
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
 


THE VEIN TO THE HEART

 


C. P. Holsinger

 


Published by Foremost Press at Smashwords

 


Copyright 2013 C. P. Holsinger

 


This ebook is licensed for your personal
enjoyment only. This ebook may not be resold or given away to other
people. If you would like to share this book with another person,
please purchase an additional copy for each person you share it
with. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it
was not purchased for your use only, then you should return to
Smashwords.com and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting
the hard work of this author.

 


To my wife, Judy,

for forty-five years as the love of my
life

 



CHAPTER 1

 


The Awakening

 


The ringing of his cell phone jolted Nick
Greer out of a deep sleep. He had driven in from Disneyland late
last night. He’d been dead-tired, and his head had no sooner hit
the pillow than he had fallen asleep.

He reached out and groped the nightstand
until he felt the edge of the cell phone. Grabbing it, he almost
ripped it from its charger. His fingers felt the vibration of the
hostile ringing. Through sleep-deprived eyes, he glared at the
large blue letters on the screen. It read: Sonny. The time read:
3:57 a.m.

Though still groggy, he knew it was Sunday.
Why the hell would Sonny be calling him in the middle of the night?
His thumb found the answer button on his Android. “This better be
important. I’m still on vacation, and it’s the middle of the
goddamn night!”

“Oh, it’s important all right,” came
the response from the other end. “I need you to meet me at
Forty-Third Avenue and Peoria. They just fished a body out of the
canal and you need to see it.”

“Come on, Sonny. You can handle it. I’m
on vaca—”

“It’s Pete!”

“What’s Pete?”

“The body. It’s Pete
Mendoza!”

Shock seized him when he heard the name. He
dropped the cell phone as he sprang straight up in bed—he was
wide-awake. He reached down and grabbed the cord that was still
attached to the Android, and pulled it back up from between the
nightstand and the bed where it had fallen. He brought the phone
back to his ear and tried to speak, but the words didn’t come.

Lieutenant Nick Greer and Sergeant Sonny
Madison were both homicide detectives for the Phoenix Police
Department. Up until four months ago, Pete Mendoza had been their
captain.

“Nick, Nick, are you there?” Sonny’s
voice came through the speaker.

“Uhhh . . . yeah. What?”
Again, Nick was speechless as the shock of the news echoed
throughout his entire being. “You’re telling me Pete is dead? Pete
Mendoza? Our Pete?”

“Yep, and there’s more, Nick,” Sonny
said. “I really need you here. You have to see this.”

“What do you mean, more?”

“Nick, not now. When you get
here.”

Nick felt the intenseness in his friend and
ex-partner’s voice and said, “I’m on my way.”

Nick pushed the end call button on his phone.
By now he was sitting on the edge of the bed. He stretched out his
tired arms and stood up as he tried to mentally digest the news.
Not only had Pete Mendoza been their captain, but he was also a
long-time friend. He had been Nick’s first training officer. He and
his wife, Elena, were godparents to Nick’s youngest daughter.

Nick Greer was born and raised in Phoenix. He
graduated from Moon Valley High School and obtained a basketball
scholarship to Arizona State University where he then earned a
master’s degree in criminology. He had been scouted by several
professional teams, but during his last year in college, he blew
out his knee, keeping him out of the draft. He didn’t mind so much,
because, though he loved the sport, he didn’t want to play
basketball forever. The more he learned about criminology, the more
he wanted to be a cop. Upon graduation, he had been offered a
position as a field agent with the FBI. He knew a career with such
an organization would be exciting and could take him to many
interesting places, and he fully considered their offer. But he
loved the city he grew up in, and it was his love for Phoenix that
was the deciding factor in his choice to join the Phoenix Police
Department.

Agapito Mendoza had retired as a captain from
the Phoenix Police Department a little over four months ago. He was
an avid gun collector and a gunsmith. It was his fascination for
firearms that caused him to open a gun store in Phoenix. He was so
happy. Nick remembered what his friend had said the day he opened
the gun store: “I am finally living my dream!”

Pete’s Pistols ’N Parts was a new store. But
due to his association with the Phoenix police, and friends he had
with the Maricopa County Sheriff’s Department and other city police
departments, it was off to a great start. Police were known to
support their own, and this was no exception.

Sue Kim was standing at the foot of the bed,
holding a towel. As Nick stood up, she tossed it to him and said,
“Go ahead and take a shower. I’ll make you some coffee.” He looked
at her with puzzled eyes. “You had your phone on speaker,” she
said. “I heard it all. They need you. Go!”

Sue Kim was born in Okinawa. Her parents
immigrated to San Diego, California, when she was two years old.
The only child of a software engineer, Sue Kim studied music and
forensic science at Stanford University and held a degree in both.
She loved her job as a crime lab technician, but her real passion
was her music. She was a concert cellist and a proud and respected
member of the Phoenix Symphony Orchestra.

