Every hour that passed before all those steps happened lessened the likelihood of success in solving the case.

				Harper spotted their arrival and made his way through the main living area and into the foyer. ‘Chief, the body’s this way.’

				‘Detective Wells’ – Jess hesitated before following Harper – ‘why don’t you find the officers whose duty it is to protect the scene and explain how that concept works.’ She surveyed the number of warm bodies milling around inside the house and shook her head. ‘I want anyone who’s not a witness or who doesn’t belong to the Crime Scene Unit or the coroner’s office out of here now.’

				‘Yes, ma’am.’

				Lori headed in the opposite direction as Harper led Jess through the kitchen and down a few steps to a large room at the rear of the house. Jess stalled in the entryway of the room and gave herself a few moments to absorb the details of the scene.

				There was so much blood.

				Words were scrawled in blood around the walls.

				Pig. Whore. Kill the bitch. Kill the pigs. One by one.

				The chilly air seemed to freeze in Jess’s lungs as she stared at the other word written in large, sweeping strokes.

				Rage.

				She blinked away the images from her motel room that attempted to transpose themselves over those currently burning her retinas. Shaking off the eerie sensation of déjà vu, she visually inventoried the rest of the room.

				A massive flat panel television hung over the stacked-stone fireplace. A local morning talk show filled the screen but the sound had been muted. Beefy, well-worn leather sofas stood like sentinels on either side of the fireplace waiting for the family to gather. Windows, blinds tightly closed, spanned the walls. The only natural light breaching the space was from the broken sliding door, its two panels of glass lying in pieces on the tile floor. Beyond the broken door, a wood privacy fence surrounded the backyard and swimming pool.

				Jess shivered again. ‘What’s going on with the air-conditioning, Sergeant?’

				‘The thermostat was adjusted as low as it would go,’ he explained. ‘It’s about sixty-two degrees in here.’

				‘Seems our killer took the time to think things through before taking his leave.’ And he or she obviously knew a little something about skewing attempts at determining time of death. Just another reason to hate all those CSI shows.

				‘I believe the murder was carried out right here,’ Harper said as they moved across the room. ‘The child, a six-month-old boy, was left in his crib in a bedroom. Nothing in the house, as far as we can tell, was disturbed beyond the damaged patio doors. The standard grab-and-run items like laptops and jewelry are still here.’

				‘Where’s the child now?’ Jess hoped he wasn’t out there amid the chaos on the street. Grayson was in no condition to care for himself, much less a child.

				‘The lieutenant’s partner, Sergeant Jack Riley, called his wife and she took the baby home with her as soon as a paramedic confirmed the child was unharmed.’

				After fishing for her glasses, Jess shoved them into place and moved closer to study the placement of the body. Dressed in a yellow spaghetti-strapped nightgown, the victim lay supine on the tile floor, a pool of coagulated blood around her, her head severed from her body but left right next to the stump of her neck. Tissue was torn in a jagged manner as if the perp had had a hard time getting started with a sawtooth-type tool. Multiple stab wounds along the torso had dotted the pale yellow gown with ugly rusty spots. Her arms were outstretched at her sides, crucifixion style. Legs were straight and together.

				Across the victim’s forehead, written in what appeared to be her own blood, were the words PIG WHORE.

				Jess stepped nearer and eased into a crouch. She pointed to the victim’s upper arms. ‘Looks like our killer had a good grip on her at some point.’ There was bruising on the chest, just above her breasts. Jess passed a gloved hand over the area. ‘He held her down while he committed this final atrocity. Judging by the bruise pattern I’d say he was right-handed.’

				Harper nodded. ‘I counted ten stabs to her torso. All postmortem, like the beheading. Didn’t see any indication she had been sexually assaulted.’

				‘I agree, Sergeant.’ The coroner’s office would check for sexual assault, that was SOP. As for the rest, there wasn’t nearly enough blood for the visible damage to have been inflicted while her heart was still beating. No arterial spray from the decapitation. A little castoff from the saw, but that was about it, other than the blood that gravity drained out of the body. In fact, seemed as if the killer waited until livor mortis was well under way before bothering to play psycho surgeon.

				Harper pointed to the victim’s hands. ‘No defensive wounds on her hands or forearms to indicate she fought her attacker. No ligature marks to indicate she was restrained.’

				Very strange. Lividity indicated she had been in this position since her death or very quickly thereafter. But why here and like this? Had the victim been watching television when her attacker crashed into the room? Had she fallen asleep on the sofa? Or did she hear the breaking glass and come to check it out? How had he disabled her?

