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        The quality of mercy is not strain’d,

        It droppeth as the gentle rain from heaven

        Upon the place beneath: it is twice blest;

        It blesseth him that gives and him that takes:

        ’Tis mightiest in the mightiest: it becomes

        The throned monarch better than his crown;

        His sceptre shows the force of temporal power,

        The attribute to awe and majesty,

        Wherein doth sit the dread and fear of kings;

        But mercy is above this sceptred sway;

        It is enthroned in the hearts of kings,

        It is an attribute to God himself;

        And earthly power doth then show likest God’s

      
        When mercy seasons justice. 

        —WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE, THE MERCHANT OF VENICE, ACT IV, SCENE 1
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            WEDNESDAY

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Fenway Stevenson sat up in bed. She grimaced and tapped her fingernails against her teeth, then turned to her bedside table and looked at the clock—3:43.

      Oh, what the hell. She picked up the mobile phone on the bedside table.

      Before she could unplug it from its charger, it rang and vibrated in her hand. She almost dropped it and blinked hard. The screen read Craig McVie. She chuckled and pictured him tossing and turning for the last few hours, too, wondering if he should call her to finish what they started last night—before Fenway found out her father had been arrested for murder.

      She cleared her throat and answered, her heart fluttering.

      “Hey, Sheriff,” she said in her best sultry voice. “Couldn’t sleep either, huh?”

      “It’s not that.” He sounded professional and serious.

      Fenway’s heart sank.

      “The night janitor at Nidever University called. There’s a body at the bottom of a stairwell in the theater department. We need to get over there right away.”
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        * * *

      

      Fenway filled the coffeepot with water and started the coffeemaker. It took her twenty minutes to shower and throw on one of her less rumpled business pantsuits. She grabbed a commuter cup, pulled the carafe from the coffeemaker—it was just hot water. She’d forgotten to dump the coffee in the filter.

      She walked out of her apartment before she remembered that the crime scene unit hadn’t processed her Accord yet.

      Fenway frowned as she ordered her FlashRide. Not many drivers were up this early and the closest one was fifteen minutes away. She confirmed the pickup and went back into the apartment. She was getting her coffee, dammit.

      She scooped the coffee into the filter and turned things over in her mind. Her Accord should have been the first car processed—surely there were other cars with more ash, with some real evidence from the explosion. She’d have to speak to the idiots who ran the impound yard.

      She shook her head as she pushed the start button. This was no way to start off the day. She knew the people who ran the yard. She liked the people who ran the yard. They weren’t idiots.

      What the hell was wrong with her?

      Maybe it was the interrupted romantic evening. After having to spend the whole election season apart, Fenway and McVie could finally, finally, finally date. He’d just been served divorce papers, and she’d won her election, and no one would care that they were dating.

      Before the election, it had been too risky. McVie wasn’t technically divorced, and the voters could reject both of them, although it probably would have affected his candidacy for mayor more than her candidacy for coroner. There was the age difference too, but fourteen years’ difference hardly seemed like anything to clutch one’s pearls over.

      Neither of their campaign managers said it, but they didn’t have to: he was white and she was black. Half black. Perceived as black. Whatever. Fenway’s nose twitched as she poured the coffee into a mug. That didn’t seem like anything to worry about either, but elections brought out the worst in people.

      She was halfway through her second cup when her phone dinged. The FlashRide was here.

      The ride was devoid of conversation; the driver had Johnny Cash on the sound system, but at such a low volume Fenway could barely hear it.

      The last several hours had been surreal. McVie was right to leave the apartment. When Fenway had seen her stepmother’s name on the screen at midnight, she thought Charlotte wanted to bug her about dinner or maybe congratulate her on her election victory.

      But no. It had been serious.

      Fenway sank lower in the back seat. She didn’t want to think about it. But she couldn’t help it. She hadn’t been able to stop thinking about it since the midnight call.

      She shut her eyes tight.

      A decade earlier and a thousand miles away, at Western Washington University, Fenway had approached Professor Solomon Delacroix after class about her upcoming essay in Russian Lit. The professor had invited her to his office. And he had locked the door.

      Fenway shut her eyes tighter.

      Fenway had switched majors and gone into nursing. She hadn’t told a soul about it before her mother passed away and she moved here from Seattle. She hadn’t even told her mother. She’d pushed down the humiliation, pushed down the anger and sadness.

      But three months ago, Barry Klein—the opportunistic narcissist on the county board of supervisors—had approached her. No, he’d tried to blackmail her. He’d found a video of her assault on the dark web. Delacroix hadn’t just raped her, he’d recorded it, and Klein threatened to go public with it if she ran for coroner.

      All the humiliation and the pain and the powerlessness and the hurt came flooding back. As much as she hadn’t wanted to, she’d told her father. She’d gone through that humiliation again, telling her rich, white, entitled, spoiled brat of a father. As much as she hated telling him, she didn’t want him finding out from anyone else.

      And as far as Barry Klein was concerned, she wasn’t worried about him. It was mutually assured destruction. It was illegal for him to possess the video. It would be humiliating for her if it got out. It would kill his career, too, if anyone found out he’d tried to blackmail a rape victim.

      Ignoring Barry Klein. Informing her father. Those were the right decisions. The high-road decisions, even.

      Within days of those right, high-road decisions, Professor Solomon Delacroix’s body was found floating in the Squalicum Waterway, right near where the Western Washington crew team practiced.

      Last night, they’d arrested her father for his murder.

