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      Detective George Donovan doesn’t plan to stay in Charleston long. Skeptical and by-the-book, he’s on the fast track to the top and he won’t let anything derail his career. Especially not Andrew Hayes, his grumpy, awkward new partner – and not the chief’s secret order to find out how said partner solves even the most difficult cases.

      George and Andi can’t agree on anything except their mutual dislike, but when three dead girls turn up at a storage unit, they must put their differences aside before the suspected trafficking ring claims another victim.

      There is no crime without witnesses. Andi knows Geroge suspects his always-right ‘hunches’ point to corruption, but he doesn’t care. All that matters is catching a killer … and keeping his secret. But with leads on this sprawling conspiracy drying up, he has no choice. He just can’t let his partner find out how he’s getting the information.

      Andi’s on the verge of losing his life, his mind, and his career. He could take George down with him …

      If the violent criminals who are always one step ahead don’t get to them first.
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            The New Boy in Town

          

        

      

    

    
      George Donovan maneuvered his shiny new Escalade into the parking lot of the Charleston Police Department on Lockwood Drive. His appointment with Amanda Norris, the chief—his new boss as of today—had been postponed till lunch. This was good, since it allowed him to find a parking space. The officer who had called him about the change of time had warned him about the lack of parking, and for a moment, George had even contemplated walking there since his apartment in West Ashley wasn’t that far from the station and he would get a better feel for the city that way. After poking his nose outside into the hot, humid air, he decided meeting his new boss without sweat stains under his armpits took precedence over acquainting himself with his new home. Not that George planned on being in Charleston for longer than two or three years. The city was merely a steppingstone on his way to the top, and when the opening for a homicide detective here had popped up, he had decided it was time to quit narcotics and applied for the job. Luckily for him, there had only been ten other applicants, none of them with a resume to rival his own, which meant the job had landed in his lap without too much effort from his side. If everything went according to plan, he would use his time here to get intimate with the proceedings of yet another police station and how they handled capital crimes so he could start looking for openings as a police lieutenant. The city of Charleston was definitely not the worst place to be, it even ranked among the top ten cities to live in the US, whatever that was supposed to mean, and the surrounding area promised great opportunities for outdoor sports, which he was a big fan of. He couldn’t wait to go hiking and kayaking, as soon as he got used to the climate, which was very different from his hometown in Boston.

      Once he had found a suitable parking space—unfortunately not in the shade—he got out of his car, locked it, and went to the main entrance of the Charleston PD. A young man at the front desk handed him a visitor’s pass, even though he was scheduled to get his official ID after his meeting with the chief. Amanda Norris’s office was on the second floor, at the far end of an impressive bull pen, where the hectic noises of at least twenty people working were accentuated by the rustling of cellophane and the telltale screeching of plastic spoons dragging over takeout boxes. The smell was a mixture of stale sweat, lemon detergent that was probably used to keep the old linoleum floor in a semblance of cleanliness, though it was a lost battle, different kinds of food, coffee that was strong enough to make even the most hardened criminals beg for mercy, and a cacophony of colognes and perfumes that could kill one’s sense of smell faster than any aniseed bomb. In short, it smelled familiar, if a bit exotic.

      George ignored the curious looks on his way to the office, where bold white letters announced “Amanda Norris, Chief of Police,” and knocked. He was immediately asked inside, and a short glance at the glass walls confirmed his suspicions that this was privacy glass—the people inside the office could see what was going on outside, but not the other way around. Amanda Norris got up from her chair and shook his hand in greeting. She was a tall woman, around six feet to George’s own six three, with a generous build that gave her an appearance of being motherly when she was anything but—as George’s discreet investigations had shown. Amanda was as career-driven as he himself, and she hadn’t gotten the position of chief by being nice. She was forty-three, African American, mother to a fourteen-year-old son, and married to an artist who was still waiting for his big break. At least there was always somebody home for the child.

      “Detective Donovan, it’s a pleasure to meet you. I’m so glad you could accommodate the change in time. I’m afraid I was swamped this morning.”

      “No problem, Chief. It’s not like I have signed another contract.” George made his voice sound light, the tone he had learned to adopt in small talk from a young age. It didn’t fail to work on Amanda Norris, who smiled broadly at him before gesturing at the comfortable-looking chair in front of her desk.

      “Please, Detective, have a seat. I’m afraid we have a lot to talk about.”

      George furrowed his brows. He had anticipated something minor, like lack of a signature somewhere or that his badge wasn’t ready yet. The way the chief’s tone had changed told him it was more serious. She sat down in her own leather chair, steepled her fingers on the desk, and cut right to the chase. “There’s no way of easing you into this. Your assigned partner, Michelle Stevenson, called me this morning to tell me she has to take a leave of absence, starting now, because of a family emergency. I don’t know when she will be back, which means you’re technically without a partner at the moment.”

