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  CHAPTER ONE


  THE ROAD SIGN FOR Desert Springs Nature Preserve says it’s half a mile ahead on the right. Most Mondays, there is little to no traffic in the area, but this Monday is an exception. The place is a zoo, and Seth and I haven’t even reached the parking lot entrance yet.


  Multiple TV crews line the main road, each broadcasting live on the situation still unfolding in the woods. As with most reporting these days, it’s likely five percent news and ninety-five percent speculation and opinion. They’ll say and do just about anything to get viewers to tune in, truth be damned.


  Vultures.


  Officer Mike Brex stands in front of his cruiser, blocking most of the entrance to the dirt-and-gravel parking lot when we pull off the main road. The man’s built like a tank, solid muscle from his thick neck down to his massive calves, and he’s always ready to engage. Sunlight glints off his freshly shaved head, distorted by plumes of steam rising from his scalp. It’s a bitter cold morning, especially for Desert Springs. He dips his head toward us and waves us into the parking lot.


  The lot stretches a good quarter mile across the front of the preserve, able to accommodate more than a hundred vehicles during peak seasons and hours. At present, there are a half-dozen police vehicles spread across the lot, including the DSPD CSI van that Charlie drives. Only two other parking spaces are occupied.


  Two uniformed officers huddle together with Detective Terry Roland next to one of the patrol cars close to the main trailhead entrances. A young woman sits on the rear bumper of the car. Bloodshot eyes and trembling hands tell her story. She’s the one who must’ve discovered the body and called it in.


  Head to toe, the woman’s dressed in pink running attire, save an oversized brown jacket draped over her shoulders. Raven locks are pulled tight against her scalp and drawn into a braided ponytail that lies over the front of her right shoulder. A small, pink bow hangs from the end of the braid. High cheekbones and a narrow jawline frame her bronze face. A beautiful woman lurks beneath those swollen eyes and tear-stained cheeks.


  The woman is likely around the same age as me. Maybe a year or two older. To be honest, I’ve yet to master the art of predicting one’s age. I blame my sixteen years of blindness, but it might just be one of the many things I’m not good at.


  Detective Roland rubs his bare arms nonchalantly, clearly the donor of the jacket the woman huddles beneath. Kindness isn’t something Terry lacks, especially when a beautiful young woman is involved. Unless that woman happens to be me. He glances my direction as Seth and I walk past the four of them. His smile fades, and he says nothing to me, but the contempt in his eyes speaks volumes.


  Guess I’m still a sore spot.


  The light reprimand and short suspension I received after closing the case on the Braille Killer didn’t sit well with Terry. He’d expected me to be fired. In a way, I don’t blame him. The information I withheld during those several weeks we hunted the Braille Killer was inexcusable, and my actions reprehensible. I’ve yet to forgive myself for it. If I ever do, it won’t be before I locate and bring down the Shadow Priests. I owe Sarah Johnson and Cara Strum that much.


  More than that.


  Loose gravel and freshly fallen leaves crunch beneath our boots as Seth and I enter the starting point of Trailhead 4A on the 50-square-mile preserve just northeast of town. The sound echoes in my ears. Grates my nerves. Conjures images in my mind of cracking bones; prey caught within the constricting grasp of a boa. The thought is fleeting, but the chill it produces latches to my skin and sticks with me as we head toward our destination.


  Toward death.


  My feet move at twice the pace of Seth’s just to keep up with him. He’s nowhere near running, but his pace has urgency. Everyone knows the dead never rise and walk away—except in the zombie apocalypse—, but convincing Seth of such facts proves fruitless time and again. He’s as stubborn as they come. A mule at times. Then again, so am I. Perhaps more so than him.


  “If I’d known we’d be going for a jog, I would’ve worn my running shoes.” The words half-stutter from my lips, broken between gasps of air.


  Seth’s gaze stays locked on the trail as his left hand arcs downward toward his thigh, slicing the air between us. “Can we not do this right now?” The sternness in his voice warns me to back off more than his words do. Crime scenes always bring out his angry side. I’m still waiting for his skin to turn green and his seams to burst.


  Maybe one day.


  The beauty of the fall leaves, a rainbow of reds, oranges, yellows, and some fading greens, takes my mind away from Seth’s foul mood and the cool morning air. The tension in my shoulders and neck melts away as I take it all in, but the tranquil sensation is short-lived.


  Strung across the path ahead of us is the notorious black-and-yellow crime scene tape. The hairs on my arms stand on end underneath my jacket sleeves as we approach. This is the point where things become real.


  Officer Frank Bartoli stands just beyond the tape, a clipboard clutched in his left hand and a pen in his right. He nods curtly. “Mornin’.” The pen scratches against paper as he adds our names to the crime scene entry log.