      She opened her eyes.

      Charlotte could barely get the words out when she called a few hours ago, ping-ponging between anger and worry and panic and shock.

      Fenway had tried in vain to calm Charlotte down. After ten minutes, Fenway looked up at McVie, and saw it in his eyes: their romantic evening was over. She knew he could see it in her eyes, too.

      “I’ll see you tomorrow,” McVie had said.

      “I’m so sorry, Craig,” Fenway whispered, and he kissed her on the cheek. “No,” Fenway said into the phone, as McVie let himself out of her apartment, “Charlotte, don’t mess around with this. Get a criminal lawyer. My father’s corporate attorneys must have some great contacts. Get one first thing tomorrow morning, and he’ll be out by the end of the day. His money and power still count for quite a bit in this town.”

      Charlotte had finally stopped crying. “I’m so impressed how calm you are under pressure, Fenway. I know this is hard for you, but I appreciate it.”

      But Fenway wasn’t calm. She’d had to pretend. Every mention of the murder of Professor Solomon Delacroix started playing the humiliation over and over and over in her head.

      Fenway stared out the window as they passed the exit for Highway 326. She tried to slow her breathing and relax, but she could feel her veins pulsing, as she was both wired and exhausted from lack of sleep.

      She’d wanted to call McVie as soon as Charlotte hung up. Have him come back over. Get him to stop the images playing. But, it had been so late by then.

      Besides, McVie had been through enough with the mayoral race. The night before, McVie had a glimmer of hope as he won the late voters, but Klein’s lead had officially been insurmountable. McVie, decent, kind, Eagle Scout McVie, had lost.

      Mayor Barry Klein. The bile rose in Fenway’s throat and she almost screamed in frustration.

      Ah, what those right decisions had wrought.

      And what would McVie do now? With the impending divorce, the loss in the mayoral race, and his term as sheriff expiring on January first, would McVie even want to stay in Estancia?

      The driver exited onto the George Nidever Expressway.

      The darkness and artificial lights played havoc with the shapes in the shadows on the side of the expressway as Fenway watched the trees and hills go past. She looked out the driver’s side too. Beyond the evenly spaced palm trees, with no hills on that side of the car, lay a footpath running parallel to the ocean. She closed her eyes and tried to hear the ocean’s thunder.

      Some days she just wanted to sit still, or take a run through the butterfly grove, out to the ocean cliffs. Out to where her mother had painted the seascape two decades ago, now hanging on Fenway’s wall. To see the cypress jutting from the rock—the impossible tree taking root in the midst of saltwater and sand, battered by the Pacific Ocean and the sea winds, but still standing tall and proud.

      The FlashRide maneuvered through two roundabouts and pulled into a yellow zone in a nearly empty parking lot in front of DiFazio Hall. A blue Acura ILX stood in a space marked Reserved, next to McVie’s beige Highlander. McVie waited by the double doors at the hall’s entrance, his tall, muscular frame silhouetted against the lights in front of the theater.

      Fenway got out of the car, grabbing her forensic kit and putting the strap of her small purse over her shoulder. She looked up at the squared-off four-story building of graying concrete and adobe brick.

      McVie walked toward her with a quizzical look on his face. “Fenway? What are you doing here?”

      “What?” She looked at McVie as if he were crazy. “Don’t you remember? You called me.”

      “Well—yeah, but I assumed you’d give this one to Dez or Mark.”

      “You said we needed to get over here right away.”

      “I meant—I meant ‘we’ as in the police, the authorities, the CSI units. Not you.”

      “Then why didn’t you call Dez or Mark?”

      A frown played at the corners of McVie’s mouth, and the realization hit her.

      “Oh,” Fenway said. “Because I’m their boss. Not you. I’m the one who needs to decide who to assign to this case.”

      “I’m sorry, Fenway—I guess I wasn’t clear. But you’ve been running nonstop for almost a week, plus you’ve run an election campaign, plus your father is in jail. You need to go home. Give yourself some time. Delegate.”

      Fenway nodded. “You’re right—I wasn’t thinking. I’ll call Dez now.” She shifted her weight. “But—the university will get busy in a couple of hours, right?”

      “Well, yeah.”

      “I’m here. I might as well tag and bag stuff until Dez gets here.” Fenway motioned to the building. “Is this the theater?”

      “No,” McVie said. “Well, kind of. The theater itself is around the other side—DiFazio Theater. It’s connected to this building, which is all classrooms. Drama and English, a few other classes in liberal arts.”

      “You went here?”

      “No. Fresno State.”

      “Why do you know so much about it?”

      “Megan took a tour a few months ago. Loved the drama department.”

      “Oh, she wants to go to Nidever?”

      McVie shook his head. “We don’t have the money.”

      Fenway grimaced. There was that we. Craig and Amy. Even in the middle of the divorce, they were a family. She toyed with her hair. “She wants to major in drama?”

      “If you’ve seen her latest parade of loser boyfriends, you’d think she was already majoring in drama,” McVie said under his breath. “Anyway, Dr. Pruitt said he’d meet me at five. Let’s head over to the theater.”

      They walked along the side of DiFazio Hall. Fenway pulled out her phone and called Dez.

      It rang three times before Dez picked up. “Roubideaux.” Dez sounded like she just woke up.

      “Hey, Dez. It’s Fenway.”

      “Hey, rookie. It’s early. Something going on?”

      “Yes. There’s a body at Nidever University. At DiFazio Hall, near the theater.”

