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      “How’d you hear about this place?” Eden stepped through the half-cocked gate, squinting at the halo of orange around the single streetlamp in the center of the cemetery—brilliant compared to the olive-black under the giant willows that hung recklessly over the entrance. The headstones glowed as if they were hot. Dangerously hot.

      “Don’t worry about that.” Sammy smiled, that quiet, almost shy smile she’d fallen in love with in ninth grade, though she knew he was neither quiet nor shy. He cocked his head—he looked just like Kevin Hart when he did that—and she finally forced a grin, though the night felt like it was pressing against her back. Behind her, the dark was thicker still.

      “Come on,” he said.

      Eden skirted a broken beer bottle and followed him past the rows of placards proclaiming everlasting love, each plot more overgrown and neglected than the last. Dead tulips lay on their side on top of one headstone, the petals flattened with rot. The night had fallen silent despite the charged bustle just a few streets over, the girls in the three-inch heels—“Hey, baby, looking for a date?”—the hushed desperation of the sleeping homeless, the night-shift workers pushing through the masses to get home with bags of take-out tucked under their arms, steadfastly pretending to be blind.

      “You sure this is safe?” A chill crept up her spine despite the warm late-summer air. Here, even the wind seemed muted.

      “Of course. Not like the killer is still here.” Sammy laughed. “You ready?”

      She raised her eyes. The mausoleum, stones of smoky gray that had probably once been white, stood in silent vigil, the door splintered along the side from long-ago vandals. Her breath hissed through her teeth—too loud. Loud enough to wake the dead. “So this is where…”

      He smiled, that smile again, and edged his way through the shattered doorframe. “This is it,” he called over his shoulder. “You look hard enough, and you can still see Meredith Lawrence’s blood.”

      Meredith Lawrence was the most famous person to die here, the first victim of the notorious Looking Glass killer, but she was far from the only victim. Eden swallowed hard and ducked inside the building after Sammy, suddenly far more keen to step over the threshold than stand alone in the open air.

      She blinked. Dark in here, damp, tinged with iron and mildew so thick she could feel it—heavy, almost meaty on her tongue. Something skittered in the back corner, a harsh scratch-rattle, too loud to be an insect, but she couldn’t see beyond the orange-yellow rectangle from the streetlight outside the open doorway. A rat? She hated rats. Please be a rat.

      Sammy turned to her in the dim and pulled something from his pocket…his cell. She squinted in the sudden glare of his phone’s flashlight, directed at the enormous stone slab that ran along the back wall like an altar.

      “See?” Sammy stepped closer to the altar stone, his voice high with an almost childlike excitement. “Right here!” He ran one slender finger—a piano player’s finger—along the edge of the stone slab, the place where the Looking Glass killer had tied his victim. But blood? The slab, like the walls, was gray and rotten looking as a dead tooth—no bloody remnants of the words the killer had scrawled on the back wall, no poems. Nothing of interest that she could see.

      “I heard they never found him. The Looking Glass killer.” Sammy whirled on her, his eyes bright, hand still resting on the stone slab.

      “I think they did,” she said. Hadn’t she read that?

      Sammy shook his head and turned back to the wall. “That was a ruse. They want us to think they got him, so everyone feels safe, but…”

      She rolled her eyes. She knew better than to argue with him about his obsession, and maybe he was right, anyway. Most of what she knew about the Looking Glass killer was probably more urban legend than anything else.

      “Can we go now?” she asked, and though she tried to keep her voice even, it came out a little tight, a little strangled. This was the third crime scene or “haunted house” they’d been to in the last two months; their last excursion had taken them to an abandoned property no one had bothered to clean, the scene of a particularly nasty murder-suicide—blood on the walls, blood soaking the floors, and the flies…god.

      He turned on her, cheeks hollow and ghoulish in the flashlight’s harsh shadows. “Are you kidding? I’ve been looking forward to this for weeks!”

      “I know, but…” The hairs on the back of her neck prickled in the warm breeze from the open door. And was that the rat again, scratching from the corner? “I just don’t want to get hacked to pieces.”

      Sammy sighed and ran his hand along the back wall—the wall that had once been streaked with Meredith Lawrence’s blood. Caressing it the same way he caressed her back or ran his fingers through her hair. “Not like the killer’s here now, Eden, just his…essence.”

      “Killer essence? You’re so weird,” she said jokingly, but she shuddered anyway. And beneath the anxious vibration of her heart, her stomach turned—guilt. He was right. He had been waiting a long time.

      Snap!

      Not from the back corner like she’d thought, but Sammy didn’t appear to notice, busy as he was examining the wall. She whirled on the broken door, listening hard—her breathing, Sammy’s breathing, hissed through the air, her heart thrumming through the veins in her throat. Nothing more, no other sounds, but her rib cage had become a vise. “Seriously, let’s go, okay?” She tried to keep her voice from shaking. “I’m tired, and we have, like, an hour to drive.”

      “Fiiiine.” Sammy grunted and clicked off the flashlight, plunging the room into darkness. She blinked hard, trying desperately to force her eyes to adjust to the hazy orange film from the streetlamp that had lit the room earlier, but the dark seemed thicker now, more domineering—she could see nothing but the black.

      “Sammy! Where are⁠—”

      A hand grabbed her waist and she shrieked.

      Sammy laughed. “Just me, just me.” He pulled her into his arms and pressed his lips to hers, and the damp mildew smell vanished as the scent of his soap filled her nostrils—spicy, almost flowery. She relaxed against him…but only a little. Why was it still so dark in here? But her eyes were slowly adjusting; already, she could see the outline of his form, feel the heat of his skin—warm. Safe.

      “Come on,” he said. “Come sit on the slab.”

      “On the…are you kidding?”

      “No one’s here.”

      “I’m not worried about that.” But she was, a little. That snap could have been a murderer coming to kill them like poor Meredith Lawrence. No, that’s the horror movies talking. If there was one thing Sammy loved more than true crime research, it was movies about serial killers, the more gruesome the better. Perhaps she should mind that they spent so much time on his pursuits, but if she was really honest, there was something about the pounding in her temples even now, the jitter of nerves in her belly, that made their dates more interesting than pizza with some idiot jock. And certainly better than the clichéd dinner and a movie her parents thought they were enjoying. He was the most interesting boy she’d ever known.

      “I guess I can take you home…” Sammy ran the tops of his fingers under the hem of her shirt, skirting along her backbone and sending little ripples of excitement through her nerve endings, melting the ice that had stiffened her spine since they’d arrived.

      She stood on her tiptoes to whisper in his ear: “Maybe we should go back to the car.”

      He edged his fingers into the front waistband of her shorts and undid the button. She stepped back toward the stone. Maybe it was just an urban legend—maybe nothing had ever happened here at all, and, even if it had, it was so long ago. And the cemetery owners had surely cleaned it up, right? That’s what they did with public property, after the police took all the gross stuff into evidence. And heck, she and Sammy’d had sex in the gooey mud beside the boathouse upstate, same spot in the dirt where three people had been shot to death. No way the police had cleaned that up completely.

      Eden backed against the slab—thank god her eyes were working again—and hopped onto the stone. Orange light seeped through the broken door. She closed her eyes and leaned into Sammy, listening to the heavy thud of her heart and the soft whisper of his breath against her ear.

      Snap!

      She froze. “Sammy, did you⁠—”

      Sammy toppled backward—no, not toppled, flew, ripped from her grasp, the pads of her fingers burning, pain radiating from her twisted wrist. Her limbs felt disconnected from her brain, because someone else was there now, a man, a huge man, the subtle glow of the streetlamp hidden behind his bulk, and he had Sammy in the middle of the tiny room—had Sammy on his knees on the cold mausoleum floor, holding her boyfriend by the…face? Yes, hands on either side of his head. And the stranger was muttering in a low whispery growl, some other language, one she’d never heard before, but it was like in the old horror movies Sammy watched—was he summoning a demon? Are we sacrifices?

      Oh god, all the horror movies were right, and Sammy was right, too, about the black guy dying first, because Sammy was the one on his knees. But the big-breasted blonde never lasted long either. Eden was next.

      Her mouth went dry. Ribbons of panic sliced through her throat, cutting off her airway.

      She wanted to cry out, to tell him not to hurt Sammy, to say that they’d do anything, anything at all if he’d just let them go, but her tongue was a weight, cold and dead against her bottom teeth.

      The stranger was silent; no more strange words. Not even breathing hard. Maybe not breathing at all.

      Then Sammy screamed once, kicked his legs; a quick jerk of the intruder’s hands—crack!—and Sammy’s head twisted, too far, too far, his screams degenerating into thin wails, like a mewling kitten. Weak. And then Sammy wasn’t moving at all.

      The giant man straightened and stepped closer. “’Ana last aleadui.” She strained her ears, trying to decipher the words. Was he mumbling? Or was it coming from someone else, someone she couldn’t see?

      “I—I…don’t know what you want.” Her voice echoed against the walls, her heart a frantic animal trapped beneath her ribs.

      “’Ana last aleadui.” It hit her ears like a growl of thunder—hushed, threatening, but somehow distant. The man stepped nearer still.

      Eden skittered away on top of the slab until she felt the back edge—nowhere to go, just this little space between the slab and the wall where once poems had been scrawled in blood.

      “’Ana last aleadui.” This time the voice seemed to come from somewhere behind the man, hitting her ears oddly, harshly. Too low.

      “Please don’t kill me,” she whispered. Sammy mewled. Alive, he’s alive!

      The stranger’s breath hissed, too close. “You’ll live for now,” he said in a voice like silk, and she jumped at the loudness of it—not at all like the growly rumble she’d heard before. “You’ll live for now, if you run.” He moved away suddenly, his back against the side wall, deeper into the shadows, and the square of orange light returned, flooding in behind him, so bright now, revealing the concrete floor—Sammy, he’s not moving, and his neck, shit, his neck. The man raised one thick arm. Pointed to the door.

      Eden clambered off the stone slab and pressed herself against the wall opposite where he stood. Ten feet away. One step forward and⁠—

      She edged closer to the door, eyes on the stranger, stepped over—oh fuck, oh fuck—Sammy’s body and she thought she heard him wheeze her name, but the crazy man was there and he was closer—he was almost touching her.

      “Run,” the man whispered.

      She did. She left Sammy there, the only boy she’d ever loved, jumped over his legs like he was a bundle of old clothes, and burst through the splintered mausoleum door into the muggy night air.

      The streetlamps glittered sickly orange against the dew-soaked grass like bloody tears.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

        

      

    

    
      Even at six in the morning, Rita’s diner was alive with the sounds of clanking silverware, the laughter of strangers, and fluorescents bright enough to sober the drunks in the back booth. Even the red vinyl gleamed.

      New place. Same old atmosphere. Except…

      Edward Petrosky frowned. Across from him, Linda sipped her coffee, her bow lips the same as they’d always been, save for the laugh lines that had crept in around the edges. The crow’s feet at the corners of her hazel eyes were new, too, like little reminders of all the times she’d smiled. It suited her—like the fine cracks in the ceiling above your bed that you recognize, unequivocally, as home. Or maybe Linda just felt like home. Over the past year since he’d caught their daughter’s killer, Petrosky and his ex-wife had cautiously chatted on the phone a few times…though he’d never been a phone person. He still wasn’t entirely sure why Linda wanted to eat with him this morning, even if it was just breakfast before work. Things would never go back to how they used to be before they’d lost Julie—before the divorce.

      What are you doing, Petrosky?

      He speared a patty of turkey sausage, wishing it was pork. Turkey was supposed to be part of his heart-healthy regimen, but this left a little circle of grease on the plate—he’d already dripped some on his jeans.

      “Is your food okay?” Linda asked.

