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November

Minneapolis, MN

Twenty-five years ago

Ted Duffy loved to swing the axe. He loved the motion—pulling back, stretching his body taut like a crossbow, then releasing the power in his muscles. He probably put more into it than was necessary to get the job done. He didn’t care. This was his workout, his therapy, his outlet for the toxic emotions that built up inside him all week.

Swing, crack! Swing, crack!

There was a rhythm to it he found soothing, and a violence he found satisfying.

Day in and day out he dealt with people he would sooner have sent to hell: the dregs of society, sickos and perverts. The things he’d seen would have made the average citizen vomit and given them nightmares. He lived in a horror story, fighting a losing battle with no end in sight.

He’d been working Sex Crimes for seven years now. His initial efforts to remain detached from the grime of it had gradually worn him out. His plan to do a brief turn in the unit and then use it as a springboard to a more prestigious position in another department had eventually crumbled and collapsed in on itself.

Turned out he was damned good at the job that sucked him into the filthy gutter of human depravity. And the longer he did it, the better he became. And the better he became, the harder it was to escape. The harder it was to escape, the bigger the stain on the very fabric of his soul. The deeper the stain soaked in, the greater his understanding of the minds of the predators he hunted. The greater his understanding, the more his idealistic self was chipped away, the more the filth soaked into him until the only thing he recognized of his original self was the face in the mirror every morning—and even that was eroding.

He had always been a good-looking guy, with chiseled features and smooth skin and a thick head of jet-black hair. The face that stared back at him these days as he shaved had aged twice as fast in half as much time as his twin brother’s. Every day, the lines seemed deeper, the eyes emptier, the hair thinner and grayer. He was becoming something he didn’t want to recognize, inside and out.

So he chopped wood on the stump of an elm tree out behind his house.

Swing, crack! Swing, crack!

He lived in an older neighborhood of square two-story clapboard houses with front porches that had mostly been closed in against the brutal Minnesota winters, and yards separated by tall, weathered privacy fences. His property backed onto a large, rambling park that surrounded one of the city’s many lakes. The park let him have the illusion of living in the woods.

Mr. Lumberjack, living in the woods, swinging his axe.

Swing, crack! Swing, crack!

Despite the cold, wet weather, he was sweating inside the layers of clothing he wore: thermal underwear, a flannel shirt, a down-filled vest. He hated this time of year. Every day was shorter than the last. Night began to fall in late afternoon. Winter could arrive on any given day and stay until April. They had had an ice storm on Halloween and a blizzard on Veterans Day, followed by three days of rain that had caused flash flooding in low-lying areas. The odd day of stunning, electric blue skies and a paltry few lingering fall colors couldn’t make up for the stretches of bleak gray or the damp cold that knifed to the bone. It buried its blade between his shoulders as he wiped the moisture from his face on the sleeve of his shirt and hoisted the axe again.

Swing, crack!

The temperature was dropping quickly. The intermittent spitting rain that had been falling off and on all afternoon was giving way to a pelting snow that cut like tiny shards of glass, stinging his ruddy cheeks.

Every winter he bitched about the Minnesota weather and vowed to move to Florida the day he retired from the police department. But if he moved to Florida, he wouldn’t have any reason to split wood. What would he do for his sanity then?

Like he stood any chance of getting away from here anyway, he thought, looking up at the house, where lights had come on in the kitchen and in one bedroom upstairs. His family all lived in Bloomington. Barbie the Ball Buster’s family was entrenched in the southern suburbs. The kids had all their cousins and friends here.

Maybe he should go alone. Maybe everyone would be happier if he did.

He sighed and picked up another chunk of wood, set it on its end on the stump, stepped back, and swung the axe.

Mr. Lumberjack. Mr. Sex Crimes Detective of the Year. Featured speaker at conferences all over the Midwest. Expert on the subject of human degradation.

Swing, crack! Swing, crack!

He tried to concentrate on the silence between the small explosions of the axe striking the wood. He sucked cold air into his smoke-blackened lungs. His heart pounded too hard from the effort. The muscles in his shoulders cramped. He felt like he might have a heart attack at any moment.

Barbie would revive him and kill him again with her bare hands, furious to be left with the kids and the mortgage and the Catholic school tuitions.

Theirs was a marriage in the way of many couples: a partnership of paychecks that didn’t stretch far enough, intimacy a thing of memory, the future a projected image at the far end of a treadmill that ran too fast.

More and more all he wanted was off.

They resented each other more days than not. His wife had ceased to think of him as a man. He was a paycheck, a roommate, a pain in the ass. He had sought validation and comfort elsewhere. It wasn’t hard to get. Consequently, it didn’t mean anything. And the spiral of his life went down and down. He didn’t like what his marriage had become. He didn’t like what he had become.

His grandmother had always warned him about purgatory. Hell’s waiting room, she used to call it. Purgatory had become his life.

Sometimes he wondered if death could be so much worse.

Swing, crack! Swing, crack!

Crack! Crack!

The final two sounds seemed to come from far away, like an echo.

Ted Duffy was dead before he could wonder why.

The first bullet hit him between the shoulder blades as he held the axe high over his head. It shattered bone and deflated a lung, and tore through a major artery. The second bullet struck him in the head, entering above the right ear, exiting below the left eye.

He dropped face-first to the ground at the base of the tree stump, his eyes open but seeing nothing, blood pooling beneath his cheek and seeping into the new-fallen snow.
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November

Minneapolis, MN

Present Day

“Duffy was a great guy.”

“That’s not one of the criteria for picking a cold case,” Nikki Liska argued.

Gene Grider narrowed his eyes. He had a face like a bulldog, and breath to match. “What the hell is wrong with you? Do you need a Midol or something?”

She wrinkled her nose at him. “What decade did you crawl up out of, Grider? Smells like 1955.”

Grider had worked Homicide before her time, but not that long before her time. He had put in thirty years, doing stints in Homicide, Robbery, and Sex Crimes. His last few years on the job had been spent working special community initiatives—jobs Nikki would have thought required a lot more charm than Grider could scrape together on his best day.

“It’s twenty-five years since Duff was gunned down,” he said, slamming his hand down on the table. “Twenty-five years this month! It’s a disgrace that this case has never been solved. This is what I’m coming out of retirement for. We’re finally getting a dedicated cold case unit. This case should be front and center!”

“It’s not like nobody’s worked the case,” Liska said. “People have worked the case all along.”

“On the side, with no money,” Grider complained.

Which was exactly how the majority of cold cases were worked all over the country—piecemeal, if at all. Cold case units were far more common on television than in reality. In the real world, police departments operated on taxpayer dollars, funding that was continually being cut to the bone. Homicide detectives all had their old unsolved cases that they continued to chip away at when they could, and passed them on to other detectives when they transferred or retired. It was a wonder any of the cases got solved, considering.

“The same as all these cases,” Nikki pointed out.