      “All right. Do you know who’s responding?”

      “Uh—yeah. McVie and I are both here.”

      “You’re… you’re there?”

      “I know, I know.” Fenway grimaced. “McVie already told me.”

      “Yeah, well, I’ll tell you again. You’ll burn out if you keep going like this, Fenway, and you won’t do anybody any good if you have a nervous breakdown.” She paused and chuckled. “And don’t expect me to visit you in the loony bin, either. Those places give me the creeps.”

      “I got it, Dez.” Fenway coughed. “How long till you can get here?”

      “Let’s see—it’s almost five, right? I can be there in half an hour.”

      “All right. I’ll hold down the fort till then.”

      “Fenway?”

      “Yes?”

      “Next time, you call me right away. You can’t take this all on yourself.”

      “Okay, Dez. Sorry.”

      “You don’t need to be sorry. Just do better.”

      They hung up as McVie and Fenway came to a large quad. The DiFazio Memorial Theater jutted, loud and unapologetic, from the rest of the building.

      A slender white man, sporting an unkempt salt-and-pepper Vandyke on his chin, walked across the quad to meet them. He was in a parka, crisp dark blue jeans, and penny loafers, and he carried himself like he’d be more comfortable in a suit. Fenway didn’t recognize him at first, then he opened his mouth and his thin, reedy voice kicked Fenway’s memory into gear. “Sheriff, hello,” he said, reaching out and shaking McVie’s hand. “I’m so glad you could come on such short notice.”

      “Dr. Pruitt,” Fenway said. “I’m so sorry. Where do you need us to collect evidence?” After six months, Fenway knew there was no variant of “Where’s the dead body?” that made people feel at ease. She was still trying different tacks, and it wasn’t even out of her mouth before she winced internally.

      “Ah, Coroner,” Dr. Alfred Pruitt said. “I didn’t think I’d be seeing you again so soon.” The words came out of his mouth with barely contained contempt, as if Fenway could have somehow prevented the disastrous evening at the university’s political dinner. “Poor Jessica is this way.”

      Dr. Pruitt stepped between McVie and Fenway toward the double doors at the front of the theater. He pulled out a ring of keys, selected one, and opened the door. They all went into the foyer, then Pruitt nervously led them down a corridor off to the side.

      They passed three blue doors with small rectangular windows. Fenway looked through one window and saw student desks and a table pushed halfway into a corner. Ahead of them loomed a large gray door, and Dr. Pruitt approached it carefully, slowing down as he got closer.

      He stood in front of the door for a moment, then turned the handle and pulled it open, revealing a stairwell. Whitewashed concrete-block walls and a metal staircase. The foot of the staircase was on the far side from the door, and Fenway could see, partially hidden by the metal stairs, a crumpled form at the bottom. Even at this angle, the pool of blood around the figure’s head grabbed the eye and drew it in.

      McVie and Fenway both took several steps forward, and Fenway snapped on a pair of blue nitrile gloves, while McVie slipped on a white pair. “This is Jessica Marquez?”

      “Yes,” Dr. Pruitt said, running his hands through his hair.

      Fenway squatted down next to the body.

      Jessica Marquez lay on her left side, her shoulder blades against the wall, her left arm splayed at an awkward angle behind her head. Her eyes were open, and her lips were slightly parted. Her legs still partially rested on the stairs, with her left foot on the second step and her right foot on the first.

      She wore a navy blue blazer and charcoal gray slacks with tan high heels.

      “I think she fell,” Dr. Pruitt said.

      Following procedure, Fenway felt for a pulse, knowing it was useless. She tried to keep her tone as conversational as she could. “What makes you say that, Dr. Pruitt?”

      “I mean,” Dr. Pruitt stuttered, “she’s lying at the bottom of the stairs. Look at those high heels. Surely she caught her heel on something and lost her balance.”

      “You’re saying she must have hit her head on the way down?” Fenway asked.

      “I suppose,” Dr. Pruitt replied in a low voice.

      Taking care not to step in the pool of blood, Fenway took out a small penlight and shined it on the back of Jessica Marquez’s head. McVie stepped forward and craned his head so he could see better as well. The light from the small flashlight reflected off the coagulated blood and the dead woman’s thick, shiny black hair. Fenway could see a bloody wound visible near the crown of her scalp.

      “What is it, Miss Stevenson?” Dr. Pruitt said, straining for a look.

      “Sheriff,” she began.

      “Dr. Pruitt,” McVie said, snapping to life, “perhaps it would be best if you waited outside.”

      “Outside? It’s cold out there.”

      “I mean anywhere outside the stairwell,” he said. “Until we know for sure that this was an accident, we need to treat it like a crime scene.”

      “A crime scene? You think she was⁠—”

      “We don’t think anything yet, Dr. Pruitt. Perhaps you would be more comfortable in the theatre lobby.”

      “I don’t feel comfortable without someone representing the school here,” Dr. Pruitt said.

      McVie stared at Dr. Pruitt. “You’re telling me you want me to put in my report how you insisted on being at the crime scene where you had the opportunity to contaminate the evidence?”

      “I don’t—that’s not—” He sighed. “Okay, fine. I’ll go wait in the theater lobby.”

      “I’ll join you,” McVie said.

      “Hey, McVie,” Fenway shouted.

      McVie turned to Fenway.

      “Alibi,” Fenway mouthed, pointing at Dr. Pruitt.

      McVie rolled his eyes and followed Pruitt out, leaving Fenway alone with the body. Fenway looked for other wounds on the scalp, as closely as she could without touching it, but found nothing.