      George thought about this. Now he certainly understood why his meeting with the chief this morning had been postponed. What worried him, though, was the way she had phrased the second part of her announcement. “What do you mean ‘technically’? I’d say I either have a partner or I don’t.”

      A brief smile flitted over Amanda’s face. “I knew you were a smart one. Now, I’m pretty sure you already know that I’m rather new to this position.”

      George nodded. “You started six months ago.”

      “Exactly. And until last month, the former chief, Harry Renard, was still here to help me with the transition.” Her gaze went to the glass walls and the bustling outside. “I was very grateful for his help, but we didn’t see eye to eye about one thing. Or rather, one person.”

      George lifted a brow. He knew the chief wanted something from him, and he was more interested in what she was going to offer in exchange than in what she was going to ask of him. From the way she was dancing around the subject, he already had an idea that it had something to do with personnel.

      “You see that guy over there, in the left corner, next to the printer?”

      George turned in his seat to look in the indicated direction. A man was standing there, staring at the printer as if he was waiting for a miracle. From this angle, George had a good look at his profile, and he was close enough to pick up details. Like the way the man’s hair was a bit too long to be considered professional, or how he wore jeans a bit too big and a bit too shabby for the precinct, or that his shirt was a washed-out white with a slight hint of red, suggesting he didn’t sort his laundry before putting it in the washing machine, or how his skin was nicely tanned but seemed ashen nevertheless. All in all, the man looked more like somebody who should sit in an interrogation room about to be questioned regarding his habits of substance abuse than be out wearing the badge he had currently clipped to a frayed leather belt that surely had seen better days, even if it was a long time ago.

      “Yes, ma’am. I see him. Doesn’t look like he belongs here.” George usually didn’t make a habit of talking people down without getting to know them first, especially not in front of superiors, because such things could easily come back to bite you in the ass. In this case, though, he already knew Amanda had a problem with this guy, and he figured feeding into that would get him brownie points.

      The quick expression of disgust on her face told him he had played his cards right. “No, he doesn’t. That’s Andrew Hayes. The detective with the highest crime-solving rate in the entire city, if not the state.”

      Her sour tone made George a bit wary. “If he’s that good, I don’t understand the problem. I mean, having a detective like him should thrill you.”

      Amanda sighed. “Normally it would. Don’t get me wrong, his performance makes the whole precinct look damn good.”

      “But—”

      “But that’s just it. How can he be so good? He works alone, apparently always has, and he breaks cases nobody else can. He even solves cold cases sometimes, when he runs out of recent ones.”

      George was getting impatient. He knew the chief wanted something from him, and now he knew it had to do with Andrew Hayes. “Again, I fail to see the problem.”

      Amanda massaged her temples. “I’m telling you all this, hell, I’m only talking to you about this because you’re the new guy and this is my one chance to have Andrew Hayes discreetly watched without making it look as if I don’t trust my best detective. I don’t want IA all over this place, especially should it turn out my gut feeling was way off the mark.”

      “I gather your gut feelings are usually spot on?”

      Amanda shot him a glare that told him to tread more carefully. Yes, she needed him, but no, she wasn’t desperate.

      “They are. And my gut tells me there’s something wrong with Andrew Hayes. I want you to watch him for me, to see if there’s something fishy going on. I don’t wish to jeopardize this entire precinct because of the actions of one man. If he’s clean, fine, I’ll follow Chief Renard’s shining example and just let him be, but before I can do that, I need to know if he’s legit.”

      “Which is where I come into play. What a happy coincidence that Michelle is gone.”

      “Believe it or not, that’s indeed a coincidence. But I’d be a fool to let such a chance slip through my fingers. I’m not asking you to get into his personal business; I just want you to be his partner and see up close how he works, how he handles evidence, if he follows protocol. That’s all. And in a few months, when you have solved a crime or two, we can see about either getting you another partner or even letting you do solo work as well.”

      “Sounds fair. Now what’s in it for me?”

      Amanda leaned back in her chair. “I did some digging about you as well, Detective Donovan, and I see a man who wishes to reach certain heights. If you do this for me, you’ll have my full backing once you wish to move on to greener pastures.”

      George held Amanda’s gaze. What she was proposing wasn’t exactly legal, but it wasn’t illegal either. She was asking him to watch a fellow detective who might become a problem for the precinct. If anything came of his little side investigation, he would even get some credit. And if it turned out to be nothing—then IA wouldn’t be the wiser and Amanda still owed him a favor. It was win-win all around. He held his hand out to her.

      “Deal.”

      She shook his hand. “Deal.”