She had spent the last two months going half blind reviewing cold cases dating back to the mid-seventies. Of the two hundred cases she had evaluated, she had pulled sixty-seven for the final round of reviews. Grider had looked through another two hundred and pulled fifty-nine. They had whittled the list down to a hundred, and now had to prioritize. They would be lucky if the federal grant money being used to set up the unit got them through half the cases on their short list.

“This isn’t the same thing,” Grider snapped. “Duff was one of us. Where the hell is your loyalty?”

“This isn’t about loyalty,” Nikki said. “It can’t matter that Duffy was a cop—”

“Nice to know what you think of your peers,” Grider said, sneering.

“Oh, get off your high horse,” she snapped. “It’s about solvability. We’ve got a limited budget. We have to go after the cases we have a hope in hell of closing. You couldn’t close Duffy’s case in twenty-five years for a reason: There’s jack shit to go on. He was shot from a distance. There were no witnesses, no fingerprints, no DNA, no trace evidence of any value,” she said, ticking the points off on her fingers.

“We’re supposed to spend money and man hours going back over a case not likely to ever be solved?” she asked. “What case doesn’t make the cut because we’re giving priority to an unsolvable crime? The serial rapes from 1997? The child murder from 1985? The hit-and-run death of a father of six? Which one do we leave out? All those cases have forensic evidence that can be retested with better technology than before. All of them are potentially solvable.”

The new Homicide lieutenant, Joan Mascherino, looked from Liska to Grider and back like an impassive tennis umpire.

She was a neat and proper woman with auburn hair cut in a neat and proper style. Perfectly polished in her conservative gray suit and pearl earrings, she was Liska’s height—short. Kindred spirits in the world of the vertically challenged—or so Nikki hoped.

Nikki had learned long ago to take any advantage she could get in this profession still dominated by men. She certainly wasn’t above playing the girls-gotta-stick-together card when she could do it subtly. But Joan Mascherino hadn’t gotten where she was by being a pushover. Now in her mid-fifties, she had come on the job when discrimination against women was a way of life, and had still worked her way up the ranks to lieutenant. Running Homicide was just another feather in her cap on her way to bigger things. Rumor had it she would be going upstairs to rub elbows with the deputy chiefs in the not-too-distant future.

Homicide’s last boss, Kasselmann, had used the closing of the Doc Holiday murders as a springboard to being named deputy chief of the Investigations Bureau—as if he’d had anything to do with solving the serial killer’s crimes. He had just happened to be sitting in the office at the time.

Mascherino had come over from Internal Affairs just in time to be handed the plum task of putting together the Cold Case unit, which would, initially at least, be high profile and put her in the media spotlight.

Gene Grider, retired for eighteen months, had come back to work this unit, offering himself at part-time pay, which made him very attractive to the number crunchers trying to squeeze every penny out of the grant money. But it also augmented Grider’s pension, and allowed him to bring his own agenda along with him.

His agenda was Ted Duffy.

So went the law enforcement food chain.

Nikki had her own agenda, too. She had leveraged her role in closing the Doc Holiday cases to get Kasselmann to recommend her to this unit. When she caught a case in Homicide, it wasn’t unusual to be on for twenty-four hours or more, straight. In Cold Case, there was no urgency. There were regular hours, giving her more time with her boys.

She had spent the better part of a decade in Homicide. The unit was her home away from home, her family away from family. She loved the job, was very good at the job. But R.J. and Kyle, at fourteen and sixteen, were growing into young men, struggling around the pitfalls of adolescence as they made the transition from boyhood to independence and maturity. They needed an adult available, and she was it. God knew their father didn’t qualify for the job.

It had been during the height of the Doc Holiday hunt that Nikki realized she didn’t know enough about what was going on in the life of her oldest son, Kyle. The lives of teenagers were so much more complicated now than when she was a kid. Her sons could be lost so easily while she was looking away—lost literally and figuratively. No matter how much she loved her job, she loved her boys a million times more.

News of the grant money coming in for a cold case unit had started circulating at the perfect time. She would still be investigating homicides, but the urgency and long hours of a fresh case would be removed. The challenges would be different, but she would still be fighting for a victim.

Except that, at the moment, she was fighting against a victim. Another detective, no less.

“If Ted Duffy’s murder isn’t on this agenda, I’m out of here,” Grider threatened.

Like he was some kind of supercop. Like he was Derek Jeter coming out of retirement to save the Yankees or something.

“And every cop in Minneapolis is going to be up in arms about it,” Grider continued, cutting a hard look at Liska. “Except this one,” he muttered, and then put his attention back on the people he wanted to sway. “Duffy’s is the only unsolved homicide on the books involving a police officer. It’s a black eye on the department. And I would think now—especially now—that would mean something.”

Liska sat up straighter, incredulous. “Is that a threat? Is that what you’re trying to so cleverly slip into that rant? You’ll set a fire amongst the rank and file if you don’t get your way?”

Grider shrugged. “I’m just saying people are already on edge.”

“You’re a fucking bully.”

Lieutenant Mascherino cut Nikki a disapproving look. “We can do without the language, Sergeant.”

Nikki bit her tongue. Great. She had a mouth like a sailor on holiday, and a schoolmarm for a lieutenant.

They sat at a round white melamine table in a war room commandeered from Homicide. Round tables were supposed to foster feelings of equality and cooperation, according to the industrial and organizational psychology expert the department had wasted taxpayer dollars on during the last remodeling of the offices. The same expert had recommended painting the office walls mauve, and had told them they needed to remove the U bolts from the walls and floors in the interview rooms, so they had nowhere to cuff violent offenders if the need arose, because the threat of physical restraint might be deemed “intimidating.”

Nikki could still see the look on her partner Kovac’s face as they listened to the presentation. Nobody had a better “Are you fucking kidding me?” face than Kovac.

Weeks later a suspect had yanked a useless decorative shelf off the wall of an interview room and cracked Kovac in the head with it. He still had a little scar. Nikki had kneecapped the suspect with her tactical baton before he could do worse. Thank God Kovac had a head like granite.

Mascherino exchanged a look with Chris Logan, the chief assistant county attorney. Logan was a big, handsome man in an expensive suit, tall and athletic with a thick shock of Black Irish hair streaked with gray. Fiftyish. Brash. Aggressive. Intimidating in the courtroom or in a conversation.

Logan’s role in this meeting was to give his blessing to cases he thought might have the potential to be prosecuted successfully. The Duffy case offered nothing for him to sink his teeth into as a prosecutor. He would want witnesses, evidence, forensics—at the very least, a viable suspect at this stage of the game. Yet, he didn’t jump in to dismiss Grider’s sales pitch.

Logan was certainly aware of the contract tensions between the city and the police union, recently made worse by the mayor’s threats of deep budget cuts and layoffs. But if any of that concerned him, he wasn’t going to show it. He had to be a hell of a poker player.

He rubbed a hand along his jaw as he weighed the pros and cons.

“We owe Duff one more try,” Grider pressed. “All we need is for one person to talk. That’s all it takes to crack a case like this.”