      “Yeah.” I should have ordered bacon. He smiled awkwardly and shoved the bite in his mouth just as his cell vibrated in his front pocket, followed by someone rapping about… What the hell is an ass master? Goddammit, Jackson. What was it with his partners and his fucking cell phone? He should get rid of the damn thing.

      Linda raised an eyebrow and nibbled her toast as he snapped the cell to his ear.

      “Wake up, you old bastard.” Regina Jackson, his partner, had a voice that could rattle the surliest perp, but she saved the singsong teasing for him because she knew it grated on him more than just barking out instructions.

      “What did you do to my cell?” he said around the sausage—just as greasy as bacon, for sure. He liked it better for that.

      She laughed. “Ah, ‘Ass Master’…that’ll wake you up in the morning. You dressed yet?”

      He swallowed, glancing at the navy jacket on the bench seat next to him, the holster with his service weapon hidden beneath it. “I am. Eating breakfast at a lovely little diner, in fact.”

      “Sure you are.”

      He cleared his throat and frowned at his water. Some asshole had put a lemon in it. The silence stretched.

      Jackson sighed. “Get your ass over to Whispering Willows.”

      The cemetery? “What’ve we got?”

      Linda watched him and said nothing, but he knew that expression; he’d seen it enough times during the decades they’d been married: Off on another police call? This really was just like old times.

      “Couple of college students thought they’d tempt the horror movie trope and go exploring.”

      “Those idiots think they’re invincible.” He pulled the napkin off his lap, careful not to get grease on his blue button-down. “Stupid white kids.”

      Linda appraised him with her hazel eyes and brushed a stray hair from her forehead—brown with white streaks, but not salt-and-shit like his; more like veins of precious metal running through stone. He liked that on her too.

      “Victim’s black this time, but I think you’re right on the invincibility thing.” Jackson’s voice had grown solemn. “And this time, the kids were wrong.”
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      Whispering Willows was as he remembered it. Busted iron gate that no one had ever bothered fixing, grave sites littered with broken bottles, cracked syringes, and the occasional bouquet of dead flowers. The willow trees for which the cemetery was named bordered the entrance and ran along the back side, branches so long they brushed the ground. A good spot for a killer to hide if he knew a bunch of kids were headed here.

      Jackson stood in the center of the cemetery in front of the mausoleum flanked by two other officers, one thick-necked blond-haired beat cop with acne scars from chin to hairline, and a thinner, sinewy brown-skinned man with enormous eyes that popped like a bullfrog when he saw Petrosky approaching. Jackson glanced his way, sun shining off her buzzed black hair. The sharp lines of her khaki suit jacket cut the background behind her.

      “What’ve we got?” Petrosky said, in a voice just short of snapping. Jackson said he snapped too much. Not that he cared what she thought, and she sure as hell deserved it after that stunt with his phone, but he looked away when she raised an eyebrow at him and glowered at the beat cops instead.

      The blond cop straightened to attention like he was preparing for an army march. “Homicide.”

      “No shit,” Petrosky said. “Got anything else for me, Sherlock?”

      The kid’s jaw dropped.

      Tough one, eh? Petrosky locked his eyes on the frog-eyed cop. “I hear you got one dead college boy.”

      Bug-eyes nodded. “Yeah. And a female witness with a twisted wrist. We were out on patrol⁠—”

      “You were patrolling here?” They made occasional runs back this way, but most of the disturbances happened at least three blocks west. Where the non-embalmed people were.

      “Yeah, it was a fluke, I guess,” Bug-eyes hurried on. “First time out here all week. We heard her screaming from in front of the gate. Officer Babcock stayed with her while I ran back here to the building, but the kid was already dead.”

      Petrosky frowned. “Why call sex crimes?” He and Jackson didn’t usually get called in on routine homicides.

      The man blinked his giant eyelids. “Well, I guess they were going at it when the killer walked in. And…dunno. Sounded like the killer…like he might have a fetish or something.”

      A fetish for…dead folks? He sniffed, glared once more at Blondie, and turned to the building.

      Jackson shook her head as they ducked into the mausoleum. The walls were darker than he remembered—dirtier—though the stink of blood had not changed from the day he’d walked in on the Looking Glass case. He could almost see the poem scrawled in uniform, dripping crimson letters on the back wall.

      “Someone spit in your eggs, or what?” Her voice was tight.

      “The dead kid on the floor isn’t enough to irritate you?” Petrosky bent, crouching over the gray tips of his sneakers, frowning at the thick musky stink that intensified the lower he got to the floor. No mistaking that odor—like an open sewer pipe.

      The kid was on his belly, head twisted around unnaturally far, looking over the back of his own shoulder blade. The bones in his cervical spine bulged beneath the thin skin of his neck, his brown eyes wide like he was shocked anything terrible could happen in a run-down cemetery in the middle of the night. Arms splayed, but seemingly unbroken. Damp had soaked through the back of his pants—dark. He’d shit himself. What a way to go.

      “Samuel Amos, eighteen,” Jackson said, voice tight. “Attacked from behind, neck broken. He was still moaning when the girlfriend ran off for help—one Eden Johansson. Not sure if the killer incapacitated him then waited for the girl to leave before wrenching his head around farther or what. We’ll have to get the specifics from the ME.”

      Petrosky shifted closer to the boy’s shoes; brown loafers of soft, shiny leather. Expensive. The kid’s hands—his nails—were clean, too clean for a college kid exploring a cemetery in the middle of the night, but the pads of his fingers were black from touching the walls, or from falling. Minimal scuff marks on the floor. He hadn’t had time to fight back.

      He eased backward. The kid’s eyes followed him.

      “This is some Exorcist-level bullshit right here,” Petrosky muttered, but gooseflesh crawled up his arms. He could almost feel his old surfer-boy partner behind him, snapping pictures. Suck it up, California, this is the job. You never knew when the people you loved were going to leave you.

      Or worse.

      Jackson didn’t respond, not even to tell him he was a jack-bag or whatever insult she might dream up. He met the boy’s glassy dead eyes—sorry about your luck, kid—then pushed himself to standing. “Let’s go talk to the girl.”

      “Woman,” Jackson said, heading for the door. She gestured to the grove of willows that lined the back of the cemetery—to the ambulance barely visible beyond the thin striations of willow fronds.

      “Fine. But I’m sure I’ve got at least forty years on her.”

      Jackson snorted, the noise mingling with the sound of their feet thumping against last year’s dried leaves and the occasional shushing of his pant legs on the tall grass as he skirted the headstones. The sun hitting his face was jarring. Too bright for the occasion.

      “You’ve got at least forty years on damn near everyone,” she said, voice still tighter than usual.

      He glanced in her direction. She kept her eyes on the path ahead, but he could see the purplish tint beneath her lower lids. “I don’t have forty years on you,” he said.

      “I’m only twenty-nine.”

      “You’ve been twenty-nine since I’ve known you.”

      They stepped out into the road; well, more like a dirt path, barely wide enough for the ambulance—an older model, faded and dinged. Eden Johansson sat with her legs dangling off the back of the cot, eyes staring blankly into the distance, but she blinked when Petrosky and Jackson emerged from behind the tree branches. The dreadlocked EMT standing at the side of the ambulance straightened, too, tossing his cigarette away—probably annoyed that he had to wait for the cops with a girl who wasn’t really hurt, but he was still a hypocrite. Petrosky’s mouth watered anyway. Jackson elbowed him and glowered—nope, you quit—and he refocused on the girl sniffling on the ambulance cot. The woman.

      “Can I go home?” Eden Johansson said in that hushed little-kid voice that people got when they were scared. Julie had used it when she’d done something wrong. Petrosky’s heart ached. Less ache than in years past, but still. “I just want to go home,” Eden said again.

      Petrosky scanned the street—no sign that anyone was observing them, not that he’d expected the killer to stick around. Beyond the vehicle, the road split, one fork snaking back toward the cemetery and the trees, the other side easing into a flat open area, once a pavilion for mourning families, now grown over with Kentucky bluegrass and pigweed.

      The EMT approached, smelling gloriously like mentholated tobacco. “She isn’t physically hurt, but I figured you’d want to take her to the precinct.”

      “She’s not a prisoner,” Petrosky said, mentally adding “assclown” even though he absolutely did need to talk to her, and the guy had done nothing wrong except tease him with the now-dissipating cigarette smoke.

      Eden eyed Petrosky warily, but she didn’t flinch as he climbed into the back of the ambulance. He stifled a groan. His knees ached, and the flesh on the backside of his legs burned; three skin grafts after a bust this past year and the nerves were still angry. Worth it. He’d pulled a teenage girl out of that fire. Layla still called him sometimes to update him on her life—school, friends—and it always made him smile.

      “Tell us what happened,” Jackson said, climbing up like a gymnast to sit across from him.

      She tugged at a tendril of blonde hair with shaky fingers. “I told the other guys already.”

      “Humor us,” Petrosky said. “Please.”

      She did, in halting sentences. Going to the mausoleum to see an old crime scene. Getting a little freaky. Then…the hulking killer, the twist of Sammy’s neck, her stepping over her boyfriend’s body and running for her life. The killer had peeked out after her, she said, maybe to determine which direction she was going. Thank goodness he’d decided not to chase her. From the grass stains on her bare knees, she’d spent just as much time stumbling as she had flying through the weedy grass. Though, from both her account and that of the responding officers, the police were on the scene within minutes. So how the hell had this fucker gotten away?

      “How tall was he?” Petrosky asked now.

      “Huge. Like a monster.”

      “Did he have to stoop to get into the mausoleum?” The doorway wasn’t all that tall—six feet tops, just over Petrosky’s own head.

      “I…no, I don’t think so. He was standing upright.”

      Less than six feet. But taller than Eden Johansson, who was no more than five-three.

      “But he was huge,” she insisted.

      “Stocky? Muscular? Or just chubby?”

      “Definitely muscular.” Eden chewed her lip, eyes on the doorway. “Can I have a smoke?”

      Petrosky inhaled—the driver was at it again. “That shit’ll kill you.” He turned to the door. “Hey, Cheech! You mind?”

      From around the side of the vehicle came unintelligible muttering, then silence. But the air cleared.

      Petrosky met Eden’s eyes once more. “Did he say anything?”

      “He was mumbling,” she said. “Sounded like gibberish, just kinda…blabbering. I remember thinking it was like…another language. The one they use in old movies.”

      Old movies? Petrosky cocked his head.

      “You know, like The Exorcist.” Her eyes filled. “Sammy loved that movie.”

      The Exorcist—that had been Petrosky’s first thought when he saw the kid’s head turned halfway around. Had this been some kind of…ceremony? That didn’t seem right. No candles, no bloody writing, no green vomit or praying or priests…that they knew of. The killer had snapped the boy’s neck in seconds. And it didn’t appear that he’d touched the body afterward, though they’d have a better read on that once the forensics came back.

      “The Exorcist…you think he was speaking Latin?”

      “I think so? I’m not sure. Really, he was just mumbling nonsense.”

      Petrosky nodded, waiting for Jackson to cut in like she usually did. Crickets chirped from the tall grass outside. He glanced across the way at his partner—scribbling in a notepad, her face a mask, dull and unreadable. She’d been a little distracted lately, or at least quieter than usual, but he knew better than to pry into other people’s shit. Might even be this case. She’d lost a teenage son five years back, gunned down in the street by an off-duty federal agent. Just a few years younger than their vic.

      Jackson wrote on, face blank. A professional.

      “Do you remember what he said? When he was mumbling?” Petrosky drew his eyes back to Eden as she shrugged.

      “No, I don’t speak that language. It was so weird, almost like the voice was coming from somewhere else. Like it wasn’t even him talking.”