Her first job had been as an assistant in the
Maricopa County morgue. It was there she first met Nick Greer.
Although their relationship had gotten off to a rocky start, they
had been together now for a little over a year. She knew the long
hours and the middle of the night calls that plagued the life of a
police detective had cost Nick his first marriage. She understood
the nature of his job and was supportive.

He quickly showered and threw on a shirt and
jeans. As he left the bedroom and walked into the kitchen of the
townhouse, he saw her standing there with a thermo-cup of coffee in
one hand and his car keys in the other. He kissed her and said,
“Thanks, sweetie. I don’t know when I’ll be back. Tell the
kids—”

“Go,” she said. “Don’t worry about it.
The kids will be fine. Call me when you know anything.”

 


* * *

 


The canal was less than ten minutes from
Nick’s townhouse. It is part of a canal system that carries water,
mostly for irrigation, and runs at an angle through the cities of
Phoenix, Glendale, and beyond.

From a half-mile away, Nick’s eyes caught the
red and blue lights flashing brightly against the dark, starless
sky. There were several police cars from both Phoenix and Glendale,
along with an ambulance and a rescue truck. Southbound traffic was
blocked off at Forty-Third Avenue, and the northbound lane was
blocked off from the south. His concern was on which side of
Forty-Third the body was found. He knew Forty-Third Avenue was the
boundary between Phoenix and Glendale. If the body was on the
Glendale side, it would be within their jurisdiction, and they
probably wouldn’t want Nick involved. If it was truly Pete Mendoza,
and if it was not an accident, this detective wanted the case. This
was his ex-captain, his mentor, and his friend.

Nick got out of his car and walked briskly
across the street. He flashed his gold badge as he made his way
through the small crowd. There were only a few onlookers at this
time of the morning, but as the sun rose, Nick knew there would be
plenty more. There weren’t any news reporters here yet, but they
were sure to show up soon. Though both sides of the street were
covered with police and other emergency personnel, Nick was glad to
see that most of them were on the east side, making it come under
Phoenix jurisdiction.

“Hey, Nick, over here,” a familiar
voice rang out. He saw Sonny waving to him.

Sonny Madison and Nick Greer had once been
partners. But due to cost cuts, they had worked alone for some time
now, though they sometimes partnered-up, depending on the need.
Even when on separate cases, they would consult each other at
times. Both of their talents complemented the other. They both were
good detectives, but as a team, they were unstoppable. There would
be no doubt they would work this one together.

“I’m sorry to cut your vacation short,”
Sonny said, “but I figured you would want in on this from the
beginning.”

“Are you sure it’s him?” Nick
asked.

Even in the dark, he could see the sadness in
Sonny’s eyes as the blue and red lights flashed across his face.
Sonny nodded and looked in the direction of the body covered with a
white sheet. It was lying next to the sloping gray walls of the
canal.

Nick could hear the water slowly rolling its
way through the concrete channel as he walked over to the body. He
squatted and lifted the sheet just enough to expose the victim’s
head. He recognized the face of his ex-boss and friend. Pulling the
sheet down farther, he saw what appeared to be a small stab wound
in the center of his chest.

Nick shook his head and sighed as he pulled
the sheet back over the victim’s face. He looked up at Sonny and
said, “You said there was more?”

Sonny nodded. “Take a look at his left
hand.”

Nick reached out and pulled the sheet up from
the left side of the victim. He was shocked at what he saw when he
lifted the victim’s hand. Pete Mendoza’s left ring finger was
missing. It was cut off at the base where it had once met the hand.
He looked closely at the severed area. It was clean. It didn’t look
like it was ripped or chewed off. Nick put the hand back, covered
the body again, and asked Sonny, “Who is lead CSI?”

Sonny pointed to two men standing along the
edge of the canal. The white letters on their shirts said: Crime
Scene Unit. “The one on the left—Jeremy Kramer.”

Nick stood up and walked over to the two men.
He showed them his badge, introduced himself, and said, “Make sure
Jack gets this one. I know it’s Sunday but call him in. Tell him
it’s Pete Mendoza. He won’t give you any trouble. I guarantee it.”
Both CSIs nodded.

Jack Konesky was the senior medical examiner
and was considered one of the best at his trade. He was also a
close friend of Pete Mendoza. Nick knew him well and respected his
abilities. There was no one else this detective wanted on the
case.

The sun was beginning to peek out over the
eastern mountains, and a news crew had arrived on the scene. The
distant sound of helicopter rotors told the lieutenant that the
scene would soon be crawling with reporters.

“Well, it looks like my vacation is
over,” Nick said to Sonny, who nodded. Nick continued, “You know we
gotta tell Elena.”