      She gingerly tried to lift the lifeless arm, but rigor mortis had set in; it was cold in the stairwell—maybe fifty-five degrees Fahrenheit at most, something to consider in fixing the time of death.

      Fenway stood up and shined her flashlight on the stairs.

      The stairs were painted a medium gray with a slight undercoating of yellow, a nauseating combination that was enough to make Fenway a little sick to her stomach. She was glad she hadn’t had breakfast yet.

      The stairwell, though poorly lit, was clean and well cared for: the paint on the walls looked a year or two old at most, with no papers, trash, or old gum. The stairs of the nursing education building at Western Washington had been constantly dirty and often full of litter.

      Fenway took out a few clear evidence bags and looked carefully on each step, taking care to step around the body as she went up the first set of steps. There was blood on both the wall and a few steps above the body. A small, hard-edged object sat in a large spatter of blood on the fourth step from the second-floor landing. She bent down. It was an off-white, somewhat triangular shape, with a tinge of pink on one edge.

      “Maybe it’s a pebble,” Fenway murmured, although she was certain it was a piece of bone. She pulled her phone out and took pictures, both a wide shot and a close-up, then used a pair of tweezers to pick up the fragment and drop it in her evidence bag.

      She continued to scour the steps, and on the second-floor landing she discovered another small object covered in blood. Slightly larger than the previous bone fragment she had found, it lay halfway between the door and the step. She took pictures of it, not sure of what it was as it lay on the floor. Fenway picked it up with tweezers and shined her flashlight on it—a piece of glass or crystal.

      She heard the stairwell’s bottom door open and close, then Dez’s voice. “Fenway?”

      “Up here.”

      “Oh, damn. That’s a lot of blood.”

      “Head wound. Looks like a blow from an object with an edge, possibly glass or crystal.”

      “You found a piece of evidence?” Dez stepped around the body and began to climb the stairs.

      “I found a few pieces of evidence,” Fenway said. “A shard from the possible murder weapon. Also, body’s in early rigor. That means about four hours given this temperature. We’re probably looking at sometime between eleven thirty last night and one thirty this morning.”

      “So this is a murder scene.”

      Fenway nodded. “I think she was hit up here, near the second-floor landing. This is where the blood spatter starts. We’d have to get CSI here to be sure, but it’s a good bet.”

      Dez set her mouth in a line. “All right, thanks for starting me off on the right foot. Now get out of here and get some sleep.”

      “I’m fine.”

      “You’re not fine.” Dez lowered her voice even though it was only the two of them on the stairs. “I heard what happened to your dad. Go home. You’re dealing with way too much right now.”

      Fenway snapped her fingers. “I should have secured the area before now. I’ll go get the police tape and start. I’ll get McVie over here.”

      As if on cue, McVie opened the door and stuck his head in.

      “Hey, Sheriff,” Fenway began, “it looks like the lethal blow was struck on or near the second-floor landing, so we’ll have to cordon off the whole stairway, and probably part of the second floor⁠—”

      “Seriously, Fenway, go home,” McVie said. “Dez is here now.”

      “I know. I just wanted to make sure Dez saw what I saw.” Fenway started walking down the stairs, as slowly as she could get away with. About halfway down, she pulled out her phone. “I’ll email you the photos.”

      “Thank you kindly.” Dez nodded. “Go home.”

      “You know I don’t have my car, right?”

      “You want me to drive you home? What are you, seven years old?” Dez folded her arms. “You want me to check under the bed for monsters before you go to sleep, too?”

      McVie took his car keys out of his pocket and handed them to Fenway as she reached the bottom. “Take my car. Dez can drop me off at your place to pick it up later.”

      Fenway nodded. “Yeah, okay.” She opened the door and stepped into the hallway toward DiFazio Hall, and as the door was about to close, McVie pulled it open and stepped out with her.

      “Oh—what is it?”

      “Are you okay, Fenway?”

      “Why wouldn’t I be?”

      “Because your dad got arrested for murder, and you’re making excuses not to go home.”

      Fenway blinked. Of course she didn’t want to go home to the same endless circle of thoughts that had kept her awake for three hours. Of her father in jail. Of her former professor and what he did to her. Of her father knowing about what her professor did.

      Of what he might have done after he found out.

      Fenway shuddered. “It’s not—I’m fine. I’ll be fine. I didn’t sleep well. I’ll call Charlotte when I wake up. We’ll make a plan. I’m sure she’ll hire an expensive lawyer and make sure my father doesn’t spend another night in jail.”

      “Okay.” McVie stepped closer to her, and for a split second Fenway thought he might hug her. “Call me if you need anything. I mean it.”

      “Sure.” She turned to go, then perked up. “Does Pruitt have an alibi?”

      “Home asleep. He says his wife can vouch for him. Now go on.”

      Fenway looked in McVie’s eyes; they were kind and gentle, but Fenway had the strange urge to turn and run away. “Thanks, Craig.”

      She went through the foyer, not even stopping to acknowledge Dr. Pruitt where he sat on a wooden bench, and she rushed out the door. Her heart pounding in her ears, Fenway pushed the unlock button on McVie’s key fob before she even got halfway through the quad. She kept on pushing the button until she saw the flash of the Highlander’s parking lights.

      She pulled the door open, started the engine, and backed out of the space without adjusting the seats or the mirrors. She heard a squeal and looked down, then released the parking brake. The SUV lurched backward, and Fenway slammed on the brakes. She looked through the windshield and turned the highlights on, closed her eyes, and took several deep breaths.