      They both looked through the glass wall at Andrew Hayes, who was still standing in front of the printer, waiting for only God knew what.

      Amanda rose from her chair. “I’d better get him. He won’t like this.”
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      “Detective Hayes? Could you please come to my office?” Chief Norris’s voice grated on Andrew “Andi” Hayes’s nerves, but since the insufferable woman was his new boss, he had to play nice. The new chief reminded him of a botfly maggot that was trying to burrow into his skin. Why couldn’t she leave him alone like Chief Renard had done? He was doing the precinct a service, and everybody knew it, which was the reason his colleagues mostly left him to his own devices and accommodated him when needed. But no, Chief Norris had to be all suspicious of his success rate, which he had to achieve through some sort of trickery. Of course she was right, but that wasn’t the point. He just wished Norris would leave him alone, because the “trick” he used wasn’t illegal or anything like that.

      When he had been a small boy, Andi had thought his geschenk, as his mother called it—Andi himself now thought of it more as a curse—was absolutely cool and put him on a level with Spider-Man. Once he started elementary school, he had quickly found out his geschenk was nothing but trouble. By the time he had reached high school, he was an introverted loner who didn’t even attempt to appear well-adjusted anymore. Being able to establish a link with every insect on the planet did that to a boy. Andi’s world was never silent. Even now, at thirty-two, when he had finally mastered the art of tuning all foreign impressions out, there was still a never-ending background of soft noises, strange smells, and odd vibrations swamping him with mostly useless information.

      The first awkward stirrings of a butterfly whose wings had just dried after leaving the cocoon, the dry rasping of mandibles chewing through wood, a dragging sound of chitin forcing its way through a narrow gap in the wall, the overwhelming scent of the trash cans behind the building roasting in the sun, a feast for flies and their maggots, the indistinct taste of rain on the air, the tantalizing odors of human sweat, like a beacon for mosquitoes and fleas, the chirping and trilling and clicking accompanying the life of arthropods. And he was privy to it all, could feel it, hear it, sense it, without ever getting a break, without ever being able to make it stop, without ever daring to share it with anybody.

      Insects were the largest class of animals on the planet, and they were literally everywhere. If his colleagues knew how many beetles, spiders, ticks, flies, ants, termites, and other creepy crawlers were living in the precinct, they would never set foot in it again. They wouldn’t be able to return to their homes either, because there they were as well. No matter where a person went, insects were already there. Which meant Andi had no place to hide.

      When it came to police work, his connection with the world of arthropods was helpful, to put it mildly. It was the reason he could solve cases other detectives would never touch or had been forced to give up on, because his informants were omnipresent. Even years later, they could still help him, especially if a crime had happened close to insects with a hive mentality, like bees, ants, or termites. Scientists would be baffled at how much information these animals could store—and how long they could store it.

      That he was able to help others with this curse of his was the only reason Andi got out of bed some days and the force that had driven him to law enforcement in the first place. The risk of exposure was greater in his line of work, since most people who joined the force were not known for being unobtrusive or inattentive, but Andi had found out early in life that being an ass kept people at bay and helped explain away some of his stranger quirks and habits, of which he had quite a lot.

      Being constantly assaulted by myriad impressions was taking its toll on his mental health and made him antisocial at best, downright rude at worst, the upside being that it helped him keep others at bay. Meditating helped his state of mind, and he had developed strategies to deal with the worst excesses of his condition, but there were still days he wanted nothing more than to climb on a rocket and fly to the moon, because burying himself in the ground would only make matters worse.

      And now Chief Norris had it out for him again. On his short trip to her office, Andi wondered briefly what she had come up with this time, but when he entered the room, he immediately knew. It didn’t take a genius to deduce that the stranger getting up from one of the chairs in front of Norris’s desk was a detective as well. Even though Andi didn’t interact a lot with his colleagues, he wasn’t deaf and always on top of office gossip out of necessity. When you had a secret to keep, knowledge about the goings-on in the precinct was pure self-defense. It was also amazing how a few well-placed rumors, spoken into the right ears, could completely derail unwanted attention. This system had its limits, though, and Andi feared he would now have to face the music in the form of a distrusting chief. Why, oh why did Chief Renard have to grow old and leave the precinct? And which vindictive god had sent Andi somebody like Chief Norris, who clearly valued her career above everything and everybody else?

      He knew there was a new guy supposed to start today, as Michelle’s partner, but she had to leave due to a family emergency, and here they were, in the chief’s office. It wasn’t a hard guess where this would lead, and Andi racked his brain to figure out how to wiggle out of this one. If there was one thing he didn’t need, it was a partner. Even if said partner wasn’t too bad looking in a gray suit that was too well-fitted to have been cheap. The man seemed like a blueprint for the perfect detective, if such an elusive creature even existed.

