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            A NOTE TO READERS . . .

          

        

      

    

    
      Before you dive into Still Life in Ice, I want to let you know this takes place in December of 2014, sixteen months after the events of Still Life in Blood (August 2013).

      Things have changed significantly since that time in Sussex County, especially near the beaches and coastal areas of Rehoboth Beach and Lewes, Delaware. The housing market surged. Francesca Munro’s family home on Gills Neck Road, in this novel, is on a fairly isolated stretch with plenty of woods (not so today, where multiple house developments now stand).

      During the events of this book, Troop 7 is still located along Route 1 between Home Depot and Home Goods (in 2019, the Delaware State Police built a new Troop 7 in Lewes, off Route 24).

      As I’ve told many friends during the writing of this novel, and as I feel I will get a lot of grief for the weather, Still Life in Ice is a work of fiction. I know that December in Delaware rarely gets as cold, blustery, and miserable as it does in this book. It is fiction, and fiction is made up. Enjoy it, and pray we never get a storm like this.

      I have interviewed experts within the Delaware State Police, as well as Medical Examiners and translators (see acknowledgments at the end of the book). They have shared with me their knowledge. If they didn’t know an answer, they gave me their opinions, which was incredibly beneficial. If they had an idea they thought could help my story, they shared it. Their advice was invaluable and I’m grateful to each and every one of them.

      That being said, I may have bent some rules and regulations to fit the story, as is my creative liberty. And any mistakes with medical facts or police procedures, are strictly my own, or my misunderstanding the information provided to me.

      I hope you enjoy reading Still Life in Ice! If you love it, please consider leaving a review at online retailers, or, better still, make a video review and tag me in it! I love watching them and reposting them!
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      Lewes, Tuesday, December 2, 2014

      Francesca rolled over, the mattress giving as she shifted, and glanced at Jack. The soft blue glow of security lights, from just outside the French doors of their bedroom balcony, allowed her to see him in the early morning darkness. Jack had kicked off the quilted comforter and was down to his boxers. She knew if she reached out to touch him, his skin would be warm and his muscles relaxed. If she let her fingers roam along his arm, he would turn over, pull her closer, wrapping her in a tight embrace. Instead, she let her eyes drift over his body. She lingered on the pale scar just below his clavicle that he’d told her came from a knife wound working vice in Los Angeles. Years ago. Before they had met. Before he told her he adored everything about her. But especially her nickname from her father: Frenzy. She’d told him her father said it was because she was always rushing and wildly excited about painting.

      Frenzy shivered, rubbing her upper arm. She marveled at how hot Jack always was, how he rarely needed a blanket, let alone sweatpants or a sweatshirt, at night. They’d had their fair share of temperature struggles over the last year and a half, and they would have more. They would probably fight about it today.

      Tugging the quilt closer to her chin, she kicked and pulled with her feet, trying to cocoon them in warmth, but it didn’t help. She was still freezing.

      From the dream.

      Frenzy hadn’t been able to remember details or specifics. This dream was different than any of the dreams she normally had. It wasn’t as if her dreams were normal to begin with. She had been born with the ability to dream of others’ deaths. The gift, as her mother had called it, allowed her to see and feel the last moments of someone’s life. Francesca’s power—if she chose to think of it as a power—had progressed over the last year.

      The changes began slowly. She was able to see snippets of someone’s last days. A car accident. A victim of a robbery gone wrong. But they had never been more than a few seconds. Instead of fighting this change, she embraced it. Began meditating to open her mind.

      Now, she could see and speak with spirits. Jack worried about her, but she reminded him that as long as he was by her side, she would be okay.

      This dream, however, was just bits and pieces. A hard, dirty floor. Icy air. Her fingers had trembled. She’d been trying to open a door in the darkness but was unable to find the handle. And it had been so cold in the dream she’d had a hard time breathing. She’d woken silently sucking in air.

      Rather than trying to stay warm in bed, which felt like a losing battle, Frenzy crawled from under the covers and slid her feet into deep, fuzzy slippers. At her and Jack’s dresser, she grabbed a sweatshirt from the bottom drawer. One of his college ones. It was so old she could hardly read the words on the front, but it looked like it could have said San Jose at one point. That’s where he had gone anyway.

      She threw her hair into a loose bun as she heard Atlas, her brown and white mutt, yawn from his dog bed and stretch. Doggy yoga, Jack called it. Down dog, to up dog. Atlas followed her down the stairs, his nails, in desperate need of a trimming, clicked on the hardwood, tail whacking the wall as he dodged her feet and reached the bottom before she did. He looked up earnestly, almost obediently, and she chuckled. “You’re spoiled, good boy.”

      Frenzy paused in the living room, yawning, and read the thermostat by the mail station, which was her old dresser from high school. It read seventy-five degrees. She found it hard to believe, given her state of glacial limbs and toes, and pressed the up arrow until the set-to temperature read eighty-five.

      It had to be broken. She added it to her growing list of things to do for the week, which also included fixing the cash register at her gallery, mailing out the open house invitations for her studio tour, and setting up an appointment with her gynecologist. Frenzy rested a palm on her stomach. She had missed her period and was now three weeks late. She looked down, trying to imagine her belly swollen with a growing child, skin stretched taut, muscles straining, organs shifting. She closed her eyes, praying she was indeed pregnant, and that it would be a girl. She wanted a girl.

      The heater kicked on, sputtering for a second before finding a rhythm.

      Atlas whined at the back door. From habit, she slid the door open before drawing the curtain to her backyard. Six inches of fresh snow coated the back deck. The lights were a fluorescent color, creating bright circles of blue and pink across the white powder. She let out a heavy sigh. Last night the weatherman said a dusting of snow. She loved snow, but this much in December was unbelievable.

      Before she could stop him, Atlas was already leaping through the door, his paws knocking snow into the house as a gust of arctic air pushed her back. “Atlas,” she hissed, trying not to make noise this early in the morning. They had new neighbors on their right, and on their left, another house’s construction was halted because of last week’s snow. But her dog was already gone, breaking a line across the fence near the trees, brown tail above the snow like a sail in an endless white sea.

      Fine, she thought, stay outside. He’d bark when he wanted to come in.