      Huh. “Did you see anyone else while you were walking through the cemetery? Maybe when you were running away?”

      She shook her head. “Just heard that other…voice. But it was dark, I guess, so I couldn’t really tell if his lips were moving. Maybe he just sounded different when he was saying that other stuff.”

      The guy could have been hallucinating—Petrosky had seen more than a few people arguing with themselves. Everyone battled their demons, but some folks did it out loud.

      “And then at the end…” Her eyes clouded. “He told me to run. In English. And he said I was going to live, but only for now.”

      Only for now. Maybe this was planned. The killer could be coming back for her. But why would he let her go talk to the police and then murder her later? The thrill of the chase? Thin, but Petrosky had seen weirder in his years on the force—and more sadistic. But in most of those cases, the victims had been mixed up in something they shouldn’t have.

      He kept his eyes on her as he asked: “Did anyone know you were coming out here?”

      “I don’t think so. But I guess Sammy probably put it online.” Fresh tears welled in her eyes.

      Petrosky swallowed the sigh that had crept into his throat. Kids and their social media. Not that bad people doing bad shit was the fault of the victim, but Jesus Christ, victims didn’t need to make themselves so easy to find. Outside, the world beyond the ambulance breathed, the hushed rustle of the leaves like muted whispers from the dead. Was the killer out there somewhere, hiding, watching? Surely he hadn’t anticipated the police presence this morning—maybe he’d been about to chase her when the officers had squealed up. And if the killer’s plans had been foiled, he might come after Eden Johansson again.

      “I’m going to have someone drive you to the precinct to sit with a sketch artist,” Petrosky said. “Then they’ll take you home, stay with you to make sure you’re safe while we look for the man who did this. You comfortable with that?”

      Eden bit her lip but nodded.

      “Good.” He turned to Jackson, who was frowning, maybe skeptical that Eden needed a detail, but he’d do it himself if no one else would. “Go get those two goofy jackasses from the cemetery, would you?”

      Eden snorted, almost a chuckle, her eyes still rimmed with red. But the snorting…that seemed promising.

      “Can you be more specific about which goofy jackasses you want?” Jackson said as they climbed from the ambulance.

      He narrowed his eyes.

      She didn’t bother looking his way. “You ain’t gonna stare me down, you cantankerous bastard. I don’t care how many years you have on me.”

      There she is. Maybe she’d just stayed up too late watching reruns of that dragon show. “Fine, I’ll get them myself.” He glowered at her and headed back through the willows before she could see him smirk.
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      “We don’t know for sure who the killer was after,” Petrosky said, keeping his voice low, mellow, though he wanted to get the hell out of there—to do something useful. Sitting in the chief’s office was like being stuck with the principal, even if Chief Carroll wasn’t berating him about his shit grades. Petrosky didn’t care about bureaucracy or budgets; he wanted a detail on Eden Johansson until he was sure she was no longer in danger. “Our suspect could have been after the girl the whole time. Maybe stalking turned to killing when he saw her with someone else, or he’d planned to chase her before the cops rolled up.” He said I was going to live, but only for now.

      “Wait…stalking? You think this is jealousy?” Chief Carroll raised an incredulous eyebrow, and he suddenly wished Jackson occupied the empty seat beside him, even if she didn’t seem to agree with him any more than the chief.

      “Jealousy is a lame reason, but it’s common.” He shrugged. “He could have stalked her, intending to rape her, and the boyfriend got in the way, or maybe he’s a voyeur, jacking it in the shadows until the jealousy got too intense.” He blinked at Carroll’s narrowed eyes, the tight corners of her mouth, then finished, “Or he might be a sadist, could just enjoy watching their fear as they flee past their dead boyfriends.”

      “Not ‘their dead boyfriends.’ It was one woman, Petrosky. And one victim. Singular.”

      But there might be more if they didn’t stop the killer up front. Maybe there had been other victims already.

      “I think Eden Johansson is in danger,” he said. “An organized killer watched them, stalked them, and waited until they were too engaged to notice him sneaking up in the shadows. There’s no reason he couldn’t be watching her now.”

      Carroll crossed her arms. “Sounds like we don’t even need the shrink this time.”

      Of course they needed the shrink. The killer had been mumbling gibberish; it was highly probable this wasn’t a stalker situation at all, that the girl was in no danger, that their killer was a raving lunatic blathering about nothing—that this was a crime of opportunity. But if he told Carroll that, she’d pull the detail. Then it was all on them if Eden died like her boyfriend.

      “Whatever, the shrink can’t hurt.” He ran a hand down his lower face, like he was trying to help gravity bring his soft jowls to the floor. “And we don’t know much yet, that’s true,” he conceded. “Samuel Amos’s parents came down to make the identification, but they refused to answer more questions until tomorrow morning. And I’ve already got Eden sitting with the sketch artist. We’ll see what they come up with.”

      Carroll sat straighter in her seat. “Did you just say you don’t know much?”

      “I’m saying we have more ground to cover.”

      “What I’m hearing is that you think I’m right.”

      “No, I didn’t say⁠—”

      “Yes, yes you did.” Her brown eyes glittered as she leaned back in the chair and sighed. “Get out of here, Petrosky. Find this asshole so we can pull Babcock and Khoury off detail.”

      “Who?”

      “The goofy jackasses from the cemetery,” Jackson said from the doorway. She leaned against the jamb, arms crossed.

      “Ah, yes,” Petrosky said. “Ebony and Ivory.”

      Jackson raised an eyebrow. “I thought we were Ebony and Ivory.”

      “Fine. Bug-eyes and Captain Shock.” That blond kid had looked surprised as hell—had Amos’s body been his first corpse?

      Jackson shook her head. Carroll rolled her eyes. Petrosky headed for the door with a backward wave at his boss.
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        * * *

      

      While the road that fronted the cemetery was usually abandoned, the blocks surrounding Whispering Willows were littered with sleeping bags and tents and makeshift refrigerator-box homes speckled with last week’s dirt like the well-loved playhouses of blanket-clad children. In the winter, the downtown shelters were filled to bursting—fewer out on the road—but during the summer months, the sidewalks turned into a hippie village ripe with body odor and broiling urine. He’d never been a patchouli fan, but damn, this place needed it.

      The sketch Eden had given them—generic white guy, straight nose, wide-set eyes, high blond eyebrows, thick neck, no tattoos—went nowhere quick. Not a shock; he’d surely be in hiding the morning after he killed a man. Two women sharing a bottled water squinted extra long at the image and shook their heads a little too hard, but even the promise of a fifty didn’t get them to cough up a name, or the place they’d last seen him. Maybe they didn’t know—their suspect could have simply wandered by once or twice, or maybe the sketch just happened to look like a million other guys. The CrossFit era was ushering in more and more men with necks the size of their heads; men who were too bulky to use an airline bathroom.

      The shelters led to more of the same, and the local hospitals were no better. With the muttering, they couldn’t discount drug-induced rage or hallucinations, and the superhuman strength common to some stimulant drugs might make it easier to break a neck with bare hands. But the hospital staff stared at Petrosky like he’d asked them for a dick pic when he inquired about recent discharges and showed them the sketch. They left empty handed. This guy probably wasn’t a recent discharge anyway—the shrinks wouldn’t have let him go if he was still actively hallucinating, and the last place a killer would voluntarily go was the hospital. And whether their suspect was hearing things or not, talking to himself or not, he was functioning well enough to sneak up on a couple and twist a motherfucker’s head halfway off then hide from the responding officers. Not that the perp wasn’t batshit crazy—self-preservation could trump mental illness—but he wasn’t so far gone as to be unaware of the world and his place in it. By the time they headed for lunch—an Indian place Jackson insisted was “better than whatever unseasoned pile of blandness you were hoping for”—Petrosky was nursing a throbbing headache and craving a cigarette. After an entire morning scouring the streets around the cemetery, they were no closer to finding their killer; even if there might have been witnesses, no one in that neighborhood wanted to talk to the cops. He watched the lantern above the table, the little pinpricks of light that cast dizzy spots on the walls as the lantern twirled in the gentle breeze from the air conditioning. “They couldn’t afford real lights?” he muttered after they’d ordered.

      “Your night vision going already?”

      “I just think a place ought to have proper lighting.”

      She snapped the napkin into her lap, lips tight. “Like all dive bars you’re used to?”

      Petrosky frowned. He’d been clean since he’d arrested his daughter’s killer. Over a year now.

      Jackson’s eyes widened. “Sorry, below the belt. I’ve just been a little…distracted and⁠—”

      He looked back up at the ceiling, the lights spinning like the bedroom after a binge. He might have fewer skeletons to silence these days, but they still came out and poked him sometimes. “Don’t worry about it.”

      “No really, I didn’t mean⁠—”

      “I said, let it go. No hard feelings.” It wasn’t like she was wrong, even if it stung. He kept his eyes on the whirling light. Maybe he should ask what was eating her. But she obviously didn’t want to talk about it, and he hated when people did that shit to him, butting into his personal life, trying to fix it. Even if sometimes…he needed it.

      He dropped his gaze to his partner, watching her chew the inside of her cheek, watching her glare out the window. “Jackson?”

      She looked over, but not at him—the waitress was back. He hadn’t even noticed her approaching. Morrison would have said the interruption was the universe telling him to pause and think it through. He didn’t believe it, but… He closed his mouth.

      Jackson’s cell rang as the waitress was setting down the curried chicken Jackson had ordered for them, the dish fragrant with spice and salt, and weirdly…orange colored. Man, he’d kill for a burger. She picked up her fork, listening to the cell, and mouthed “Scott.”

      Evan Scott had moved down to Ash Park from Vermont with Petrosky’s encouragement—he’d been instrumental in helping Petrosky find Julie’s killer. Scott had a master’s in forensic science and a bunch of other fancy-ass degrees and was a whiz at technology even if that wasn’t technically in his job description. Kid was a genius. Hopefully, he could find what they were missing.

      Jackson “Mm-hmm-ed” her way through a few more minutes, mouth twisting harder with each second, then finally re-pocketed the cell. “Bad news,” she said, stabbing a piece of chicken. “Looks like we’ve got a repeat offender. Scott’s still working on getting the other case files together—one seems to be missing half the paperwork, a filing error or something. But what we have is enough to think there are at least two other related cases: Two other couples getting freaky, killer sneaks up behind the man and snaps his neck.”

      I knew it. Take that, Carroll. And it took a ton of force to snap someone’s neck—it wasn’t like in the movies. Their killer had to be built like a semi-truck.

      “One of the murders took place on the street out behind the cemetery,” Jackson continued, eyeballing the rice. “Left the guy screaming his guts out, but he was dead before any passersby heard him—the woman with him, his wife, didn’t even call it in. The other murder was a block or two past Whispering Willows, up one of the alleys. Both reports say that the killer was talking to himself.” She reached for her water. “But there’s a catch. Guy’s been out of commission for the last five years.”

      “That we know of.” Petrosky sampled the chicken and it scorched the inside of his mouth—spicy. He choked out: “There could be other crimes that weren’t reported, or victims that he hid some⁠—”

      “We would have found the bodies. This guy didn’t even try to hide Samuel Amos, and he let Eden Johansson run right to the cops. He’s not worried about getting caught.”

      “We don’t know if he let her run to the cops. He might have intended to chase her, but wasn’t expecting the police to drive by.” Petrosky blinked water from his eyes. Food this spicy was just stupid, but…his nose was clear. And it was savory, salty, definitely better than the hippie mushroom coffee his old partner’d tricked him into. “Did he chase the others? Tell the other women to run?” His fork paused over the chicken; he scooped rice into his mouth instead, hoping it would cool the burn on his tongue.

      “Not sure yet,” she said. “We’ll check.”