      “Detective Andrew Hayes, this is Detective George Donovan. He’s the new transfer from Boston, where he worked in Narcotics, and is here to see how our Capital Crime Unit works. He was supposed to be Detective Stevenson’s partner, but as you probably already know, she’s no longer here. Since you don’t have a partner either, I want you to team up with Detective Donovan until he knows his way around the precinct and the city.”

      Andi stared at Donovan. The man was taller than him, with a skin tone that hinted at a mixed Caucasian/African American heritage. He was bulky, but not so much that he had problems moving gracefully, as Andi could see when Donovan politely stepped aside to make room for him to take the other chair. He was also dressed impeccably, which made the contrast to Andi’s own rough exterior even more glaring. Not that Andi cared about how people saw him or the way they looked themselves. When they were forced on him as his new partner, though, he did take an interest, and so far, Detective George Donovan failed to impress Andi.

      “You know I don’t do partners.” The words came out gruffer than he had intended, but it was Norris’s own fault. He hated being ganged up on.

      The chief’s eyes narrowed in warning, which didn’t really faze Andi. The woman was tough, but she had nothing on his German grandmother, who could slice a person with a well-placed look. His grandmother—or Oma, as she had insisted on being called—was also the one he had to thank for his geschenk, and without her teaching him how to handle it, he probably would be dead already, though this was not important at the moment. He had to get out of a partnership he neither needed nor wanted.

      “As I said, it’s only temporary, two months tops, until I know for sure how long Detective Stevenson is going to be gone. Then I can find a new partner for Detective Donovan and you can go back to your reclusive ways.”

      Andi stared at her intently. He knew she was suspecting something, like Chief Renard had. Only the old chief had been more direct about his suspicions.

      “The way you solve your cases, is it illegal?”

      “No, Chief. Definitely not.”

      “Can you promise me that? There won’t be anything to come back and bite us in the ass?”

      “Not only can I promise, I can swear. It’s perfectly safe.”

      “Fine. Do your job.”

      And that had been it. Renard had done a quick survey of the pros and cons to letting Andi have things his way and had decided the praise he got for his spotless statistics was worth being kept in the dark about Andi’s methods. Apparently Chief Norris didn’t share Renard’s pragmatic approach.

      He knew he could dig in his heels and create quite the ruckus, but that would be tedious and only serve to feed her suspicions even more. If working with Donovan meant she would leave him alone in the future, he could put up with the man for some time. Maybe. Probably, if he remembered to use his rusted social skills. It wasn’t as if Donovan would be able to find anything out. Not if Andi didn’t want him to. If there was one thing Andi had learned over the years, it was how to keep his secret, well, secret. It came at the cost of being seen as an antisocial grump, which at the same time freed him of expending precious energy into social connections he couldn’t afford to have for fear of being found out. All his energy went into keeping the images the arthropods threw at him at bay, filtering out only those he needed for his cases. Technically, a partner would force him to redirect some of his attention, but since the goal was to lose the man as quickly as possible, Andi didn’t see a need to change his ways, apart from perhaps the most basic forms of politeness, which he was almost sure he could manage. And if the man went back to Chief Norris to complain? Then Andi could tell her it wasn’t his problem if the new guy couldn’t deal with his special brand of people skills.

      “Fine. Two months. After that, I’m solo again. And no more attempts to partner me up.” He put enough of a growl into his words to show her he meant business. Her eyes widened in surprise for a moment; she had probably expected more of a fight.

      “Two months. And watch the attitude.”

      It was kind of lame. They both knew she would think twice about doing anything that could tarnish the reputation of her star investigator. As long as she didn’t have anything to pin on him, his position was quite safe, and he could get away with a lot. Though it didn’t pay to overdo it. He didn’t want the chief to be his enemy. He just wanted her to leave him alone.

      “Is that all?”

      “Yes. Please show Detective Donovan around. He can take the desk next to yours. I will inform tech to set him up. He also still needs his badge and weapon. Please help him with that.”

      Andi nodded and rose from his chair. “Let’s go. See you, Chief.”

      Donovan said his own goodbye, and they left the office. Every pair of eyes in the bull pen was directed at them. Andi knew people were wondering if the chief had finally managed to saddle him with a partner. They would find out soon enough.
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            Setting up for Disappointment

          

        

      

    

    
      George followed his new partner out of the chief’s office and wondered if his involvement had been a good idea. While Andrew Hayes wasn’t openly hostile toward him—yet—he didn’t seem like a man who just rolled on his back and played dead. As much as this whole thing was only temporary in his eyes, he still had to be able to rely on Hayes to have his back. Homicide was a tough department, and detectives never met people at their best. Having a partner who didn’t like or even detested you could be a death warrant, so his main priority had to be making nice with his new partner.