“After twenty-five years, why would anyone talk?” Nikki asked.

“Maybe they got a conscience,” Grider said, “or found Jesus, or now hate the person they were protecting back then.”

But none of that seemed likely, and even if someone talked, there was still no physical evidence to speak of. They couldn’t go to trial with nothing but hearsay or uncorroborated accomplice testimony. Nikki sighed.

The cold case she had pulled as her number one candidate was the 2001 rape and murder of a young mother. There were two solid suspects. They needed only a couple of puzzle pieces and a little luck to make the case. The victim’s mother had already been in touch with her to lobby on her daughter’s behalf.

“Have you read the entire Duffy murder book?” Logan asked her.

“Enough to know there isn’t—”

“That’s a no,” he said. “Maybe you need to take a closer look.”

“I’ve personally read through sixty-seven other cases that are more promising.”

Logan didn’t blink.

“Re-interviewing friends, family, co-workers. Going through the file with a fresh eye,” he said. “That’s not a huge investment of time. A few days. A week at the most. If nothing turns up, at least we gave it a shot.”

“It’s a good case for the media,” Grider said, sweetening the deal. “The twenty-fifth anniversary of the murder of one of the city’s finest. The news coverage might shake something loose.”

And there was nothing a politically ambitious prosecutor liked more than a free media spotlight. It was no secret the current county attorney was considering running for the U.S. Senate. Everyone assumed Logan was next in line to take over as top dog for Hennepin County. If he decided to champion the Duffy case, he could get that initial news exposure that would come at the launch of the new unit, and curry favor with the police union at the same time. Two birds, one stone. To the cops, he would look like a hero for reopening the case, and if, after the media had moved on to other news, the case didn’t get solved, that would be the fault of the investigators. No downside for Logan.

Nikki sat back in her chair and crossed her arms over her chest. She wouldn’t admit defeat, but she would have to accept it. Fine. Let Grider have his one case. It would keep him out of her hair while she devoted herself to her dead young mother.

Unlike Homicide, where the detectives worked together, and had multiple cases going at the same time, in Cold Case each of them would be working one case at a time, until it was either solved or all hope had been exhausted, and then they would move on to the next one.

Logan drummed his fingers on the tabletop and gave a decisive nod. “Let’s do it. That’s our headliner.”

Mascherino stood up and went to the long whiteboard on the wall behind her. “All right, then. We start with the murder of Ted Duffy.”

She chose a marker and wrote Duffy’s name at the top of the board in neat cursive. Grider looked at Nikki and smiled like a shark. She rolled her eyes away from him and toward the third member of their team, Candra Seley, who shrugged and spread her hands, mouthing her opinion: He’s such an asshole!

Seley, on loan from the Business and Technology unit, would primarily be reviewing evidence, processing and reprocessing test results, performing witness and suspect background checks, compiling witness lists, and constructing time lines. Liska and Grider would be the feet on the ground.

Grider got up from his chair, smoothing his tie over his protruding belly. “I’ll get right on it.”

“No,” Mascherino said calmly. “The Duffy case goes to Liska.”

“What?!” Liska and Grider blurted out simultaneously.

“That’s my case!” Grider argued, his face turning red.

“It’s time for a fresh pair of eyes,” the lieutenant said firmly. “That’s the whole point of a cold case unit—getting a fresh take on an old crime. I’m sure Sergeant Liska will appreciate your input when she asks for it, but this is her case now.”

“But I know this case inside and out! I know these people!”

“That’s just my point. I want someone who doesn’t know any of the people involved. Someone who has no preconceived ideas going in. That’s the only way a case this stale has any chance of being solved.”

Grider paced behind the table. Nikki could hear him breathing in and out like he’d run a hundred yards.

“She doesn’t even think the case deserves to be investigated!” he shouted, pointing at Nikki as if he were fingering her for a witch.

“I don’t think it deserves to be a priority,” Nikki corrected him, pushing her chair back and standing. He was still half a foot taller than she was.

“You said it was unsolvable.”

“Well, in twenty-five years you certainly haven’t proven me wrong.”

“So it’ll be just fine with you if you don’t solve it, either,” Grider said sarcastically. “You’ve already got your excuse ready.”

Nikki felt like the top of her head might blow off. Furious, she walked up on him, her hands jammed at her waist. “Are you implying that I won’t do the job? You think I’m a bad cop? Fuck you, Grider! I didn’t ride in here on a powder puff. I’ve worked my ass off to get where I am. I’ll put my record in Homicide up against yours any day of the week. I don’t have any moldy age-old unsolved murders with my name on them.”

Grider looked at the lieutenant. “How am I supposed to work with her?”

“You’re not,” Mascherino said. “You’ve got your own case to work. Take your number two and run with it. Nikki, you’ve got priority for Candra’s time, however you need her.”

Logan unfolded himself from his chair, looking at Nikki. “Press conference at five in the government center.”

“Today?” She glanced at her watch. It was nearly four.

“Plenty of time to go powder your nose and put on some lipstick,” Logan quipped.

“Speak for yourself,” Nikki snapped, gathering her notes from the table. “I’ve got a case to review.”
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“The guy’s a freaking twitch,” Sam Kovac said. “The first thing he did when we got him in the box was puke on the floor.”

He sat at his desk watching the feed from the interview room on his computer screen. His new trainee—he refused to use the word partner—was just down the hall, taking his turn trying to get information out of Ronnie Stack. Stack—thirty-four, meth head, bone thin, pasty white—was a nervous rodent type: furtive, thin lips quivering, narrow eyes darting all around the room, rubbing his hands together like he was washing, over and over.

“Is he high?” Tippen asked, watching over Kovac’s shoulder like a vulture. He was built that way, too: long and bony, with a permanent slouch, a beak of a nose, and keen dark eyes. He’d been a detective nearly as long as Kovac, which made the two of them old as dirt.

“No, but I’m sure he wants to be.”

This fact would, Kovac hoped, tip the scales in their favor. Stack wanted out of that room—maybe badly enough to give them what they wanted: information on the murder of a drug dealer known as BB. Stack was a known associate of BB’s, and had reportedly been with the dealer shortly before somebody stuck a knife in his throat and caused him to drown in his own blood.

Stack was not under arrest. This was a noncustodial interview. He was free to get up and leave anytime he wanted. It amazed Kovac how few people exercised that right. They seemed to think that option was some kind of trick.

“How’s the kid doing?” Tippen asked, helping himself to the other desk chair in the cubicle.

The kid, Michael Taylor, fledgling homicide detective, was Kovac’s third trainee in as many months. Of the other two, one had gone back to his old job in Sex Crimes, and the other had transferred to a sudden opportunity in the Business and Technology unit. Neither had been cut out for Homicide as far as Kovac was concerned—an opinion he had made abundantly clear.