“I’ll meet you there,” Sonny
said.

Both of the police officers arrived at the
Mendoza home at the same time. Sonny looked at Nick and slowly
shook his head. “I think this is the hardest part of the job,” he
said.

Sonny Madison had been on the Phoenix Police
Department five years longer than Nick. He was considered one of
the best investigators the Phoenix Police Department ever had. He
knew his way around a computer keyboard. He would dig and dig until
he found what he was looking for. If it weren’t for his
in-your-face attitude, he might be Nick’s boss, but he didn’t care.
He loved what he did, and he knew he was good at it. It was
authority that he had trouble with.

Elena and Pete Mendoza had been married
almost thirty years. They had three grown children, but only one
lived at home. Pete and Elena both came from strict Catholic
families and raised their children the same.

Nick looked at his watch as he pushed on the
doorbell. It read: 6:33. They waited about a minute and rang the
doorbell again. Sonny saw the mini-blind part and said, “She’s
here.”

The door opened, and Elena stood there in her
nightgown and robe. The look on her face told the two detectives
she knew why they were there.

Nick began, “Elena, I know it’s early, but
can we come in?”

She nodded and pointed toward the living
room. The house was a typical ranch-style Phoenix home, about forty
years old, and very welcoming and comfortable. They stepped down
into the sunken living room. The two detectives took their seats on
a brown leather sofa that sat against a bay window looking out onto
the street. Elena sat in a matching love seat across from her
visitors.

“I knew something was wrong. He didn’t
come home last night. Is he . . . ?”

Nick sighed as he nodded. “I’m afraid so,
Elena.”

Tears began rolling down her cheeks, and
Sonny’s eyes caught a box of tissues sitting on the oval, glass
coffee table in front of them. He got up, picked up the box, and
put it on her lap. As she took a tissue from the box, she said,
“For thirty years I worried. Every time I heard of a
police-involved shooting, my heart pounded. Even after he took the
captain’s job, he’d still be out in the field as much as possible.
You guys know that.” Both detectives nodded as she continued, “I
was so happy when he retired; I thought it was over. I didn’t have
to worry anymore. What happened?” She dabbed at her eyes with the
tissue and wiped the tears from her face. “Was it a car
accident?”

“Uhh . . . no, Elena. It
wasn’t that,” Sonny said gently as he reached for her hand. “He was
found in the canal at Forty-Third and Peoria.”

Sonny handed her another tissue. “I’m so
sorry, Elena.”

Elena shook her head. “Somebody must have run
him off the road, or he must have lost control of the car.”

Sonny looked across to Nick, who said gently,
“Elena, Pete’s car wasn’t there. It’s not here, is it?” She shook
her head.

“We’re going to check the store after
we leave here, and see if it’s there,” said Sonny.

Her voice cracked as she asked, “What do you
mean?”

Nick sighed again, stood up, walked over to
Elena, and knelt in front of her. He could feel her hands tremble
as he took them into his, and said, “Elena, it doesn’t look like it
was an accident.”

Her mouth flew open. “What? A robbery? A
mugging? No, not my Pete. He was too smart for that. You’ve got be
wrong.”

Nick shook his head. “I wish we were, Elena.
God knows I wish we were.”

She looked at Nick, then to Sonny, and back
at Nick. “I want to see him,” she said with conviction.

Sonny spoke, “Elena, you know the procedure.
You’ll be able to see him when the ME says it’s okay. Until then,
you shouldn’t be alone. I called April, and she’s on her way
over.”

Sonny knew his wife, April, had taken courses
in grief counseling, and she would be able to provide some comfort
to the widow. She and Elena had always gotten along well. Elena
nodded in agreement.

“Where is Jordana?” Nick asked. He knew
their daughter still lived at home.

“She spent the night with a friend.
I’ll have to call her. Oh, God! What will I say? How do I tell
her—” Her words were interrupted by the sound of the
doorbell.

Sonny went to the door. It was April. She
came in, went straight to Elena, sat down and hugged her. Elena
began sobbing. April nodded to the two policemen and said, “Go,
guys. We’ll be fine here. Go do what you do.”

Nick Greer and Sonny Madison left. They knew
they had work to do. But neither had any idea what lay ahead, nor
did they know this would be the biggest case of their careers.

 



CHAPTER 2

 


The Crime Scene

 


Pete’s Pistols ’N Parts was a little over a
mile from the Mendoza residence and only two blocks from the canal
where the body had been found. Sonny was the first to arrive, with
Nick close behind. Both detectives immediately recognized Pete’s
SUV sitting alone in the parking lot. Sonny got out of his car and
went over to it. He slowly walked around it while his eyes
carefully inspected every inch.