      Yeah, they would. “Scott’s probably halfway through the old case files already. Kid’s thorough.”

      “High praise coming from you,” she said, forking a bite of veggies. With the rice. “Scott promised he’d have copies of the full case files in the next few days,” Jackson said. “So far, the witnesses are a no go anyway. The wife of the man killed behind the cemetery died in an auto wreck—she was drunk, ran into a tree—and the investigation showed no connection to the murder. The witness to the other killing, the one in the alley, vanished into thin air right after it happened; they found out her ID was fake after they interviewed her.”

      He followed her lead and dipped his chicken-rice combo into—is this yogurt?—and chewed, thinking. That area…the witness from the alley was most likely a working girl, not a girlfriend. Eden Johansson and Samuel Amos were not the usual expected visitors. And if a john died in the throes of passion, the working girls were the ones who looked suspicious, the ones who got arrested; they wouldn’t call the cops if they could help it. “Well, if anyone can track our rogue witness down, it’s Scott.” He sniffed. The chicken—his nose ran, his eyes watered, but the yogurt helped.

      Jackson nodded agreement as he stuffed another bite into his maw. “In the meantime, we can look into that five-year hiatus,” he said around the rice. If the killer had been locked up somewhere, their job just got a hell of a lot easier, but any lapse could prove useful. Coming out of murder retirement was usually triggered by something. A trauma? Loss? Maybe they just got tired of fighting the urge to be a psycho. He set his fork aside. “You want to take the prisons, see who was locked up after the last attack and just got released? I’ll go sweet-talk the mental hospitals out of a list of their recent discharges.”

      Jackson shook her head and dabbed her nose. “Those long-term facilities are private and will tell you to fuck all the way off.”

      “What can I say?” Petrosky smiled. “I like a challenge.”
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      The bullpen buzzed with the electric energy of six other cops running on caffeine and adrenaline, and the manic rustle of paperwork. Located on the second floor of the precinct, their workspace was really nothing more than an L-shaped room split by a support pillar and populated by rows of rectangular desks topped with ancient PCs and stacks of case files that would never be completed if they had a million years; for every case closed, there were ten more criminals in the wings.

      Petrosky leaned back in his chair and sipped sludge from a paper cup, wishing he had a donut. While he’d warmed up to the Indian food, it was not better than a Rita’s chicken sandwich as Jackson had promised, and it definitely wasn’t better than the ice cream she’d refused to stop for on the way back to the precinct. And they’d needed dessert after dealing with the hospitals.

      The few inpatient facilities had yielded nothing of interest. Though the shrinks had agreed to examine the police sketch, no one confirmed that their suspect had been a patient, and one said the sketch matched any of a dozen men they’d discharged in the last year, though none of those had been admitted for hallucinations. Back at the station, another hour gave them fifteen possibilities from the prison list; out of those, only one even came close to Eden Johansson’s description. And he’d been picked up in Indiana on a drug charge Saturday night. He was sitting in the precinct there at the time Samuel Amos was killed.

      Jackson tossed a manila folder onto his desk—the possibles from the halfway houses and group homes in the area. “A couple of maybes,” she said. “Almost all have a history of substance abuse, and Eden said he was muttering gibberish…maybe he can function, but isn’t all the way there, you know?”

      He nodded and took the folder. People with mental illness tended to be treated like criminals. Some self-medicated because of the bullshit prescription drug prices, and some panhandled because they were too ill to hold down jobs or afford their meds, but most saw the inside of a cell before the inside of a hospital, and they had nowhere to go upon release except a halfway house or a group home. And not all group homes were tight with their records; he’d once had a case where their perp used an alias and paid cash to avoid detection.

      Petrosky flipped to the picture of the guy Jackson had put on top, his partner’s way of saying “this is my number-one suspect.” The license photo was ten years expired, but the guy looked good for it. Right build. He’d vanished after the last killing five years ago, too, and he had… Petrosky looked up. “Schizoaffective disorder?” What the fuck does that mean?”

      “Hell if I know; that’s a question for the shrink.” Jackson picked up his half-full coffee cup, sniffed it, and winced. “But he left the halfway house last night just before lights out—before the killings—and didn’t return until this morning. Owner has no idea where he went. And with his five years away…he might have a few bodies in another part of the country.”

      Petrosky held up the photo and met the man’s blue eyes—angry looking with pupils sharp as daggers. As you’d expect from a man who’d snapped a teen’s neck just for being in the cemetery. “What brought him back to town now?”

      “Death in the family earlier this year. His sister, I think. Managed to get a bus ticket here for the funeral and then…” She shrugged.

      Petrosky tucked the photo away. “Losing a family member might trigger a little madness.”

      Jackson smiled, but her eyes were dull. Tired? Or…shit he shouldn’t have mentioned losing family—Jackson had lost as much as he had. “The halfway house is only three blocks up from the cemetery,” she said. “And the head resident says he’s a mumbler.”

      Petrosky stood. “Let’s go see what he’s mumbling about.”
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      Clayton Barnes was a hulking beast of a man with golden stubble and pale eyes, the bags beneath his lower lids deeply maroon and swollen. Stocky, with a neck like a wine barrel, and six-four easy, but it was possible he’d crouched a bit to get into the mausoleum—easy to misinterpret movements in the dark.

      Petrosky cleared his throat. “How are you today, Mr. Barnes?”

      The man raised an eyebrow. The homeowner had insisted Barnes had been no trouble until now—went to therapy, maintained his personal hygiene, followed the rules—but the blank stare in this guy’s eyes sure didn’t scream “model resident.” Smoke leaked from his wide nostrils, a cigarette dangling from his thick lower lip. Not even dangling; stuck to his flesh with saliva. Still burning.

      Petrosky watched the butt of the cig, waiting for it to drop to Barnes’s bare knee and light his leg hair on fire, and more than that, wishing he could bum one. But he’d promised Shannon, his deceased partner’s wife—promised for her daughter, who called him “Papa Ed.” Shannon liked to remind him that he had things to look forward to, and that if he got cancer, she’d slap him silly. That seemed fair.

      Jackson shifted in her chair, the folder with the artist’s sketch of their perp in her lap. Barnes’s eyes were too close together to match the sketch exactly, but Eden had only gotten a quick backwards glance as she’d fled, and even in good light, witness accounts were rarely perfect.

      Barnes scratched one fleshy ear then ran his fingernails up through his buzzed platinum hair, the stubble grating against his nails with an irritable hiss. He dropped his gaze to his knees as if he, too, were waiting for the cigarette ashes to light his leg aflame.

      The healed wounds on the backs of Petrosky’s legs ached. He let his eyes rest on the man before him. “Mr. Barnes, can you tell us where you were early this morning?”

      “Sleepin’.” He scratched at his neck, closed his eyes a beat longer than a blink, and muttered something Petrosky couldn’t hear.

      “That’s strange, Mr. Barnes, because the owner of this home says you were nowhere to be found between the hours of nine last night and seven-thirty this morning.”

      Barnes’s lips wrinkled as he dragged on the smoke, then relaxed again as it dangled once more from his mouth. “I came back for breakfast.” Inhale, puff, release, dangle. The ashes finally fell onto his knee, and promptly went out—anticlimactic. Barnes didn’t flinch. “Pancake day.”

      “I’m not worried about your food, Barnes, I’m worried about where you were.”

      Jackson was staring beyond the man, at the paneling. Maybe she’d be taking notes if the guy was giving them anything at all.

      “Ain’t your concern.”

      “I think it is.” Petrosky leaned so close he could smell the man’s sweat, musty and far too sweet—putrid. “If I didn’t know better, I’d say you were doing something illegal.”

      “Say what you want.” Barnes coughed, didn’t even raise his hands to cover his lips, then blew a lungful of smoke in Petrosky’s face.

      Petrosky wiped spittle from his cheek, but his mouth watered. Why did all the most delicious things try to kill you? “How about this: did you learn how to twist a man’s head off in the army?”

      “Say what?” Barnes raised his head to meet Petrosky’s gaze with another heavy blink.

      “There was a murder in the cemetery last night. That’s what I’m worried about, Barnes. I don’t care if you were off getting stoned, if you were paying someone to work your knob, if you were⁠—”

      “They care. The home.”

      “They care that you left, Barnes. You think you’ll still be allowed here tomorrow?”

      His gaze dropped back to his knee. His shoulders slumped. “I went for a walk. Got lost. Can’t kick me out for that.”

      “Can they kick you out if I arrest you?” But Petrosky already knew the answer; most of the homes required that residents remain abstinent from drugs and free from run-ins with the law.

      “I didn’t do nothing,” Barnes muttered to his toes, then raised his head and scratched at his ear. Again. “You can’t⁠—”

      “That sheen of sweat on your upper lip, it’s not just from the heat,” Petrosky said, lowering his voice. “You can’t even hold onto that cig right. And all that itching you’re doing…I can’t imagine you got crabs or lice without the home noticing.” He pulled out his cuffs and rose. “Oxy? Am I close?”

      “I’m in pain, man.” But Barnes sat straighter and glanced behind him, probably looking for the group homeowner, his knee knocking the side table and rocking the ashtray he wasn’t bothering to use. “I’ll tell you, okay? I don’t want trouble.” He put his hands up in a “whoa boy” gesture. Ashes fell from his cigarette onto his thigh. This time, Barnes winced and brushed them away.

      Petrosky eased himself back down into his chair. “So where’d you go?”

      Barnes sniffed. “I was walking, like I said. I…I have a guy, over on Shane Road.” Panic brightened his vision as he lit on the cuffs, still clenched in Petrosky’s fist. “I’ve got pain, okay? Shrapnel still stuck in my ass.”

      For just a moment, Petrosky felt the dry sand in his nostrils, the warm heat of the desert sun on his skin—then it vanished. “I understand, Barnes. I did my time in the military too.” It was a miracle anyone still volunteered; Barnes had served, and he couldn’t even get treatment for service-related injuries.

      “Listen, I’m not worried about the drugs,” Petrosky said. “What the pharmaceutical companies do, fucking everyone over, that’s the real crime.”

      Jackson shook her head, but Barnes finally met Petrosky’s eyes and nodded, one corner of his mouth turning up; the corner with the cigarette. The butt wiggled. “Yeah, man. You’re right on that.” He shifted, straightening up tall, even bigger through the shoulders than Petrosky had initially thought; shit, Barnes might have needed to squeeze into that mausoleum sideways, and even Petrosky’s fat ass could walk through—sixty pounds lighter than he’d been a year ago, but he still had enough chunk to worry his doctor…when he bothered to go.

      “So you headed to Shane’s…”

      “Yeah, picked up my…stuff. Walked back up the block, to the alley back behind that Chinese place. No one asks questions there.”

      Petrosky knew exactly where he meant: four blocks from Whispering Willows, long, dark, full of dumpsters like most of the alleys out that way, and lots of deep back doorways. He’d broken up more hooker-john “dates” out there than he cared to remember—and cleaned up three bodies.

      “Doesn’t take all night to score a few pills,” Petrosky said. Or to ride out your high.

      “I…snorted it.” Barnes bit his fleshy lower lip, narrowly missing the cig. “Then I fell asleep for a bit; only time I get real sleep, only thing that makes that pain stop. Woke up and wandered a little, finished the rest, passed out again.”

      Petrosky watched him take the cig from his mouth and hold it between his index and thumb. For Barnes to be lucid now, he was probably stoned—or sleeping—at the time Samuel Amos was killed. And Oxy was a downer. It wasn’t impossible for someone on Oxy to claim a victim or two, but their killer… he’d twisted someone’s head half off.

      But Whispering Willows was between this home and the alley where Barnes claimed to have slept—just because he was unlikely to have committed the crime didn’t mean he hadn’t seen something useful. “Did you walk past the cemetery at all?”