Bottom line: He didn’t want a new partner. He was too old and cranky to break one in. He and Liska had been partners for so long that they were comfortable together, their styles meshed; they had learned to tolerate each other’s annoying habits. They were like an old married couple that never had sex. He wanted that back. Instead, he had to take this kid and try to make him into something he could live with.

Taylor showed some promise, Kovac admitted grudgingly. He had been an MP in the army. After two tours in Iraq he had opted out of the service and come home to Minneapolis. He joined the force and set his sights on making detective, rising quickly through the ranks. He had come to Homicide from Special Crimes, to bulk up his résumé before he was fast-tracked to further stardom. At least, that was what Kovac believed. The kid was too handsome and too sharp to loiter in the trenches with the rest of the grunts. He had Big Things written all over him. His sheer perfection rubbed Kovac the wrong way.

He shrugged at Tippen’s question. “We’ll see.”

He turned up the volume on the computer speakers. Taylor was sitting looking relaxed, looking like he could sit there for the next two or three days. He had his shirtsleeves rolled perfectly halfway up his forearms. Even this late in the day his shirt still looked freshly starched, perfectly tailored to showcase his broad shoulders and trim waist.

“Good thing Liska transferred out,” Tippen said. “She’d be all over Taylor like stink on a billy goat.”

Tippen resembled a billy goat, Kovac thought, with his long homely face, sporting a goatee and mustache these past few months. His vintage beatnik look. He claimed it played well with the coffeehouse chicks.

“The guy is hot,” Tippen went on. “If I was a woman, I’d fuck him.”

Kovac made a pained face. “Oh Jesus, don’t put that in my head!”

“Taylor’s too young for Tinks,” Elwood Knutson announced, joining them in the cramped gray cubicle, and taking up all remaining available space. He was built like a Disney cartoon bear, and had a similar pelt of hair.

“Don’t tell Tinks that,” Kovac advised. “She’ll pluck your eyeballs out and feed them to you.”

“Merely an observation,” Elwood murmured, hunkering down closer to the screen. “She’s not the cougar type.”

“He’s not that young anyway,” Kovac muttered. The kid made him feel like a dinosaur. “He’s thirty-four.”

“And how old are you now, Sam?”

“Old enough to remember rotary telephones. I’ve got shoes older than this kid,” he confessed. “And a couple of neckties, too.”

He turned his focus back to the computer screen.

“You know,” Taylor was saying to Stack, “we’re just not making the progress here I thought we would, Ronnie. You seemed so eager to cooperate, but you’re not telling me anything I don’t already know.”

“Maybe I don’t know anything more than you know,” Stack said, pushing his limp blond hair back from his face.

Taylor shook his head. “I don’t think I’ve overestimated you. I think you want to help us out here,” Taylor said. “BB was your friend, after all.”

Stack’s eyes darted from side to side. “He wasn’t really my friend. I mean, I knew him, but …”

Taylor leaned forward a bit. Stack leaned back.

“Now, there you go, trying to distance yourself when we have witnesses who put you with BB shortly before his death,” Taylor said. “Now you’re suddenly telling me maybe you and BB weren’t such good friends after all when I know you’d been staying at his house. You have to know what this makes me think, Ronnie.”

Stack nibbled at a hangnail as he curled in on himself, turning into a human comma on the other side of the table, trying to make himself smaller and smaller, as if he thought he might eventually become so small Taylor would find him physically insignificant and let him disappear.

“It makes me think maybe we should be looking at you as a suspect instead of a possible witness.” Taylor’s voice was quiet and even, matter-of-fact. “Should we be looking at you that way, Ronnie?”

“N-no.” The twitch wiped his arm across his forehead. “It seems really hot in here. Aren’t you hot?”

“Me? No. I spent two years in Iraq fighting for your freedom in the ninth circle of hell. I know what hot is. It’s not hot in here. I mean, we’ve got the fan going and everything.”

Without another interview room available, they had had a janitor come in and clean Stack’s vomit off the floor, and then had brought in a little desk fan to blow on the wet carpet and dissipate the smell of puke and cleaning agents.

“Did you have some kind of beef with BB, Ronnie?”

“No!”

“Did he have some kind of beef with you? Maybe you pissed him off. Maybe he caught you stealing.”

“No!” Stack protested—too fervently. Like a guilty man. “I’m not like that. I’m a nice person. I’d do anything for anybody. I’d give you the shirt off my back,” he said, tugging at the collar of his dirty, puke-stained, olive-colored sweater. The color made him look like maybe he had a liver disease—or maybe he did have a liver disease. Fucking junkie.

“I’m always getting blamed for shit I didn’t do!” he whined.

“But isn’t it true you were mooching off BB for a long time?” Taylor asked in that calm, even voice that was somehow more unnerving than a shout. “You were sleeping on his couch, eating his food, taking advantage of his kindness.”

“It’s not like I didn’t help him,” Stack said indignantly. “I watched his dogs when he was out of town.”

“You watched his dogs while you were sleeping on his couch and smoking his dope and eating his food and helping yourself to the meth.”

“He owed me something for all I did.”

“You felt entitled,” Taylor said, nodding.

“I did all kinds of stuff for him,” Stack claimed.

“Like selling his dope and sticking the money in your pocket? How did he feel about that?”

“I never did that! He would have killed me!”

“So you did it only while he was out of town and you were looking after his dogs?” Taylor said. “Because you were entitled to that much.”

Stack shifted in his seat, agitated. “No! I told you. BB would’ve killed me.”

“So maybe you beat him to it.”

“I’m really hot,” Stack said, tugging again at the collar of his sweater.

“It’s probably just nerves,” Taylor said. “I mean, here you sit with a homicide detective telling you you might be a suspect in the death of your friend. Maybe I’m trying to visualize you sticking that knife into BB’s neck, shoving that blade down his throat, listening to him gurgle as he drowned in his own blood. Hell of a way to go, sucking that blood down in big gulps.”

Stack twisted and turned in his seat. He looked like he might puke again. Taylor rose from his chair, smoothing his tie down with one hand.

“I’d be nervous if I was in your place, too, Ronnie,” he said. “You’ve got a couple of drug busts on your sheet already. BB was a drug dealer. Most people won’t have to try too hard to stretch that story to fit. You know what I’m saying? I’ll guarantee a jury isn’t going to be interested in all your ‘poor, poor Ronnie’ sob stories.”

“Fuck you!” Stack spat the words at him.

Taylor ignored the insult. He hadn’t changed the tone or volume of his voice since the beginning of the interview. Pretty damned impressive, Kovac thought, though wild horses couldn’t have kicked that confession out of him.

“Tell you what, Ronnie,” Taylor said. “I’m going to step out for a moment to confer with Detective Kovac. I’ll tell you right now, he wants to hold you on this. He’s not as patient as I am. While I’m out, you try to refresh your memory for me. Otherwise, Kovac’s going to come down on you like Thor’s hammer. Trust me, you don’t want that to happen.”

“Who’s Thor?” Stack asked stupidly. “Oh. Like in the movie?”

