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The sun beat down on the curved aluminum roof of the Airstream like a physical hammer.

John Bohannon knelt on a folded towel, sweating through a gray t-shirt, working a stiff putty knife into a gallon bucket of black marine sealant. The coastal humidity was ninety percent. The metal beneath his knees was hot enough to fry an egg, radiating the August heat right through the thick terrycloth. He scooped a heavy glob of the black tar and slapped it over a cracked rivet seam, scraping it flat.

He hated roofing work. He hated the smell of the petroleum distillates burning his nose, and he hated the fact that water always found a way inside anyway. But a tropical storm had ripped through two weeks ago, and the ceiling above his kitchenette was weeping brown water onto the linoleum.

The harsh scrape of a dying muffler broke the electric drone of the cicadas in the scrub oak.

Bodirt stopped scraping. He wiped the sweat out of his eyes with the back of a tar-stained wrist and looked toward the road.

A faded silver Honda Civic turned off the cracked asphalt and onto his dirt track. The driver took the turn too fast. The Civic hit the first major rut and the undercarriage screamed against the exposed limestone. The car didn’t slow down. It fishtailed through the loose sand, kicking up a rooster tail of pale dust, and skidded to a stop right at the edge of his concrete slab.

The Ford F-250 sat parked on the opposite side of the slab, a rusted giant compared to the battered import.

The driver’s door of the Civic popped open. A woman stepped out into the crushing heat.

She was in her late thirties, with dark hair chopped into a severe, utilitarian bob that barely reached her jawline. She wore faded denim jeans and a plain black t-shirt. She slammed the car door shut, ignoring the cloud of dust settling over her shoes.

Bodirt watched her from the roof. She stood with the rigid, hyper-aware posture of someone who spent ten hours a day wearing Kevlar. Her eyes swept the concrete slab, cataloging the rusted Ford, the weeds pushing through the cracks, and finally, the man kneeling on top of the trailer.

She didn’t wear a badge on her belt. But the hem of her black t-shirt caught the breeze, briefly exposing the hard, unmistakable geometry of a Kydex holster carrying a compact Glock inside her waistband.

“You Bohannon?” she called up.

“Usually.”

“Come down.”

Bodirt set the putty knife on the lid of the sealant bucket. He stood up slowly, feeling the familiar, lingering stiffness in his right knee, and walked to the edge of the Airstream. He swung his legs over the side, found the top rung of the aluminum ladder with his boot, and climbed down to the concrete.

He grabbed a rag smelling heavily of mineral spirits from a lawn chair and scrubbed the black tar off his hands.

“You lost?” Bodirt asked.

“No.” She closed the distance between them, stopping just outside of arm’s reach. Up close, the exhaustion in her face was stark. Dark circles bruised the skin under her eyes, and her jaw was set so tight the muscles twitched. “My name is Elena Cruz. I need a private investigator.”

“I don’t do divorces. I don’t follow cheating husbands.”

“I don’t have a husband.” She crossed her arms. “I’m a detective with the Palm Beach County Sheriff’s Office. Homicide division.”

Bodirt tossed the rag back onto the lawn chair. He looked at the un-badged waistline, then at the beat-up Honda Civic. County detectives drove unmarked Crown Vics or Explorers. They didn’t drive fifteen-year-old imports with heavily oxidized paint.

“Where’s your county ride, Detective?”

“Sitting in the motor pool,” Cruz said, her voice completely flat. “Along with my shield. Internal Affairs took both of them on Tuesday.”

“What did you do?”

“I put my service weapon inside a suspected fentanyl dealer’s mouth because he wouldn’t give me a name,” she said. She didn’t blink. She didn’t offer an excuse. “A neighbor filmed it on a cell phone. The captain suspended me without pay pending a formal review board. I’m officially a civilian.”

Bodirt leaned against the aluminum skin of the trailer. “You pull a gun on an unarmed suspect without a warrant, you don’t get a medal. You get a desk. Or fired.”

“I don’t care about the desk. I don’t care about the badge.” Cruz took a step closer. The anger radiating off her was palpable, a live wire snapping in the humid air. “I care about the fact that they are burying my sister.”

Bodirt stayed quiet. He let the silence hang, waiting for the rest of it.

“Her name was Sofia,” Cruz continued, the rigid control in her voice cracking just a fraction. “She was twenty-four. And she wasn’t a cop. She worked the high-end escort circuits. Boca Raton, Delray Beach, Palm Beach island. The wealthy clients who pay cash to pretend they have a girlfriend for the weekend.”

“When did she go missing?”

“She didn’t go missing. They found her body four days ago in a cheap motel off Interstate 95.” Cruz uncrossed her arms, her hands balling into fists at her sides. “The responding officers took one look at her history, saw the location, and wrote it off. They flagged it as a rough john who went too far, or a drug overdose that got out of hand. They processed the scene in twenty minutes and handed the file to a rookie who isn’t going to look at it until next month.”