  Seth returns Officer Bartoli’s nod and skirts underneath the tape, hardly missing a step as he continues marching down the path. I stop short and take a deep breath, steeling my nerves against what lies ahead. Officer Bartoli lifts the tape high enough for me to walk beneath it without the need to stoop. For his effort, he receives a nod and a small smile as I proceed underneath it.


  “Good morning, Frank,” I say.


  The tape thrums low when Officer Bartoli releases it. “Gotta warn ya—” He glances back over his shoulder in the direction Seth went and sighs heavily as he crosses himself. “—it’s a bloodbath up ahead.”


  Dread seeps into my bones as I nibble on a piece of loose skin on my lower lip. “Aren’t they always?”


  “Guess so, but nothing like this one.” Frank scratches the side of his neck with the corner of the clipboard. Three red streaks bloom on his tanned skin. Several white scars mark his temples and cheeks, and several black stitches surrounded by puffy purplish-red skin run parallel beneath his right eye, evidence of his ongoing battle with melanoma. “Just watch your step.”


  Frank and I go back more than a decade, far more years than what I’ve shared with Seth. My first memory of Frank rises to the front of my mind and takes me back to 2006. It was a breezy spring Sunday as we stood on the church steps after service. Frank had been attending just a few weeks, always alone, so Mother invited him over for lunch. The offer lit his brown eyes, and he accepted without a moment’s thought.


  To say the least, he and Mother didn’t hit it off romantically—for the record, I never thought they would—, but it sure stirred up a hornet’s nest at church. If only I could’ve witnessed the priceless look of disdain Father Benito Rogallo must’ve worn when he found out about the lunch date. He tore into Mother that next Sunday, his jealousy over the trivial affair obvious. Somehow, Mother didn’t catch on to the fact that Father Rogallo had feelings toward her; I beg the gods daily that she never does.


  The past fades as my mind returns to the present and Frank’s grim expression. “Watch my step. Noted.” The trail stretches north twenty paces before bending eastward. “See ya later,” I say and head up the trail.


  Rounding a sharp bend in the trail, I spot Seth a dozen paces farther ahead. He’s crouched down, his back to me and his head cocked to the side. Seth’s body position blocks a good portion of the trail from my view, but the part that isn’t blocked captures my attention.


  The morning light shimmers on the surfaces of several crimson-brown puddles. The effect mesmerizes and sickens me. Stills my beating heart, if only for a moment as my breath catches in the back of my throat. Then my pulse races.


  A nearly severed head lies on the blood-soaked gravel. Brown eyes, wide and glassy, stare in my direction, but they’ll never see again in this lifetime. Closely cropped hair and a shaggy, brown beard several inches in length cover much of the victim’s face, along with bits of gravel and dried blood. The man’s mouth is agape and shifted to one side, perhaps from a broken jaw. From what I can see, a good section of his throat is torn away, exposing bone and ligament and leaving his head twisted unnaturally.


  As I draw nearer and kneel next to Seth, the full scene comes into view. Deep lacerations mar the victim’s hands, wrists, and forearms, and the front of his black jacket is torn to shreds, along with his blood-soaked shirt. Eight gashes crisscross his chest, from pectorals to external obliques. The skin is ripped like paper around them, and blackish-red blood is congealed within them.


  My stomach gurgles, churning the French toast sticks with syrup and the single cup of coffee I downed on the way over. It threatens to push it all back up my esophagus, but I’ve seen far worse. Nothing compares to child victims, especially when they’ve been violated. Suddenly, my hands feel tacky, and not from sweat. I don’t need to look at them to see their crimson hue, yet my gaze falls to them. It’s all in my head. Every last drop. But I’ll never forget.


  Sarah and Cara.


  Each time it happens, I’m thrust into their memories once again. A whirlwind of emotions I cannot seem to control. Hands balled at my sides, fingernails biting into the flesh of my palms, I ride it out. For once, I manage to hold back the tears. It’s a small victory, and I hold on to it with all my strength.


  Eyes closed, I breathe deep to settle my nerves and calm my beating heart. Given the location and frigid air, the smell isn’t entirely unpleasant. Earthy, with a hint of decay, but not from the body. The victim must’ve showered in Axe Dark Phoenix body spray before coming out here. I know the scent well, thanks to several male students at Desert Springs College. In a few hours, when the heat of the day reaches its peak, the smell will become unbearable.


  Other than Seth’s shallow breathing and the sound of Charlie Jones, a member of our CSI team, snapping photographs, the forest is quiet. No birds chirp. No leaves rustle. No chipmunks chatter.


  Death silences them.