      She slid the door back into place and briskly rubbed her hands together as she walked into the kitchen. Frenzy filled the kettle for the French press coffee and flipped on the burner. Before placing it on the stove, she held her fingers close to the warmth as the round coils turned orange. Once the water was beginning to heat up, she went to the fridge and pulled out the half-and-half. She used to drink her coffee black, but something had changed a few months ago.

      Again, she placed her fingers on her belly. Could it be her body sensed she’d need more calcium soon? Hadn’t she thought, even last night, that she felt a . . . humming sensation?

      She heard Jack’s footsteps on the stairs before his voice broke the soft drone of the heater and the slight bubbling from the kettle on the stove.

      “What’s going on?”

      She put the creamer down and reached for a couple of mugs.

      Frenzy hesitated at the softness in his voice. She pulled the bag of coffee from the freezer as she faced him. “What do you mean?”

      “Babe, the heat is set at eighty-five.”

      She nodded. “I turned it up. I was cold and . . .” She paused as the dream came back to her. Being in the freezing, dark room with no door, the air so cold she coughed. It wasn’t prophetic. But it felt important. So why was this dream different? Why was it incomplete? And why did it not feel real? Is this what a normal dream feels like? She didn’t know. And that scared her. After years of trying to hide her visions and dreams, she now felt scared to lose them.

      And again, since she believed she was pregnant, nothing felt real or normal. Her emotions were like a ball of fire, constantly morphing and changing—colors, shape, temperature. One minute she was angry at him, for no reason, and the next, she was trying to claw her way into his clothes to be next to his skin, because he was warm, and she was cold as ice.

      “What is it?” Jack moved from the stairs to the kitchen. His feet were bare, the blue and black plaid boxers she bought him for their first Christmas hung on his hips. He wore no shirt. She envied him. She wanted to be warm enough to walk around in a pair of his boxers and a tank top. To feel her toes and fingers and not be covered in gooseflesh nearly twenty-four hours a day.

      Now he was close enough that the heat of his body warmed her through her clothes. He ran his hand over her cheek and brushed his thumb along her lower lip. “What happened? Did you have a dream?”

      Even now, the heat set at eighty-five, sweatshirt and sweatpants, slippers on her feet, she nodded. “Yes, but I don’t think it means anything. I think, honestly, it was a normal nightmare. Though, I don’t remember what a normal one feels like so . . . I’m just freezing cold.”

      He pulled her close and she instantly smelled clove and cinnamon and melted into his arms, letting out a sigh of relief. After a moment, she let her head rest along his skin, her cheek pressed to his chest.

      “Damn, you are cold.” Jack rubbed her back along her spine until she felt the muscles in her shoulders relax.

      Frenzy finally drew away. He tugged her back and kissed her soundly on the lips. When he stopped and looked down into her eyes, she felt a smile forming at the edges of her mouth. “I’m going to start breakfast. Eggs or creamed chipped beef?”

      “Chipped beef. Haven’t had that in a while.”

      She pulled the beef from the fridge. “Oh, Atlas is out in the snow.”

      “More snow?” She heard the growl of annoyance and smiled. He hated winter and she loved it, despite her recent internal temperature struggle.

      She heard Jack at the thermostat but didn’t comment.

      “How much more?”
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      Milton

      Abigail jerked awake, but kept her eyes shut tight.

      With one hand, she reached for her throat. She knew there would be nothing there save for the rapid beat of her heart, but the action, the reassurance of feeling smooth, clammy skin allowed her to open her eyes. She stared into the darkness, to where the ceiling light would have been had it been on. Her other hand had curled into the comforter, which was damp with her sweat. Abby swallowed hard, felt the blood rushing through her veins, the rapid rise and fall of her chest.

      The dream would never fade from her mind; each time it was slightly different. It was always the same man in a dark cape or long jacket that smelled of pine and burnt wood. She inhaled softly now. Her room only smelled like cinnamon and vanilla—the candle she’d been burning before bed.

      Could she smell things in a dream? Or was that scent just something her brain had created? Sometimes it was cold water, but this time it had been snow. And mud. The iciness had cut to her bone. She remembered the scuff of the man’s shoes on the pavement. And a harsh light. A streetlight? Flashlight? He had tackled her to the ground, shoving her face into dirty, cold slush with his knee while standing and pulling her arms behind her back, almost as if he wanted to rip them off. That seemed impossible. How could he have had his knee on her face and be standing with her arms behind her back? Dreams were way too strange sometimes. And though the dream was different each time, she could remember the actual events that caused this repetitive nightmare like they happened yesterday. She didn’t want to.

      “Not today.” She forced the memory away.

      Abby took one more deep breath before tossing off the blanket and sheet. Icy air rushed over her; she quickly gazed around. The window was still open. She’d cracked it after getting out of the steaming shower last night. It was still early morning; black as pitch outside. She could see that much. And she heard the slow ebb of the bay. Sometimes she felt too isolated out here in the sticks, as her editor called it. Broadkill Beach wasn’t the sticks, but it was a good twenty-five minutes from her daughter’s school and her sister Frenzy’s house in Lewes.

      Abby had been glad to get out of the apartment on Route 1 though. Traffic in the summer was unbelievable. Her daughter, Elena, had been angry about the move, but that was just too bad. This place was a dream; a stroke of luck, really. An older, very well-off acquaintance of her editor had decided to go on an around-the-world vacation and wanted to rent out her house for the year. Abby had jumped at the chance. She still pinched herself some days. Cheap rent, fully furnished. It felt as if she’d won the lottery. She wasn’t looking forward to July when Mrs. Crenshaw returned.

      Abby climbed from the queen-sized bed, pulled the robe from the bench at the foot, and stabbed her arms into the warm flannel, wrapping it around herself as she walked to the window. She squinted into the darkness. The view from her bedroom was of the Delaware Bay.

      It had frozen over in the past—in chunks and pieces—but not like it was expected to freeze over this week. Forecasts, she’d heard last night on the television, predicted a major ice and snowstorm. The snow already accumulated last week was highly unusual for Delaware. Meteorologists said the bay might freeze thick enough to walk over. She couldn’t imagine walking from Lewes to Cape May on ice—almost seventeen miles!

      Snow coated the beach and dunes, but the sliver of moon gave just enough light that she could tell the bay was still moving. It wasn’t frozen yet. Small waves rushed onto the beach, rolling up the sand, melting the white snow, then receding back into the darkness. On a clear day, she could see Cape May—a speck of buildings on the horizon. But right now, she couldn’t tell the sea from the sky.