Nick got out of his car and walked toward the
gun store. He stopped when he saw several red spots on the
sidewalk. He took care to walk around them so as not to compromise
the scene. The detective looked through the window. He saw the
ceiling lights were still on in the store, so he looked at the edge
of the door. He could see the dead bolt was not locked, so he
reached to his side, pulled his Glock, and said, “Sonny.” He nodded
his head toward the door.

Sonny knew the drill. He pulled his Glock
from his side and joined his partner at the door. Nick pushed on
the door with his shoulder; it gave no resistance. Nick entered and
his partner followed. With their guns drawn, the two policemen went
through the entire premises; first the lobby, then behind the
counters, and then the back, even the restroom. After the final
“clear,” both detectives holstered their side arms.

Sonny pointed to several blood drops on the
floor. Nick said, “There are more on the counter, too.”

“The alarm wasn’t set,” Sonny remarked.
“It must have been a customer or maybe Pete knew the
perp.”

Nick pulled his Android from his belt and
called for a crime scene crew. He put the cell phone back into its
holder and said to Sonny, “CSI’s on their way. Stay here until they
arrive.”

“Where are you going?” Sonny
asked.

“To the morgue. The body should be
there by now. If it’s not, I want to be there when it arrives. I
want to be sure Jack gets it.”

“I’ll see you there when I’m done
here,” Sonny said. Nick nodded.

 


* * *

 


Jack Konesky was standing over the body when
Nick Greer entered the room. The body, covered with a light blue
sheet, was lying on a metal table. So many times the detective had
viewed this scene, but this time it was different. This time it was
his friend and mentor lying on the cold autopsy table.

Nick watched the medical examiner as he stood
there, staring down at the corpse. Jack Konesky was a jovial man
who was always smiling and was known for cracking jokes about the
cadavers on his table. He once told Nick that was what kept him
from going insane. But today, Nick Greer saw a different person
standing there. His face was sullen. His eyes were sad. He hadn’t
noticed Nick come into the room; he just stood, staring at the
body.

Nick broke the eerie silence. “Jack, are you
okay?”

Jack looked at his visitor, and then he
looked back down at the body. “He was my best friend for over
thirty years. Did you know I am Jordana’s godfather? I should be
with Elena instead of here, cutting her husband open.”

Nick put his hand on his friend’s shoulder
and said, “Jack, Elena is in good hands. April Madison is with her.
She’s a grief counselor, and they’re also good friends. She’ll take
care of her, I promise.”

Nick sensed conflict within the man standing
next to him. For the first time since Nick had known him, he seemed
unsure of himself. He said to his friend, “Jack, you’re right where
you need to be.”

Konesky shook his head. He looked at the
instrument tray next to him, looked back at the body, and shook his
head again. “I can’t, Nick. I can’t pick up a scalpel. I can’t cut
my friend open. I just can’t.”

Nick put his hands on both of Jack’s
shoulders, and gently turned him so he could face him. He looked
through the medical examiner’s silver-rimmed glasses into his
cloudy eyes. “Jack, if you can’t do this, I will respect that. I
know he was your best friend, but you are the best ME we have. Pete
Mendoza, your friend, deserves the best and only the best. Sonny
and I will work this case until we find the perp, I promise. But we
need you. I need you. What’s more, Pete needs you. But don’t do it
for me. Do it for Pete.”

Jack took a breath, nodded, and looked toward
the instrument tray, and then back at Nick. “Okay, Nick. I’ll do
it. But it will be my last. When this is over, I’ll be giving the
county what they want.”

Nick knew what his friend meant. The county
had been pressuring Jack to retire. Thus far he had refused. About
a year ago he told Nick, “I’ll retire when I’m damn good and ready.
Not one day before. They all can kiss my ass.”

Nick nodded. “Do your thing, Jack. Call me
when you’ve got something.” He turned, left the morgue, and headed
for the station.

 


* * *

 


It was nine-thirty when Nick Greer opened the
squad room door. He was reminded it was Sunday morning when he saw
how empty the room was. He reached to the wall, switched on the
lights, walked toward his desk and stopped. He looked at the closed
door at the back of the room. The black letters on the frosted
glass door read: Spencer J. Lovett, Captain. Nick remembered when
it had once read: Agapito Mendoza, Captain. He shook his head and
sat down at his desk. He put his elbows on the desk, put his face
in his hands, and closed his eyes. His mind wandered back to his
first meeting with the then Sergeant Mendoza. Several scenes passed
through his mind as he thought about his ex-boss and friend. He
remembered cases they had worked on together and the many talks
they had in Pete’s office, some about cases, some about family, and
some just about stuff. He already missed his friend. He finally
looked up. The clock on the wall read: 10:15. He had been sitting
there for forty-five minutes. He looked down to his desk and saw
the tri-fold frame that held pictures of his children. He was
reminded that he needed to get them home to Prescott.