				‘Could be damage to the back of the head,’ Jess suggested. There didn’t appear to be any to the temple areas or the forehead.

				‘I don’t see any blood matted in her hair close to the skull.’ Harper pointed to the long hair fanned around her head.

				That was true. Jess rubbed at the wrinkle furrowing her brow with the back of a gloved hand. ‘Once he’d killed her, what distracted him for so long before he did the rest?’ She glanced around the room. Had someone come to the door and interrupted his work? Had the baby started crying and thrown him off balance? The latter wasn’t likely, since the baby was still alive.

				‘Reminds me of the Manson murders,’ Harper said. ‘I watched a documentary the other night. The anniversary is coming up this weekend.’

				Jess had noted that similarity, too, but she wasn’t about to say it out loud. Not with so many ears around. All they needed was the media bringing that kind of connection into this. She scrutinized the tile floor around the victim. Not a single footprint. The perp had been exceptionally careful. ‘No blood anywhere else in the house?’

				‘Nothing we’ve found so far. Looks like someone showered recently in the hall bath. The shower floor is damp and so’s the rug in front of it. There’s a faint smell of shampoo, gardenias.’

				Surprised, Jess said, ‘The shampoo should be logged into evidence. We need to be sure the techs check the drain as well. What about a towel?’

				Harper grunted a negative sound. ‘Not in the bathroom or laundry room. If the perp was the one who took the shower, he took the towel with him. Already took care of the rest.’

				Jess lifted the victim’s arm. ‘We have full rigor. She’s been dead nine or ten hours anyway. Maybe longer.’

				The manner of the decapitation was primitive. As if the perpetrator hadn’t been able to get the job done on his first attempt, he’d started over a couple of times, mutilating tissue and making one heck of a mess. ‘No murder or mutilation weapon lying around?’

				‘No, ma’am. Whatever the perp used, he took that with him as well.’

				With no weapon and no ready signs the perp had been careless, the odds of nailing him were stacked against them. ‘Who discovered the body?’

				‘Johnny Trenton,’ Harper said. ‘The pool guy.’

				Jess made a face. ‘They have a pool guy?’ She’d noticed the pool out back, but this wasn’t exactly the kind of neighborhood where one expected to encounter a cabana boy.

				‘He arrived at six this morning, as scheduled, to clean the pool. He has a key to the garage and the door that leads out of the garage into the backyard.’ Harper gestured to the patio and sparkling pool beyond the broken sliding door. ‘He made the nine-one-one call. Says he didn’t come inside for fear of stepping in the blood or otherwise damaging the scene. Since it was obvious Mrs Grayson was dead, he figured there was nothing he could do anyway.’

				‘He didn’t come in the house to check on the child or the husband?’ If he knew the family, he had to know there was a kid and a husband.

				‘He says the place was as quiet as a tomb when he arrived, so he assumed anyone else in the house was dead, too.’

				More likely he hadn’t wanted to risk suspicion by entering the scene and leaving behind a footprint or fingerprint. ‘Where is this pool guy?’

				‘In the dining room. I didn’t see any blood on him and his hair definitely doesn’t smell like gardenias.’

				‘Well, that certainly rules him out,’ Jess mused.

				Harper cast a somber look at the victim and shook his head. ‘I don’t think he did this, Chief. This involved some serious rage and a good chunk of time. Trenton doesn’t seem like the type to invest that much emotion, if you know what I mean.’

				‘Have him transported downtown. I’d like to question him in a more formal setting.’ Being driven downtown in the back of a police cruiser should have him eager to cooperate if he knew anything at all. And Jess did understand what Harper meant. Like a crop of choking crabgrass the I-don’t-care-about-my-neighbors attitude had taken root among Southern folks, too. No one wanted to get involved anymore.

				She pushed to her feet and walked to the now useless slider and stared across the yard. The lawn was thick and lush. No sign of mud, which meant no footprints out here either. Only the tops of neighboring homes were visible above the fence but one, at the farthest end of the yard, was a two-story like the Grayson home. A pair of side-by-side windows overlooked the Grayson’s backyard.

				‘Have the neighbors been canvassed?’ Jess strained to see any movement beyond the windows across the way. Anyone looking out those windows at just the right time would have had a clear view of the murder.

