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Chapter 1
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“If some people didn’t call in favors and overload our lab, maybe we would be able to get some real work done.”

“I’m not ‘calling in favors,’ Ian! I’m paying for the use of forensics, just like the police do! And I assure you–”

“You’re buying your way in, you mean.”

Neve gawped, at a loss for words. He nearly implied, no he did imply that she bribed the technicians at the lab, and that her work was not important, and now... Why was he so unfair? She did the same job that he did. Just because she didn’t wear a badge... Old images yoked the anger boiling up in her veins. What happened was not her fault. She tried to do some good around her. Her eyes watered, the tears burning and unwelcomed. She was going to kill him. She was going to bloody kill him as soon as Stefan released her arm so she could get up. 

Ian used the delay to turn away with a shrug. He strolled to a safe distance, while she fought to get rid of Stefan’s grasp. Neve hissed, “I’m calm, Stefan, let me go.”

The lie earned her a knowing look. “Sure you are. But I like holding you close.”

The boyish grin wiped away some of her turmoil. She inhaled heavily and nodded. Stefan freed her wrist then considered the slender woman on the other side of the corner booth.

“Why don’t you tell him why you left the Academy?”

Neve bobbed her shoulders. The gesture was quite similar to the one her nemesis had given her a minute ago before he fled the battlefield. “I didn’t graduate, so what? I don’t care about what His Majesty thinks. You don’t need a badge to be a good investigator.” 

She straightened up on her seat. 

Stefan tried again. “You’re constantly arguing about the ‘PI/cop’ thing. If Ian knew why you quit, maybe he’d stop...”

“We’re not arguing. You can’t argue with someone who thinks he’s always right. Plus, I won’t give him the pleasure of an explanation. He’s just abusive. I’m sure he’s going to bully some poor tech to have his stuff analyzed first anyway.”

Stefan sighed. They came to the Bottom Stone Pub for lunch every time they needed to drop a request or collect results from the only forensic lab in town. But it seemed that each time, Ian Braich was there. And each time, he and Neve found a way to restart the battle that opposed them for years. 

Their cases had them cross each other’s paths now and then. Every encounter resulted in blinding fireworks. The son of the legendary Ian Braich Sr couldn’t get over the fact that Neve ran a successful private investigation agency. Given that Neve was female and incredibly attractive probably didn’t help. As for Neve, Ian’s abrupt manners and haughty tone wore on her nerves so that she never failed to answer the provocation. At least this time Stefan had caught her in time before she did something she would regret—like that right hook that had landed into Stefan’s shoulder once. He’d had a bruise for days afterward, and Neve had winced every time he grimaced. 

Ian would never let the chance to charge her with assault pass by. Stefan mumbled under his breath. “I wonder what got his panties into a twist today...”

Neve snapped her fingers in front of his eyes. He jolted. “Sorry. I was thinking out loud.”

“Yeah, I saw that. Enough with Braich. I want to appreciate lunch. Do you want some?”

“Hum?”

“The fries, Stefan. If I eat all those, I’m going to be sleepy all afternoon. Be a sweetheart and help me.”

Stefan shook his head, pushing away thoughts about the temperamental detective to pop two French fries into his mouth. 

Neve was like that. She stayed cool and professional when she worked. She fought tooth and nail when she felt threatened. And the rest of the time, she was uncomplicated and welcoming. He would always remember she had offered him a roof over his head and a job when he needed them the most. Stefan washed the last bite of his sandwich with a gulp of soda and asked, “So, what do we do next?” 

“We have to check in for our results. I’d also like to talk to Mrs. Goblin once more. The police report was rather laconic, and apparently she wasn’t very cooperative with the insurance inspector. Maybe she’ll be in a better mood this time...”

Stefan grimaced. 

Neve pointed a warning finger toward his nose. “I don’t want to hear anything!”