Cassie, Nick’s ex-wife, once the divorce
papers were filed, had taken their kids and moved in with her
mother and father in Prescott, a move that Nick was not at all
comfortable with. His lawyer had told him that he could fight it
because Arizona law stated that a spouse could not move the
children more than one hundred miles away without the other
parent’s permission. Prescott is about one hundred twenty-five
miles from Phoenix. He decided not to fight it. Cassie could be a
real bitch when she wanted to, and he knew she would figure a way
to make it worse. So he did the best he could to go to Prescott
every other weekend. He would either pick the girls up and drive
them to Phoenix, or often he would stay at a hotel. Right now they
were at his townhouse with Sue Kim.

Nick and Sue Kim had taken them to
Disneyland. They had a good time, and the girls bonded well with
her. She liked the kids and loved to spend time with them, and they
seemed to like her.

The problem was he was supposed to take them
back today. How could he do that and work the case at the same
time? He thought about it and decided to call Sue Kim.

“Hello,” she answered. “Where are
you?”

“At my desk. Just trying to work things
out in my head. I needed some alone time, I guess.”

“You loved him, didn’t you?” she
said.

“Guys don’t love guys,” he responded.
“But he was—”

“Bull!” she interrupted. “He was your
friend and you loved him. That doesn’t break the
man-code.”

“Okay, maybe, but there’s a small
problem.”

“Okay, what?”

“You know I need to get the girls back
to Prescott today and—”

“It’s all taken care of,” she cut
in.

“Huh?”

“I talked with your ex. I’m bringing
the girls by the precinct to say good-bye to you. Then we’re
meeting Cassie at Cordes Junction.”

“How the hell did you arrange that?
Cassie hates you . . . and me.”

“Well, when I called her she was not
happy. The first thing she said was why the . . .
well, I can’t say it now; the girls might be
listening . . . was I calling her? You know she has
a mouth on her? Yeah, you know.” She giggled. “Anyway, as soon as I
told her what happened to Pete, she became silent. It was several
seconds before she spoke, and then she was as nice as can be. It
was her idea for us to meet in Cordes Junction.”

“Amazing. But she did like Pete and
Elena, you know. She and Elena were friends. They played bunko
together.”

“She said to tell you to find the
bastard who did it!”

Nick said, “Thank you, sweetie. You’re
great.”

“Yeah, I know,” she said. “I’ll bring
the girls by there before we leave, okay?”

“Sure. I’ll be right here.” Nick hit
the end button on his phone, and dropped it onto his desk. He put
his elbows back onto his desk and put his head in his hands again
and said out loud, “This sucks!”

Just then his cell phone rang. He picked it
up, and looked at it. The blue letters read: ME. “Hi, Jack,” Nick
answered.

“I got some prelim info for you. I’m on
my way over.”

“You know where I am?”

“At your desk, I assume. Waiting for
me.”

“How did you know?”

“I know you. Where else would you
be!”

It was about ten minutes later when Jack
Konesky came through the squad room door. He sat in a chair next to
Nick’s gray desk. “Are you okay?” Nick asked.

“Yeah, for now.” He sighed. “I had to
stop, Nick. I couldn’t take it anymore. I’ll try to finish up
tomorrow. He’s in the drawer, but I do have some info for
you.”

“Fire away.”

“I figure the time of death was between
seven and eight last night. The good news is he didn’t suffer, at
least not much. It looks like the weapon was an ice pick, or
something of the sort that was thrust dead center into his aorta.
It went in deep, all the way, I believe. I figure he was dead in
seconds.”

Nick shook his head. “What about the
finger?”

“Yes, the finger,” Jack continued. “It
was cut off clean. Sliced clean through the bone.”

“How? With what?” Nick
asked.

“I’m not sure. It’s going to take some
research. The lab should be able to figure it out. That little one
of yours is pretty smart. I’ll have her work on it. I’ll see you
tomorrow.” Konesky turned and began to leave just as Sue Kim came
through the door with Nick’s three daughters following close
behind.

“Ahh, and here she is now,” Jack said.
“Hello, young lady. How are you?”

“Well, hello, Dr. Konesky. I’m glad to
see you. I’m fine, and how are you?” Sue Kim responded with a
smile.

“Fine, I guess, considering. Take care
of him,” he said, as he looked toward Nick.

“Yeah, I will. Since somebody has to,
it might as well be me.” She giggled as the medical examiner left
the room.

All three of the kids ran to their dad.
Kaitlin, the youngest, had a Mickey Mouse hat on her head. “How are
my girls?” Nick said as he hugged each one. Kelly, the oldest one,
held onto her dad and said, “I’m sorry about Uncle Pete.”