				‘Yes, ma’am.’ Harper pointed to the house with the windows that had captured Jess’s attention. ‘We checked that one first. Looks abandoned. Yard’s all grown up. The utility meter has been pulled. No answer and no vehicle in the drive.’

				‘Damn.’ She turned her attention back to the victim, Gabrielle Grayson. Dark hair and olive skin. Thirty or thirty-two. ‘Latino?’ she asked Harper.

				‘Mrs Grayson was born in this country but her parents moved here from Spain. Lieutenant Grayson’s partner told me she was a nurse until her son was born and she opted to become a full-time mother.’

				‘We need to know if she has any connections whatsoever to the gang world.’ This was the fifth decapitation Jess had encountered in the last week. The other four ritual killings had been carried out by members of the MS-13 against those they deemed traitors. The major difference was those decapitations had been accomplished while the victims were still alive. This one looked wrong. The words scrawled on the walls were unfocused. The whole scene, including the possibility the perp had showered, was way off when compared to an MS-13 assassination scene.

				‘There’s no connection that we know of, ma’am.’

				Another of those aggravating frowns tugged across her brow. ‘Where is Captain Allen? I thought he was en route.’

				Harper looked away and cleared his throat. ‘He . . . ah . . . dropped by. Took a quick look and said he’d let us know if he heard any rumblings about this. He knows Grayson. Said the lieutenant and his partner have been helping out with GTF but neither has been involved on a level that would ignite something like this. He doesn’t think there’s a connection.’

				‘He couldn’t hang around until I arrived?’ Jess understood the guy had it in for her since she’d barged her way into the Lopez case and stolen the big takedown Allen had had planned, but this was a homicide for Christ’s sake. A cop’s wife.

				Jess took a breath, brought her voice down an octave or two. ‘Stay on Allen, Sergeant, and find out from Grayson’s division chief if he’s worked a case, past or present, within the division that may have landed him on someone’s hate list.’

				‘Yes, ma’am.’

				Jess was as sure as anyone could be that this murder didn’t have anything to do with the MS-13. It was way too neat and there were too many discrepancies. But she couldn’t rule out that possibility just yet any more than Allen could. ‘We also need cause of death ASAP,’ she said, more to herself than to the detective next to her. ‘The media will have a field day with this. We need something to give them before they start making up stuff.’

				In the past forty-eight hours a Lopez hangout had been blown up and three clashes in the streets of downtown Birmingham had barely been defused without bloodshed. A couple of fires had been started in abandoned houses. No matter that the Lopez clique was falling apart all on its own, there were some in the community who were looking for an excuse to take matters into their own hands. The murder of a cop’s wife – the mother of a small child – would fuel that fire into a raging inferno.

				‘There was another clash in Druid Hills just before daylight,’ Harper mentioned. ‘Another house burned after being hit by Molotov cocktails, but no one was injured.’

				Damn. Druid Hills was the neighborhood where this war had started. Jess had lived there for a while as a kid. Not much had changed in all this time. Harper’s news just confirmed what she already knew. They needed damage control on this one. ‘What the devil is taking Leeds and his colleague so long?’

				She hated waiting. Worse, Jess’s attention settled on the victim; she hated for this woman to lie here like this any longer than necessary. She hoped Grayson and his ex hadn’t gotten into a war outside.

				‘I’ll check on that,’ Harper offered.

				‘Do that, Sergeant, and make sure—’

				‘If you’ll get out of the way,’ a haughty female voice announced, ‘we’ll try to make up the time we lost due to BPD’s incompetence at securing the scene and preventing the flash mob outside.’

				Jess turned and came face-to-face with the tall brunette in the lavender dress who appeared determined to live up to her reputation of being pushy. Sylvia Baron.

				‘Somebody adjust that damned thermostat,’ she shouted at no one in particular. ‘Are we trying to turn this vic into a Popsicle or what?’

				‘I’ll take care of that,’ Harper said as he made himself scarce.

				Jess thrust out her hand. ‘I’m Deputy Chief Harris. I’ll be investigating this case.’

				‘Dr Sylvia Baron, associate coroner and medical examiner. This is Dr Martin Leeds, Jefferson County’s chief coroner. As I said, if you will get out of the way, we’ll attend to our responsibility in this matter.’

				As true as it was that the coroner had jurisdiction over the body, Jess was king of the hill when it came to the scene. ‘Dr Baron, I’m certain this is an awkward and perhaps difficult time for you. Be that as it may, considering your ties to the victim’s husband, I have strong
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