Bodirt scratched the stubble on his jaw. “If she worked the high-end circuit, she shouldn’t have been in a roadside motel off the interstate.”

“Exactly.” Cruz’s eyes locked onto his. “And overdoses don’t arrange themselves. When the maid found her, Sofia was laying perfectly straight on the center of the bed. Her hands were folded neatly over her chest. The room had been wiped down with industrial bleach. And there was a bouquet of cheap carnations sitting in a water glass on the nightstand.”

Bodirt felt a cold, familiar weight settle into his stomach. The tar on his hands was forgotten. The heat pressing down on the concrete slab suddenly felt suffocating.

“You said she was the first?” Bodirt asked.

“I said she was my sister,” Cruz corrected sharply. “She’s the fourth. Three other working girls have turned up dead in this county over the last eight months. Different jurisdictions, different motels. Every single one of them was found posed in bed with a bouquet of grocery-store carnations. The street calls him Mr. Lonely. The county calls it a statistical anomaly.”

“And you tried to force the fentanyl dealer to give you a lead on the guy.”

“I tried to force the dealer to tell me who bought a specific prepaid burner phone my sister used. He laughed at me. So I shoved a Glock in his teeth.” Cruz let out a harsh, bitter breath. “And now I’m benched. I can’t access the databases. I can’t interview witnesses without catching a harassment charge. I’m legally blind.”

“So you drove out to a dirt lot to hire a PI.”

“I didn’t drive out here to hire a guy who takes pictures through motel windows,” Cruz said, her gaze dropping to the scarred knuckles on Bodirt’s right hand. “I heard the stories about you at the precinct. They say you used to be a deputy. They say you got fired because you didn’t know when to stop hitting people. They say you operate entirely off the books.”

Bodirt pushed off the side of the Airstream. He walked over to the Ford, pulled a cooler out of the truck bed, and grabbed two bottles of water floating in melting ice. He walked back and held one out to the disgraced detective.

She took it, the condensation dripping over her fingers.

“The cops who told you those stories,” Bodirt said quietly. “Did they also tell you that my methods tend to put the people standing next to me directly in the line of fire?”

“I’m already in the line of fire, Bohannon. My sister is lying on a stainless steel table in the county morgue.” She gripped the plastic water bottle so hard the plastic crinkled loudly. “I need your eyes. I need your access. And if we corner this guy, I need someone who isn’t going to try to read him his Miranda rights.”

Bodirt looked at Elena Cruz. He saw the grief bleeding through the anger, and the dangerous, reckless momentum of a cop who had absolutely nothing left to lose. He knew exactly what it looked like, because he saw it in the mirror every morning.

“Carnations,” Bodirt said.

“Pink ones,” Cruz confirmed.

Bodirt twisted the cap off his water bottle and took a long drink. He looked up at the blistering sun, then back at the half-finished roof of his Airstream. The tar was going to dry unevenly. It was going to leak again during the next storm.

It didn’t matter.

“Where did she work out of?” Bodirt asked.

Cruz didn’t smile, but her shoulders dropped a fraction of an inch. The relief was instantaneous and grim. “She paid cash for a condo in Boca. The police already cleared it. They didn’t find anything.”

“The police were looking for a bad date,” Bodirt said, tossing his water bottle onto the lawn chair next to the tar-stained rag. “Let’s go see what a ghost leaves behind.”
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The Ford’s air conditioning compressor had seized up two years ago. Bodirt drove with both windows rolled down, letting the hot, salty wind off the intracoastal blast through the cab. The radio was off. The only sound was the heavy hum of the mud tires on the asphalt and the rustle of the crime scene photos Elena Cruz was spreading across her lap.

She didn’t keep them in a neat, tabbed binder. They were loose in a battered manila envelope, heavily creased from being handled with angry, sweating hands.

“Three girls before Sofia,” Cruz said, raising her voice over the wind. She slapped the first photograph onto the cracked vinyl bench seat between them. “Angela Davis. Found in a Knights Inn up in Lantana six months ago. Nineteen. Independent escort.”

Bodirt glanced down. The girl in the photo lay perfectly straight on a cheap motel mattress. The sheets were pulled up and tucked precisely under her armpits. Her hands were folded together over her stomach, like she was lying in a casket.

“Jasmine Reed,” Cruz said, dealing the second photo. “Boynton Beach. Found four months ago.”

Same post-mortem staging. Same folded hands.

“Riley Vance. West Palm. Found two months ago.” Cruz dropped the third photo. “Notice the pattern?”

“They look like they’re sleeping,” Bodirt said, keeping his eyes on the road. “No defensive wounds. No torn clothes. The rooms aren’t tossed.”

“The rooms are bleached,” Cruz corrected sharply. “Industrial-grade ammonia and bleach. He wipes down the doorknobs, the television remote, the light switches, and the faucets. He strips the carpets. Crime scene techs couldn’t pull a single viable fingerprint or a stray hair from any of these locations. He’s surgically clean.”

“How does he kill them?”