      The man’s eyes jittered in their fleshy sockets. His hands shook against his knees. Cigarette ash fell to the floor. Nervous as hell, and not just about the drugs.

      What do you know? It was a hell of a coincidence for their prime suspect to have come across the real killer, but these little forgotten sections of the city were smaller than anyone on the outside understood; only so many places to go, only so far you could travel. “What’d you see out there, Barnes?”

      Barnes shook his head, muttered something unintelligible, then: “I didn’t see anything in the cemetery. But there was a guy…came running out from where all those trees are. Back behind it.”

      The willows. Where the ambulance had been parked—the only direction the killer could have run since the police had come in from the front. Petrosky’s heart ratcheted into overdrive, throbbing in his temples. “What’d he look like?”

      “Little fellow. Shorter than me.”

      “That ain’t saying much, guy.” But while the killer might be shorter than Barnes, was there any way he’d describe the man from the sketch as a “little fellow”?

      “Yeah, you right about that.” Barnes smiled, a tentative smile, almost suspicious, but better than a scowl.

      “What else do you remember about him?” Jackson cut in, tapping her pen against her notepad.

      Barnes glanced at her, then back to Petrosky. “He was…darker-skinned. Arab maybe. And he had a little dog in his arms, like a…hot-dog dog.” He raised an eyebrow. “You think it was a terrorist thing?”

      Petrosky shrugged. “Attacking a college kid in an abandoned cemetery isn’t really the terrorist MO. But maybe they’re starting to recruit Dachshunds. Time will tell how efficient that is.”

      Barnes’s smile fell. He sniffed, then crushed his cigarette into the ashtray. “Well, either way, he didn’t look right. Went tearing out from behind those trees like he stole something. And I didn’t want any part of it.” He scratched behind his ear again, and this time when he pulled his fingers back there was blood under his nails.

      Petrosky leaned back in his seat. This darker-skinned man definitely wasn’t who Eden had seen kill her boyfriend, but maybe he was a witness. “You talk to him?”

      Barnes shook his head.

      “Get a good look at his face?”

      “Black hair. Brown skin. No beard…I don’t think. That’s about it. Far enough away that I couldn’t see his face real good.” He pursed his lips, muttered something, and sucked a wad of snot into his throat.

      Hopefully they could track this dog-walker down—hopefully Barnes was telling the truth—but something was still eating at Petrosky. It was awfully coincidental that the killings had stopped after Barnes had disappeared; that Barnes and their killer had a thing for talking gibberish. “What about the last five years, big fella? You vanished pretty completely.”

      “I was at the VA upstate. Getting treatment for”—he pointed to his temple with one bloody fingernail—“this. You can check.”

      “We will.” It would be easy enough to verify hospital admission dates with the guy’s consent. Petrosky squinted at Barnes as the man tapped another cigarette from his pack and stuck it to his lip. Their perp might be hearing voices, might be talking gibberish, but Barnes wasn’t the one who’d killed Amos—Petrosky could feel it in his gut.

      Even if his gut had been wrong before.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER FIVE


          

        

      

    

    
      The bullpen stank of day-old Italian food and older coffee this morning, but at least it was quiet; only two others in the room besides him and Jackson, and they were sitting at their desks beyond the pillar.

      “It’s all too fucking clean,” Petrosky snapped at the forensics report in his hand. No fingerprints. No hair. No saliva. Just dirt and grass. “How does he walk in there and not get a single piece of himself on anything?”

      But Petrosky knew well enough: Gloves. Or he hadn’t touched anything aside from his victim—no usable prints on skin if that was all he’d grabbed. This guy felt more organized than a man wandering around muttering to himself and waiting for the perfect opportunity to murder. That was bad news for them—an organized killer was much harder to catch.

      Petrosky slammed the folder onto his desktop beside his half-eaten chocolate cruller. Across the way, Detective Decantor raised an eyebrow, but the big man knew better than to say anything. The guy was probably just irritated that Petrosky had interrupted his reminiscing about some random pop star, or maybe the Kardashians, who Jackson had informed him were “kind of a big deal.” Petrosky didn’t get it. Even Decantor couldn’t tell him what they’d done outside of “be famous” and Petrosky had seen one of their pictures—no one should be all up on their own sister like that, no sir. That shit was illegal in most states.

      “At least there were boot prints in the grass,” Jackson said, leaning toward him over the opposite side of the desk—my desk, dammit—to squint at the file. Her silk sleeve tickled his hand. She’d hung her coat on the back of her seat. “Or one anyway. Wish we could tell more on the boot type, but the bottom was so worn the treads are practically flat. We’ve got a size, though: eleven.”

      With the worn boots…maybe homeless. “Right size foot for a little Arab fellow,” Petrosky muttered. But small prints for a monstrous killer.

      Jackson pursed her lips. “You really taking that guy seriously? He was just looking to pass the buck.”

      “Maybe, maybe not. We can’t ignore it.” He drummed his fingers on the desktop. The dog-walker surely lived near the crime scene. Did their killer? Three murders within a couple blocks wasn’t an accident, so either the perp lived close by or was just hunting near the cemetery. But why there? And this time the victim was the son of a councilman—the publicity alone would push him underground, or make him leave the state altogether.

      Jackson sighed heavily and reached across Petrosky’s desk for⁠—

      “Hey!”

      She shoved the half donut into her mouth. “I know we can’t ignore it,” she said, voice harsh around the pastry that should have been his. “I just hope this ‘Arab guy’ is a witness to the crime, not a scapegoat.” Pain flickered in her eyes—her child had died a scapegoat, shot walking home from a friend’s house for the high crime of being black.

      She blinked hard and wiped sugar from her lips with the back of her hand before Petrosky could respond. “Let’s keep the investigation quiet. The press gets wind of it, in the current political climate…” She shook her head.

      She didn’t have to tell Petrosky not to talk to the press. Those assholes were the last people he’d call if he could help it—especially if there was a chance they’d stoke the public into an uproar. He eyed a donut crumb near her clavicle. “I only eat one of those a week, Jackson, and you just⁠—”

      “I’ll buy you another one.” She looked at her watch. “Come on, it’s time to go see McCallum.”

      The stairs down out of the bullpen were dark and just as aromatic as the bullpen itself, but the air was thinner, lighter. Or maybe it was the lack of people that made the pressure between Petrosky’s shoulders ease.

      “So how’s Linda? Friend of mine said he saw you at the diner yesterday morning.” Jackson glanced over her shoulder at him. “It was Linda, wasn’t it?”

      He sighed and listened to the dull thwack of their footsteps against the stairs—his rubber soles squeaking just a little more than her boots. He pressed his lips together.

      “I knew it!” Jackson exclaimed. “Good news travels fast.”

      “Leave it alone, woman.”

      “It’s cool if you have a girlfriend, even if she is your ex-wife. Maybe I can help her move in…again.” Jackson heaved open the exit door, and warm sunlight spilled into the corridor, assaulting the tops of Petrosky’s ears. Polish folks and sunshine did not mix.

      “It was one breakfast, Jackson, and she’s absolutely not moving in.”

      “Don’t be so quick to⁠—”

      “She’s allergic to dogs.”

      The sun gleamed off the tips of her short hair as they crossed the lot toward McCallum’s squat brown building. “Come again?”

      “She was fine for forty years, and now she can’t even be in the same room with a canine.” And his Great Dane wasn’t going anywhere; Duke had been a gift from a woman he’d helped once—a woman who’d helped him. He’d made her a promise. And from the nod Jackson tipped him as she pushed open the door to McCallum’s office, she understood that all too well.

      “My goodness, look who it is!” Past the waiting area, McCallum’s inner-office door was open, the man himself behind his desk, rolls of belly pressing against the shiny mahogany. His olive green jacket boasted leather elbow patches, which could be a sign of frugality or an intellectual fashion statement.

      “You get a new desk, Doc?”

      “Of course. All this government wealth, why not?” McCallum chuckled in a very Ivy-League Santa Claus way. Petrosky couldn’t help but smile. He’d always liked the doc, even when the man was being a real bastard in an effort to help. But thanks to McCallum, Petrosky’s alcoholism and his self-destructive tendencies—okay, most of his self-destructive tendencies—were behind him…for now.

      “Been too long since you’ve come down here.” McCallum leveled his stare at Petrosky, curious without being accusatory, very shrink-y. Like he could read your mind. Petrosky and Jackson slid into the high-backed chairs across from McCallum. Jackson’s phone buzzed. She ignored it.

      “So what do you think, Doctor?” Jackson said. “You review the files I dropped off earlier?”

      McCallum nodded. “If the witness statements hold up, and the man was talking to himself or to someone no one else could see, you might have any number of conditions at work.” He laced his fingers over his rotund belly. The man was no twiggy little pop star and Petrosky dug that about him.

      “Conditions like…” What did that Barnes guy have? “Schizoaffective disorder?”

      McCallum shook his head. “Doubtful. Even if he was muttering to himself, your suspect’s actions were not disorganized nor hesitant—at least not from the witness statement.”

      “But if he was muttering gibberish⁠—”

      “Some conditions lead people to say words other than the one they mean; they might latch onto rhyming words, or even string together a jumble of seemingly unrelated words, but they don’t lead people to magically speak Latin.”

      “Well, we don’t know for sure it was⁠—”

      “Plus, those with severe and persistent mental illnesses are more likely to run in panic than they are to attack, you know that.” McCallum shifted in his seat and folded his fleshy fingers on the desktop. “And your killer let the witness go.”

      “But some of them…they’re paranoid right? Delusional? What if the killer was hearing a voice that said Samuel Amos was dangerous, or a voice that wanted him to kill both Amos and Eden Johansson?” He said I was going to live, but only for now. “He murdered a man in cold blood, muttering all the while—there has to be a reason.” At least he hoped that were true; it would help them figure out where to look next.

      McCallum cleared his throat. “I’d put my money on a psychopath trying to talk himself out of hurting people before someone with a condition like schizophrenia or schizoaffective disorder. Someone organized, but fighting their urges.” McCallum leaned forward, his eyes gleaming. “You have other cases—he’s clearly done it before. Maybe it got messy, or he was almost caught. It is possible he actually managed to suppress those urges for the five years between killings. Maybe this self-talk was his way of increasing self-control.”

      “So what happened for him to snap now?” Jackson asked. “He’d need a trigger, right?”

      Her phone rang again. She pressed it to her ear and whispered into the receiver as McCallum said, “Sure, a trigger is possible, but if he’s been repressing his urges for that long, it might not be anything exceptional; watching a scary movie could do it.”

      Petrosky shook his head. “Fucking Stephen King.”

      Jackson was still muttering into her cell, her shoulders tight now. Uh oh.

      “I’m more frightened of the evening news.” McCallum grinned with his entire face. “Listen, if it turns out we have someone hearing voices and responding with violence, the plan to locate him might change, but you’re already looking at the group homes and hospitals. And anti-social personality disorder, psychopathy, is a spectrum. There are as many psychopaths as there are people with bipolar disorder, but most of them are just…numb. Unfeeling, but not violent.”

      But their killer was violent. Whether or not the suspect had tried to fight those urges, he’d quietly and efficiently murdered a young man with a twist of his hands. Had murdered at least two other people before that.

      “Fuck.” Jackson.

      Petrosky looked up as she pocketed her phone. Her face was drawn.

      “We’ve got a problem,” she said.  “A big one.”
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      The house belonging to Samuel Amos’s parents had morphed from a clipped-lawned, I-have-a-gardener-and-you-don’t abode, into a shitshow of denim cut-offs, camera phones, and picket signs. And Confederate flags. Jackson tensed from the driver’s seat as she hit the siren, earning an angry glare from a white man holding a sign that read “Terrorists Get Out.”