      To the south, she could see the faint amber-orange lights of the Cape May-Lewes Ferry dock. It was flurrying, and the combination of white flakes and black sky made the terminal glow like Christmas lights. She could barely make out the grey smudge of the wind turbine slowly spinning at the University of Delaware’s Marine Science Campus near Roosevelt Inlet. She loved seeing that turbine spin and spin and spin on summer days; it was like a pendulum for her, a meditative clock. Whoosh . . . inhale . . . whoosh . . . exhale . . . whoosh . . . 

      Abby firmly pushed the window back into place and drew the curtain to block the chill. Feet freezing, she grabbed a pair of wool socks from the dresser and yanked them on before heading for the stairs.

      Elena’s door was still shut. Had been since she had slammed it last night around ten, when Abby had asked her to get some sleep. “You have school. I’m not going to fight you in the morning to get up.”

      “You never let me do anything!” Her voice had carried down the hall as she stomped away, followed by the shuddering of the door in the frame and a muffled, “I hate it here.”

      Abby pressed one hand to the door and slowly turned the handle with the other, gently pulling up before pushing in to open it. If she didn’t do this, the hinges would creak, waking her daughter.

      Elena was sleeping soundly under the covers, her face half-buried in her favorite pillow, feet stuck out of the covers like a broken marionette doll. It never surprised her how much she could love her daughter. How much Elena could be exactly like her. They both loved white pizza. Dipping their chips into salsa, not scooping. They both scraped butter to the very edge of their toast, then smothered it in jam. They both liked Jeopardy! and crosswords. And drank a full glass of water before bed. But at the same time, they were nothing alike: Elena hated the smell of coffee, forgot to change the toilet paper roll when it was out, and often left dirty dishes in her room.

      Abby sighed and tip-toed into the room, tucked Elena’s feet back under the covers, brushed hair from her face, and carefully tugged the book from under her arm. Slipping a bookmark into page twenty-three, she examined the worn edges of the paperback. Elena must have read each Jane Austen book at least three times already.

      Abby decided in that moment Elena’s Christmas gift was going to be a new set. Maybe a hardcover edition of each? No, Abby grinned. She could hear Elena now: “Why would I want new ones? Mine are well-loved and well-read. Dog-eared, with broken-in spines.”

      Setting the book down, she noted, not for the first time, but for what seemed like the millionth time, that in sleep Elena looked breathtakingly like her father, so much so that, at times, Abby had trouble catching her breath. She saw him in Elena every single day—in her subtly tanned complexion and gold eyes and sarcastic smirk, in the way her nostrils flared in anger, and how she could effectively turn the atmosphere downright icy in a split second.

      Abby was terrified one day Elena would wake up and know who her father is. Know that Abby had lied to her her entire life. Elena always claimed to know things. And Abby supposed she believed. What was keeping her ability from revealing the name of her father? What if she already knew?

      Don’t think about that.

      Dimming the light further on the nightstand, even as her stomach pitched at the thought of Elena knowing already, Abby grabbed two glasses and a plate and left the door cracked.

      Downstairs, she placed the dishes in the dishwasher and pressed start on the coffee maker. She had it set for six, but the dream—nightmare, call a spade a spade—had her wide awake. The clock on the microwave read four thirty-three. An hour before she normally got up.

      By the time the aroma of coffee filled the kitchen, she’d already turned on her laptop and checked her emails.

      Two from her editor, who wanted the fourth draft of her true-crime book on his desk by the end of the month. They weren’t hard edits, but some things she didn’t want to change. She had been procrastinating for weeks. Abby sighed, knowing she was being stubborn, but she wasn’t going to change anything that she didn’t feel needed changing. Abby tucked her chin-length hair behind her ears and sorted through the junk emails.

      The book was about the murders that had taken place over a year ago and the killer who had nearly taken her sister, Francesca, from her.

      Francesca had questioned her reasoning for writing the book. Abby told her it was because she wanted to get to know her . . . the real Francesca. And she had learned more about her older sister in writing the book than she ever had growing up in the same house.

      And that said more about Abby than she cared to admit.
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      Lewes

      Jack zipped his parka and tugged the gloves so they were more snug on his hands, then forced his feet into his untied snow boots. He’d grown up in San Francisco and spent years in Los Angeles. It rarely snowed in either city. The average temperature was in the mid-forties in November and December. This was Jack’s second winter in Delaware and he hated it.

      He glanced over his shoulder. Inside, the sounds of pots banging and the kettle whistling made him look through the sliding doors. Frenzy’s back was to him, his sweatshirt baggy around her waist, hiding what he knew was a flat stomach from all her yoga and running.

      For a moment, he imagined her as she had been in San Francisco the first time he’d taken her to meet his parents. Last year. How she’d offered to help cook in the kitchen and his mother had asked her to retrieve bacon from the fridge. She had been lively then, smiling. The pain of what had led to their meeting gone, at least for the time being. Her hair seemed to glow like flames in a dark night, skin bright and pink, the kind of pink that only redheads have. And she’d been like that until about a month ago.

      She had changed. Always becoming cold quickly, unable to stay warm for long. He was worried about her.

      He clenched his jaw to keep his teeth from chattering. “Atlas! Get your butt inside.”

      The dog stopped and looked over at him, brown and white body blending into the deepening, snowy landscape. Jack couldn’t help but laugh at him, flurries covering his dark nose. The dog turned away and dove into the snow bank at the edge of the woods; the only thing sticking out was his tail. The dog didn’t move. Jack edged closer to the porch steps, the ones he helped Johnny Stillwater, his Homicide Unit partner, and now friend, cut and fit together this past summer. He remembered Frenzy had peeked out of the sliding doors, her face slightly hidden behind the curtains, but both he and Johnny had felt her stare and commented to each other. “Think she’ll ever stop wondering?” Johnny muttered.

      “If we’re getting along? Nope. She knows us both too well.”

      Johnny had stopped drilling and looked at Jack, his amber eyes dark with more than the question he was about to ask. “You ever wonder?”

      “Wonder what?”

      “If you’re meant for each other?”