“Toxicology showed a massive dose of Zolpidem in all three victims. Ambien. He drugs their drinks, waits for them to pass out, and then he manually strangles them. It takes three to five minutes of sustained pressure to crush a human windpipe. He sits there and watches them die while they’re completely unconscious.”

Cruz pulled a fourth photograph from the envelope. She held it for a long second, her thumb tracing the white border, before setting it gently next to the others.

Sofia.

She looked a lot like her older sister. Same dark hair, same sharp jawline, but her features hadn’t yet hardened into the cynical armor Cruz wore. Sofia was posed on a queen-sized bed, hands folded, the sheets tucked tight. On the cheap laminate nightstand beside her head sat a clear glass water tumbler holding half a dozen pink carnations.

“The grocery store flowers,” Bodirt said.

“Left at every scene,” Cruz said, staring at the picture of her sister. “The department psych profile says it’s a marker of remorse. They think he feels guilty after he does it, so he leaves a token.”

“Psych profiles are written by people sitting in air-conditioned offices. It’s not remorse.”

“Then what is it?”

“It’s completion,” Bodirt said. He shifted the truck into third gear, the transmission grinding slightly. “He’s not hiring a prostitute for an hour. He’s setting a stage. The tucked sheets, the clean room, the flowers. He’s building a domestic fantasy. He wants to play house. And when the weekend is over, he breaks the dolls and puts them away.”

Cruz gathered the photos and shoved them back into the envelope. “Sofia didn’t work street corners. She didn’t advertise on the cheap backpage sites. She booked high-end GFE packages.”

“Girlfriend Experience.”

“Right. Forty-eight hours minimum. Dinners, shows, staying in the room. The guys who book that want the illusion of a relationship. They want the girl to look at them like they actually matter.” Cruz stared out the passenger window at the strip malls blurring past. “Sofia screened her clients. She was paranoid. Whoever this guy is, he knows how to look completely harmless on paper.”

“Then we don’t look on paper,” Bodirt said. “We look on the street.”

He whipped the steering wheel hard to the right. The Ford hopped the curb slightly, bouncing on its heavy suspension, and pulled into the cracked asphalt parking lot of the Pink Flamingo Motel.

The building hadn’t improved since Bodirt’s last visit. The coral stucco was still fading, the plastic flamingos on the roof were still missing legs, and the heat still radiated off the blacktop in thick, shimmering waves.

Cruz looked at the motel, her hand instinctively dropping to the hem of her shirt, hovering over the concealed Glock.

“I know this place,” Cruz said, her cop instincts flaring instantly. “Vice squad raids this lot twice a year. It’s a revolving door for meth and cheap tricks.”

“Leave the gun in the holster,” Bodirt said, killing the engine. “You aren’t Vice today. You’re a grieving sister. The woman upstairs doesn’t talk to badges.”

They climbed the exterior metal stairs to the second floor. The air was thick and stagnant. Bodirt didn’t knock on door 24. He pushed straight through the curtain of bone-colored beads.

The room smelled exactly the same. Sandalwood, stale cigarette smoke, and cheap gas-station perfume. The dark purple fabric still draped the walls, and the heavy velvet cloth covered the small table in the center of the room.

Madame Serena sat behind the table, shuffling her tarot deck. She wore a red silk robe today, her dark, gray-streaked hair piled loosely on top of her head. She didn’t look up when the beads clattered behind them.

“I didn’t hear you pull up, John,” Serena said, her husky voice carrying over the soft snick-snick of the cards. “But I felt the headache coming from a mile away.”

She finally looked up, her bourbon-colored eyes sliding past Bodirt to lock instantly onto Cruz.

Serena’s hands went still. The fortune-teller persona vanished, replaced immediately by the cold, calculating stare of a woman who had survived three decades in a business that chewed women up and spit them out.

“You brought a cop into my sanctuary,” Serena said. It wasn’t a question.

“She’s suspended,” Bodirt said.

“Once a cop, always a cop. They carry the iron in their blood. Get her out of here.”

“Her name is Elena Cruz,” Bodirt said, pulling a folding chair out from the wall. He sat down, ignoring the loud groan of the metal frame. “Her little sister was Sofia. Sofia worked the high-end circuit. Somebody strangled her four days ago and left pink carnations on the nightstand.”

Serena looked at Cruz. She took in the dark circles under the detective’s eyes, the rigid posture, and the raw, unpolished grief hanging off her like a heavy coat. Serena set the tarot deck down on the velvet cloth. She didn’t offer Cruz a chair.

“Sofia,” Serena murmured. “The dark hair. Beautiful girl. Kept her nose clean. Never touched the hard stuff, never brought the Johns back to her own place. She was smart.”

“Not smart enough,” Cruz said bitterly. She stepped forward, standing directly over the tarot table. “You know the streets. You know the girls. I need to know who is booking these weekends and putting them in the ground.”

“If I knew a name, Detective, he’d already be dead,” Serena said smoothly. “The working girls in this county talk to each other. When one of us goes missing, the whisper network lights up. But this guy…” She shook
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