  Opening my eyes, I take in the full scene, cataloging every last detail with my nearly photographic memory. Dried blood spatters and smears the foliage and gravel in a good dozen-foot diameter around the body. Several yellow, tented markers sit throughout the scene, bringing attention to details that might otherwise be lost in photographs, sketches, and video: a chunk of flesh submerged in a pool of blood, a broken watch drenched in blood and covered with leaves, and a satchel, still hanging from the victim’s right shoulder, ripped open and its contents strewn about. A few pens, a box of Wintergreen Tic Tac mints, a pair of handcuffs, a folded switchblade, and a blank, shredded notepad smeared with blood.


  Several feet from the victim’s left hand lies a Colt Government pistol, still cocked and locked. From what I can tell, the serial number’s been filed off. There’s only one reason someone would do that, and it’s not because they intend to use the weapon lawfully.


  A stepping-stone path constructed from clear, anti-contamination stepping plates circles halfway around the body. Charlie kneels across two of them as he takes several closeup photographs of the body, the blood spatter pattern and radius, and the various items of interest designated by the tented markers. He’s thorough, and one of the best at what he does.


  My knees pop in protest when I stand. From a higher angle, I see nothing else of interest. Other than a few oddities, the scene screams animal attack. I fail to understand why we’re here.


  Seth looks up at me. “It’s an animal attack.”


  Thanks, Captain Obvious.


  The source of the deadly wounds would be apparent to a child. Heat rises in my cheeks, but as I stare into Seth’s grayish-blue eyes, my anger quells, so I nod. “That’s what I gathered.”


  Charlie pulls himself to his feet and lowers his mask below his chin. “And you should both be concerned by it.”


  Seth slowly rises. Concern distorts his features. Wrinkles his brow. “More so than usual?”


  Charlie nods as he looks between Seth and me. “For certain. There are several reasons, but the main ones are the viciousness of the attack and the fact that the animal didn’t feast on its kill.”


  Seth interjects, “Maybe something or someone scared it off before it had a chance.”


  “Perhaps, but not likely.” Charlie rubs his nose with the back of his latex-gloved hand. “An animal that kills for food, especially a human, would likely defend its kill.”


  Now my brow wrinkles. “What are you saying, Charlie? You think this animal was hunting for sport?” The notion sets my pulse racing.


  “Precisely,” confirms Charlie.


  Seth rubs the back of his neck. “Ugh. If that’s the case, we could have a real problem on our hands.”


  “More kills…” My shoulders jerk as I cringe.


  “Exactly.” Charlie looks around and nods to himself. “The more information we can gather about this beast, the more likely it will be that the men and women over at Game and Fish can track it down.”


  A light breeze rustles what remains of the leaves in the trees and tousles my hair, leaving several strands dangling across my face. Seth reaches over and tucks them back behind my ears. The simple gesture wrecks my train of thought and takes me back to a time before everything got derailed between us.


  Perhaps we’ll find that path again.


  The tender moment is lost when Seth resumes the conversation, his tone grim. “No one in Desert Springs will be safe at night until the beast responsible for this is captured or killed.”


  My mind conjures images of a beast the size of a grizzly bear, but with claws as sharp as razor blades. “The Night Mauler.”


  Charlie’s face scrunches up as he surveys the scene once more. “Well, this was most definitely a mauling.”


  Seth stares at me for a moment and then shakes his head. He can’t quite hide his smile. “Not sure you need to start naming this thing just yet. I don’t think a beast with a single kill is worthy of having a name. Besides, the news media will go nuts if they catch wind of this Night Mauler of yours.” He emphasizes Night Mauler with air quotes.


  I shrug, fully aware of the fact that he digs the name. “Fine. I’ll keep the name to myself. For now.”


  “Good.” Seth turns to Charlie. “Anything you can tell us about the victim?”


  Charlie crouches back down and pulls his mask back up. It muffles his voice a little when he talks. “From what I can tell, the victim was surprised by the attack.” He points to the Colt Government pistol. “As you can see, he didn’t get a shot off.”


  “Saw that,” I confirm.


  “Most likely, he raised his arms to defend his face and throat.” He points at the victim’s ravaged hands and arms. “That’s where he got these wounds. The ones on his chest came next, likely after he was knocked to the ground.”


  “And his throat?” My hand rises and massages my own.


  Deep trenches stretch across Charlie’s brow. “That’s where things become a bit strange.”


  Strange? The hairs on my nape stand on end.


  Seth crouches again and meets Charlie’s gaze. “Strange how?”


  “Postmortem strange.” Charlie shakes his head. “I’ve never seen an animal kill its prey and then return later to inflict further damage. At least not one that isn’t feeding off the carcass—or cadaver in this instance.”


  “Then perhaps something did scare it off.” The three of us turn our heads toward Detective Roland as he approaches.


  Eying the victim again, I just can’t get the facts to add up. “What could scare off an animal that’d just taken down a six-foot-four, 260-pound man?”


  Detective Roland shrugs. “Maybe the victim wasn’t alone or was meeting someone here. Could explain the gun.”