      What the hell is wrong with me?

      When she opened her eyes again, her vision seemed to open up a little, and she took two more deep breaths before she realized she was shaking. She swore at the top of her voice, drawing out the vowel sounds, feeling her throat go raw, then closed her mouth.

      Putting the Highlander in Drive, she navigated the campus roads to Nidever Expressway and the safety of the freeway. A wave of exhaustion flowed over her. Maybe that’s all it was: fatigue.

      She hoped she’d be able to catch a few hours of sleep at her apartment.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Fenway tossed and turned, flitting in and out of a light doze for a couple of hours, then she gave up getting back to sleep. She called Charlotte, who was beside herself that Nathaniel Ferris’s expensive corporate lawyers had failed to get her any information.

      “They don’t have to arraign him for forty-eight hours,” Fenway said, “and with someone who’s a flight risk like my father, they might petition for seventy-two.”

      “This is ridiculous,” Charlotte snapped. “What do we have these lawyers on retainer for if they can’t even tell me what’s going on?”

      “I can ask around.”

      “You haven’t already asked around?”

      “It’s barely eight o’clock, Charlotte. I’ll call around, see if anyone knows anything.” She paused. “Do you know if he’s being held in the county jail, or did they move him somewhere else?”

      “I didn’t ask. I just want him home.”

      “Okay. I’ll do everything I can to find out why it’s taking so long.”

      “If you find out where he is, please let me know. Maybe you could even go visit him.”

      “I’m sure he’d rather see you than me.”

      “He’d love to see you, and you can see him outside of visitors’ hours, can’t you?”

      Fenway stared at her feet. “Yes. Yes, of course I’ll let you know where he is. As soon as I find out.”

      Charlotte’s voice caught, but she coughed and gained control. “Thank you, Fenway.”

      Fenway squeezed her eyes shut and took a deep breath. “Sorry you’re going through this. I know how much you mean to him, and I’m sure this is hard for you.”

      “He’s your father, Fenway. It should be hard for you, too.”

      Charlotte’s words were a punch in the gut. Fenway had gone out of her way to say something nice, something supportive to Charlotte, and all she got was grief that she wasn’t worrying enough. “Yeah, well, we all have different ways of processing this stuff. Doesn’t mean it’s easy for me. Anyway, I need to go. I’ll keep you informed.”

      She hung up before Charlotte could get another word in, and she seethed. Everyone does process stressful situations differently. She’d seen plenty of diverse reactions from the families of the injured, or dead, when she worked in the ER in Seattle. She hadn’t cried right away when her mom died. She remembered her mother’s hand slipping from her grasp with a shuddering last exhale, then she was driving home from the hospital in a daze, eyes dry. The tears didn’t come until she was in the house her mother had bought, in bed with all the lights out, sensing but avoiding all the voicemails coming in from friends and lovers she didn’t want to see.

      She shook her head. She’d gotten through hard situations by herself before. She could get through this too.
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        * * *

      

      Fenway took her time getting ready, daydreaming in the shower, pulling out five outfits before picking the first one she’d touched. She wandered around the kitchen for ten minutes before deciding she didn’t want to have breakfast. McVie hadn’t come to the apartment to claim his car yet, so Fenway figured she’d drive it to work.

      It was almost ten as she circled the block. She rarely got to work so late, and with the parking garage unusable, Fenway had trouble finding a parking space. She finally found a spot several blocks away, in front of the Phillips-Holsen Grand Hotel, just outside the valet area.

      Getting out of the Highlander, Fenway felt the first drops of rain on her face. She wanted to take cover next to the building, but she didn’t want to deal with the valets who already eyed her suspiciously. She pulled her purse higher up on her shoulder.

      Next to the hotel stood a boutique bakery, where a cup of coffee and a pastry would take the chill off the morning. She’d passed the bakery several times—she drove by it on her way to work almost every day—but hardly ever went because it didn’t open early enough. The few times she walked past, it smelled divine. Today was no different.

      She ducked into the bakery as the skies opened and it started to pour, and the smell of dough and espresso teased her nose as she went up to the counter.

      “Bonjour,” said the woman behind the counter. The white apron offset her dark skin and the multicolored African wrap around her head.

      “Bonjour,” Fenway responded, her gaze landing on the pastries. She ordered a latte and a pain au chocolat, and after she paid, she turned from the counter with the pastry in her hand and almost dropped it.

      Detective Deshawn Ridley from the Bellingham Major Crimes Unit sat ten feet in front of her.

      “Coroner,” he said, nodding in greeting. He had a half-eaten croissant on his plate and a large cappuccino cup in front of him.

      “Detective,” she said warily.

      “Care to join me?”

      Fenway didn’t want to but couldn’t see a way around it without being confrontational—which she considered for a moment.

      “Sorry,” he said. “I’m sure you’ve heard of your father’s arrest by now. I understand if you don’t want to sit.”

      Fenway started to take a step away from the table then reconsidered. “No, it’s okay.” She walked up to the table, slid the wooden chair back, and took a seat.

      “I’ve had breakfast here every morning since I got here. It’s a good place.” He took a sip of his cappuccino.

      “You’re staying close by?”

      “The Phillips-Holsen next door.”

      “Wow, fancy. I didn’t think you could swing that as a public servant.”