“Oh come on... She really looks like a goblin... For someone whose first name ends with bella, that’s terrible. Have you seen her nose? Her teeth are sharper than a piranha’s and she had a mole on her—”

Neve made a face. 

“Ew... Thanks! Now I won’t be able to look at her in the eyes when I talk to her.”

“Well, her eyes are—”

“Stefan!” Neve bellowed. 

Half the pub turned toward their corner, the other half fascinated by the weekend football results. Unfortunately, Ian Braich fell into the first category. His intense gaze mocked her from afar. 

Neve’s gaze shot daggers at him, her cheeks flaming for the general attention, before she glared at her best friend/assistant. “I could have done without more of his contempt, Stef’...”

He pouted, fluttering his lashes in his best sick-puppy expression. Neve smiled in spite of herself. The young man had a knack to whirl every situation into a laugh, even, and especially, when that moron Ian Braich was around. 

She tried to remember the one time she had seen his father. Ian Braich Sr used to be the best cop in town, a man larger than life, with piercing gray eyes and a persuasive voice. So persuasive her older brother hadn’t resisted, and climbed into the car waiting for them in front of the house... 

The son didn’t live up to the man’s image. She felt sorry for his mother, and whoever shared his life—if by chance he had managed to lure some unlucky woman into his bitter web for more than a few sweaty hours. Broad shoulders and stormy gray eyes didn’t make up for ill-behavior, not at all. If only he would apologize for being rude once in a while, maybe she would step down, but he took a sick pleasure in worsening his case every time they met. His one-track mind placed private investigators only one step above bounty hunters, merely good enough to find lost pets or track cheating spouses. As for his opinion of working women...

Neve finished her coffee in one gulp. Ian Braich was abusive, contemptuous, and petty. He didn’t deserve the time she spent raging after him. Next time, she would send Stefan by himself to the lab, and avoid the idiot altogether. 

She retrieved her scarf and wrapped it around her neck before she proceeded to the cashier to take care of their bill. Fishing her wallet out of her purse, she cast a glance toward her friend. Stefan was battling with his sleeves. As far as she could tell, the jacket was winning. Send Stefan by himself to the station and Lauren would look like the cat that got the cream. Imagine pouring milk in a cat’s face. He would never survive the encounter. 

She sighed. Hopefully the results the brilliant forensic leader had for her would compensate for enduring Ian’s out of place wrath. One could only hope.

*
[image: ]


SHE HAD MADE OF A FOOL of him in front of the whole pub! And then she had turned misty eyes on him so he felt like the worst man on earth for defending his case. 

His phone rang, distracting Ian from his disturbing thoughts. He dismissed the infuriating beauty from his mind and took the call he’d been waiting for all morning.  

“So?”

‘Good afternoon to you to, Ian. I’m great, that’s so nice of you to ask...’

“Not now, Lauren. Do you have my results?”

‘Yes, I do.’

He gritted his teeth. The cute technician who ran the police lab loved torturing him nearly as much as she liked her gadgets. Entering her office was like stepping into James Bond’s playroom. But after the confrontation with Neve, he wasn’t in the mood for any Casino Royale bluff. He barked, “Well, you are welcome to share.”

A pregnant silence answered him, and for a heartbeat, he feared she’d hung up. Then he heard a ruffle of papers, as if she was looking through her documents, unsure what information to give him first. She knew perfectly well he desperately needed an ID on the body stuffed in the fourth tray at the morgue. The sooner he got a name, the better his chances to find a decent lead in this damned case. 

The guy had been found in the Gallery Park a week ago, without his coat or his shoes on. Of course, his wallet was also missing, which was not really a surprise. They found all too many like him since the recession had hit the country. People came to the city in hopes of a job, and ended up in the streets, out of resources and forgotten. Winter in these parts was merciless. A sad, but classic tragedy, until they had found a bullet hole when taking the corpse away. Then, it had become a homicide, and his current headache. 

Lauren was still delaying and Ian felt his patience growing thin. He snapped, “I’m not getting any younger, Lauren.”