      “Hi, Andrew, can I call you Andrew? I’m George. Sorry about all that.”

      Hayes turned around very slowly, his expression completely closed off. George was usually good at reading people, and it annoyed him that he couldn’t get a read on his new partner. It made him vulnerable in a way he rarely experienced. Usually he was the one in the control of a partnership, or any social interaction, come to think of it. He always knew how to handle people, how to coax and win and manipulate them to his advantage. Somehow, he got the impression Andi Hayes would not only see through any attempt to manipulate him but also take it very negatively. With no point he could attack, George was reduced to simply observing his reluctant partner.

      This close, he could see Hayes’s eyes were a muddy mixture of blue and green he probably shouldn’t have found so intriguing. He could also feel another kind of interest stirring in his groin, which didn’t help the situation at all. George hated labels with a passion, and if pressed to define his sexual orientation, he could say without a doubt that he was an equal opportunity fucker. Which wasn’t the point here. He had to get on Hayes’s good side, not check him out as a potential adventure between the sheets. He was supposed to be his partner, not a hookup from a bar.

      “People call me Andi. And it’s fine. You heard her; we only have to rough it for two months. After that, I’m free and you can get a decent partner you don’t have to babysit.”

      Andi turned back and proceeded toward a door George hadn’t seen when he had first come to the precinct. He hurried to keep up with his reluctant new partner, while at the same time, he tried to make sense of what Andi had just said. It almost sounded as if he knew what Chief Norris had asked of George, which was impossible. He was being paranoid. Starting a new job and being immediately tasked with spying on the new partner could do that to a man. They entered another hallway, where Andi stopped in front of a double door.

      “Here are the showers and locker rooms. You should get a key with your badge and all the other stuff you’re gonna need.”

      Well, that wasn’t a complete dismissal. It wasn’t a glowing declaration of perfect partnership either, but at this point, George would take whatever Andi offered. So he followed his new partner through the precinct, acquainted himself with the break room and its nondrinkable coffee, the gym that also housed a sparring ring, and several other detectives and officers who all had problems hiding their surprise at seeing Andi with a partner. George kept up the well-meaning small talk while he tried to read people’s reaction to Andi. It was obvious that he wasn’t close to any of his colleagues, though he seemed to get along better with the officers than with his fellow detectives. Given his success rate, George wasn’t surprised. Envy was the same everywhere.

      After two hours of walking and talking to people that weren’t Andi, George finally got his badge and keys, as well as his clearance for the entire building. Since it was already nearing five o’clock and it didn’t look as if a hot new case would land in their lap this day, George and Andi left. With every other new partner, George would have asked if they should have a beer together, but the determined way in which Andi went straight for his car, a beat-up white sedan, told him the man wouldn’t be receptive to the idea. Sighing, George went to his own car and drove home, trying to make sense of his new partner and the situation he found himself in.

      

      The next morning saw George getting his PC set up on a desk next to Andi’s, behind a portable room divider that created the illusion of privacy. Their desks were the only ones shielded in this manner, and George could see how people thought Andi was a lone wolf. The man wasn’t sociable in the least and seemed to be happiest when his colleagues ignored him. George’s tentative attempts at starting a conversation had all been shot down with monosyllabic answers and in one case even a grunt. If something didn’t change soon, he would probably never find out anything about Andi. George decided to give it one last try this morning before he gave up for the day.

      “Hey, Andi, I was thinking about going to the Starbucks at the corner to get some decent coffee. Do you want some?”

      Andi looked at him as if he had offered to bring him a cup of arsenic topped with rusty nails. “I don’t do coffee. The caffeine makes me all twitchy.”

      “Sorry. I didn’t know. Anything else you want?” At least there had been a kernel of freely given information. No coffee for the loner. Although George wasn’t sure if this intel would ever be of any use—despite indicating that Andi was indeed kind of strange. Most cops lived on coffee, and if there were a possibility to get it intravenously, he was sure the country’s entire police force would run around with permanent access to an artery.

      “A plain bagel.” The words cut through George’s musings. He hadn’t really expected an answer, not after his faux pas with the coffee, but Andi seemed to be getting into a sociable mood. What was it his father always said? Strike the iron while hot.

      “A plain bagel it is. Be back in five.”

      Andi didn’t bother to respond. Instead, he stared at his computer screen as if it had suddenly told him the secret to life. George headed for the door, intent on getting a decent cup of coffee. Perhaps then his brain would come up with an idea how to crack Andi.

      “Don’t try too hard.” The female voice made George stop dead in his tracks. A woman in her late forties, if George had to guess, was approaching him from the side, a friendly smile on her face.

      “Hi, I’m Rose, Rose Carter. I’ve been working reception forever, and I do know Andi.”