Taylor just looked at him, and then left the room.

“Well played, young man,” Tippen said, impressed.

“I like his style,” Elwood agreed.

Kovac growled a little in his throat, as if to say he wasn’t convinced just yet.

As soon as Taylor was out the door of the interview room, Stack got up and started to pace, holding his stomach, bending over a little.

“Oh man. Oh man,” he muttered.

“I don’t know,” Taylor said, joining the small crowd in the cubicle. “We’ve been at this for two hours already and he hasn’t given us anything useful.”

“Except that he now sounds more like a suspect than a witness,” Elwood said. “Well done.”

Taylor shrugged it off. He had shoulders like the fucking Rock. No possible way he bought his shirts off the rack.

“Ronnie Stack didn’t stick a knife in a drug dealer—not face-to-face,” he said. “He doesn’t have the balls for murder.”

“No, but I’d say there’s a good chance he knows who did,” Kovac said. “We’ll go back in together. If he knows anything, he’ll tell us now.”

“Can we take a couple of minutes?” Taylor asked as Sam got up from his chair. “The smell in that room is making me nauseous. I think the dude ate a head of cabbage for lunch. Anyhow, I don’t know how much more we can squeeze out of him before he uses the L word.”

“That all depends on what you mean by that,” Elwood said, pointing at the computer screen. “I think he’s about to squeeze out something right now.”

Kovac turned his attention back to the screen. “What the fuck is he doing?”

Ronnie Stack was hopping from foot to foot as he undid his pants, chanting, “Oh shit, oh shit, oh shit!”

“Oh no!”

“No fucking way!”

“Aw, MAN!”

Even as they shouted their protests, their interviewee yanked his pants down and squatted over the room’s tiny wastebasket, his ferret face squeezed tight.

“Oooooooh!”

“Not seriously!”

“I’ll call Maintenance,” Taylor said, turning away, looking a little green beneath his tan.

“Good luck with that,” Kovac said. “They’re not coming back after the puke, not the guys on this shift.”

“Welcome to the big leagues, kid,” Tippen said, slapping Taylor on the shoulder. “You scared the shit out of him, you get to clean it up.”

“Noooo, no, no,” Taylor said, shaking his head. “I’m calling in a hazmat crew. I’m ready to puke right now. I’m not going back in there!”

“Somebody better go back in there,” Elwood said, pointing at the screen again.

Stack was crying now, crawling on his hands and knees across the floor, his pants still undone.

“What now?” Kovac asked, watching their person of interest make his way toward the fan. At first he thought Stack was just trying to get away from the smell. Then he picked up the cord of the fan, raised it to his mouth, and tried to bite into it.

“Fuck!” Taylor shouted, bolting for the interview room.

The rest of them watched the action on the screen—Taylor bursting into the room, shouting, yanking the cord of the fan out of the wall before Stack could light himself up like a Christmas tree.

“Oh my God!” Taylor said, reeling at the stench. “What the hell is wrong with you?”

He pursued Stack as the junkie jumped up and stumbled backward, hiking up his pants. “Were you born in a barn? Shitting in the trash can? Seriously? Who does that? We have plumbing here!”

Stack stepped back, stumbled, kicking over the wastebasket and spilling the contents onto the floor. Overwhelmed by the stench, Taylor unloaded his lunch all over their suspect, to the groans and shouts of his fellow detectives.

“The kid gives his all,” Tippen said.

“We’re going to have to burn sage in that room,” Elwood murmured seriously.

Kovac shook his head at the ridiculousness of it all. “I’m getting too old for this shit.”

KOVAC THOUGHT ABOUT THAT as he stared into his drink. He wished he was as young as he was the first time he said he was too old. The big five-oh was looming large on the horizon. He was on the steep downhill side of making his thirty years on the job. He had always said he would make his thirty and move to a climate where he could wear bad Hawaiian shirts year round. Now that thirty was looming on the horizon, he had to admit he hated Hawaiian shirts and that the idea of retirement scared the crap out of him.

“Hey, move over, Methuselah. I need a seat and a stiff one,” Liska said.

“But would you like a drink?” Tippen asked.

Liska gave him the finger. Ever the lady.

They had a corner booth at Patrick’s, an Irish bar owned by Swedes, conveniently located halfway between the sheriff’s office and the police department. Any fool trying to rob the bar would have thirty or forty guns drawn on him all at once. The place was always packed with cops—off-duty cops, retired cops, cops just finished with their shifts, cops grabbing a meal before they went to work.

“To what do we owe the pleasure of your company, Ms. Liska?” Elwood asked. “Isn’t it a school night?”

“Speed is taking the boys to a wrestling meet at the U of M,” she said, sliding into the place they had made for her.

“Hot sweaty guys groping each other, and you’re not going?” Tippen asked, arching a brow. “Are you unwell?”

“Momma needs a vodka. What a rotten day.”

“Please. How can you even break a sweat in Cold Case? Your vics have all been dead for years.”

“Like my love life,” Liska lamented on a sigh.

“Maybe that’ll pick up now that you don’t have to worry about going on a date smelling like a fresh corpse.”

“Always looking on the bright side, Elwood. I miss that,” she confessed, looking around. “Where’s the noob? I spent all day staring at Gene Grider’s ugly mug. I need some eye candy.”

“He had to go home on account of the stench,” Kovac said.

They filled her in on the fiasco.

“That’s so gross!” She laughed. “You guys have all the fun!”

“See what you’re missing out on, Tinks?”

Kovac had given her the nickname Tinker Bell on Steroids when she first came into Homicide. Tiny but fierce—and woe to the person who crossed her—she wielded a mean tactical baton. The name had quickly been shortened to Tinks for practical purposes. She was five feet five inches of dynamite with silver-blonde hair cropped short and sticking up all over in one of those trendy finger-in-the-light-socket cuts. Her blue eyes had a gaze that could cut steel.

The waitress brought her a vodka and tonic without Liska having to ask. She took a long drink.

“Don’t rub it in,” she grumbled. “So what happened to the twitch?”

“We had to call him trying to bite through the electrical cord a suicide attempt,” Kovac said. “So, he’s in the loony bin at HCMC on a psych hold. Now, of course, he’s going to get a lawyer, and that’ll be that. Taylor had him that close to spilling his guts,” he said pinching thumb and forefinger nearly together.

“He actually did do that, just not the way you wanted,” Liska said. “I suppose none of you saw me on TV, seeing how you were in the midst of a literal shit storm. The Cold Case unit is officially launched. I’m the poster girl, thank you very much.”

“Did you wear a bikini?” Tippen asked.

“You’re such a perv.”

“Don’t undersell me,” Tippen said, pretending offense. “I am the perv.”

“Whatever,” Kovac snapped, not in the mood for their usual banter. “What case gets the big spotlight?”

“Ted Duffy.”

“That’s stupid,” he said. “No one’s ever going to solve that case. There’s jack shit to go on.”