      Ridley shrugged. “I stay where they tell me to. I guess November isn’t a busy time of year here.” A corner of his mouth turned up. “But, yes, it is a nice hotel. Nice bar. Swanky. Makes me forget that I hang out in the crappy parts of town all day.”

      The woman behind the counter called Joanne, and Fenway went to pick up her latte. She took a deep breath, then promised herself she’d finish her pastry and her coffee and be on her way. She walked back to the table, plastering what she hoped was a calm look on her face.

      “Oh,” Ridley said as she sat down, “congratulations on the election, by the way. I read an article that it was the biggest margin of victory by a black candidate ever in Dominguez County.”

      “Thank you. I’d like to take all the credit, but it sure helps when you have a weak opponent who can’t get out of his own way.”

      Ridley grinned. “And when you have a top-shelf campaign manager.”

      Fenway gave him a tight-lipped smile in return. “That too.” She took a sip of her latte. “I see you’ve gotten what you came for.”

      “What, finding Professor Delacroix’s killer? I go where the evidence leads.”

      “You have evidence that my father hired someone to kill the professor?”

      Ridley kept grinning but said nothing.

      “Of course, you can’t share with me what you have.”

      “We’ll leave that for discovery at trial, or however the district attorney wishes to proceed.”

      “You must be eager to get back to your family.”

      Ridley chuckled.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “Divorce, that’s what’s funny,” Ridley said. “I’ve got a five-hundred-square-foot third-floor walk-up. Wife got the house. My hotel room is bigger than my apartment.” He coughed. “And I’ll be here a few more days, anyway.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “Just tying up some loose ends.”

      Fenway narrowed her eyes.

      “You’re not one of those loose ends, don’t worry. I want to make sure we have all our ducks in a row, that’s all.”

      Fenway leaned back in her chair. “You must be a tenacious son-of-a-bitch. No one’s ever gotten anything to stick on my father before.”

      Ridley looked into Fenway’s face, then dropped his eyes and took another bite of croissant. He chewed carefully and swallowed. “I take it there’s no love lost between you two.”

      Fenway shrugged. “It’s a complicated relationship. I didn’t see him a lot when I was growing up.”

      “I hear he put you in the position you’re in now.”

      “It wasn’t my idea.” Fenway looked at her pain au chocolat but had lost her appetite. She took another drink of her latte.

      “You’re telling me it was his idea?”

      “Don’t get me wrong—it helped me out. I needed to take the California nursing exam before I could get a job in the state. They needed a coroner, and I needed a paycheck. It was supposed to be temporary.”

      “I heard that, too. Your dad picked a pharmaceutical executive to be coroner, right?”

      “I see you’ve done your research.”

      Ridley glanced up at Fenway briefly before staring into his cappuccino cup. “I heard you showed your dad up. That must have pissed him off.”

      “‘The dear father would with his daughter speak, commands her service.’”

      “What?”

      “It’s from King Lear. Lear expects his daughter to obey him without question.”

      Ridley laughed.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “Yeah, I heard you’re on the murder of the manager of some local Shakespeare group. You sure internalize this stuff, don’t you?”

      Fenway stiffened. “How did you find that out? The body’s not even cold yet. Do you have a connection in our department, Detective?”

      “A gentleman never reveals his secrets.”

      Fenway stared out the window; the squall had turned into a drizzle. “What can you reveal? Maybe where they’re holding my father?”

      Ridley shook his head. “I hear they’ll arm wrestle over that for the next couple of days.”

      Fenway nodded. That must be a loose end—Ridley must want him extradited to Washington state.

      Her phone dinged, and Fenway dug it out of her purse. It was McVie.

      
        
          
            
              
        We’re all done here I’m coming to get my car

      

      

      

      

      

      “I’ve got to go,” she said, standing. “Have a safe trip back to Bellingham.”

      Fenway was halfway out the door when her stomach rumbled—she had left the pain au chocolat on the table. “Settle down,” she told her stomach, as she texted McVie to tell him to meet her in the office.
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        * * *

      

      With one eye on her phone, she walked into the building. It was a few minutes before ten o’clock. The latte staved off Fenway’s exhaustion, at least for now. Walking down the hall, she opened the door to Suite 150.

      Migs sat at the front desk and looked up from his legal paperwork. “Fenway!” he said, and he began clapping. Applause burst from every corner of the room: Migs, Sergeant Mark Trevino at the back desk, Rachel in the far corner, Piper Patten from IT sitting next to Migs, and five officers from the sheriff’s department. It was only a handful of people, but their applause was loud enough to catch Fenway by surprise.

      “Congratulations on the win,” Migs said, standing up with a broad smile on his face.

      Mark stepped in front of Fenway and held out his hand. She took it, and he pulled her into a hug. “Congratulations, Fenway,” he said. “Couldn’t have happened to a better coroner.”

      “Aw, thanks, guys,” Fenway said, a little dumbstruck.

      “Mark brought in donuts,” said Piper, “but you were two hours late. We only have the ones with the nasty pink sprinkles left.”

      “You party a little too hard last night?” Mark grinned at Fenway.

      “The murder case at the university,” Fenway said. “I—uh, I went over there before I called Dez.”

      Mark nodded, and Fenway read his look. Not only had Dez and McVie started telling her to manage her team instead of doing everything herself, but they seemed to have told everybody else.

      “I couldn’t sleep anyway,” Fenway said. “At any rate, I’m here now, and thank you for everything. Even the donuts with the gross pink sprinkles.”

      She felt a tap on her shoulder and turned.