‘Or more amiable, as far as I can tell.’

Ian shoved his glove in his pocket with his free hand. The wind was biting into the fingers holding the phone. If it started snowing, his day would be complete. He forced his jaw to work.

“Please?”

‘The database search came up empty. His fingerprints are not on file.’

He didn’t bother asking for dental records identification. Without any idea who the body might be, this could take forever. 

“Drugs?”

“Besides faint traces of Delta-9-THC metabolites and ethanol, nope, his blood was clean.”

Ian felt an itch along his spine, which had nothing to do with the cold. He growled under his breath. “Lauren...”

‘Marijuana, Ian. The guy smoked weed, and he had a drink or two not long before dying. A strong alcohol, I would say, the ratio methyl-ethyl was—’

He interrupted her before she got lost again in her technical babbling.

“Thanks for the translation. What about the tattoo?”

‘A Chinese symbol for luck. Top ten of the current requests in ink & pierce shops.’

“Damn it!”

The young man kicked the pole next to the stairs before him. The sharp pain in his toe made him curse again. Lauren sneered, ‘What was that?’

He could hear her laugh up her sleeve. Her lack of concern didn’t improve his mood. “Did you call me to tell me you failed or?”

‘Ian, you requested to be advised as soon as I got the results.’

He had. But at the time he hoped the forensic would come up with something useful. Lauren was still haranguing him. Apparently, she was in league with Neve Lass for biting his head off today. 

‘Anyhow, that’s up to you to go through the complete MP file. My report will be available tomorrow.’

This time she hung up without giving him enough time to put a word in edgewise. Lauren wasn’t one to nurse a grudge, contrary to the stunning PI, so he didn’t worry much about her ire. She hated coming up empty handed, and once in a while she decided he needed to be flogged for his no-nonsense kind of abrupt ways. She would come around in a day or two. That was about how long it was going to take him to go through the Missing persons list. Ian muttered under his breath, climbing the two steps that led inside the station. How much worse could it get, anyway? Feminist amateurism spoiled his lunch; he had a murder to solve without any clue on the victim...

“Braich! My office, now!”

Yeah, third time was the charm all right.
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Neve followed her unwilling hostess toward the living room. 

The woman hadn’t stopped frowning since she opened the door. Neve almost counted the fact she allowed her in as a victory. Insurance investigators were never popular, but that one was pushing the disliking to new heights.

“Mrs. Goblin, I only have a few questions, I promise I won’t take too much of your time...”

A grunt answered her attempt. “Tea?”

Neve cast a look toward the porcelain on display. The liquid was a muddy brown from the milk she had poured in it. “No, thank you. “

“I already told you everything I know the last time. The company doesn’t want to pay for my loss in full and they used every excuse to delay. I don’t see the point in disturbing me.”

The young woman swallowed the hidden insult, and looked around. Haydn’s Flute Concerto in D poured from a radio or a television set, hidden in the heavily polished furniture. The embroidered cushions were impeccably set on the ottoman. Even the loveseats were neat. Neve looked for traces of an open book or half-finished crossword to no avail. Apart from the cup on a tray, the room was ready for a photography session for an Elle Décor Magazine special on Eighteenth-Century style. Even the paintings on the walls matched.

The older woman coughed not so discreetly. Her lips were pursed into a thin, hostile line. Neve forced herself to smile.

“I won’t be long, I promise. I wanted to give you an update on our investigation and—”

The old bat scoffed. “I don’t need an update. What I want is my balance check.”

Neve nodded. Her mouth hurt from the effort of keeping an obliging face. Stefan had just earned himself a week of chores for this. “I understand, Mrs. Goblin. I’m certain the insurance company will honor their contract. It’s just that the sum is important, so they want to understand exactly what happened.”

“Be done with it, then. I have things to do. I can’t spend the whole day in idle chitchat.” 

“Of course.” 