“My words exactly,” Liska said. “But Grider bullied it through. Then Mascherino gave it to me. I thought Grider’s head would explode.”

“They were pals back in the day,” Kovac said. “Grider and Duffy.”

“Did you know Duffy?”

“Yeah. He was a prick.”

“Salt of the earth, best cop to ever walk the earth—according to Grider.”

“Yeah, well, he’s a prick, too,” Kovac said as he raised
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She ran. Her breath sawed in and out of her lungs, ragged and hot; painful, like knives plunging in and pulling out of her chest. The air was too thick, too heavy. She thought she might drown in it as she ran down the gravel road. She thought she might fall to the hard, dry stones and crushed shells beneath her feet, and drown on the air of the hot, humid Louisiana night.

Sweat came like steam from her pores. It felt like her skin was ready to peel away, leaving her red and raw and bloody.

Blood. So much blood. On her hands. In her hair. On her face. She was painted with it. When she found someone—if she found someone—they would see the blood too. They would see the whites of her eyes and the red of the blood that streaked down her cheeks and across her jaw. They would see the blood that stained her hands like red lace gloves. They would be horrified without even knowing the true horror of what had happened.

She replayed it over and over in her mind’s eye, the images flashing like a strobe light, like random scenes from a movie. The flash of the knife. The flailing arms. The splash of red blood spraying everywhere.

She could taste the blood: bitter and metallic. She could taste the salt of her sweat and of her tears. The mix made a nauseating cocktail in her mouth.

She could smell it. The stench of fear: blood and body odor, urine and feces. The memory was so strong and so real she gagged on it. She thought she might vomit, but she had to keep running.

Her legs were heavy with fatigue, every stride an effort. She stubbed her toe in the gravel and sprawled headlong. The road rushed up to meet her, slammed into her, the gravel biting into the flesh of her hands and her bare arms and knees and the side of her face. The impact rattled her brain and knocked the wind from her. She tried to gasp for air, frantic, thinking she might die. And when she finally managed a breath, she choked on it, choked on her own panic.

Maybe it was better if she died. Maybe she should just lie down and quit. Everyone in her life would probably be happier, relieved, unburdened. 

The night waited, ever patient, oblivious to her pain, not caring if she died. Things died in the swamp all the time. Death was just a part of life here.

As the roar of her pulse in her ears subsided to a dull throb, the sounds of the bayou came though: crickets and frogs, the groan of an alligator somewhere nearby, the distant rumble of thunder as a storm rolled up from the Gulf. Something moved suddenly in the brush at the side of the road. Birds flew up, their wings thumping against the thick, still air.

Startled, she scraped and scrambled, swimming on the rock, struggling to get her feet under her and to get herself upright. 

Headlights appeared around a bend in the road. She was stricken at once with both joy and panic. A driver in the dead of night in the middle of nowhere—would this be help or harm? She knew all about the kind of men who prowled the darkness and preyed on women. A part of her wanted to crouch in the brush and hide. A part of her knew she couldn’t.

She stood in the road and waved her arms above her head.

“Help me! Stop! Help me! Please!” In her mind she was shouting, but she could barely hear the words.

The car drew closer. The headlights blinded her.

The driver had to see her now.

“Help me!”

The vehicle slowed to a crawl but didn’t stop.

“Help!” she shouted, flinging herself at the driver’s side of the hood as if she could physically force the car to stop. “Please, help me!”

She slapped the hood with one hand and the windshield with the other, smearing the glass with blood. For just a second her eyes locked on the terrified face of the driver, a woman, and then the engine roared. The tires chewed at the gravel. The car sped forward and she fell to the side, trying to grab hold of the driver’s door handle as the car slid past, her fingers twisting painfully as the vehicle sped away. Her head cracked hard against the window. Bang! Thump! Thud! She hit the ground and rolled, choking on the dust, spitting out blood and gravel and a tooth.

She could have closed her eyes and willed it all away, and slipped into the deep abyss of unconsciousness. She might lay there and die, be run over by a truck, or dragged into the swamp by an animal. But then she was on her hands and knees, crawling, coughing, crying, blood and tears and snot dripping from her face.

The thunder rumbled nearer, but above her the moon was still white-bright so bright the sky around it glowed metallic blue. Down the road she could see the outline of a house, a shabby little box of a house, a yard with an old pickup parked near a sagging porch. A yellow bug light burned beside the front door.

She wobbled to her feet like a newborn deer and staggered on, hope dredging up the last of her strength. She had seen the couple who lived here. Older. The man had waved at her once as she drove past. The woman had frowned at him, disapproving. One of them would come to the door. It didn’t matter which.

Exhausted, she tripped on the house’s front steps and fell onto the weathered boards of the porch. Beyond feeling pain, she dragged herself the last few feet and started pounding on the screen door.

She was crying too hard to speak now. Even her sobs died in her throat. She slapped at the screen door, her strength draining just as suddenly as it had surged, rushing out of her like water down a hole.

Help me. Help me. Please God, someone help me . . .

“You done forgot your key again?”

The complaining voice seemed to come from a long distance, from a dream.

“I swear! I ought to leave you to sleep with the hound dogs! Dat’s all what you deserve, you!”

The inner door creaked open.

“What the world? Oh, sweet Jesus!”

Genevieve pushed herself up and looked at the person in the doorway—a narrow, lined face, mouth open in shock, teeth missing, a halo of frizzed gray hair. An angel.

“Help me. Please,” she croaked. “Someone killed me and my boy.”
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Annie Broussard listened to the thunder rumble ever closer in the night. The sound echoed the restlessness that stirred inside her. She felt anxious, on edge, as if she was waiting for something momentous to happen but was vaguely afraid of what it might be. She had felt this way for weeks now, and she hated it, this sense of anticipation tinged with dread.

She slipped carefully out of bed and padded across the cypress wood floor to the window to peek through the blinds. Lightning spread across the night sky in the distance like spider web cracks across dark glass. The thunder rolled after it and right along her nerves. She liked to believe she was too logical and practical to believe in signs and portents, but she couldn’t escape the fact that she had been raised by superstitious people in a superstitious place. She couldn’t escape that heavy sense of something ominous lurking around the corner.

She tried to take some small comfort in the fact that she wasn’t the only one who felt this way. The unrelenting heat and humidity had everyone on their last nerve. Summer should have been a distant memory by now, but like a big ugly snake, it had sunk its fangs in deep and hung on, pumping its venom into the citizens of southern Louisiana. Tempers and patience were running short. Bar fights and domestic calls were up along with the temperature and the consumption of alcohol.

Everyone in the sheriff’s office was feeling the effects—both on the job and off. And if the rise in calls to come between contentious citizens wasn’t enough, nine months into the tenure of their new boss there were still problems and personality conflicts in the office. With the exception of a few true old-timers, most of the staff had worked their entire careers under the long reign of Gus Noblier, and no matter how any of them had or hadn’t gotten along with Gus, he had become a saint in absentia.