  “Yes, but why would an animal return later and rip out the victim’s throat?” questions Charlie. “As I said, the wound happened postmortem.”


  “Or it just snacked on the victim’s throat and decided that it didn’t like the taste,” mused Seth.


  “I’m fairly certain that the animal consumed none of it.” Charlie points toward the trees behind him, south of the trail. “There’s a pile of discharged tissue just over there.”


  “Discharged tissue?” The mental image nearly triggers my gag reflex.


  “Gross, right?” says Seth, swallowing hard and rubbing his throat.


  Detective Roland scowls, his nose wrinkled on one side. “Without a doubt.”


  Charlie continues, “Once Deborah and I get samples back to the lab, I’ll be able to determine if those tissues were spit out or thrown up. Again, my initial thought is that they were simply spit out.”


  “Why?” asks Detective Roland. His scowl deepens.


  Charlie looks up at Detective Roland. “If you’re asking why I believe the tissues to be spit out, it’s because they didn’t look to be chewed. However, if you’re asking why an animal would do something like that, then I’ve got no rational explanation for you. It just doesn’t happen in nature.”


  The more details that Charlie piles up, the more uneasy I become. A picture of this beast forms in my mind once again, but this time it’s more human-like than bear-like. The hairs on my nape rise. “What kind of animal could be so cunning and vindictive?”


  “What kind, indeed?” asks Charlie, as much to himself as to me. He cocks his head and frowns. “Not a one comes to mind. Unless of course you include humans in that category. We can certainly be animals.”


  “Don’t put too much thought into it,” says Detective Roland. “We don’t possess the kind of strength required to inflict such damage without a weapon.” He looks to Charlie and changes the subject. “Any ID on the victim?”


  Charlie reaches across the victim and carefully extracts a wallet from the victim’s back pocket. A long, silver chain attaches it to a front belt loop. He retrieves an ID from the wallet and holds it toward the light. “Ernesto Vasquez.” Cocking his head, he peers between the ID and the victim’s face. “Looks to be the right man.”


  Seth pulls on a latex glove and takes the ID from Charlie. After a few seconds and several glances, Seth confirms the victim’s identification. “It is Ernesto Vasquez. Born May 28th in 1961. Six-foot-five and 256 pounds. Pretty good guess, Bergman.” He hands the ID back to Charlie and stares at the victim. “So what the hell were you doing out here in the middle of the night, Mr. Vasquez?”


  One touch, and I could have an answer.


  “Perhaps answering that question will be easier than you think,” says Detective Roland. The three of us look at him and he continues, “There are several webcams located throughout the preserve to monitor animal activity, plus there are cameras stationed at both the entrances and exits of all seventeen trailheads. We’ve already requested footage from all cameras and webcams be delivered to the station.”


  “Good.” Seth stands. “And what about the woman who discovered the body? Did you get anything out of her?”


  “Besides her number,” I add with immediate regret. Sometimes I just can’t keep my mouth shut. “Sorry.”


  Detective Roland glares at me as he answers Seth’s question. “Samantha George. She’s run these trails every morning for several years and never encountered any animals beyond the usual fare: birds, rabbits, chipmunks, squirrels, snakes, lizards, and the occasional deer. Never once could she recall feeling threatened or uneasy here, but this morning she couldn’t shake the notion of being watched. Before she discovered the body.”


  “Watched or hunted?” I ask. “There’s a difference.”


  “Watched.” Detective Roland looks to each of us in turn and then continues, “She removed her earbuds and stopped several times along the trail so she could listen for any sort of movement, but she never heard anything out of the ordinary. However, she swore she saw the same yellow eyes staring at her through the brush and trees each time she stopped. It totally spooked her.


  “A few minutes after her last stop, she came upon the body. Had her senses not been heightened already, she might’ve stumbled right over it, given the gloom of the morning. As it was, she had to use the light on her cellphone to confirm what she knew to be there.


  “She immediately called 911 and headed back the way she’d come, toward the trailhead exit. Officer Bartoli met her there fifteen minutes later and took control of the scene until I arrived ten minutes after that.”


  My eyes scan the packed gravel and decaying foliage. Clues could easily be missed in such an environment, especially with the way the trees filter the sunlight. Shadows distort everything. One thing I don’t recall seeing raises alarm bells in my mind. Charlie stands and cocks his head when I look to him.


  “Something’s brewing in that head of yours, isn’t it?” says Charlie.


  “Did you find any footprints or paw prints in the blood surrounding the body?” I ask. “Perhaps under one of the stepping plates?”


  Charlie smiles and shakes a finger at me. “You’ve got a good eye for detail, Detective. I didn’t find a one. But there are several places where the blood is smeared.” He bends down and points out a few of them.