      Jack hadn’t been able to answer the question until this past week. An early Thanksgiving with his parents had made him realize no matter what had occurred between him and Frenzy, whatever arguments or issues arose, they would make it through. Cheesy, he knew, but Frenzy was a life force for him. They had each other to talk to about what they dealt with on a daily basis. He tried to be understanding of her abilities to see things that hadn’t happened yet or were happening. Visions. Dreams. She had told him early in their relationship that her mother had informed her she was psychic. She could see the future in her dreams.

      To be honest, he hadn’t believed it until she predicted her best friend’s death.

      But recently, Frenzy’s visions had taken a turn. A few months back, she had seen her first ghost. The ghost in question had sought her help in trying to move on. Jack wasn’t sure how he felt about the term ghost. Or moving on. He wasn’t sure he believed in ghosts. Frenzy called them spirits and he could live with that. The word spirit sounded more scientific than the word ghost. He had taken a year of Latin in college. Spirit came from spiritus or “breath.” And breathing was normal.

      But still, he wondered if she really could see spirits. He wondered if she’d been scared, terrified. She said she wasn’t. He believed her, but she had been shaken.

      A bark sounded. Atlas was slowly sneaking into the woods, as if stalking prey. Jack started to call out to him but heard the sound of the coffee grinder through the doors. He stepped onto the next stair, but one untied boot caught under the other. He went face-first into the yard. Something hit his ankle and he heard a snap as he landed.

      Jack yanked his foot toward his chest. Atlas came over and licked his face. As he struggled to rise, Jack saw the edge of one of the metal chairs from the deck. He’d piled them next to the porch last week. Last night’s storm must have moved things around.

      Snow seeped through the material of his sweatpants. He pulled the pant leg up and examined his ankle: a bright red mark lined the outside, just over the bone. Frozen metal did damage, that’s for sure. He dragged himself to his feet and then took it step-by-step up the deck.

      Inside, he let the dog go without wiping his paws and firmly shut the sliding doors.

      “Atlas! You’re wet!” Frenzy squealed as the dog nudged her hand. “Jack, his paws. The snow will melt—what the hell happened?” Her voice changed from irritation to concern the second she saw him hopping to the couch. The scent of chipped beef made his stomach growl as he leaned back and lifted his leg onto the coffee table.

      “Slipped on the steps. Metal chairs must’ve been buried in the snow.”

      “How far did you fall?” Her eyes traced the angry red line, then she headed for the kitchen.

      “Not far. But it was frozen metal.”

      She grabbed the empty ice bag and loaded it from the freezer. Returning, she sat and placed it gently on his ankle, but he still winced. She returned a wince in apology.

      Her fingers were entwined; one thumb tapped the palm of the other. Her nervous tick. Something bothered her. She met his eyes. Stood. For a second, she stared at him, then away. She sat again. “We love each other, right?”

      Jack swallowed hard. What kind of question was that? Of course, he loved her. She loved him. “Where’s this coming from?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Don’t know, or don’t want to say?”

      Silence. But her eyes held a touch of fear, and he was instantly worried. “I know we’re right for each other. And we’ll face whatever it is that’s bothering you, together.”

      “How do you know?”

      “I know because of the week we were at my parents.” Jack reached out to take her hand. “My brother’s for Thanksgiving. Sargent’s visit last weekend. Lunch on Sunday. Dinner last night.” He winked. “Dessert last night.”

      A small smile played on her lips but faded. She paced away and back. “What if we can’t? What if . . . something changes things between us?”

      Always back to Johnny, Jack thought. “Johnny and I⁠—”

      “This isn’t about Johnny,” she snapped. “What happened between us in college is over. I have no romantic feelings for him. He’s my friend. That’s it. There’s nothing else there. How can I prove that to you?”

      Jack was silent. Her outburst startled him. Or maybe it was the tremor he saw in her fingers as she pulled at the sweatshirt hem. She saw him looking at her hands, then balling them into fists and crossing them over her chest. Whatever she was hinting at, whatever was worrying her, whatever it was that she had wanted to put out in the open, she had shut it off. Effectively. He shouldn’t have jumped to conclusions.

      “They’re calling for more snow.”

      He followed her gaze out the front window, which had pale teal sheer curtains that looked brighter in the early winter morning.

      “And sleet. They’re thinking this could be a huge ice storm before long.” She walked back into the stove. “We should actually get you to the hospital. I’m sure that’s fractured.”
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      Dover

      Johnny Stillwater placed his tea mug in the Homicide Unit office’s microwave and pressed two on the keypad. Waking to six inches of snow hadn’t been his idea of a great morning, but he’d managed to get his driveway shoveled and get on the road without incident. Unlike the three accidents he’d heard on the radio and the one he passed on his way here.

      He didn’t understand people who went against the State of Emergency. How they could put their own lives at risk, or the lives of others on the road, to get to work or a job that could wait? Thankfully, there were no fatalities from the snow and sleet this week or last.

      From the other room, the scanner clicked and a dispatcher sent a trooper to yet another accident. Johnny shook his head as he retrieved his tea. He taste-tested it as he headed back to his desk. It was too hot, but with the way the heat was working in the office lately, it would probably be tepid in fifteen minutes. Being the only detective in the building to drink tea had its perks: he never ran out or worried about anyone using the last of his stash.

      He glanced out the office window at the bleak, gray morning, clouds so thick with moisture they sagged over the trees and highway.

      Johnny sat at his paper-and-folder-strewn desk. Jack notoriously harassed him because of the state of his messy desk and the fact he had a photographic memory, or something like it. Hyperthymesia. Well, he believed it had it, but there hadn’t been a name for it when he was growing up. It was only recognized in 2006. When he was a kid, they called it photographic memory or eidetic. But he could remember more than images or objects. Johnny could recall nearly all conversations he’d had in his life with extreme detail.

      “You can’t keep it organized on paper but you can upstairs?” had been the running joke of the office, started by Jack.

      He glanced over at Jack’s neatly piled, pristine desk, which butted up against the back of his. Not a pen out of place. Not a folder out of order. And the chair was always pushed in; Johnny’s never was.

      “I hope that tea has a to-go lid.”

      Johnny swiveled his chair to the door. Detective Liam Lee was dressed in his usual black slacks, black pea coat, black beanie, and dark green scarf knotted around his neck; he could have stepped off the cover of GQ. The Major Crimes detective was young, just a few months younger than Johnny had been when he’d made detective. And he didn’t look happy. Probably from the newest layer of snow.