The new sheriff was an outsider, a usurper; too young, too stiff, too arrogant, too harsh. He wasn’t from here. He wasn’t one of them. Tensions within the department exacerbated the tensions out on the road with a population made mean by the heat that refused to break. It was a vicious cycle, and every deputy and detective took that tension home to his or her family at the end of the day.

The chaos and fury of a good old-fashioned thunderstorm would be a welcome break.

As if in answer to her thought, lightning again chased itself across the sky, and the rumble that followed rattled the windows ever so slightly.

Across the room, Annie’s husband stirred in his sleep, grumbling, sweeping an arm across the empty space beside him.

“’Toinette? Where you at?” he asked, his voice a low, raspy growl.

She didn’t answer for a moment, still irritated with him for something he’d said to her earlier in the evening. He sat up, the sheet puddling around his narrow waist. It was too dark to make out his features. He was a broad-shouldered silhouette as he rubbed a hand over his face and back through his hair.

“There’s a storm coming,” Annie said.

She turned away from him to open the blinds and stare out. The wind was starting to come up. That sense of anticipation rose again within her. Behind her, the sheets rustled and the bed creaked as Nick got up.

“Good,” he said.

He stepped too close. She slipped to the side.

“You gonna be mad at me forever or what?” he asked.

“Maybe.”

He bent his head and sighed, his warm breath stirring the hair at the nape of her neck as he stepped close again, corralling her between his arms, trapping her between himself and the window. He whispered something in French and brushed his lips against the curve of her shoulder.

“Don’t.” Annie shrugged him off and ducked under his arm. “You know that just pisses me off,” she whispered. “I’m angry with you, and you think you can just brush it aside like it doesn’t even matter, like I’m liable to just forget about it if only you can get me to have sex with you.”

Of course, he wouldn’t have been far wrong in that assumption—a truth that made her even more irritated with herself.

He tipped his head back and blew out a sigh. “Mon Dieu.” 

Annie’s temper spiked another notch. “Oh, I’m sorry my feelings are so tedious for you.”

“I didn’t say that.”

“You didn’t have to.”

“It’s the middle of the damn night. Do we have to fight now?”

She didn’t want to fight at all, but that seemed to be their new normal of late: sharp words and tense silences. The only place they didn’t rub each other the wrong way was in bed, where the tension between them seemed only to ratchet up the sexual heat. What transpired between them during sex was explosive and incredible as they both tried to reach beyond their frustration to connect as they always had on this other plane of being that was beyond words. But in the aftermath, as they lay beside each other, a strange uncertainty and apprehension crept into Annie’s consciousness. She didn’t know why, and she didn’t know what to do about it.

They both blamed their jobs and the heat. Nick had a volatile nature, always teetering on the edge of darkness. He cared too much, became too emotionally involved with his cases. This made him an excellent detective but took a big toll on him—and on their relationship. Annie had always been his hand brake, his voice of reason; she was the light to his darkness. But the past few months had drained her.

Nick had been working a child sexual abuse case that had taken him to a particularly black place in his mind—a place Annie had begun to think was beyond her reach. She had her own workload as a detective for the Partout Parish Sheriff’s Office in addition to her duties as a wife and mother to their five-year-old son, who was just starting school (and having problems that almost certainly stemmed from what was going on at home). It was all too much dumped together in the pressure-cooker atmosphere of this damned weather.

“I’m tired,” Nick said.

“Go back to bed,” Annie suggested with a little too much edge in her voice. She hadn’t meant to be sharp. Everything just came out that way. Her own fatigue and frustration brought a hot rush of tears to press against the backs of her eyes. Lightning cracked like a whip across the sky. Thunder boomed behind it.

“I’m going to check on Justin,” she said, turning for the door, half hoping he wouldn’t stop her, half hoping he would.

On the nightstand his cell phone began to vibrate.

A call this late at night wasn’t going to be anything good. Annie went down the hall, wondering what kind of person she was to feel a sense of relief that something bad had just happened somewhere in the parish to save her from arguing with her husband.

She could hear Justin stirring in his sleep, whimpering softly as she cracked open his door. The nightlight allowed her to see her son’s face—a miniature of his father’s with his straight dark eyebrows and full lower lip. He was frowning in his sleep.

“I gotta go,” Nick said, suddenly behind her.

Annie jumped and turned to face him.

“A murder,” he said by way of explanation.

His expression was set in the grim lines of a comic book hero’s: high cheekbones and an iron jaw, a hawkish nose and a straight brow lowered over dark eyes. He had pulled on a black T-shirt and a pair of jeans. There was no time to stand on formalities, no matter what the new sheriff might think. No murder victim was going to complain about a detective’s lack of shirt and tie.

He handed Annie her phone as it began to vibrate. “You’re up, too, chère. That thunder’s not the only storm brewing tonight,” he said grimly. “Our victim is a seven-year-old boy.”
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The house was a couple of miles from town, a small, sad rectangle of cheap siding and asphalt shingles squatting on concrete block pilings in a yard of dirt and weeds. It was one of those houses that would inevitably end up miles down the bayou when the next flood came. The nearest neighbor wasn’t near enough. The property lines out here were defined by trees and scrub—nature’s privacy fencing—all trembling now as the wind picked up and shook the branches.

There were no streetlights out here, just a yellow porch light, the headlights and red-and-blue roof lights of two radio cars parked on the road, and what was left of the moon as the clouds scuttled past in advance of the coming storm.

Nick pulled his Jeep in at an angle alongside one of the radio cars. A deputy sat sideways out of the driver’s seat with his head in his hands, sobbing, his anguished cries punctuated by staccato bursts of noise from the radio. A second deputy was patrolling a line of yellow crime scene tape across the driveway. He shined his flashlight in Nick’s face as he approached.

“Detective Fourcade,” he said, turning the bright beam to the side. “Hell of a night.”

“It’s about to get worse, Ossie,” Nick said, pulling on a pair of latex gloves. His words were followed by a drum roll of thunder and the rattle of tree branches in the wind.

“I don’t see how,” Ossie Compton said grimly. He was a veteran on the job, nearer to retirement than not. He had seen a lot of crime scenes in his day. If he thought one was bad, there was no need to doubt him. 

“You were first on the scene?”

“No. Young Prejean here.” He waved his flashlight toward the deputy sobbing in the car. “His first murder, poor kid.” 

“What do we know?”

“The call came in from a house down the road. The mother ran there for help. I guess they don’t have no phone here, or the lines were cut or something. Anyway, Prejean got here first. He was coming out the house, hysterical, when I pulled up.”

Nick glanced over at the young deputy, his head still bowed beneath the rolling red-and-blue lights of his vehicle. He remembered his first murdered-child call. He remembered all the time, even now, so many years later. A little girl, three years old, scalded to death by her mother’s boyfriend for wetting her pants. He saw that baby girl’s face in his nightmares still, twenty years later. Hers and too many others. He wanted to go to Deputy Prejean and tell him to get out now, to go get a job selling shoes or working on a shrimp boat or something where death didn’t look you in the face on a regular basis and follow you home at night.