  The taste of maple syrup blooms on my tongue as I nibble the end of one of my fingernails. It’s a gross habit, but there are worse things I could be doing. “I’d noticed that. Any guesses as to what caused the smearing?”


  “I do, but it’s quite silly, given the circumstances of this situation,” says Charlie.


  “Spit it out,” says Seth.


  A tinge of red blossoms on Charlie’s cheeks as he briefly glances skyward. “Were the attacker human, I’d be inclined to say they were covering their tracks.”


  Covering their tracks?


  My eyes widen as I kneel and stare at the ground with fresh vision. The places Charlie had pointed out certainly looked suspicious, and I can’t think of another reason as to why they’d all be smeared. A few during the attack, for certain, but all of them?


  Mathematically impossible.


  Detective Roland scoffs, “That’s not just silly, it’s absurd.”


  Charlie shrugs and nods. “I agree, but that’s the only explanation I have for it.” He stares at me for several seconds when I rise back up, and then he smiles. “Quite curious, isn’t it?”


  “Disturbing, more like.” I take a deep breath and exhale slowly. “I’ll be interested to know what the forensics and cameras reveal.”


  “Same here,” says Seth.


  Detective Roland clears his throat. “We already know the answer, and the evidence will support it. The only question in my mind that needs answered is what kind of animal did this. A wolf? Bear? Mountain lion?”


  Fingernails bite into my palms once again as heat burns in my neck and cheeks. How can he just dismiss everything?


  Seth crosses his arms. “Obviously something strong.”


  I huff. Seth can’t see it either.


  “There’s no doubt about that fact,” confirms Charlie.


  He glances at me again for only a moment, but in that moment, I sense we share the same concern. A concern that springs up from my gut and constricts my chest. I swallow down a growing lump in my throat.


  Something isn’t right.


  Detective Roland looks around and then checks his watch. “I think we’re close to wrapping up here.” He eyes Seth, avoiding my glare. “I’ll keep you informed of the progress.”


  In all this time, it hadn’t occurred to me that Detective Roland would take the lead on this case even though he’d arrived on scene first. There’s no denying that Terry’s good at his job, perhaps almost as good as Seth and me, but his apparent failure to see that something’s amiss concerns me. It’s obvious that he’s already written the case off as an animal attack, and it ticks me off. There are several details that potentially contradict the animal attack narrative he thinks to be true, but he’s not going to give them a second thought.


  The side of my nose twitches and lifts the corner of my mouth. I’m about to say something to Terry, but Seth glances over at me and interrupts.


  “Please do, Terry.” Seth’s eyes tell me exactly what he’s thinking, and I don’t like it one bit. “Let’s go, Bergman.”


  In my mind, I know stepping back is the right thing to do, but my heart aches for me to push Terry on this. Perhaps I can persuade him to hand the case over to us.


  Or force him to.


  Seth gently takes my arm and pulls me around, obviously sensing that I’m about to say something I’ll likely regret. He has some sort of sixth sense when it comes to me. It’s both endearing and annoying. He whispers, “We can talk about this in the car.”


  “Fine,” I say through gritted teeth as I push Seth’s hand away and slowly inch my way back toward Officer Bartoli and the crime scene tape stretched across the trail.


  I glance back just before rounding the bend in the trail. Detective Roland stares at me, his arms crossed over his chest and a smug grin on his face. It takes everything I’ve got to keep from flipping him the bird. Jaw tense and teeth gritted, I turn back and march on down the trail, Seth in tow.


  This isn’t over, Terry Roland. Not by a long shot.




  CHAPTER TWO


  SETH STARES AT THE road ahead as we head back toward the police station. “Look, Alice, I’m not saying you’re wrong about this case, but taking it up with Lieut. Frost might not be the wisest decision for you. You’re on a short leash as it is.”


  Seth’s right, but my mind was made up to petition Lieut. Frost for the case the moment Detective Roland postulated that the facts led to a foregone conclusion of a textbook mauling case. In truth, I have zero evidence to say otherwise, but I’ve learned to trust my instincts over the years, and something just doesn’t add up.


  But what is it?


  The rubber floor mat thwacks underneath my foot when I stomp it. “I can’t let this go,” I growl, sounding stubborn even to myself.


  “Fine, but don’t say I didn’t warn you when your conversation with Lieut. Frost doesn’t go according to plan.” His hand grips the steering wheel tighter, his knuckles turning white as the blood drains away. The car lurches forward ever faster.


  The lead-foot master.


  We spend the last ten minutes of the drive in silence. Probably not the best option given my current state of mind, but there’s nothing Seth could’ve added to the conversation to ease the tension or change my mind. In fact, another word would’ve set me off. He must’ve sensed it.