      “I was just about to call you.” Johnny spun back to his desk and tapped his mouse a few times, then hit print. Before heating his tea, Johnny had checked his emails. Two were from the lab on evidence collected from their missing persons case. One from Dr. Claire Avellino; an official autopsy report for his records. The most recent was from a witness out of New Castle who had a connection to the missing person case he was working with Lee.

      He had clicked on, and read, the email quickly.

      Michelle Dermot’s renter for her on-campus townhouse had additional information about the day Michelle’d gone missing back in early October. He made a note to call Liam Lee, the Major Crimes detective he was working with on the case. A professor at the University of Delaware, Michelle Dermot had been missing for almost eight weeks.

      Johnny’s stomach clenched. It was early December and they still hadn’t found her, or Helene Beaumont, another woman abducted four weeks ago.

      Assisting Major Crimes wasn’t anything new or different for Homicide, but Johnny enjoyed the change. The opportunity allowed him to stretch his wings a bit, break up the monotony of paperwork, and it was also refreshing to have a new partner.

      Johnny said, “Dermot’s renter has additional information. Take a ride?”

      “It’s going to have to wait.” Liam’s voice was heavy.

      Johnny’s stomach clenched. “Don’t say it.”

      “Out of Milford.”

      Johnny picked up a pen and notepad. Though, he didn’t need to write anything down, he did anyway. He didn’t know if it was a blessing or a curse having a photographic memory. “Who is she?”

      “Nora Greene. Midwife. Single. Her sister went over for dinner last night. Said when she left, Nora was fine.” Liam’s eyes were hooded, his mouth a straight line.

      To say Liam was frustrated with the case was an understatement. Johnny was too. It had been eight weeks and they had no leads. No connections between the women. No ex-boyfriends or employers in common. No threads tying the abducted women to each other.

      Liam continued, “Realized this morning she forgot her purse and let herself in. Found signs of a struggle but her sister was missing.”

      Johnny stood and shrugged into his thick, black winter jacket as he nodded toward the door. He tucked his notebook into the inner pocket and zipped up. “Something about this case feels familiar.”

      “What do you mean?” Liam eyed him as they walked to the exit.

      “I don’t know . . . but it’s nagging me. Like I should know why these women are being abducted.”

      As they left the building, Johnny was filled with dread. The sky was darkening to the west, and he could feel the storm in his bones. It was “only the beginning of the coldest winter” the meteorologists were predicting for Delaware.

      He flipped up the hood of his jacket to keep the bitter wind at bay and slid his fingers into his driving gloves.

      And now, they had a third missing woman.
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      Lewes

      “How’s your ankle?” Francesca shifted on the hard, stuffed chair in the emergency room. She hated coming into hospitals because of all the dead people crowding the halls. All the voices of people trapped here because of unfinished business or violence or sudden death.

      Beebe’s lobby was full of both dead patients and live ones. The dead ones, she tried to ignore. The live ones were mostly elderly. One man, like Jack, had his ankle wrapped, propped on his knee. A boy and a girl, around the ages of four or five, played on the carpeted floor; the boy with toy cars and the girl trotted a stuffed unicorn along the mother’s purse. Frenzy’s fingers twitched. She pressed them to her stomach. Was she pregnant? She was excited about having kids. Especially having them with Jack. They’d talked about it over the summer, even picked out names . . . though they could never settle on any.

      Shouldn’t she know if she were pregnant? Was her gift that selective she couldn’t tell she was carrying another life? Shouldn’t she be able to?

      She swallowed and glanced at Jack. His eyes, too, were on the children before he let his head fall back over the chair to rest on his parka hood. They were seated near the entrance and every time the door opened, an icy gust of wind blew in, so they’d kept their jackets on.

      “Ankle’s the same as the last time you asked.” His voice was nearly a whisper, as if he had just swallowed a lump in his throat, and she wondered if she’d been too snappy with him about Johnny. Or was it the fact she had to drive? He hated being a passenger. Or maybe it was weather. “I don’t love the snow, but I enjoy it a little bit every few dozen years or so,” he’d said over a cup of hot cocoa as they walked around a tree farm last year trying to pick out the perfect tree for their first Christmas together.

      “You hate snow, just admit it.” Frenzy had laughed, even as flurries fluttered around them both, the scent of pine permeating the air.

      Now, the odor of antiseptic caught in her nose, in her throat. She coughed. She hated hospitals for this reason as well: the smells were always too much. She shifted again on the seat.

      “Relax.”

      Jack’s warm hand rubbed her neck. He wanted her to relax here? How could she relax when the smell made her want to throw up and the people, a lot of people, made her feel crowded. Or maybe it was the dead, too. Their presence took up a lot of space. But only she could see them. She tried not to make eye contact, but sometimes one would see her watching them, catch her eye and cry out, You can see me. Help me.

      Breathe in, and out, she heard her yoga instructor’s voice in her head. In and out.

      It seemed everything was playing havoc on her emotions—probably from her hormones—and, in turn, her relationships. Last week she’d yelled at her niece, making her cry. She’d never made Elena cry. Ever. And yesterday she’d done something—what, she didn’t know—to make Miles threaten to quit.

      “Relax,” Jack said again.

      She re-crossed her legs. Let her eyes linger on the children just a few moments longer before gazing toward the ER entrance. A few more injured trickled in as icicles dangling from the roof edge cracked and fell, shattering on the ground, some of the shards landing in puffs in the snow.

      Something outside rumbled. Loud. Big. It was so strong it shook the floor for a few seconds. So strong it shook her chest. She gazed quickly around, briefly meeting the eyes of the other patients as her heart fumbled for a rhythm. Everyone had the same look on their face: equal parts confusion and worry.

      Jack shifted in his chair, more alert. “What the fuck was that?”

      “I don’t know. It felt like an earthquake.”

      “That wasn’t an earthquake, love,” Jack said. “I know what earthquakes feel like. There’s no fault lines around here strong enough for that.” He leaned toward her and whispered, “That had to be some kind of explosion or crash.”

      “An explosion?”

      He hushed her, his eyes bluer because of the backdrop of white outside. His eyes still did something to her insides. He gave the barest, yet humorless, grin. “Let’s not alarm anyone.”