      Rachel stood smiling, a pink-sprinkled donut in her hand. “I’ve got to get back and finish a press release,” she said, “but I just wanted to tell you how happy I am you won.” She pulled Fenway into an embrace.

      “I miss you not working in this department,” Fenway said.

      “Yeah, me too. But I like the pay raise, and my own office.” She pulled away first. “Maybe we can get drinks this weekend? Happy hour or something?”

      “We’ll see. We just got another murder.” Fenway caught Mark looking skeptically at her. “But I’ll manage my time better. So yeah, let’s plan on it.”

      Rachel opened the door to leave, and Dez walked in. “Oh, man! Just like me to miss my own surprise party.” She guffawed and chucked Fenway lightly on the shoulder. “Great job, rookie,” she said. “Quite the landslide.”

      “Thanks, Dez.”

      “Four more years of you being the boss here,” said Dez. “Sheesh, what was I thinking, encouraging you?”

      “Okay,” said Piper, “I guess everyone’s fine making you think there are just disgusting donuts left, and I guess I’m the only one nice enough to tell you there’s cake.”

      Fenway perked up. “Cake?”

      “Dammit, Piper.” Dez folded her arms in mock annoyance. “We wanted that cake all to ourselves.”

      “It’s got Nutella filling,” Piper said.

      Fenway smiled. “Oh, hell yes. I’ll have a piece.”

      Piper hopped off Migs’s desk, her green dress clinging to her willowy form. Migs watched her walk all the way to the door of the office suite.

      They must have made up, thought Fenway, a pang of longing for the sheriff in her stomach. Although he had stayed over the night before last—putting the end to months of simmering emotion between them—she was nervous. Was it because the specter of officially dating was looming over them? He and Amy had been separated for three months now, she’d served him the final divorce papers, and even after waiting for weeks through the election season, he still wanted to date her. And she wanted to date him.

      Piper opened the door into the main foyer and almost ran into a short Latina woman, about forty years old, hair pulled back into a bun, in blue jeans and a puffy aqua jacket. She had an angry look on her face.

      “Is this the coroner’s office?” she demanded of Piper in a heavy accent.

      “Uh—yes,” Piper stammered.

      “I need to talk to Fenway Stevenson now,” she said. “You know where she is?”

      “I’m Fenway Stevenson,” Fenway said, letting Piper scoot around the angry woman and into the foyer, presumably to get the cake from the refrigerator in the IT office’s break room. The woman looked familiar, although Fenway couldn’t place her.

      “You!” The woman stomped into the outer office, her large beige purse smacking against her hip. “You are supposed to work on suspicious deaths. But nothing! You’ve done nothing about my boy?”

      “About your—” Then the answer clicked in Fenway’s mind, almost audibly. “Oh—you’re Rory’s mother.” She had seen her from a distance, and had seen photos, but she hadn’t spoken to her face-to-face before. It took Fenway a couple of seconds before the name came to her—Marisol Velásquez.

      “I say I have heard nothing!” the woman said, raising her voice. “You make me think you care about people and justice. But no. Just like all the others. You care only about popularity and your election.” She stepped right up to Fenway and looked up into her face, her eyes flashing with anger.

      “I don’t—” Fenway began.

      “Hey, hey,” Dez said, stepping around her desk and holding her hands out, palms up. “I think there’s been a misunder⁠—”

      “Oh, somebody doesn’t understand,” Rory’s mother seethed. “My boy is dead for five days, and I hear nothing. No calls. Nobody coming by the house. Nothing!”

      “That’s because Coroner Stevenson isn’t in charge of this investigation,” Dez said, trying to position her body between Mrs. Velásquez and Fenway. “The sheriff is leading it.”

      “No, no. It is the coroner who⁠—”

      “The coroner was injured in the explosion,” Dez said. “She was in the hospital for the first twenty-four hours. The sheriff took over the investigation.”

      Rory’s mother shook her head. “Rory was a good boy. He worked for you. For your—how do you say—your campaign. He died because he helped you. Because he did something nice for you.”

      The rock of guilt in Fenway’s stomach dropped. “I know,” Fenway said, “and I’m⁠—”

      “You and I? We will talk now,” Rory’s mother said.

      Fenway stole a glance at Dez. “It’s okay,” Fenway said. “I’ll take care of this.”

      Dez looked sideways at Fenway. “Okay, rookie,” she murmured. “It’s your funeral.”

      “Why don’t we go into my office?” Fenway suggested, though it was more like a statement. “You can tell me everything you want to know about your son’s investigation. Even though I’m not leading it, I can find out where we stand, and I’ll be sure that someone gets back to you by the end of the day.”

      “You think I have anywhere to be?” Mrs. Velásquez said. “My son is murdered. My husband is gone, left town. No. I stay right here until I get answers.”

      “I understand,” Fenway said. “Come on in. Take a seat.”

      “Don’t think you can sit me down in your office and tell me nice stories. It’s been five days. Five days, Coroner. No patting me on the head and telling me to go away.”

      “No,” Fenway said, “I won’t do that.”

      Fenway led the way into her office. She barely knew the place because for two months she’d always been out in the field, or at a campaign event. The room had an almost ethereal quality to it. It wasn’t too different from when she had first walked in after her predecessor was murdered. The window to the outside was closed, but it was colder here than in the main office space, and the leafless trees and the high gray clouds contributed to the gloom.

      Rory’s mother closed the door and turned toward Fenway, a different look on her face. “Okay,” she said, quietly but quickly. “I don’t think I have much time. My husband is in a lot of trouble, I think.”