  The car hasn’t even rolled to a stop in the parking space before I fling my seatbelt off and throw the car door open. My mind locked on the office upstairs, I nearly rip my arm off as I eject myself from the car, failing to notice it’s still hooked through the seatbelt. The stupid thing jerks me sideways and throws me off balance.


  My right ear erupts with pulsing pain before I realize I’ve smacked my head against the doorframe. A string of four-letter words spews from my lips, a faucet of filth that would take the breath from Mother’s lungs and make a seasoned sailor blush, and I’m just getting started.


  I turn my heat ray vision toward Seth when he exits the car, ready to blast a hole through his thick skull, but he doesn’t even glance my direction as he walks away. His quick thinking has granted him a second lease on life.


  Well played, Seth. Well played.


  My arm untangled and my ear sufficiently rubbed, I slam the door shut and follow Seth inside. Seconds later, I’m standing outside the door to Lieut. Frost’s office on the second floor. My chest heaves and my pulse thunders in my ears, but I don’t recall the moments prior. Given my current state, I must’ve run up the stairs. I close my eyes for a moment and draw a deep breath. I’ll need my wits about me to have any chance of convincing Lieut. Frost to give me the case.


  Lieut. Frost’s door is closed. It never is unless someone’s in there with him, so I must wait. As I do, I start forming pieces of conversation in my head. No matter where I start, it sounds all wrong. How will I convince him to see things my way when I can’t even explain it to myself where it makes sense?


  I sigh. Maybe Seth’s right and I should just drop it.


  The office door opens and Officer Amy Janis steps into the corridor. A cloud of familiar stank trails her. Lieut. Frost’s skunk-butt cologne. My gag reflex triggers as tears form in my stinging eyes. Makes me think of what new recruits might be subjected to during basic training camp in the US Army. Somehow, Amy seems oblivious to it. Perhaps she’s lost her sense of smell or never had one to start with. Either way, I envy her.


  “Alice!” Her eyes light up and her cheeks glow, exuding genuine joy. It’s doubtful she has a mean bone in her. The only time I’ve ever seen her out of sorts was the day Tommy Todd died, but that can’t be counted against her. His death took the joy from the entire department.


  Amy latches onto my hand and gives it a tight squeeze. “It’s good to see you back. We’ve all missed you around here.”


  She’s referring to my two-and-a-half-month suspension. Squeezing her hand back and then pulling away, I say, “It’s good to be back.”


  Amy gestures backward with her thumb out and whispers, “Got a bit of a lion in there today. Might wanna watch your step.” She winks and then heads down the corridor, quickly disappearing as she descends the stairs.


  As I continue to second guess myself, the all-too-familiar gruff of Lieut. Frost shakes my eardrums. “Bergman. Either you get your happy ass in here and state your business or you move on. My doorway isn’t a break room.”


  What am I getting myself into?


  “Yes, sir.” My skin crawls on my bones as I step through the doorway and into the lion’s den.


  Every muscle in my body tenses as my heart screams at me to run away. But my mind is a steel fortress. Impenetrable. Unchangeable. It cannot be reasoned with and will not back down, no matter how desperately my heart pleads with it.


  “Well don’t just stand there,” the lion growls. “Shut the damned door and take a seat.”


  The thought of being trapped in an airtight room with the man and his cologne just about sends me over the edge, but my traitorous hand complies with his request, and my turncoat legs carry me the three steps over to the wooden chair facing the front of his overbearing desk. My butt parked firmly on the chair, I stare into his cold, calculating brown eyes.


  Lieut. Frost leans over his desk on forearms the size of my thighs, his white, long-sleeved shirt rolled above his elbows. A purple tie with gold stripes hangs from his thick neck, the tie too thin for his massive frame. His heated glare nearly melts through the thick plastic of his wire-framed glasses as he adjusts them on his nose with a single finger. It’s no coincidence he uses his middle one.


  Air bubbles gurgle in the back of my throat as I search for the right words to break the silence between us. Right now, I’m hating Seth. Had he kept his mouth shut, I wouldn’t be second-guessing myself and hesitating to broach the subject.


  “You’ve got two choices, Bergman.” He raises two meaty fingers. “Either you can spill whatever you came here to say, or you can drop your gun and badge on the desk and never look back. Your choice. I’m good either way.”


  Fire stirs in my belly. “I’m not here to turn in my badge, sir.”


  “Well that’s a pity.” His hand slaps the top of the desk with a thunderous clap, sending the spoon sticking out of an empty mug rattling around. My legs tense and my eyes widen, but I remain still in the chair.


  He shakes his head. “I harbored high hopes that you were leaning toward the second option.”


  “Well I’m sorry to disappoint you, sir.” I lean forward in the chair and raise my head to match his glare. “I’m here because I want the case from earlier this morning.”


  His brow wrinkles, and his gaze hardens further. “The animal attack at the preserve?”