Nick hugged her tight. “Thank you, baby.”

Just then Sonny came through the door. “Uncle
Sonny!” Kaitlin exclaimed as she ran to him. Her sisters followed.
They hugged him as he bent down to them. “Right here,” Sonny said
as he pointed to his cheek. Each of the girls kissed him.

“Hello, beautiful,” Sonny said to Sue
Kim.

“Mr. Sonny.” She smiled and nodded to
him.

Nick spoke, “This is almost like a family
reunion.”

Sonny looked at him and said sadly, “Yeah,
with one missing.”

The mood turned somber again. Sue Kim spoke,
“Okay, girls. It’s time to take you home. Say good-bye to your
dad.”

All three girls hugged their father, said
good-bye to Sonny, and left with Sue Kim. Sonny sat in the chair
next to his partner’s desk.

“What ya got so far?” Nick
asked.

“They’re still processing the scene.
They have the whole complex roped off. One of the storekeepers got
a little pissy about it. But when I was done with him, he was sweet
as a spoonful of sugar.”

“What did you say to him?” Nick
asked.

Sonny looked at his partner. The look in his
eyes said: you don’t want to know. “It looks like it went down
inside the store. The lights were still on, and the alarm wasn’t
set. You know. You saw it.”

“Tell me something I don’t know,” Nick
said.

“Well, the blood on the top of the
case? I think it came from the severed finger. There were scratch
marks on the edge of the case. Could be from whatever the perp used
to hack it off. There was no sign of the finger inside the store,
so I got a crew checking the parking lot and the dumpsters out
back.”

“Did you check his car?” Nick
asked.

“I had it impounded. They’ll get a team
on it in the morning.”

“Anything else?” Nick
questioned.

“That’s all I have for now. The
pictures and the report should be available in the
morning.”

“Who could possibly have done this?”
Nick asked. “Pete was a good and well-trained cop. How could
someone get the drop on him? Could you tell if anything was
missing?”

“The cash register was full. It wasn’t
a robbery, or at least not someone who cared about the cash,” Sonny
answered. “I was thinking maybe guns, but the big ones were still
on the wall. It didn’t look as though any were missing from the
showcase. We’ll have to get an inventory. Maybe that will tell us
something.”

“Maybe,” Nick said. “But why stab
him?”

“Quieter than a gun,” Sonny
answered.

“How did the perp get close enough?”
Nick asked. “You know Pete was an instructor in hand to hand. At
the academy, he gave me a knife and ordered me to stick him. I’m
quite a bit taller than he is and my arms are longer. But before I
knew, it I was flat on my back on the ground, and Pete was on top
of me. He jammed the knife into the ground about an inch from my
ear. I’ll never forget that day. The only way a person with a
weapon of that type could get that close to him is if he knew him,
or if he was somehow caught by total surprise. I don’t think it was
robbery at all. And why the finger? Why the hell cut off a finger?
Not for the ring, that’s for sure. The guns were worth much more
than his wedding band.”

“We’ll know more tomorrow,” Sonny stood
up. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah. I’m okay. I just gotta think
this out.”

“Yeah, me, too. I’ll see you in the
morning, buddy,” Sonny said. “We should know more then.”

“Tomorrow,” Nick replied. “Tell April
thanks, and let me know how Elena is doing.”

“Will do.” Sonny left the
room.

Nick sat there for a couple of minutes, then
he got up, turned off the lights, and shut the squad room door
behind him as he left. He headed for his townhouse, but decided to
make a detour.

Nick Greer had been raised Catholic. He had
gone to a Catholic grade school and made all of the sacraments. But
he hadn’t been to church in years. Today he decided to stop at St.
Raphael’s.

It was shortly after noon when he pulled into
the parking lot. There were a few cars scattered across the lot,
but there were plenty of empty spaces. He pulled into one, killed
his engine, and went into the church. He knew this was the church
Pete and his family had attended for many years.

As he pushed open one of the large double
doors, he immediately caught the aroma of incense and candles.
There were about a dozen people milling around doing various
things. He dropped into the back pew and knelt. Nick put his face
in his hands and said a short prayer for his friend. Then he got up
and left for home.

 



CHAPTER 3

 


The Lady In The Lake

 


The squad room was unusually quiet when
Detective Lieutenant Nick Greer walked in. The normal Monday
morning hubbub was replaced by an almost eerie silence. Other than
the occasional sounds of shuffling paper or the sliding of a desk
drawer opening or closing, you could have heard that proverbial pin
drop. Everyone in the room had known and admired their ex-captain.
He had always treated them with respect.

Rosa, the receptionist, looked up at Nick.
Her reddened eyes were clouded by tears as she nodded to Nick, got
up from her seat, and hugged him tightly. He wrapped his arms
around her and held her for a moment. When she let go, she looked
up to Nick and through teary eyes said, “You find the guy who did
it. Promise me.”