      “Hi, Rose. I’m George Donovan. As you seemingly already know, I’m Andi’s new partner. If you have any insights as to how I can get to know him better, I’m willing to not only listen but also pay handsomely. The man is as closed off as an oyster with a precious pearl.”

      The light banter paired with a flirtatious tone came easily to George and payed off almost immediately. A slight blush colored Rose’s light cheeks while she subconsciously patted the immaculate brown bob that framed her face till chin level.

      “I don’t know about payment, but I can give you some advice, out of the goodness of my heart.”

      “At this point, I’ll take anything I can get.”

      A perfectly shaped eyebrow came up. “It’s only your second day. And yesterday hardly counts since you came in after noon.”

      The bush drums apparently worked perfectly in the precinct. “And I’ve been running against a brick wall ever since. I have to admit, I’m getting desperate. At least he told me he doesn’t drink coffee. That was the most personable thing I got out of him.”

      Rose watched him long enough to make George squirm a bit. He wanted to get along with the people on the force, because it never paid to be an asshole. At least not in the long run and with the career aspirations he had. When Rose finally spoke, her tone was softer, almost pondering, as if she wasn’t entirely sure how much she should tell him but wanted to help him regardless. For his first—or second—day, that wasn’t too bad.

      “Andi started out as a beat officer here and worked his way up to detective in the shortest time possible. You may have already heard how spotless his statistics are. In that regard, he’s the best partner you could have hoped for. Unfortunately, he’s always been a loner. I think most people simply annoy him. He’s not malicious, though. He just wants to be left to his own devices.”

      George sighed. He had already assumed as much. “I get it. But for the next few months, we’re stuck with each other. Is there anything I can do to make him at least tolerate me?”

      “Do you ride, George?”

      “No. What has that to do with Andi? Does he like horses? Should I start riding?” At this point, no idea seemed too ridiculous.

      Rose shook her head. “No and no. I do ride, though, and sometimes a horse can be wary of humans for various reasons. Do you know how you get their attention and—ultimately—their trust?”

      George looked at her blankly. His experiences with horses were limited to watching Lord of the Rings.

      “You very pointedly ignore them while being in their vicinity. It makes them curious, and eventually they gain the courage to approach on their own because you appear nonthreatening.”

      “Do you want to tell me Andi had bad experiences with other people?”

      “Nobody knows. What I do know is you won’t crack his armor by doing direct attacks. That’ll only make him retreat further into his shell and detest you for being a pain in the ass. Pardon my language. Giving him space while at the same time being there could be the key.”

      “You don’t know if it works? Then why are you telling me this?” George was beginning to think this whole conversation was fruitless.

      “No, I don’t know if it works. He sometimes talks to me because I bribe him with baked goods now and then, which is also a way to a horse’s heart, by the way. I wouldn’t say we’re friends, because I don’t think Andi understands the concept, but he does communicate with me more than with anybody else in the precinct. You’re already at a disadvantage because you were forced on him. Don’t make it worse by wanting too much too fast. Give him room to breathe and he might surprise you.”

      “And if not?” George had a sinking feeling.

      “Then you’d get exactly as far as you would have by keeping your current strategy.” She patted his hand. “It’s up to you, of course. I wouldn’t dare meddle in your affairs.”

      She turned and walked back to where she had come from, leaving George with more questions than answers, which seemed to be his natural state as of yesterday. He squared his shoulders. He was a Donovan. Donovans never backed down when there was a challenge. He would crack Andrew Hayes if it was the last thing he did.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            A Feast for Ants

          

        

      

    

    
      Andi watched Rose intercepting George on his way out. She talked to him intently, probably filling the poor man in on all of Andi’s quirks. If it weren’t for her delicious cakes, Andi wouldn’t talk to that nosy busybody at all, but who was he to pass up cake? Especially since his cooking skills were next to nonexistent. After Rose had imparted her wisdom to George, the man left the precinct, which gave Andi a few much needed moments of utter peace. His other colleagues knew better than to disturb him, especially not when he was trying to write a report. Chief Norris had put him on a cold case, no doubt to test him and at the same time keep him from working recent cases. Unfortunately for her and the poor young man, finding him had been a matter of minutes. Two hours if he counted the time it had taken to dig up his bones.