The woman picked up her cup with two fingers. She took a sip, and placed the delicate china back on the small plate. Neve flipped through the apps on her smartphone to find the recorder. 

The suspicious glare intensified. “The police took notes.”

“I’m not the police.”

She hoped her retort would not antagonize the harpy further. “Can you please tell me what you know about the collection, with your own words?”
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STEFAN HOPPED UP THE steps leading inside the building. He had whined and pleaded until Neve agreed to split their errands for the afternoon. So while Neve returned to interview the harpy in her nest, he simply was to collect the preliminary report they needed to finally move forward with their case.

The insurance company had agreed to pay the extra fees of a rushed analysis without a word. They were too anxious to know if they had to hand over a check of several hundred thousand dollars. If’ was the key word. X-ray, spectrometer, chemicals, scans, they had ordered the whole menu. Some analysis Lauren had admitted not having performed in years. Stefan nodded to himself. He knew the vivacious tech’s tendency to paint a gloomy portrait of everything, so that her results would look miraculous afterward. He didn’t really mind. His stomach always did a funny flip when she beamed in triumph. 

The inside of the building was overheated. Stefan unhooked the first buttons of his parka while looking around. The first floor was buzzing. As usual, Bourque was yelling at someone. Stefan skirted to the stairs that led to the first floor before the Bull, as the crew called him, decided to trample on his next victim, namely himself. The man appreciated the external jobs the lab took even less than Ian.

The young man climbed up while pulling on his scarf. 

“Wow, careful with that!”

He jumped, skidding on the polished steps. A large hand grabbed his collar to pull him up before he lost his footing completely. Stefan sighed in relief, craning his head back. “Hi, Caleb!”

The technician released his jacket to secure a stack of files under one arm. Everyone else would have staggered under the load. Caleb’s massive frame would make a cupboard look frail. “Hey. You’re here for the residues, I guess.”

Stefan grinned at the underlying question. “Yeap. Neve sent me to collect whatever you have.”

He regretted mentioning his boss as soon as Caleb glowered, his lips pinched into a thin line, swallowed within his neatly trimmed beard. So, Neve had refused the dinner invitation... Suddenly, winning the argument of the task-splitting felt a little less like one. 

Stefan battled with his scarf once more. He repeated, “Yeah. I’m here for the results. If you have some. Do you?”

The man balanced the files under one forearm to punch the door open with his fist. Stefan hurried in after him, his mouth moving continuously to drown his misstep. 

“So? What did you find? Tell me the hours we spent screening cinders and picking up scraps paid off. My back is still sore and I didn’t even mention my kne—”

“Hi, Stefan. Tearing my assistant’s ears off already?”

His cheeks flushed the bright shade of tomatoes.

“Oh, huh, Lauren, hello. How... Sorry.”

He extracted one icy hand from his glove.

“How are you doing?”

The more he babbled, the more her grin broadened. Caleb huffed in the back. Stefan winced. The pretty lab tech chuckled. “Someone didn’t get the visit he hoped for...”

“Neve wanted to talk to our witness once more. She sent me in her place.”

He followed as Lauren navigated between counters covered with test tubes and lab forms toward a large white board. “Wow, you look busy.”

“Tell me about it. Elections are coming and the administration is on the backs of all public services. The big boss is just freaking out. Roaring even more than usual. As if increasing statistics was going to make up for the scandal about the mayor’s wife. Don’t touch that, please.”

Stefan instantly withdrew his hands from a microscope of some sort. “Sorry. Who’s on the grill now?”

Lauren picked up a report on the pile Caleb had just put down on a table and then discarded it. “Ian Braich.”

“Oops.” She raised an eyebrow, momentarily looking up from her notes, meeting with Stefan’s impish grin. “Not his lucky day, then...”

Caleb didn’t look sorry at all.

“That’s why he was more charming than usual earlier. So, who won that round? No, don’t tell me. He was pissed, but not smug...”

Stefan bobbed his head. “It was a close ex aequo.”