“I won’t stop until I do. I
promise.”

Rosa went back to her seat behind her desk.
She reached into a box of tissues, wiped her eyes and blew her
nose.

It was eight-twenty and Nick was late. Though
he had tried to sleep last night, his thoughts about his friend
invaded his efforts. His dreams were haunted by the scene from
Sunday morning. Each time he came to the part where he saw the
severed finger, he awoke and sat up. Sue Kim’s attempts to comfort
him were fruitless.

Nick went directly to Sonny, who was sitting
at his desk looking at his computer screen. “Anything?”

“I’m just reading the departmental
announcement. The whole place is pretty well down. By the way, the
boss wants to see us right away.”

Nick tossed his keys onto his desk and went
into the captain’s office. Sonny followed.

Captain Lovett was waiting for them and
motioned for his detectives to sit down. Nick took a chair on the
right and Sonny on the left. With the exception of a few personal
items, the office hadn’t changed since Pete’s retirement. The
office was small but well organized. A five-foot wooden desk sat in
the center of the room just far enough away from the rear wall to
comfortably accommodate the large, brown leather swivel-chair in
which the captain now sat. The pictures and credentials hanging on
the wall behind him had changed, but the insignia of the Phoenix
Bird and the motto—To Protect and to Serve—still stood out. The
large bookshelf on the wall to Nick’s left still contained
department instruction and training manuals. Nick had sat there
many times in the past, mostly discussing cases with his old boss
and his new one. He looked at the nameplate on the desk. It seemed
particularly out of place today. Spencer J. Lovett, Captain.

The captain was the first to speak. “I don’t
know what to say to either of you at this time. I know you are both
grieving for Pete, as am I, and as is the entire department.”

Nick and Sonny nodded silently.

“I want both of you on this. You’re the
best detectives we have and arguably the best there is, and as a
team you’re even better. But I need to know if you can handle it. I
only ask because each of you had a personal relationship with Pete
and his family, and I want to be sure you’re both up to
this.”

Nick began to speak, but Sonny leaned forward
and interrupted before a sound came out. “We’re already on it,
Captain. What’s there to be sure of? Don’t you even—”

“Just don’t let feelings get in the
way,” the captain interjected.

Sonny pursed his lips and stared at his boss,
who said, “Okay, Sergeant Madison. I got it.” He looked to his left
at Nick.

“What he said,” Nick stated as he
motioned his head to the detective sitting next to him.

“Okay. Good.” The captain picked up a
sheet of paper from his desk. “I have something for you. Perhaps a
place to start. It seems there was a similar incident a few months
ago.”

Both detectives leaned toward the desk as
Lovett continued, “A floater was found about eight months ago in
the Tempe Town Lake.”

“Yeah, I remember seeing it on the
news,” Sonny responded. “Robbery-murder I thought they
said.”

“Yeah, you’re right, Detective,” the
captain responded. “That’s what they said, but they left one part
out.” He looked back and forth between them and added, “The
victim’s left ring finger was missing.”

“Wow,” Nick said. A shocked Sonny shook
his head.

The captain reached to the left side of his
desk and handed each of his detectives a manila folder. “It’s all
in there. Go to Tempe. Talk with the investigators. See what they
have to say.”

Both detectives got up and left their
captain’s office. Sonny stopped, turned around, and looked like he
was going to say something to Lovett. But he shook his head, turned
back around, and followed Nick into the squad room.

Nick said to Sonny, “What were you going to
say to Spence?”

“Well, believe it or not, I was about
to apologize for my attitude with him, but I decided against
it.”

Rosa was standing at Nick’s desk.
“Lieutenant,” she said, “the ME’s office just called. Elena Mendoza
is on her way there to ID the body. They said to let you know.”

Nick grabbed his keys and headed for the
door. Sonny yelled behind him, “Wait for me!”

Nick and Sonny were waiting as Elena arrived.
April Madison was with her along with Jordana, the Mendoza’s only
daughter. As they walked over to the viewing window, Nick said,
“Elena, you don’t have to do this.”

“Yes, Nick, I do.” She nodded. “I
really must do this.”

Sonny’s eyes found the button to the right of
the six-foot-wide window. He had pushed it so many times in the
past, signaling the attendant to open the screen covering the
window. But this time he hesitated as he looked at Elena. She
nodded. He pushed the button. A few moments later the blinds were
pulled open. Directly inside the window was a gurney with a body on
it. The body was covered with a light blue sheet. Jack Konesky
stood beside the gurney. Nick nodded, and Jack removed the sheet
from the dead man’s face.

Jordana began sobbing, as she saw her
father’s face. April wrapped her arms around her and said, “Let it
out, baby. Let it out.”