      The young man had gone missing some fifteen years ago. His conservative white parents had reported him two days later, but the police hadn’t been able to find any trace of him. Back then there had been no reason to suspect the grieving parents, and so the case had gone cold within a few weeks. It took Andi one visit to the house in Harleston Village to know the corpse was under the floorboards in the cellar. The ant colony living in the wood under the porch still remembered the tantalizing smell of the feast just outside its reach. They had only gotten some skin and blood with a few crumbs of brain from the place in the garden where his own father had killed him for dating a black girl. Finding an excuse to search the cellar had been the biggest obstacle, but once Andi had convinced the judge to let him do a sweep of the house due to new studies regarding the psychology of killers and the most likely suspects in abduction cases, it had been easy to get a cadaver dog down into the basement. That the father had been stupid enough to bury the murder weapon with his son, including all the lovely DNA traces on it, had only served to close the case that much faster. Now all Andi had to do was make the report look convincing enough to not raise Chief Norris or IA’s suspicions. I had a hunch worked only on a restricted number of cases, and only when there actually was any evidence that could have triggered a hunch. Going straight to the basement in the house of the parents of a missing person and then finding a corpse was way out of the range of hunches and deep in we need hard evidence territory. It was almost cynical. Writing the reports about his successfully closed cases was most of the time a lot more tedious and hard than solving the crime. Andi stared blankly at his computer screen. His oma would say that such was life, and tough shit if you couldn’t deal with it, while his gran would go and make him hot chocolate with lots of little marshmallows in it. Sometimes Andi wondered how two so vastly different women could have produced offspring that fell in love with each other and ultimately produced him.

      A soft thud next to his mouse caused him to look up. It was his new partner, who was back from the Starbucks. “Your bagel.”

      “Thank you. What do I owe you?” Andi reached for his wallet in the back pocket of his ratty jeans. George furrowed his brows.

      “It’s fine. We’re partners. Next time, you pay.” With that, he sat down at his own desk, placed his extra-large cup of coffee next to his computer, and started clicking away as if he already had something worth his attention on it. The ringing of his phone spared Andi from reacting to this strange behavior. Then again, who was he to judge other people?

      “Detective Hayes.”

      “A corpse has been found at the Extra Space storage unit on St. James Avenue in the Goose Creek area.”

      “I’m on my way.” Andi ended the call and got up, realizing that he now had a partner who was looking at him expectantly. “We have a body.”

      George nodded, grabbed his cup and his car keys and got up. “Where are we headed?”

      “Goose Creek area.”

      “Should I drive?”

      Andi hesitated. Since he was always on his own, he usually drove himself, even though he hated it. It required a huge amount of concentration to block out all the impressions he got from the insects in the air and on the ground to drive safely. Suddenly seeing the street from high above through the kaleidoscope sight of a dragonfly while still driving was a sure method to produce a crash and one of the many reasons Andi didn’t bother getting a new car or having the dents in his sedan repaired. It wasn’t worth the time and money.

      With George, he wouldn’t have to face this particular problem today.

      “Thank you. That would be great.”

      George seemed surprised at his answer but didn’t comment. They went to the parking lot, where George’s Escalade gleamed in the sun. It was a very new car, the typical factory smell still lingering inside. Andi almost felt bad sitting down on the passenger seat with his shabby clothes. They weren’t dirty or anything, just old, because he hated shopping with a passion, but he felt out of place in this pristine car, next to his partner, who again wore a suit despite the heat. If George had similar thoughts, he didn’t voice them, for which Andi was grateful. He told his partner to drive in the general direction of Goose Creek while he tried to ignore all the information he was getting from the insects nearby.

      The breeze was just right to float in the air, watching the huge blobs move about jerkily like in an old black-and-white movie, the new spread of soil in the huge flower pots along the road was woefully devoid of anything nourishing like dead leaves or bits of roots, and there was an invisible barrier in the air where a shopkeeper had just cleaned his window, much to the chagrin of the fly that was trying to get into the darker space to lay her eggs.

      It was all like a constant thrumming in the back of his head, one he couldn’t turn off. His oma had told him he would be grateful for it once his own senses started to deteriorate—at the end of her life, she had been blind, but still able to “see” through the eyes of the insects—but at the moment, it was simply overwhelming. The human brain couldn’t even properly deal with the five senses the human body possessed. How was it supposed to process the information coming from creatures who experienced their world through pheromones, different colors of the color spectrum, vibrations, or even sonic? Not at all, that was how. Even though Andi had learned to interpret the signals he was getting, he was still confused most of the time, so reducing the influx to a low hum was the best he could do.

      Fortunately, George had to concentrate on traffic, thus sparing them both any awkward conversation. It only took them twenty minutes to reach St. James Ave., where the Extra Space storage unit was located. The yellow police tape as well as the blue flashing lights guided them the last few yards. George found a parking spot close to the building, and when they got out, they were greeted by a young beat officer who looked fresh out of the academy.

      “Detective Hayes?” The woman looked at him questioningly. Andi extended his hand.

      “That’s me. This is Detective Donovan, my partner. You called this one in?”