      She nodded. An explosion? What kind of explosion could have caused the ground to shake like that? How big would it have to be? And what would be involved? More important, she thought, why hadn’t she known or dreamt about it? Was she losing her gift?

      Frenzy watched a nurse scurry by, her feet seeming to barely touch the carpet, hair waving behind her. Another followed and yet another answered a phone. Another phone kept ringing with no one to pick it up. Voices rose and fell throughout the room. Nurses hustled both ways through double doors and with every swing Frenzy could hear the mumbled, disjointed, unclear voices of dead patients, their spirits unable to rest.

      Her mother had told her once that if a person had unfinished business while alive, they might not be able to let go and move on when they died. Or if they had a violent death . . . which made Francesca think about the cause of the rumbling. What had happened?

      Frenzy took another deep breath. A few spirit voices were louder than the others. And they knew what was going on. Some of them were talking about the rumbling. Some were repeating the thoughts in Frenzy’s head: something bad had happened.

      “What’s the matter?” Jack’s hand on her shoulder jolted some of the voices away, but not all.

      Frenzy shook her head to indicate she didn’t want to talk. The kids had gone back to playing with the cars and unicorn, oblivious to the chaos that was about to hit the hospital.

      Incoming. They can’t save this one. It was a man’s voice. A thick accent from England.

      “How can you know?” Frenzy barely whispered.

      DOA.

      “Who are you talking to?”

      There’ll be more.

      “It’s not good Jack.” Frenzy’s body shook involuntarily. She wanted to stop the queasiness in her stomach, the fear in her head. Frenzy felt tears burning her eyes. “At least one is dead.” She met Jack’s eyes, her heart sinking. “The hospital is about to get hit hard.”
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      Milton

      Outside, the wind howled. I pulled the blanket closer to my neck and rolled to face the window. I slept with the curtains open and mom hated it. I liked to watch storms, see the rain drizzle down the window and, now, the piles of snow build up against the frame, covering the sill with white, making it seem less dirty and old than it was.

      Mom shut off the porch lights last night when she locked up, and the darkness swallowed any light from the neighbors’ houses.

      My aunt’s house wasn’t like this. She kept the security lights on. I loved the blue glow on the white snow. It was like that last week when I stayed with her and Uncle Jack. I’m worried about her. She’s hiding something. I feel like it’s a good something, but I’m still . . . anxious.

      A warm hand seemed to touch my arm. Granna. Mom doesn’t believe I can talk to my Granna, who died years ago, but I can. I can feel her presence and her voice in my head. I have a similar gift to my aunt. I can speak with the dead . . . but only certain dead people. I don’t talk about it much because Mom doesn’t like it. I know she’s trying to understand though.

      She’s going to be fine.

      Granna, it’s not that I want to worry, but I need to worry.

      You have nothing to be concerned about right now. Jack is with her.

      What does that mean?

      It means she’s fine.

      “Right now,” I said out loud, enforcing my statement. To Granna, it probably sounded like a shout.

      I don’t think you need to worry about your aunt. I worry about your mother.

      I swallowed hard. And my father?

      Why haven’t you told your mother you know who your father is?

      I don’t know . . . maybe because I don’t want her to worry.

      You fret too much, child.

      Granna went away—I could always feel when she did. It was like a wisp of wind by my cheek or ear, and she “left” me. Warm when she came, cool when she left.

      Child? I repeated the word in my head. The word made me angry. I couldn’t fault anyone who called me that, though. I am eleven. But I consider myself more grown up. I spent most of my childhood staying with my aunt, who took me to her studio and let me listen in on the classes she taught and the buyers she interacted with. By the time I was two-and-a-half, I could read books for middle-schoolers, and by the time I was seven, I was in eighth grade.

      Outside, flurries bounced and scurried across the black sky.

      I knew I wasn’t going to school today.
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      Milford

      Johnny squinted through the windshield into the morning light as Liam parallel parked behind a Milford PD cruiser and a State Police Dodge Durango.

      Adam Kass, the Homicide Unit Evidence Technician, was already here. One of Major Crimes’ techs was on maternity leave, and the other two were on call in Kent County. Homicide didn’t have an active case, so Adam had volunteered.

      Where Dover had been grey and dreary, Milford, only twenty miles to the south, was the complete opposite. Sunlight glared off the snow and bounced into his eyes as Johnny climbed from the comfortable warmth of Liam’s car. Though the sun made the landscape bright, it did nothing for the temperature. The wind whipped around Johnny, unable to find direction. It froze his cheeks, sending shivers down the back of his neck. He was instantly jealous of Liam’s scarf. Johnny briskly rubbed his hands together.

      Nora Greene’s house was south of downtown Milford in a development just off Cedar Creek Road. It was outside the city, where younger couples and families were moving in, starting to put a facelift on the area.

      Liam had already given his name and badge number to the officer on duty and was heading up the driveway. A normally quiet guy, it had taken Johnny weeks to get him to open up. Liam had left the Navy two years prior, liked to travel to exotic places, had been to Greece in the last year, and knew more than a few languages. Johnny hadn’t asked for an exact count but had heard him speak French, Spanish, Italian, and a smattering of Russian on different occasions.

      Crime scene tape hung from a decorative lamp pole on the corner, across the driveway to a small oak tree near the front of the yard. It then wound around back. He could see Corporal Kass on the side of the brick home, crouched over a bank of snow under a window, spraying an aerosol can. Snow wax. It helped cast shoe prints. Johnny hoped they turned out. Snow was a tricky medium to cast.

      “You coming?”

      Johnny glanced from Kass to the front porch of the small rancher. Liam was shifting weight from one foot to the other, trying to keep warm. The front door was ajar. It was dark wood, a deep chocolate color. Walnut? Most likely. At chest height in the door, Johnny was able to make out a round decorative window surrounded by engravings. Even from here he could tell the craftsmanship was excellent. Whoever had made the door spent a good deal of time on the carving which highlighted the stained glass.

      Johnny didn’t think he’d ever get to that point in his woodworking skills, and that was okay. He didn’t need to be able to carve a front door. He only worked with wood to keep his mind busy.

      A Milford Police Officer was stationed at the end of the driveway. Johnny gave his badge number and name and joined Liam on the porch.