      Heat rose in Petrosky’s chest. “What the hell is this?” Jackson had filled him in a little on the way over: an article had hit the internet this morning claiming that Eden Johansson had incorrectly identified a white male as the attacker when the real culprit was some version of Middle Eastern. Clearly, Barnes had been talking.

      Jackson parked her Escalade in the street across from the Amos house, narrowly missing a man wearing a lumberjack-style plaid shirt despite the heat. Her jaw was hard as stone.

      It made no sense; even if Eden Johansson had identified the wrong man—which she hadn’t—why the hell would thirty men be picketing outside the victim’s home? He narrowed his eyes at a little fuck with a sign reading “Muslims Kill Americans.” Crusaders of the Republic, my ass. “They’re probably here because they don’t like mixed-race couples. We should get them some white bedsheets and a burning cross so they can get properly attired.”

      He joined Jackson on her side of the car, and they headed for the house together. “Bunch of sore losers, that’s what they are,” he muttered. “And they’ve got the wrong flag.”

      Jackson turned to him. “What?”

      “They need a white one, for surrender, like the Confederates back in the day.” He forged ahead, preparing to bulldoze his way through, waiting for someone to elbow him in the ribs so he had an excuse to toss a motherfucker in the back of the car wearing a fancy new set of silver bracelets, but the crowd parted—too easily. Their voices quieted as the men backed up, hands at their sides or folded in front of them; not a one had hands behind their backs which might have given Petrosky reason to haul them out of line. And now that the path ahead was clear, he could see the empty green grass, where the crowd thinned to nothing at the curb. They’d been careful to assemble in the road instead of on private property. Guess we can’t arrest them for trespassing.

      But though the crowd had gone silent as they passed, the frenetic energy made Petrosky’s hackles rise, especially when they registered Jackson. He could feel the tension radiating off her sinewy arm—the tautness of the muscle.

      “We’ll get rid of them anyway,” he said. “Get them back to dating their own right hands where they belong.” Here, in a gated community forty-five minutes outside of Ash Park, rules were more stringent—the No Solicitation sign at the front of the neighborhood was evidence enough of that. “No one needs to deal with this bullshit.”

      They emerged from the cloud of body odor and Pabst Blue Ribbon and—oddly—coffeehouse cappuccino to see the officers from the cemetery, Blondie still looking shocked in the middle of the lawn, the more composed Bug-eyes standing on the front porch. The crowd found its voice again as Petrosky stalked up the concrete steps. “What the hell are you doing here?”

      Those big eyes got even bigger, something Petrosky wouldn’t have believed possible. Khoury, that was his name, but … “Why aren’t you with Eden Johansson?” Had Carroll pulled the detail already?

      “We are…I mean, Eden Johansson is here. Her parents and Amos’s parents…I guess they’re best friends or something. She lives right up the road.” He gestured vaguely past the crowd to the left of the Amos house, and Petrosky raised a hand against the sun. There was a smaller, but equally restless crowd in front of what must be the Johansson home.

      “Why are there Nazis in front of her house?”

      “Nazis? They’re protesters, sir.” But from the look on Khoury’s face, he didn’t believe that any more than Petrosky did.

      “Call those dickbags whatever you want, just fill me in.”

      Khoury’s jaw hardened. “The group seems to think she’s wrongly accusing a white man when the evidence says the killer was Muslim.”

      Same bullshit rumor they’d heard, but how had it gotten out? They’d interviewed Barnes less than twenty-four hours ago and they had yet to locate the dog-walking witness. “Why would Eden falsely accuse anyone?”

      “Yet another liberal conspiracy?” Khoury shook his head. “Eden Johansson’s mother is part of some anti-gun organization, and Amos’s father is a councilman—a good guy. Well-known for his more progressive ideas. He’s made great strides in urban planning, protected the poor folks when some company wanted to bulldoze the section-eight housing.”

      “You seem to know a lot about him, Khoury.”

      “I grew up here. I still follow local politics.”

      Petrosky appraised him, the honest, steady gaze in his giant eyeballs. And nodded.

      The foyer was at least twenty degrees cooler than the outside, and devoid of humidity. Petrosky hadn’t registered that he was sweating, but now the back of his shirt collar plastered itself to his neck—sticky. He wiped his forehead and peered into the living room, where Mr. and Mrs. Amos sat on a black leather loveseat, the Johansson family on the matching sofa across from them. All of them engaged in a staring contest. Shocked still, or maybe numb. A wooden table with a full pitcher of iced tea sat between them. Only Eden, sandwiched between what had to be her parents, looked up as Petrosky and Jackson entered.

      This was the worst part, talking to the victim’s family. Probably why he tended to put it off.

      Mr. Amos finally turned as Petrosky and Jackson stepped around the set of wingbacks holding vigil between the couches like navy-clad priests. Amos’s black facial hair, run through with white, cleanly edged his brown cheeks, the lines of his beard so sharp they looked drawn on. The hair on the top of his head was equally manicured, closely shorn, as neat as a just-trimmed hedge. But his face gave him away; the pain there was overt and striking. Dark half circles puffed beneath his eyes. “Are they right? Is Eden…did she make a mistake?”

      So much for introductions, though they’d all surely prefer to cut to the chase. Go back to drinking. Or whatever other people did to dull the pain.

      Mrs. Amos grabbed her husband’s hand and settled their locked fingers in her lap, the light blue of her silk dress making their knuckles stand out in stark contrast—the grasp of pain over a clear summer sky. Petrosky knew that grasp, knuckles clenched so hard they lost circulation. He’d pushed Linda away more times than he wanted to admit. But not Mr. Amos; he squeezed her hand and leaned into his wife.

      “I know what I saw,” Eden said quietly. “He wasn’t Muslim. Even if he like…talked like one.”

      What the… Petrosky’s shoulders tightened. “Talked like one?” She’d initially said the man was speaking gibberish and then told her to run. “Did he have an accent?” But he’d asked, he was sure of it. She’d said the words sounded…like The Exorcist.

      She pursed her lips. And shook her head. “Well…I mean, when he told me to run he didn’t have an accent.”

      “What made you say he did, honey?” Mrs. Johansson had her daughter’s milk-pale complexion but her lips were painted as red as blood. Perfectly outlined. Everything about Mrs. Johansson was perfectly outlined, right down to the pleats in her black skirt.

      “Maybe he was speaking that language when he was mumbling,” Eden said. “Muslim.”

      Petrosky squinted; Muslim wasn’t a language any more than Mexican was.

      “You said Latin yesterday,” Jackson said, her voice low. “Now you think he was speaking Arabic?”

      “I don’t know, I just…I mean, I think so.”

      Jackson stepped up beside Petrosky, tapping her phone. “Can you recall exactly what he said?”

      They’d asked her that too, and Eden had told them she didn’t know…no, she’d said that she didn’t speak the language. That she couldn’t understand.

      Jackson extended her phone toward Eden. “Even if you aren’t sure what they mean, if you repeat the words he said, we can try translation. This app should help us narrow down the language too.”

      “Um…something that started with a ch sound? And then…aleadui?” She frowned. “I’m pretty sure that’s what it was, because later, after I got home, I was thinking it sounded like singing. Like a-la-doo, you know? But he wasn’t singing. Just mumbling.”

      Jackson took the phone back, and Petrosky peeked over her shoulder. The ch sound wasn’t going to give them shit. But “aleadui”…

      
        
        “Enemy.”

      

      

      In Arabic. No translation in any other language.

      Well, fuck.

      “Are you positive that’s what you heard?” Petrosky asked. “That word?”

      “I…yeah, I’m sure.”

      So their killer, their white-skinned, blue-eyed killer had been speaking Arabic? Was he saying he thought Samuel Amos was the enemy? Had to be—he’d let Eden walk out even if he had hinted that he might come back.

      Eden wrapped her hands around her biceps and shivered, trembling like the leaves on the willows had been—fragile. “I still don’t think that other voice was…I mean, it really was like two people talking. They sounded totally different. I’m just not sure it was him.”

      “Sorry?” Mrs. Amos frowned and leaned forward, toward Eden, her eyes mere slivers of darkly lit glass beneath her eyelashes; tears had long since washed the makeup from her face. “What do you mean, dear?”

      “Well the other voice didn’t sound like him, like the guy…who hurt Sammy.”

      Ah, yes, the whole two-voices thing. “You said you looked back when you were running away. Are you certain you didn’t see anyone else?” They’d found no other footprints, nothing to indicate a second man on the scene. Then again, they had no forensic evidence from their suspect either, save for that single worn boot print. The killing had been…meticulous.

      She sniffed. “I didn’t see anyone, but it was really dark on the side of the building, the…mausoleum. I think there used to be a streetlight over there, but it must not have been working when we were…when I was there.” Her lip trembled. “Maybe the person who killed Sammy…maybe he broke it on purpose.”

      They’d look into it, but half the streetlights in that neighborhood had been busted out for no reason beyond the thrill of vandalism. If their killer had gone so far as to break a streetlight for cover, it was more likely a planned attack, but he may not have cared who he killed so long as the victim was part of a couple—like the previous killings. Maybe he liked an audience.

      “So, they’re right.”

      Petrosky startled—he’d been so focused on Eden, he’d completely forgotten Eden’s father; Mr. Johansson was so generic as to be invisible: light skin, gray suit, gray hair, gray eyes, little gray spectacles. He turned those silver eyes on Petrosky. “All those…idiots outside, they’re right, there was someone else there and she…we…”

      Petrosky had never thought that tears could be gray, but the liquid Mr. Johansson blinked away definitely appeared stormier than normal. A yell—maybe a chant—rose outside, then settled. Shut the fuck up, assholes.

      Petrosky’s jaw tightened. “No, Mr. Johansson, they are not right.” They will never be right about anything. “We have no reason to believe that Eden was incorrect in her sketch of the killer, but, as is routine in all criminal cases, we’re still looking for other witnesses to the murder.” He turned at a tiny sound from the other side of the room.

      Mrs. Amos’s eyes had filled, and she touched her bangs, her hair coiffed and shiny black and perfect as if it had no idea of the horror unfolding around it. “Murder. God, I know, I know that’s what it was, but hearing it… I’ll never get used to that, I won’t.” She dissolved into tears, and Mr. Amos put his arm around his wife as she buried her face in his shoulder.

      “We’re sorry for putting it so bluntly,” Jackson offered. “But we have to ask these questions.”

      Outside, someone yelled again, and a clamor of agitated voices responded—obscene in the face of grief, the sorrow in here thick as smoke. His jaw ached, and he tried to relax his mouth before he cracked a molar. The confusion outside wasn’t going to help the Amoses open up. Neither, he thought, would having an audience.

      “Can we speak alone, Mr. and Mrs. Amos?” They had some difficult questions to get through today; the family had requested privacy immediately following the identification, but he and Jackson couldn’t wait any longer despite the family’s pain. Grief was part and parcel in the business of death.

      “No, these people”—Mrs. Amos gestured to the Johanssons—“they’re like family. Please.”

      Petrosky nodded, though he didn’t understand, not at all. He hadn’t wanted to leave his room after Julie was killed—refused to speak to Linda even when she’d sobbed through the door that she needed him. Maybe if he’d been better, they’d have stayed together…the way Samuel’s parents probably would.

      He and Jackson exchanged a look and settled into the pair of button-upholstered wingbacks perpendicular to the couches. “Tell us about Sam,” Jackson said, and he was struck, not for the first time, by the hard edges in her voice—empathy laced with a pain too sharp to swallow.

      “He graduated top of his class,” Mr. Amos said. “Wanted to be a lawyer, like his old man.” One side of his lips curled into a smile, then dropped again.