  I nod. “That’s the one.”


  He blows air through his nostrils and leans back in his chair. “Spoke with Detective Roland not fifteen minutes ago. Said the case was a textbook mauling.”


  “Figures—”


  “Also said you’d likely be in here chewing on my ear about it.”


  “Sir, I respect Terry.”


  Lieut. Frost laughs aloud. “No sense in lying out the side of your mouth, Bergman. Respect is the last thing either of you have for one another.”


  “Look, we might not get along, but I’ll be one of the first to admit that he’s a brilliant detective. Normally, I’d trust his assessment of a case, but he’s wrong about this one. There’s far more to it than what’s on the surface.”


  A lopsided frown twists his lips. “And what makes you think that?”


  At this point, I’m all in. Do or die. “There are too many anomalies to ignore.”


  He crosses his arms over his chest, veins bulging along his forearms like he just worked them out. “Enlighten me.”


  “For instance, there were no footprints or paw prints found at the scene. Given the excessive amount of blood at the scene, it’s mathematically impossible for an animal to have avoided stepping all through it. Not just that, but some of the blood was smeared as though the attacker attempted to cover up evidence. What kind of animal does that?” Somehow, I’ve managed to leave my seat. Now, I’m halfway across the desk shaking a finger in Lieut. Frost’s face. Heat burns in my cheeks as I return my butt to the chair. “Sorry, sir.”


  Lieut. Frost strokes his bulldog chin. “I’ll admit that there are some anomalies, as you say.”


  “Thank you.” After a few moments, I drive the final nail into Detective Roland’s coffin. “But there’s more. What kind of animal leaves its kill and returns later to rip the throat out?”


  He shrugs. “A hungry one, I’d guess.”


  “Yes, if the animal actually ate it. But that’s not the case here.” My butt rises off the chair once again, and my voice follows suit, jumping several octaves. “It was thrown up or spit out a dozen paces from the body.”


  Lieut. Frost removes his glasses and sticks one of the earpieces between his teeth. He does it often when he’s thinking. I’m not sure he’s even aware of the habit.


  Returning to my chair once again, I lean back and await his response, satisfied I’ve made my case. In my mind, I retrace every last detail of the crime scene. I’m not sure what I’m hoping to discover or where this case will lead, but excitement tightens my chest. My left foot tap-tap-taps the floor.


  When he lays his glasses on the desk, I know he’s come to a decision. All decisions are final. I sit up straight and prepare myself for his response as I search his face for a clue as to what he’s about to say. But there are no secrets to be had. His poker face is among the best I’ve seen.


  “I’ll admit, Bergman, just when I think you’ve got less of a chance of survival in this business than a snowball has in hell, you surprise me. You might just make a name for yourself yet, and maybe even in a positive way.”


  My stomach gurgles with excitement.


  The case is mine.


  He continues, “I’ll assign you to the case.”


  “Thank you, sir.” Excitement pulls me to my feet. “I won’t let—”


  “I’m not finished, and you don’t seem to be listening.”


  “Sir?” His words play back in my mind, and it hits me. He used the word “to.” I slump back down on the chair, deflated.


  “Good. You understand. Detective Roland will continue to lead the investigation, and you will assist him. It’ll do both of you some good to work together. Who knows, you might even grow to tolerate each other.”


  Working with Detective Roland would’ve been torture enough, but working for him? I suddenly find myself on the verge of vomiting. Never have I been so stunned. Yet, in a way, Lieut. Frost gave me exactly what I asked for.


  The next thing I know, I’m walking into the office I share with Seth. He’s at his desk, hammering away on his keyboard. Not really hammering it as much as two-finger pecking it. The concerned look on his face when he sees me tells me everything I need to know about the expression I must be wearing.


  The pecking ceases. “What happened?” he asks.


  Having turned over a new leaf where Seth is concerned, I sit down and tell him everything. And, if I’m being honest, it feels good.


  Seth leans back and rests his head against his weaved fingers. He stares up at the drop-tile ceiling for so long that I begin to wonder if he’s fallen asleep with his eyes open or if he’s counting all the holes in the acoustic tiles. Either way, his silence irks me and sends me teetering back and forth between meltdown and breakdown. More often than not, I choose meltdown and can feel it coming on.


  I’m about to go off when Seth finally speaks. “Look, Terry’s a good guy. As you know, I worked with him quite a bit during your two suspensions. He has a good head on his shoulders and works like a dog to see a case to its end, no matter the outcome. Just tread lightly around him, give him a reason to trust you, and for God’s sake, don’t do anything crazy.”


  Fingernails dig into the meaty flesh of my palms. Pulse rises. Eyes narrow. One more misstep on his part, and there will be another homicide to investigate. “What the hell’s that supposed to mean?” I growl.