      Johnny removed his driving gloves, reached in his jacket pocket, and pulled out black nitrile gloves. As he snapped them on, he felt as if they made his fingers colder.

      “Forced entry.” Liam nodded to the front door, then pointed a few feet away. “Broken glass vase over there.”

      Leaning back, Johnny looked first to the left then to the right. Nora Greene’s house was only about thirty yards from each neighbor, with no one across from them. “No one heard anything?”

      “Both are vacant at the moment.” Liam pointed as he spoke. “That one is up for rent, and the owners of that one are out of town on vacation. Hawaii, according to the guy’s business partner.”

      “Lucky.” Johnny grimaced at his jealousy and mentally made a note to check for video surveillance when they returned.

      Liam headed inside.

      Johnny examined the wood, running his fingers along the cut, sanded edge. The tree had to have been at least three feet wide at its base—there were no joints or any indication the planks had been glued together.

      And he’d been right: black walnut. He was getting better at spotting types of wood. After college, he puttered with wood work on and off for about eight years before starting again when he moved to Delaware three years ago. He mostly worked with American pine and teak. Black walnut wood was on his list to try. It was also an extremely hard wood. It would have taken a lot of force to break in. “This is almost two inches thick.”

      Liam came back into view but didn’t say anything. He always waited for Johnny to voice his thoughts. Having Liam as a partner was different. Jack would ask Johnny’s thoughts. Liam waited. “It’s black walnut,” Johnny explained. “It’s harder than Douglas-fir . . . to bust in a door made of this, the intruder would need to be in major shape to splinter this wood. He either had to have a couple of good kicks, which would have alerted Nora, or he used a battering ram.”

      “How do you know so much about wood?” Liam paused his note-taking and studied Johnny with an intensity that unnerved him. It was a simple inquiry, but it made Johnny feel like every person in a twenty-five-yard radius was watching him. He didn’t like being in the limelight. Never had.

      “I work with wood.” Johnny left it at that. “This seems newer.” Johnny leaned forward and inhaled near the door. “I can still smell the stain. Within the last few weeks or so. Let’s find out who her builder or renovator was. Check their whereabouts. That is not cheap either. The wood alone would be close to four-fifty. With the carvings and stained glass . . .” He’d seen a black walnut barn door sell for over a couple grand at an auction last year. “You said she’s a midwife?”

      Liam shrugged. “Midwife—gynecologist. Don’t know what the difference is really.”

      “There’s a big difference. Gynecologist needs about eleven years of medical training in a hospital setting. And a certified nurse midwife is about eight.”

      Liam only raised a brow.

      Johnny shrugged. “My little sister is a CNM.”

      Liam nodded. “Her sister, Anna, said she’s been a midwife for about fifteen years.”

      “With college and training and setting up a practice . . .” Johnny let his gloved fingers trail over the finished door. “That makes her our oldest missing person.”

      Liam nodded. “Forty-one. Kass has already been inside, but I’ll have him look at it again for signs of a ram or footprints, if he kicked it.” Liam closed the door until the splintered wood was close to the frame to block as much cold air as possible.

      The inside of Nora Greene’s home was just as rich and warm as the front door. She had good taste, Johnny thought, glimpsing yet another walnut piece with a live-edge. The walls were opulent in color—maroons and deep browns that complemented the walnut floors. She loved her walnut, Johnny thought.

      Johnny thought about how a home revealed the person. What would his townhouse say about him? It was small and tidy but not a home. It wasn’t warm and inviting. Or interesting. It was plain. Generic. Manufactured molding. Linoleum floors. Thin fiberboard paneling. It had been his residence since he moved back to Delaware three years ago. For the last year he’d been actively looking at places closer to the beach. In Lewes and Rehoboth, even as far south as Bethany. Closer to his best friend Xavier, who lived in Dewey, and to Jack and Francesca. He spent a lot of time at their house, despite the strange relationship the three of them had. In another lifetime, or so it felt, Johnny had been Francesca’s fiancé. Now she was dating, and living with, Jack, his Homicide Unit partner. It was weird, but it worked. They worked. Francesca was still one of his best friends, and he was slowly coming to admire and appreciate Jack.

      “What did the sister say?” Johnny found that listening to someone’s voice helped him tune into the scene more than just observing things.

      “Anna said they had dinner last night. Pasta dishes are still in the sink there”—Liam pointed toward it—“which is unlike Nora, according to Anna.”

      The house had an open floor plan; Johnny could see into the kitchen from the foyer straight through the sink window to the backyard. The rooms had been strategically arranged, from office on the left when you come in, to kitchen, then living room. Johnny pointed to the other side of the house. “Master bedroom on that side?”

      Liam nodded. “Nothing missing from her closet—clothes or luggage.”

      “No packed bags?” Johnny caught sight of an evidence tech with a camera in the master bedroom. Michelle Dermot and Helene Beaumont, the first and second missing women, had both been packed and ready for trips before they’d been abducted. “Any trips planned? Maybe she hadn’t packed yet?”

      Liam shook his head. “Anna told us that she would have been the first to know if Nora was traveling anywhere.” Liam had been taking notes on everything Johnny was saying or asking, not only because he was still fairly new on the Major Crimes Unit, but also because he said that writing it down helped him remember. Something Johnny was unfamiliar with. Sometimes it felt like a curse to remember it all.

      After the first and second abductions, he and Liam had thought that maybe someone with a travel agency had been stalking the two missing women, but Nora’s lack of baggage and no travel plans put that idea to the bottom of the list.

      “Anna said she doesn’t travel often. But the few times Nora has traveled, even for a weekend, Nora would send Anna a list of financial usernames and passwords before leaving, along with the key to her safety deposit box.”

      That sounded morbid, Johnny thought, almost as if she expected unfortunate events to happen each time she traveled. “What about her passport?”

      “Doesn’t have one. Never been out of the country. Checked her phone. No hotels booked. No airline tickets purchased.”

      Johnny inhaled and exhaled. It was so cold inside he couldn’t smell anything. He sniffed to stop his running nose. What looked out of place in this house? What didn’t fit? “Everything in here has been photographed?”

      At Liam’s nod, Johnny paced the living room. Large couch with a matching loveseat. Coffee table. Soft, cushiony carpet his booted feet sank into. Behind the couch was a long, narrow table with candles and statues; a sofa table, which was something next on his to-build list. Beyond that was the kitchen. It was a small house. Warm. Inviting. He could see why she wanted the open floor plan. It made the house seem bigger. Johnny guessed it was maybe, at most, 800 square feet. Perfect for a single woman with limited belongings.