A straight-faced Elena nodded to Nick. Sonny
knocked on the window. Jack put the cover back over the head of the
cadaver, and the blinds closed.

Jordana was still crying, but she was now
hugging her mother. Elena’s face was unusually emotionless. April
said to Elena, “Come on, I’ll take you both home.” They left
without another word being said.

Nick looked at Sonny. “Let’s go to Tempe.
They’re waiting for us.”

“Huh?” Sonny questioned.

Nick held up his phone for his partner to see
the text message from Captain Lovett: Tempe is waiting for you.
Detective Cruz 480-555-2322.

“Got your keys?” Nick asked.

“Yeah,” Sonny answered.

“You’re driving.”

“I figured that.”

As Sonny pulled out of the parking lot, Nick
called Detective Cruz. They agreed to meet at the Denny’s
restaurant at Thirteenth and Broadway in Tempe.

 


* * *

 


As they walked through the door of the
restaurant, they saw a young lady sitting alone in the front booth.
Above the booth was a sign that read: Reserved for the Tempe Police
Department. Some of the restaurants around Maricopa County reserved
a courtesy booth for their men and women in blue. It was mostly
beat cops who would come in and fill out reports, but others came,
too. They were given complimentary coffee or tea.

Sonny and Nick walked over to the booth, and
Nick said, “Detective Cruz, I presume?”

She reached out her hand to both of the
visiting policemen and said, “Carmen, Carmen Cruz. Please have a
seat.”

Carmen Cruz was an attractive Hispanic lady.
She looked to be in her early to mid-thirties. Some of her long,
black hair rested on her shoulders, the rest hung down her back.
She had been promoted to detective and assigned to the Tempe PD
homicide division less than a year ago.

Sonny slid across the orange seat and Nick
followed. “I’m Lieutenant Nick Greer. This is my partner, Sergeant
Sonny Madison.”

A server came to the table and Nick said,
“Just coffee for me, please, black.”

“Coffee for me, too, cream,” Sonny
said.

The waitress left and Nick said to Carmen,
“Thank you for meeting us on such short notice.”

“Partners? We haven’t had partners for
a long time, budget cuts you know. Maybe I should move to Phoenix,”
she said with a grin.

“Us, too. This is a special case so
we’re working it together. Actually the whole department wants to
help,” Nick responded.

“Yes, I heard. Let me say, I’m sorry to
hear about your loss. I met your Captain Mendoza once at a lecture
about a year ago. He seemed like a nice man. He was very
knowledgeable and an excellent speaker. So, how can I be of help to
you?”

“We understand you worked on a case
about eight months ago,” Nick said. “A floater in the
lake.”

“Yes, I remember it well,” she
answered. “It was my first case as a detective. Morgan Montgomery
was her name. We never did find the perp. The case is still open,
but it’s gone cold.”

“Did you have any leads at
all?”

“Nothing! Not a clue. It went down as a
robbery-homicide.”

Sonny spoke, “We understand there was
something unusual about the condition of the body—a missing
digit?”

“Yes,” Carmen answered. “Her left ring
finger was gone.”

“Didn’t you think that was a little
unusual?” Sonny questioned.

“Yes, I did, but my sergeant said the
perp probably couldn’t get her ring off so he took the finger and
all. Our investigation found her to be pretty well-to-do, and she
wore a good-sized stone. Her husband was an investment banker in
Scottsdale, you know.”

“Again, you didn’t think that was
strange—the finger missing?’ Nick questioned.

“Yes, I did, but like I said, it was my
first case. My sergeant said the finger was probably in the water;
it was fish food. He was pretty adamant about it so I let it go.
But there was one thing that bothered me.”

“Sonny leaned forward. “That
was?”

“When we fished her out of the water,
she was wearing an expensive diamond necklace. I thought, if it was
a robbery, why didn’t the perp take it? My sergeant said the perp
either didn’t see it, or he was interrupted and didn’t have time to
take it. I told him it would have been quicker and easier to pull
the chain off than to cut off a finger, but he dismissed the idea.
He said he had over twenty years as a detective, and he didn’t like
being second-guessed, especially by a newbie. I think he had a
problem with female detectives, if you ask me.”

“So you don’t think it was a robbery,”
Nick stated, more than asked.

“No, sir, I don’t.”

“Do you think your lieutenant would
cooperate with us?” Nick asked.

“I doubt it, unless you can talk to the
dead.” She took a sip of coffee, looked up at her guests, and said,
“A heart attack took him two months ago.”

The waitress returned with two beige coffee
cups and set them in front of both men. She filled the cups from a
brown plastic pitcher and set a small bowl with cream packets in it
on the table. She topped off the cup sitting in front of Carmen and
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