  Seth nearly falls out of his chair trying to sit up and get his arms raised in submission. “Whoa! Step back, Homicide Mary. All I’m saying is you might not want to go around touching bodies and sharing your experiences with him. It won’t win you any favors and could get you kicked off the force. Anything you present to him must be hard facts. Nothing more. Understood?”


  In a flash, every last ounce of anger dissipates. Laughter rumbles in my chest and manifests in a concussive bout of snorts and coughs. When I regain my composure, I ask him the obvious question. “Where did you come up with ‘Homicide Mary?’”


  He rises from his chair and rubs the top of his head, a smirk on his lips. “A case I worked a few years before your time. This nun named Mary snaps and goes on a rampage one evening during confession, killing several people with a crucifix she’d sharpened to a deadly point. Turns out she didn’t like everyone saying hail Mary. Partially deaf, she thought they were wishing her a pleasant trip to hell and finally got fed up with it.”


  I cross my arms and frown. “Seriously?”


  Seth waves me off. “Look it up if you don’t believe me. Happened over at Our Lady of the Good Shepherd on 22nd St. When we brought her in, she just kept repeating ‘Homicide Mary’ between sobs.” He shrugs. “The name stuck.”


  “You know, now that I think about it, I might be in the market for a good crucifix.” I poke Seth in the stomach with a finger but hit solid abs. My finger crumples. “Ouch!”


  He drums his stomach. “Like a rock, babe.”


  “Sorry Seth, but Dwayne Johnson’s my only Rock.”


  “Ugh.” He grabs his gut and exhales loudly. “Punching hard today.”


  “Just getting—”


  “Bergman, let’s go.” Detective Roland stands at the door, a sour expression on his face.


  “Where we headed?” I ask.


  “You, not we.” He points at the floor. “Media room in the basement. You’ve got dozens of hours of webcam and security camera footage to scour through.”


  Seth chuckles. “Nice.” I throw him a death glare, but it doesn’t wipe the smile from his face. Instead, he mouths, “You asked for it,” and then winks.


  Detective Roland continues, “Glad you volunteered for the job, Bergman. Saves me the trouble of doing it myself.”


  “Happy to be of assistance, Terry.” I shoot Seth a dirty look and then squeeze past Detective Roland and into the corridor. Halfway to the stairs, Terry calls for me. “Yes?”


  “Do me a favor and never call me by my first name again. It’s Detective Roland.”


  “Got it, boss.” He definitely deserves a middle-finger salute, but I consider myself above such behavior, so I give him a thumbs-up instead. He shakes his head and then walks the other way. Somehow, the bird escapes. I quickly cage it, but not before Seth sticks his head outside our office door and catches me.


  “Behave,” he mouths.


  The bird rears its ugly head once again, this time accompanied with a devious smile. Seth rolls his eyes and retreats back inside the office. Satisfied with myself, I turn and head down to the media room.


  Upon arrival, I find myself alone in the room, so I sit down at one of the closest terminals to the door. After logging into the system, I open the folder named 13-7505, the case number given to the Night Mauler. The sheer number of files it contains overwhelms me. “Two hundred and four,” I mutter. “Two hundred and four stupid files.”


  According to my cellphone, it’s 15:40. There’s no chance I’ll be able to meet up with Veronica later, so I shoot her a quick text and a sad face emoji. When I look up, there’s a fresh-faced kid staring down at me. He’s got a goofy smile plastered on his mug, his lips spread wide on the left side of his mouth and nearly closed on the right.


  I sit back in the chair. “Can I help you?”


  “Kenny Parker.” He proffers a hand. Long, skinny fingers with fingernails too long and unkempt. Skin dark as night, scabbed and rough around the knuckles. Many thoughts skitter through my mind as our hands meet. Cold as ice, I find myself shaking the bony hand of Death himself.


  “Detective Bergman.” Hand retracted, the warmth begins to return to my fingers.


  “Yeah.” His goofy smile widens. Much wider, and his mouth might consume his entire face. “Heard you were back.”


  I never forget a face or a voice, and neither is familiar. “Yeah. Just so. Is there something I can do for you?”


  Kenny looks around twice and then leans close. “Bribed Detective Roland to assign me to you.” He winks with such exaggeration that he couldn’t possibly be serious, yet I know he is.


  “And why would you do that?”


  He pulls up a chair next to mine and sits down. His legs are so long that his knees don’t fit underneath the table. “You’re the reason I took this job, Alice.”


  The way my name hangs on his lips and rolls off his tongue catches me off guard, but the implication can’t be mistaken. My heart and mind wage war with one another as a team of horses gallop within my chest. Thunderous hooves. The sound rages in my ears. Fills my head. My gut twists with certainty as to whom this young man is, but why is he here when I still have my vision?


  They’ve sent another Shadow Priest after me!
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