      “Yes. I’m Officer Mayfair. We got a call about forty minutes ago from a man named Christopher Palmer, who informed us about a body on the premises. He’s the janitor and was supposed to do some repairs on two of the units today.” Officer Mayfair gestured to an elderly man with a potbelly and thin graying hair, who was sitting with a blanket around his shoulders on the passenger side of the patrol car Officer Mayfair must have come in.

      “Thank you. What exactly do we have?”

      “Female, looks underage, African American, deep head wound. That’s all I could see without moving her.”

      Andi nodded. “Very good. Please show us the place.”

      Officer Mayfair led them along the building to the back, where weeds were growing through the asphalt, reclaiming the ground. They were trampled, and a few feet before the next corner, Andi saw the corpse. He approached slowly, trying to take everything in, already relying on what his little friends could tell him as well. In situations like these, he was grateful for the additional input.

      Two blobs had come out of the building, only one had left, the other was now a feast to be consumed, the first tendrils of the scent of decay already spreading around the premises, crawling over the trampled grass and rapidly heating asphalt like fog in the early morning, enticing more and more tiny scavengers to come closer long before the warm-blooded ones even knew there was food to find.

      Andi was by now so familiar with the pheromones of death they no longer threw him off guard like in the beginning. The eager buzzing of the flies and the hurried scuttling of the ants also informed him of the other two bodies inside the building. The scavenger insects were almost going crazy from all the food they were getting.

      “We need to go inside the building. Now. Can you ask the janitor for the keys?”

      Officer Mayfair looked startled. “But… I already checked the locks. They weren’t tampered with. And the janitor said it all looked normal. Nothing out of the ordinary.”

      “We would have to take a look inside no matter what. I just want to do it now.”

      Something in his tone must have told the woman how serious he was. She hastened back to get the keys while Andi stared at the girl on the ground. She was on her belly, so he couldn’t get a good look at her face. Her clothes were flimsy, too thin even for this time of year, and he could spot bruises on her naked thighs. Whatever had happened here, it wasn’t pretty, and it wasn’t just this girl. Sometimes Andi hated his job from the bottom of his heart.

      “Poor thing. Do you have some hunch, or why do you want to check the building already?”

      George’s voice was low, almost soothing, as if he didn’t want to spook Andi.

      “Let’s just say I got a feeling. Could be nothing. But I doubt it. Young girl, dressed like this, in a quiet area? That’s trouble.” He didn’t elaborate further, keeping things purposely vague, and George seemed to get the hint. With one last look at the girl, he started back toward the main entrance, where Officer Mayfair was hopefully waiting with the keys.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            How did he know?

          

        

      

    

    
      George watched Andi closely while Officer Mayfair fumbled with the lock to the storage unit. The man was calm, which could be expected of a seasoned officer, and also resigned, as if he already knew what they would be finding, which in turn made George edgy. Even though they had been at the crime scene for only a short time, he had taken a very close look, and nothing had hinted at the girl having been in the building or even having a connection to it. So why was Andi so adamant about going inside when the crime scene was so obviously in the open?

      Officer Mayfair finally managed to wrestle the lock into submission. The gate to the building opened with an ominous creak, making it obvious why the janitor had to come to do repairs. Inside there was a long hall with storage units on each side. Andi found the switch for the light, and for a moment the hall looked like an underground rave until the halogen lamps finally settled, shedding their cold glow on the units, which were all secured with heavy padlocks. Nothing seemed out of the ordinary, and yet Andi walked down the hall with determined strides, making it clear he knew where he was going. After about fifty feet, the hallway made a curve. George felt a strange tingling in his stomach, one that had saved him countless times already. He knew something was wrong, that Andi had been dead on. They rounded the corner, Andi in the lead. George almost ran into him when his partner suddenly stopped dead in his tracks. A storage unit to their right had caught Andi’s interest. It was closed, like the rest, and George wondered what had Andi so riveted until he realized it himself. There was a black stripe leading from a crack in the wall to the gate, vanishing beneath it. Upon closer inspection, the stripe was moving. Ants. George approached the gate and pressed his ear on the thin aluminum. The buzzing of flies had his heart sinking. While working in narcotics, he had stumbled upon a few corpses. To him, the worst was not the smell or the often-gruesome sight. It was the steady hum of flies that turned his stomach. For some reason, the image of those small black bodies all over a dead person made the hair on his nape stand up.

      He turned to Andi. “Can we just open it, or do we need a warrant?” If this were a narcotics case, they wouldn’t be allowed to open the unit just because they suspected something. The flies, though, should be probable cause in a homicide case, or so he thought.

      Andi shrugged. “I don’t know about you, but I think I just heard somebody calling for help. It was very faint… I could be mistaken.”

      George hesitated only a second. “I think I heard it as well. We should take a look. Just to be on
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