      The room had an angled ceiling with two skylights over the loveseat. The wall behind it had a built-in bookshelf. Johnny saw best-selling authors and big coffee-table books stacked instead of arranged in rows. Vases with decorative branches, surrounded by candles, sat on each shelf.

      “Nothing was missing that Anna could tell.” Liam followed Johnny, then settled to an about-face stance in the kitchen and watched.

      “What do you think is going on?” Johnny wanted Liam’s opinion. Johnny had offered to help the understaffed Major Crimes in early October with the case, but felt as if he were leading it. Not that he minded, but Liam needed to be learning and taking lead. Liam was Major Crimes, not Johnny. And Johnny wanted to find these women so it would stay a Major Crimes case and not become one for the Homicide Unit.

      “This is the third woman taken. No bodies. The first two were abducted similarly. At home. No witnesses. No security cameras. They were single. Successful. They have nothing in common. No similar haunts. No connection that we could find. This guy has to be watching them. Stalking them.”

      “But?” Johnny stood from examining a photograph of Nora and a woman he assumed to be her sister, clipped to a modern frame, edges curling. “This Anna?”

      Liam nodded. “Why no body? What is he doing with them? Why does he keep abducting women without dumping or disposing of the previous women?” Liam crossed his arms over his chest, steno pad held loosely with one hand, the other bounced a pen against his bicep. “Is he holding them hostage? Dissecting them? Harvesting organs?”

      “All good questions,” Johnny said. “But hostages are used for ransom or in negotiations. There’s been no request for money. No demands. No bodies have been found, so we don’t even know they’re dead.” On his way into the kitchen, he stopped by the sofa table behind the couch and glanced over the knickknacks and small statues. A few were wooden, a couple glass. “Any story behind these?”

      Liam shook his head. “Should there be?”

      “I don’t know.” Johnny eyed the bookshelf. “The rest of her living room looks like it’s out of a home décor magazine, all neat and organized and perfectly put together, but this . . . this is the only place where nothing makes sense. It’s a jumble of wood and glass and metal figurines, and not just a couple—at least fifteen. It just seems a bit off to me.”

      Liam’s eyes told Johnny he agreed. Liam added, “I’ll ask Anna about them. She may have some idea.”

      The kitchen, aside from the dirty pasta dishes in the sink, was spotless. No clutter. No dust. No mess. An espresso and coffee maker was in the corner next to a bread box; he checked it. Empty. Johnny began opening and closing doors and cabinets. “She’s neat. Organized. Toaster, blender, and mixer are all out of the way. Only something she used every day is out: coffee. Did she work all the time, too?”

      Michelle Dermot and Helene Beaumont were workaholics, according to family and friends they’d interviewed. Both working well over sixty hours a week. Michelle traveled frequently in the tri-state area to give speeches at colleges on her area of expertise: Mediterranean history. And Helene, an esthetician, had regular hours at the medical clinic where she was employed, and worked part-time at a high-end clothing store in downtown Rehoboth on weekends.

      “Nora had office hours Monday through Friday in Dover”—Liam flipped back through his notebook—“and every other Saturday at a walk-in clinic in Milford.”

      “Sundays off. Did she go to church?” Johnny wondered aloud, already searching for a link between the three missing women. So far, they had nothing between Michelle and Helene. And now Nora was another piece they had to worry about fitting in the picture.

      “Negative. No church.” Liam flipped back in his notebook. Johnny heard the pages rustling the faster he flipped. “She regularly went hiking by herself on Sundays, according to Anna.”

      “Why do you do that?” Johnny focused on the fridge, his eyes tracing over magnets from Arizona, California, Oregon. It reminded him of one Francesca had. The magnets held up photos of Nora and her sister, business cards to repairmen, and a dentist appointment reminder for mid-December—two weeks from today. Closest to the fridge handle was a magnet for converting food measurements.

      “Why do I do what?”

      “Ever since you told me Nora’s sister’s name, you’ve not said ‘her sister.’” Johnny tore his gaze from the fridge to meet Liam’s eyes. He seemed tormented. Why wouldn’t he be? For the last two months, they’d been chasing dead ends. They weren’t any closer to finding Michelle or Helene. “You’ve called her Anna. Not Nora’s sister or even Miss Greene. Just Anna. Why?”

      Liam’s eyes focused on his notebook as if he were embarrassed. He seemed hesitant, but then sighed as if giving up an internal battle. “She’s not just someone’s little sister. She has a name, a personality, a history. She has feelings. Emotions. ‘Nora’s sister’ sounds impersonal. Clinical.” Liam looked at him. “This is personal to Anna.”

      Johnny nodded, wishing the detective who’d investigated his sister’s death had that sentiment.

      “Don’t blame yourself,” Johnny’s little brother had said at the funeral.

      But Johnny had blamed himself. He kept thinking, had he prevented Julia from going to New Orleans, to Tulane University, she’d still be alive, and he wouldn’t be a detective. He’d be a football player in the NFL. Or at least that’s what he’d planned on doing until the day a Delaware State Police detective had contacted Johnny and asked him to sit down in his tiny dorm room on the University of Delaware campus. Johnny’d never been more terrified in his life. He had felt so cold that day, thought that it had been the snowy football practice that had him shivering, but he knew now it was being told your sister was dead. He’d flown down and talked to the detective who worked her case. When they released her body, he had taken her home to be buried in Montana.

      It was at Julia’s funeral, with Francesca by his side, staring at his sister’s polished coffin, snow building on it until it was more white than wood, that Johnny had made the decision to become a cop. He could feel his jaw aching from clenching and unclenching it, and he didn’t know he’d whispered aloud his promise to find Julia’s killer until Francesca had squeezed his fingers, her gloved hand not quite fitting into his.

      “What are you looking at?” Liam stepped beside him.

      Johnny cleared his throat and tapped the fridge with a black-gloved finger, where an RSVP card was stuck under a blue magnet. “Wedding invitation. Two months from now. Colorado. She hadn’t yet responded. Plus-one has a name filled in. Derek. Let’s find out if Anna knows Derek.”
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