      “What?” Fenway creased her brow in confusion.

      “Out there—I am not mad. Estoy fingiendo. It is all fake.”

      “Fake? You’re not angry?”

      “I don’t know who to trust. But, I make a bet I can trust you, Coroner.” She pulled a file folder out of her large purse and put it on her desk. “I find these in a locked file cabinet in the backroom of the shop. I can’t figure it out. I think I see a lot of money going around, going to other accounts. Money from I don’t know where.”

      Fenway opened the file folder with the Central Auto Body name and logo at the top. It was a spreadsheet and it looked generic. No company name, and no context for what the spreadsheet could be for, but she recognized the unique look of a payment ledger and balance sheet. The name on the first line was Global Advantage Executive Consulting.

      “I’ll be damned,” Fenway said under her breath.

      “¿Qué es?”

      “I recognize the name of this consulting company,” Fenway said. “We’ve seen payments to this organization from quite a few of the businesses here in the area.”

      “Are they all hidden like this one?”

      “They—” Fenway started to say, then stopped herself. “I don’t think I can comment on an ongoing investigation, Mrs. Velásquez.”

      Rory’s mother gave a pained smile. “Call me Marisol. But not out there. You say there were payments from this consulting company to the two other dead men who were killed last week? Then, I think, maybe they’re the ones who killed my son, too.”

      Fenway nodded. “We’re getting warrants on as many financial records as we can.”

      Marisol Velásquez looked Fenway in the face. “What do you think it is?”

      “It may all be interconnected illegal activity.” Fenway shook her head. “But I’ve told you as much as I can right now.”

      “Take these files. You see many, many payments in there. Payments with information. Use it to find out who killed my son.”

      “Information like what?”

      “Names! Names on the checking accounts, names on receipts, names on forms. Sometimes there is only an account number, maybe a fake company.”

      “Like what we found out so far.”

      “Es verdad,” Marisol said, “but look for the names of people. People you can connect with fake company names, yes?”

      Fenway paused. “Is my father’s name in here?”

      “I don’t look,” she said. “The more I know, the more they can get to me.”

      Fenway glanced through the file. There were over seventy pages of not just spreadsheets, but email printouts and text message logs, too.

      “Your husband liked to keep records of these activities.”

      “Domingo, he doesn’t trust anyone. He always says he can only trust himself. I think he doesn’t even trust me to know.”

      Fenway flipped through the last few pages. “This might be helpful, Mrs. Velásquez. Marisol.”

      “I want to help. I found this, and I think it can help. Yes?”

      Fenway nodded, flipping through the pages. “So,” Fenway said slowly, “that was all an act?”

      “Lo siento. I had no choice. Some names in the files are powerful people. Like I said, I don’t know who I can trust.”

      The woman was right to be wary, especially since McVie still hadn’t figured out who the mole was in the sheriff’s office.

      “If somebody sees me, are they going to think, ‘okay, she found the files’? Not if I come in here and start yelling.” She tapped her forehead. “Okay, Coroner, put them somewhere safe.” She turned to go. “And find out who killed my boy.”

      Fenway nodded.

      She opened the door and raised her voice. “Maybe if you weren’t so worried about winning the election you’d know something.”

      Dez appeared behind her. “All right, Ms. Velásquez, that’s enough. You want to yell at someone, the sheriff has an office right across the street. I’ll even escort you over there if you like.”

      “I’m going,” Mrs. Velásquez snapped. “It’s nice to see my tax dollars going to people who only care about getting re-elected.”

      “We’ll be in touch,” Fenway said.

      “I hope so.” Mrs. Velásquez sniffed, then turned on her heel and left.

      “What was that about?” asked Dez. “She was upset.”

      “Her son is dead,” Fenway said.

      “Think she’ll come back with a shotgun?”

      Fenway shook her head. “No. I calmed her down. She just wants answers.”

      “Man, I can’t believe Sheriff McVie would blow her off,” Dez said. “Normally he’s so good about doing stuff like that.”

      Fenway stopped for a moment, considering.

      “Come into my office for a minute, Dez,” she said.
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      Dez rolled her eyes. “I’m not going to miss out on cake for this.” She zipped to the center table where a few pieces of the Congratulations Fenway cake were on small paper plates. Dez took two pieces of cake and two forks and followed Fenway into her office.

      Dez closed the door behind her with her foot. “Let me guess,” she said. “You want to be brought up to speed on the Jessica Marquez murder.”

      “Yes.” Fenway sat down in her chair behind the desk. “But first, I want to talk about payments from the global consulting firm.”

      “Wait.” Dez placed the two plates on the desk but remained standing. “I’m on a new murder, and you want to discuss the consulting payments from the last murder case?”

      “I do,” said Fenway. “Jeremy Kapp, Domingo Velásquez, Dr. Tassajera—they all got payments from Global Advantage. We don’t have much else to go on for Dr. Tassajera’s murder.”

      “And why Domingo Velásquez disappeared after his minivan blew up with his son behind the wheel.”

      “Exactly.”

      Dez tapped her foot. “Don’t tell me you think Jessica Marquez is part of it too?”

      Fenway shook her head. “No, no, there’s nothing to suggest that,” she said. “Not yet, anyway, but I haven’t seen any evidence from this morning.”

      Dez nodded. “I’ll bring you up to speed.”

      “And because Jessica Marquez’s death happened so soon after the others, I think we better
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