“Anyone else in the house?” he asked.

“No. I went in, seen what I seen, and came back out to wait for y’all,” Compton said. “Made me sick, too. I’m not ashamed to say it. What kind of evil bastard kills a little child that way?”

“The devil,” Nick said as a black Dodge Charger pulled up.

“A junkie kills another junkie for drugs. One man kills another for messing with his woman. A robber shoots a store clerk to get rid of a witness,” Compton said. “There’s always a reason. But to kill a child . . .”

“There’ll be a reason for that, too,” Nick said. “And not a good one.”

“Hell of a night this is,” Chaz Stokes grumbled as he joined them. “A call out on something like this in the middle of the night, and it has to fucking rain on top of it. I’ve got to rethink my career choices.”

He was in the same clothes he had worn to work the day before—gray slacks and a black button-down, a thin red tie pulled loose at his open collar. There was a good chance he hadn’t been home—not to his own home, at any rate.

They had been working together for the better part of a decade. Stokes, the department Lothario, quick with a joke and a strategy to benefit himself. Fourcade, the department time bomb, dark and brooding, always on the edge. Somehow, they balanced each other out. Nick tolerated Stokes, and Stokes had sense enough to stay just on the right side of Fourcade’s boundaries most of the time.

“Any sign of a break-in?” Nick asked Compton.

Ossie Compton shrugged his thick, sloped shoulders. “The back door is locked, but the front door was wide-open when we got here. And practically every window is open. The air conditioning doesn’t seem to be working. With this heat . . .”

“Prejean!” Nick called out to the deputy in the car. “Make yourself useful and get over here with your flashlight. We need to walk around the house and see what we can see before this rain comes down.”

“Where’s our fearless leader and his toy box?” Stokes asked sourly, ducking under the crime scene tape.

“Lost if we’re lucky,” Nick muttered.

They were a small department in a small rural parish—just six full-time detectives to cover everything. Most of their crimes were small—break-ins, thefts, petty drug deals. Personal crimes generally involved people known to one another—barroom brawls, domestic violence, disputes between neighbors or rivals. The detectives had always done their own crime scene investigation, collecting evidence, dusting for fingerprints, photographing and diagramming the scene when necessary.

Nick preferred it that way. Too many people on a scene was a recipe for trouble as far as he was concerned. He wanted to know exactly who found what, who touched what, who stepped where. When they had a big scene, a complicated scene, they had the option to call in the state bureau to assist with gathering and processing evidence. It was a system that worked well. There seemed no need to change it.

The new sheriff, Kelvin Dutrow, however, had run for the office—and won—on bold promises to bring the department into the new millennium. Part of that promise had been a dedicated crime scene unit, something the voting public had decided was essential after Dutrow had told them that it was. But the reality of the shiny new van was a staff of trainees who had little experience and a steep learning curve. And they were on their way to a murder scene.

“Y’all walk the outside,” Nick ordered, anxious to get in the house before the circus arrived. “Find a point of entry. Find some footprints.”

“How about a bloody knife with fingerprints on it?” Stokes asked sarcastically. “And a driver’s license with an address?”

“That’d be good, too.”

Pelted by the first raindrops of the storm, Nick hustled up the steps to the sagging little front porch. A crack of lightning, a boom of thunder, and the porch light went out. He swore under his breath and held up his flashlight to examine the doorjamb. Several bloody smears stained the peeling paint where someone might have grabbed hold on their way out the door. The assailant? The mother?

It wasn’t hard to imagine the terror of the situation. A monster in the dead of night, intent on harm. A woman home alone with her child, at the mercy of an assailant. He could still feel the tension in the air as he entered the house. Furniture had been overturned and belongings scattered on the floor. The aftermath of a struggle. The beam from his flashlight illuminated the room in vignettes: a chair on its side and a broken lamp, streaks of blood on the wall and a picture hanging askew. A small flat-screen television sat unmolested on a side table.

He turned and picked his way down a short hall, careful not to step in any of the blood smears on the floor, the tension digging into his shoulders like tightening screws as he made his way toward the first of the bedrooms. Acid burned in his stomach in anticipation of what he was about to see. Dread pressed down on him like a giant hand.

Because he was human, a part of him wanted to turn around and leave now, before it was too late. Because he had a duty, he moved forward, knowing that what he was about to see would change him. The dead always did that. What lingered of their souls grabbed hold and tore away little pieces of him, never to be recovered. He had never become immune to it.

He stopped at the open doorway to the first bedroom and shined his flashlight inside. The first thing he saw was the kitten. A little orange tabby kitten, three or four months old, walking back and forth in the little puddle of light, looking up at him expectantly. It meowed at him and arched its back, padding back and forth in a little figure eight, its tail straight up in the air.

Nick stared at it, allowing himself to be mesmerized for a moment. He hadn’t expected to see a kitten, something innocent and alive. He let himself be distracted by it, just for a few seconds. Then, slowly, he realized the cat was rubbing itself back and forth along the pajama-clad leg of a small boy. Spider-Man pajamas. His own son had a pair just like them.

Lightning split the sky outside, as bright as day in a black-and-white movie, as bright as the explosion of an old-fashioned camera flashbulb. The illuminated image burned itself into the backs of his eyes. It would be there for eternity. He would see it every day for the rest of this life and the next.

The boy lay on the floor, one arm outflung, one hand curled on his chest; one leg straight, one bent at the knee. A dancer’s pose, frozen in death. Seven years old—a little bigger than Justin, but still just a little boy. He should have been a picture of innocence, not a picture of violence. He should have been asleep in his bed, not dead on the floor. He shouldn’t have been painted in red by a madman’s brush, stabbed and stabbed and stabbed again.

Nick didn’t know how long he stood there. It could have been a minute. It could have been an hour. He felt detached from his body, as if the essence of him might float free of its shell and go wherever this boy had gone. 

At least the child was free of the pain that had been inflicted upon him. The ghost of that pain sank into Nick now, saturating every cell. He felt heavy and sick, as if he’d been poisoned—and in fact he had been. Poisoned by the evil of whoever had done this, the most terrible thing a human could do: taking the life of an innocent child.

This boy had gone to bed in his Spider-Man pajamas, curled up with his kitten, dreaming the simple dreams of childhood. He would never wake again. He would never grow up. He would never play baseball or drive a car or kiss a girl.

“Nick. Hey, Nicky, come on,” Chaz Stokes said softly, carefully resting a hand on Nick’s shoulder. “Let’s take a breather, man. I need a cigarette. You need a cigarette? Come on. The clown car just pulled up. Let’s step outside.”

Nick flinched away from him, turned, and looked at him as if he might have just materialized from outer space. He could hear the rain now, pouring down.

“When I find the person who did this,” he said. “I’m going to send them to hell . . . if I have to carry him there myself.”
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