Lauren unclipped a bunch of papers from her board with a devilish grin. “One of these days, I’m going to put a bet on them...”

Caleb groaned in his microscope. Stefan’s hands shot up. “Hey, keep me out of it!”

“You’re no fun. So, here you go.”

He ogled at the columns and rows, unconvinced. When he turned to jump to the conclusions, Lauren hissed between her teeth. “I hate saying that twice in a day, but I didn’t find anything significant. The results are quite bizarre actually. See here?” 

Stefan narrowed his eyes on a graph with weird shaped spikes.  “Hum, yes? What about it?”

“That’s the X-ray result. We used it to verify if there was paint on your fragments, as well as their composition.” 

Stefan nodded, sensing the lecture coming. 

“The spikes distribution on the graph and their size is related to the mineral content. Anyway, that’s not the important part. The good news is that the samples are indeed painted porcelain. We noticed lead whites. And that’s something, trust me, because the poor states of those samples—”

“We collected them the best we could. Between the firemen and the–”

“Yes, yes, I know. Don’t interrupt me.”

“Sorry... So what’s the bad news?”

Lauren adjusted her glasses on the ridge of her nose. “Metal.”

“But you said it was good to have lead...”

“Lead whites mark the pigment in the paint. I’m talking about metallic fragments.” She tapped the tip of her finger on the graph. “In this particular case, those should not be here. Something’s not right. And why is there so much sulfur? It can’t be from the accelerant, the firemen would have noticed the change when they drenched the place, it would be in their report...” Lauren muttered to herself more than for Stefan’s benefit. “No, something is definitely odd with this sample.”

“Did you check another one?”

She glared above her glasses, obviously insulted by the question. “Of course we did! We obtained more or less the same results with the dozen of fragments we tested. No, it’s something else. I need more time. Caleb is scanning the most promising fragments now, so we’ll try to assemble them to have an image.”

“Wow, that would be great!”

Stefan sobered up almost immediately. “How long will it take? I’m not sure the client will accept the delay...”

Lauren shrugged. “This kind of puzzle is not going to solve itself overnight. I’d say about a week, maybe two.”

“Oh.” In Lauren’s alien timeframe, it probably meant three or four days. He sighed. “I’ll tell Neve. But you’re sure there was a painting there, aren’t you?”

Lauren waved impatiently. “Yes, yes. My conclusions won’t change because of the additional analysis, it’s the support that—”

Stefan rolled the three pages report into a tube. The cute lab tech clasped her mouth shut, clearly unhappy with the treatment he gave her precious info. “Fine. Now scoot. Caleb and I have work to do. We’ll call you when we’re done.” 

The named Caleb peered up from his microscope. Stefan took the cue. He pulled his zipper up, then down again when the fabric caught in the device. His next attempt had him elbowing the test tubes rack behind him. Lauren yelped. Caleb jumped to the rescue. The giant grabbed the rack right before the tubes fell off. Stefan offered his best puppy look. 

“Oops... Sorry? I’ll go now. Bye!”

Neither technician answered, though he heard a suspicious groan when the door banged behind him.
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NEVE CLOSED HER EYES and let her head roll backward on the header. The scent of furniture polish seemed to cling to her lungs, enhanced by every breath of cold air she took. 

The only thing this trip to Connecticut had given her was the threat of a headache. The old hag had spent the whole time complaining about the insurance company delay. She didn’t even seem to care about the items lost in the fire. But then, if the merry widow had banished her husband’s collection to a warehouse, it wasn’t out of love. 

The young woman sighed, slightly angry with herself. Once more, she had overstepped her mandate, and wasted her time. Determining if the fire was an accident was the duty of the firefighters’ department. Her role was limited to confirm if the most precious item on the insurance list, an 18th century tin-glazed porcelain plate from Delft, a Chinoiserie as the insurance contract described it, had indeed disappeared in the blaze. She was paid to collect whatever shard she could find, bring them to the lab for analysis, and provide the results; nothing more, nothing less. The job required her talents as an investigator, that was for sure... 