      “Did he have any unusual friends? People who might have been angry with him, might have wanted to hurt him?”

      “Wait.” Mrs. Amos straightened. “I thought this was a random crime. You think this is…that it was on purpose? That someone was after our Sam?”

      Jackson raised her hand. “No, we don’t, not necessarily. We’re just trying to figure out what happened, and any information about who he was could help. Even things that might seem insignificant.”

      Mrs. Amos pressed her lips together in a tight line.

      Mr. Amos shook his head. “There’s nothing that I can tell you. He was a good kid, a really good kid.”

      The silence stretched.

      Eden cleared her throat. “We didn’t know anyone like that, people who were mad or hated him or anything. We didn’t hang out with anyone weird.” But they were weird enough, going off to a mausoleum in the middle of the night.

      “Did you know he was planning to go to the cemetery?” Petrosky asked Mr. Amos.

      Mrs. Amos swallowed hard and sniffed. “No,” Mr. Amos said.

      “I didn’t tell anyone.” Eden leveled her gaze at them, less shaky now. “But with the social media thing…” She shrugged, but she was far more chatty than anyone else in the room—and more likely to give them the background they were after. Friends often knew teenagers better than their parents did, as hard as that was to accept. Julie’s face flashed in his mind, and he shoved the image away.

      “How long have you two been dating?” Petrosky asked.

      “Practically forever. Years.”

      An awfully long time at their age. But despite this romantic track record, her eyes were clear—all the Johanssons were dry-eyed, somber but stoic. Even the Amoses had stopped crying. This isn’t going to work. He and Jackson would have to call each of them separately at a later date, when they felt free to let their guard down—when they didn’t have to keep up appearances. Maybe when the shock wore off. Even Eden was looking at her father now and not at Petrosky or Jackson. Whatever she said here, in the presence of Samuel’s parents, might not be the whole truth. And they were all so damn…dull. Quiet. Off.

      Petrosky stood. “Can we see his room?”

      The Amoses exchanged a glance, and Mr. Amos’s eyes narrowed. Mrs. Amos bit her lip.

      Interesting response. Sometimes people didn’t want to disturb their loved one’s things, but Samuel’s parents looked…nervous.

      Mrs. Amos finally released her husband’s fingers—probably sweaty by now—and recrossed her legs. “It’s just…he was already starting to pack his things. Moving out in the fall.”

      “I understand ma’am, but if we could see what he left behind…”

      The Amoses frowned, but Mrs. Amos stood, suddenly, like she’d sat on a wasp. “I’ll show you. Just please don’t touch his things. I don’t think I can handle…anything else being taken.”

      Jackson raised an eyebrow at him as they followed Mrs. Amos upstairs and down the hall. Something is wrong. His shoulders tingled. Mrs. Amos waved at the door. But then she made her way back toward the stairway, leaving them in the hall like she couldn’t even touch the knob let alone cross the threshold. And as soon as Petrosky ducked inside, he knew why.

      “Holy shit,” Jackson whispered.

      The room was a cave, painted black as night. But unlike the stars Petrosky had helped Shannon stick onto Evie’s ceiling, the walls were covered with crime scene photos that rivaled any investigator’s tack board, each set arranged like a pyramid. Photos of the house or scene on the top, images of the murders themselves beneath, then murder weapons, vehicles, burial sites, and…

      His mouth went dry. On the right wall, the mausoleum glared back, that same mausoleum where Samuel Amos had died, and below it, a glossy color photo of Meredith Lawrence’s corpse tied to the stone altar, her abdomen split down the center from ribs to groin, intestines coiled around what was left of her belly and spilling onto the concrete floor. And on the mausoleum wall, the bloody words scrawled by the killer in Lawrence’s blood—part of a poem from Through the Looking Glass, which was how the Looking Glass killer had gotten his name.

      Had Morrison taken these photos? It was possible. But the thought of his ex-partner, his dead partner, Evie’s father, a man who might as well have been his son, was a knife in his chest, hot and painful. No wonder Shannon hightailed it to Georgia. Had to be hard to stay in the place where your husband was brutally murdered. Maybe as hard as patrolling the streets where you’d found your partner’s corpse.

      “No one thought to mention that Samuel had crime scene photos from the same place where he was killed?” Mrs. Amos had seemed pretty avoidant of the kid’s room, but his parents had to know. Had to. Not like the kid had hidden the pictures.

      “How did he even get these?” Jackson leaned closer to the wall, her nose almost touching the photo of a man with blood soaking the floor beneath his severed neck. “Some of these look like they’re from the case files—they shouldn’t be public.”

      Petrosky cleared his throat and sucked a breath through his nose. “The age of social media, right?” One lousy cop or a file clerk looking to make a few bucks, and private files weren’t so private anymore. “Maybe Samuel paid for inside information and got a little more than he bargained for.” He turned away from the photo of Meredith Lawrence. His vision had begun to blur. “Samuel Amos went to the mausoleum to see the place in person; clearly he was obsessed with this stuff, going to old crime scenes, looking at these pictures and…” He touched a red string that Samuel had attached from Lawrence’s photo to another of the Looking Glass victims: Jane Trazowski. Another woman, glassy-eyed, eviscerated. Lots of red string around the room. Lots of victims Petrosky didn’t recognize, cases that weren’t his. “Our killer said Samuel Amos was the enemy,” Petrosky said. “Maybe that’s because the kid was onto him…or them. Maybe little Sammy closed some random cold case but hadn’t had a chance to tell us. And if Eden is right, if there really was a second voice, a second man in that cemetery, one partner could have been playing lookout while the other killed Amos.” He rifled through the desk drawers: pens, blank yellow sticky notes, lip balm. A rosary, of all things. But nothing to indicate the kid had solved a crime—no envelopes, no ah-ha! moments, no IT WAS HIM in red marker. Just the remnants of a life. “We’ll ask about his laptop, the phone records. Maybe he was lured out there. All this”—he waved his hand at the photos of the dripping mausoleum wall, at Lawrence’s bloody guts—“it feels like too much of a coincidence.”

      Jackson nodded. “We’ll poke around the precinct too, see if we can figure out where Amos got these photos. Probably be good to get this whole room catalogued. Parents won’t like it but…you know.” She shrugged and looked down.

      He did know. Lots of things in the coming weeks that the Amoses would hate, lots of desperation, lots of nostalgic items to cling to now that they couldn’t hold their kid, but nothing was going to bring him back. Nothing would bring Jackson’s son home either. And Petrosky still had Julie’s night-light in his bedroom. At least he no longer fantasized about painting it with his brains.

      A shout from outside drew his attention to the window, glass framed by thick black curtains now pulled back to that weird gauzy shit, same as downstairs. What was it with these curtains? Half-assed approach. Either open the window or close it up. Petrosky moved aside the filmy cloth and peered down at the people milling around with their signs. A man on the sidewalk snapped pictures of the house with his cell. “Fucking social media,” Petrosky muttered. “Should we get Scott on it, see if he can figure out where the false-accusation story came from? Shit, maybe one of these assholes killed Samuel Amos just so they could blame a dark guy, then tossed the story around on their internet pages.” That was an insane theory, and from the look Jackson shot him, she knew it too.

      Someone else yelled from the lawn, and this time, a chorus of voices answered, cursing, screaming.

      “Don’t they ever stop?” Babcock and Khoury were both on the walk now, corralling protesters who had apparently thought they’d get a little closer for a better shot of the house—at least this room probably looked normal from the outside.

      A man looked up at them, a skinny twat with a Confederate flag T-shirt and a mullet. Petrosky flipped him off. His mouth opened in a shocked, racist O.

      Some other flag-wearer threw his arms in the air in front of Khoury, screaming, pointing at the window, yelling in Khoury’s face. They should get down there, maybe call for backup. “Can we shoot one of them, at least?” Petrosky said. “It’s been a long day, and it would really help my mood.”

      Jackson finally laughed, but her face clouded when she peeked over his shoulder at the scene on the street. “If only.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER SEVEN


          

        

      

    

    
      Petrosky watched the setting sun glare pink off the metal bumpers in the merge lane as Jackson eased her unmarked onto the interstate. They had one suspect, possibly two, and the Arabic speaker believed Amos was his enemy. The question was: why?

      He ran his beefy palm down his face, inhaling the sultry stink of the coffee-shop espressos Jackson had stopped for. Even the cup—red and shiny—was pompous, like it knew something he didn’t.

      A shiny white Jeep cut in front of Jackson’s Escalade, earning a loud bleat from his partner’s horn and a handful of colorful curses—a few more than usual.

      “You okay, Jackson?”

      She glanced at him and sniffed. “Yeah, those bigots just pissed me off.” But the sadness in her gaze told him the protesters weren’t the whole of it.

      “You’re the one who didn’t want to shoot them,” he said instead of pressing. He turned back to the window and watched the bumpers, then the white Civic creeping up on their right—swerving, just a little. “Hopefully, Scott’s doing okay.”

      They’d called Scott to come in and catalogue the bedroom. Scott was always game for field work—in Vermont, he’d been a rookie detective, but what he really wanted was more time to examine the evidence, the closer the better. And he wouldn’t be ham-handed with the Amos boy’s items. They needed to keep their relationship with the Amoses and the Johanssons on the up-and-up with some semblance of mutual trust in case they needed more information, especially since everyone in that house had seemed off…maybe even a little secretive.

      “I’m more worried about Babcock and Khoury,” Jackson said.

      The white Civic came level with his window, and Petrosky watched as the woman in the driver’s seat penciled eyeliner onto her lids using her rearview mirror. “Eh, if the crowd gets too crazy, I’m sure Babcock will just bulldoze over them, hit them with that giant neck of his. Or have Khoury look at them extra hard.”

      He put his badge to the window, then reached over and tapped Jackson’s horn, keeping his eyes on the woman in the car beside them. She startled and turned to them, a furious expression on her face. Petrosky smiled as her jaw dropped, her half-lined eyes widening; one of them had a streak of black nearly to her eyebrow.

      “You get her to fuck it up?”

      “Two points for me. I think that’s twelve now.”

      “You’re forgetting about the guy with the electric razor.”

      “Oh yeah. Kid shaved half his goatee off.” That guy had been younger than the eyeliner woman, though not as young as… The chuckle died in his throat as Samuel Amos’s glassy dead eyes rose in his memory. He blinked. The car beside them slowed, and when the makeup woman was beyond his line of sight, Petrosky said, “So, Amos was obsessed with homicide.”

      “You’re obsessed with homicide too,” Jackson said, her eyes on the rearview.

      “I get paid for it.”

      “Not much.”

      “Fair enough.”

      Jackson tightened her fingers around the wheel. “Let’s say Amos’s homicide obsession led to something, that he stumbled upon the identity of a killer. Why wouldn’t he call the police?”

      “Maybe he didn’t have proof yet. Wanted to play vigilante.”

      Jackson raised an eyebrow at him.

      Petrosky ignored her. “It’s also possible he didn’t actually have the evidence the killer believed he did, or that some of the images hanging in his room contained a clue that Amos never noticed. All it takes is a killer getting antsy.” A killer with knowledge that Samuel Amos had the photos in the first place. But neither Amos’s parents nor Eden had known where those pictures had come from; they’d asked. And Amos probably would have told his girlfriend if he’d solved a real-life crime. They’d asked about that too. Nada.

      Jackson reached for her coffee, but instead of lifting the cup, she traced the lid then tapped on it with her fingernail. “He could also have been obsessed with homicide for darker reasons. We’ve both seen that before.”