She smiled bitterly, and turned the ignition. The migraine pulsing inside her skull started to sound a little too much like a certain police officer.
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Ian slumped into his chair, ignoring the mass of papers piled on his desk. His ears were still ringing from the captain’s sermon. The man had no idea how loud his voice got when he started yelling for good. Not to mention he’d had more than his share today...

The young man opened his eyes again. Hoping that the paperwork would have magically disappeared was a wistful wish. He groaned. “I’ve got more pleasant thank you, even from you,” Luke said as he put a cup in front of the tallest pile.

Ian jerked up. Fragrant whiffs swirled up to tickle his nose. The strong taste of almond exploded with the first sip. He clapped his tongue in pleasure. “Right. Thanks for that.”

Luke grinned, then pointed at the overloaded desk. 

“I had a feeling you would need the boost. So, what did he want?”

The blond man stretched his arms in front of him, menacing the safety of the cup on the top of the closest stack of files. He grunted, “Bloody miracles. How come you escaped the lecture, anyway?”

Luke lowered himself to the chair facing Ian. “Doc called me.”

Ian instantly quit the bored act. He moved forward in his chair, eyes wide open, his hands linked between his knees. Luke nodded and opened the folder on his desk.

“Male Caucasian; five feet ten, probably in his late thirties or early forties—”

“Forty? He looked younger than I do! No way was this guy a tramp. You age quickly in the street.”

“Doc said he won’t confirm that until he has the epistemology and anthropology results.”

Ian bumped his thumbs together as he registered the information. “Right. Did he confirm the cause of the death?”

Luke made a showing of flipping through the page toward the end of the report. “Intense hypothermia? The weather report of the past week indicates that nights were cold. Maybe he was particularly sensitive to low temperatures.” 

“Very funny.” 

“Oh come on! This guy had his brain mushed by a .22, and you ask for the cause of death? Brighten up a little.”

Ian grunted then reached backward to grab the toxicity report from the in-basket. “Lauren said he probably drank and smoked stuff.”

“You’ve got it, then. This guy weighed only around one hundred and fifty soaked to the bone. If he was robbed of his shoes early in the evening, the vasodilatation and the—”

Ian scowled. “Your sense of humor is disastrous, and you’re spending too much time with your sister.”

Luke smirked. Ian picked up a pen to make it swirl between his fingers.

“Did you notice any bruises? Traces of a fight?”

“Nope.”

The pen moved back and forth around his index finger. Luke read the rest of the report for himself, before putting the folder back on the desk and pushing it toward his partner. “There are a couple of photos in there too.”

Ian sneered. “Just what I needed to bright up my day; death meat snapshots.”

Luke glared back. “Sarcasm’s a vice, you know.” 

Ian didn’t answer, focused on his cup of coffee and the documents before him.

Luke leaned back in his chair to look at his friend. Two and half years of partnership had taught him loads about the man behind the attitude and the golden-boy looks. Right now, energy was building up, close to the boiling point. He also knew that the stress was coming either from his clashes of the day or the dead ends in their current investigation. He decided to try again. “Why don’t you tell me what’s wrong?”

The blond man glanced above his reading. His friend gave him a pointed look. Ian shrugged. “Nothing. I’m fine.”

“You’ve been torturing that pen for a good twenty minutes, and I’m starting to wonder why you bothered combing your hair this morning. Come on. What’s on your mind?”

Ian threw the ballpoint away as if it had burnt him. His right hand shot up toward his nape, before he stopped midway in the air. He sighed. “I... kind of...” he exhaled again, working his jaw left and right. “I pushed it a bit too far this morning, and I don’t like it.”

Surprised, Luke said, “Explain.”

“She’s so irritating! Can’t have a bit of criticism without jumping up a man’s throat. Anyway.” 

“You’re talking about...”

“Neve Lass. We ran into each other
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