      Petrosky squinted at the setting sun. Samuel Amos’s room was like that of any of a dozen serial killers Petrosky had chased. And though Eden had denied it, Amos could’ve had twisted friends Eden had never met—maybe an older friend who had killed two other men more than five years ago. Would Amos have known if one of his buddies was a murderer?

      Thin. It was all so thin.

      Tap, tap, tap went Jackson’s fingers on the coffee lid. Anxious.

      “I like Amos figuring out who this perp was better than him being sick and twisted too,” Petrosky said. “Gut feeling. And what better motivation for the killer to come out of retirement than the fear of prison?” But if Amos had known about this guy, why would he make himself the perfect mark?

      “Mm-hmm.” Jackson’s eyes were on the rearview—mouth tight. She was not okay. Not at all.

      “I know, I know,” he said slowly, watching her. “Let’s just hash through all the crazy things it could be. Helps me clear my head.”

      Her eyes flicked from the windshield and back to the rearview. He turned around in the seat and narrowed his eyes at the blue Taurus riding their back bumper.

      “Is that the one we parked behind at the Amos house?”

      She squinted. “Sixty-five percent sure. I didn’t see it coming out of the neighborhood, though; noticed it about ten miles back when we were getting on the freeway.”

      “Pull off here.”

      “So we can get shot on a side street?” she said, but her blinker was already on.

      The Escalade’s oversized tires ground against the exit ramp, pavement marred by hundreds of crumbling patch repairs. Petrosky watched the Taurus in his sideview. His gun sat heavy against his lower back.

      The car followed them up the ramp and hung a right after them at the first set of streetlights.

      “Maybe we should just ram his ass,” she muttered.

      A gas station loomed ahead, lights glowing from the minimart inside, but no other cars idled at the pumps. Jackson whipped the SUV into a spot near the back and leapt from the driver’s-side door, hand on her weapon, as the Taurus turned far more slowly into the spot beside them. Petrosky climbed out too, staring down the man who emerged: deep cherry-wood skin, brown eyes so dark they were almost black, hair thick and black like Khoury’s and gelled to perfection, a helmet that didn’t move in the slightest even as he shut his door. And his face…familiar.

      Petrosky released his service weapon and pulled his hand from beneath his jacket. “I know you. Right?”

      The man smiled. “We’ve met. Last time you told me to get the fuck out of your crime scene.”

      Jackson stood near the Escalade’s back bumper, her hand still on the gun beneath her jacket.

      “Reporter,” Petrosky told her.

      The man extended his hand toward Jackson and smiled again. “Reyansh Acharya, at your service.”

      Jackson straightened and stalked up the narrow space between the cars, eyes spitting fire. “Why are you following us?” She poked him in the shoulder with one extended index, and the guy stepped back against his Taurus. “You have no reason to⁠—”

      He put his hands in the air. “I just wanted to see what you guys were up to.”

      “Real incognito,” Petrosky snapped.

      “Listen, there are tons of articles out there, about the killing in the cemetery. I’d like to get the truth about it. The real story.”

      “Why would you be after the truth when fake news sells so well?”

      “It matters, Detective.” Acharya raised an eyebrow. “Rich black kid, son of a public figure, wrong part of town, and now the civil disobedience, the picketers in front of the houses⁠—”

      “The picketers are stalking a grieving family because they think our witness is wrong about the killer’s ethnicity,” Petrosky said. “We sure as shit didn’t tell anyone that. Did you?”

      “Of course not.” He straightened. “And the Crusaders have been after the Amos family for years. Running articles, trying to discredit the councilman every time something comes up for a vote.”

      Petrosky frowned. Khoury seemed to know an awful lot about local politics and he hadn’t mentioned any history of harassment between the Crusaders and the Amos family. Come to think of it, neither had Mr. and Mrs. Amos.

      Acharya was still talking. “I do have it on good authority that a witness saw a dark-skinned man running from the cemetery.”

      “We don’t know anything for sure.” Jackson crossed her arms.

      “Maybe whoever told you that rumor is more than a busybody,” Petrosky growled, hoping he looked at least a little scary, but his fury was waning with age and with the lack of Jack Daniels.

      “You think Barnes is a suspect?” Acharya shook his head. “There’s no way in hell. I’ve already talked to the people he saw that night, his dealer⁠—”

      “We’ll need that information,” Jackson said. “Names, addresses, whatever notes you have.”

      “I never give up my sources.”

      You just admitted you talked to Barnes, dickwad. “So just some guy with dark skin, running from the cemetery, eh?” He glowered at Acharya. “Should I consider you a suspect?”

      Acharya snorted. “Because we all look alike, right?”

      “Your people seem to think so.” Petrosky glanced at the gas station building—brick, with gaudy neon in every window. No movement from inside.

      Acharya balked. “My people?”

      Jackson rolled her eyes. “He means journalists, printing stories about unknown colored folks and letting the masses fill in the blanks.”

      “Glad one of us speaks Angry White Guy,” Acharya said, scowling.

      “Not Angry White Guy.” Petrosky sniffed. “She speaks Asshole.”

      Acharya’s eyes widened. Then his face split in a grin—straight, sharp teeth like any good scavenger. “I’ll stop trying to police your language since you seem to have such a firm grasp on it.”

      “Yeah he does,” Jackson said, and when Petrosky looked her way, her eyes remained on Acharya, not even a hint of irritation at the man. Interesting. She usually wanted to punch journalists in the dick even more than he did.

      “Listen, there really is a reason I followed you.” He straightened his shoulders and leveled a steely look at Petrosky. “Give me an exclusive. And I’ve got something for you—something great.”

      Petrosky grunted. “How about we take you to the precinct and lock you up until you give us whatever you have?”

      “It’s not a what. It’s a who. And I know my rights.” He half-smiled, half-smirked, and Petrosky had to resist slapping the look off his face. “Come on, give me something, Detectives. I promise you won’t be sorry.”

      Hell no, motherfucker. Petrosky turned back to the Escalade and grabbed the door handle.

      “We think the killer speaks Arabic,” Jackson blurted. “Or that he was speaking Arabic the night he murdered Amos.”

      Petrosky dropped the handle and gaped. “What the hell, Jackson?”

      Acharya’s jaw dropped. “Arabic? Really?”

      “We think so, but we aren’t positive,” Jackson said. “And you obviously understand why this information would be sensitive…why we need to keep it close to the vest for now.”

      “So, I can’t print it.” The hollows beneath Acharya’s eyes were suddenly deeper in the growing dusk.

      Jackson shook her head. “No, you can’t, not yet. And you can’t name us as your source. But if you have sources who can help us…”

      Petrosky’s jaw clenched. Enemy, enemy, enemy—the word rang in his ears and rattled his brain. The dead kid with the twisted neck. Julie, throat slit, lips blue. Jackson’s own son, about the same age, dead on the sidewalk. She wanted to do everything she could to find this guy, and Petrosky did, too, but he’d rather beat it out of Acharya than play nice. So much for settling those demons, old man.

      “I’ve got a source, a good one. But I want an exclusive. As soon as you’re ready to break it⁠—”

      “Done,” Jackson said.

      And before Petrosky could say I’ll give you an exclusive, fucker, Acharya had stepped to the back of his Taurus. He opened the door.

      Jackson’s breath caught.

      A body lay sprawled on the back seat.
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      “The fuck did you do, Acharya?” Petrosky reached for his gun and this time he didn’t stop at fingering the butt—he pulled it from its holster and held it against his thigh.

      “What?” Acharya peered inside. “Hey, Simmons!”

      The man stirred. Not dead.

      “Who is he?” Petrosky demanded, re-holstering his weapon.

      “Your dark-skinned running-away-from-the-cemetery witness.”

      The one Barnes had seen? Petrosky squinted over Acharya’s shoulder at the lump on the backseat. Curly black hair, green T-shirt, tight-legged jeans, too tight for any self-respecting man; definitely the kind of fellow who’d own a Dachshund. “What’d you do to him?” Slap him for wearing those stupid pants?

      “I didn’t do anything. I found him at the bar up the way from the cemetery—only guy drinking at four in the afternoon. And, of course, they had the news coverage of the Amos case on the television…lots of pictures of your scowling mug.” He grinned again. “One thing led to another. He had an awful lot to get off his chest.”

      “How’d you know he’d be there? How’d you even know who he was?” Jackson had put out word and a general description to the patrols yesterday, but that had yielded no results.

      “I have my sources. No one else saw anything at the cemetery, but a few folks know this guy—walks his dog twice a day, every day, hits the bar occasionally when he gets off work.”

      “So you found him, and then…kidnapped him?”

      “I didn’t kidnap anyone.” He bent into the backseat and shook the man’s shoulder. “Simmons! Come on!”

      Simmons groaned and rolled onto his side.

      “Rise and shine!”

      The sun had already dipped below the horizon, fading the sky to a hazy purple.

      Simmons finally opened his eyes. “What the hell, man?” His jaw dropped, and he shot to seated, wincing, hand on his head, his slurred words falling from his lips like marbles. Shit, is that how I used to sound? “I thought we were getting Denny’s.”

      Acharya shook his head. “I said we could go get Denny’s after we visited my friends.”

      “I thought he was your buddy, man, I didn’t think we were going to see…” He met Petrosky’s eyes and apparently didn’t like what he saw there. He slammed his lips closed and dropped his bleary gaze to his lap.

      “The detective is my buddy,” Acharya said, though Petrosky was no such thing. Simmons raised his head again and frowned.

      Petrosky nodded to the man in the backseat. “Why don’t we take a ride, Simmons?”

      “Fine.” He licked his lips and slowly blinked his eyes. “But one of you owes me some pancakes.”

      “You’re awfully entitled for a guy who’s impeding a police investigation.”

      Simmons’s eyes widened, but Petrosky shook his head. “Relax, we’ll pick some up on the way to the station.” He deserved a few pancakes since Jackson had stolen his weekly donut, and he wanted some real coffee anyway. Mostly, they needed to sober this guy up.
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        * * *

      

      Simmons’s eyes were still bloodshot, but after their pancake dinner, the man was walking in a straight line and didn’t seem quite as belligerent as he had in the backseat of Acharya’s Taurus. The food, or maybe the coffee, had greatly improved Petrosky’s mood as well, yet he managed to plaster a scowl on his face as they led Simmons to interrogation. Not that it was hard; a scowl was closer to the natural state of his face than a shit-eating grin, and he was annoyed that he’d wasted an hour at the diner pouring coffee down this guy’s gullet. No more playing nice, dickhead.

      Jackson slid into the metal chair beside Petrosky and turned on the recorder. And nodded.

      “You clearly knew you were a witness to a homicide yesterday morning. Why wouldn’t you come into the station?” Petrosky laced his fingers on the stainless steel tabletop, the metal dull in the dim lights; one of the overheads was burned out. Probably good for Simmons, who had his index fingers pressed against his temples, elbows resting on the tabletop. “Not even a phone call to help catch a killer, Simmons?”

      Johnathan Simmons. American born and raised, mixed race, with the exhausted gaze of a man who was so tired of today’s bullshit that he’d rather stick a fork in his eyeball than answer one more goddamn question. Petrosky could relate.

      Simmons raised his head, releasing his temples. “I didn’t know anyone was hurt until I got off work, I swear.”

      “Then why would you run away from the cemetery? You clearly saw something you didn’t like.”

      “I thought it was just some random crazy. I didn’t want any trouble.”

      Didn’t want any trouble. Same thing Barnes had said, almost word-for-word. Had Acharya coached him? “Let me make sure I understand, Simmons: You saw a man, a man creepy enough for you to pick up your dog and run from the cemetery like a bat out of hell, and you didn’t even mention it to a co-worker? You didn’t laugh about it, didn’t mutter ‘what is this world coming to?’ You just kept it to yourself?”

      “This world has been falling apart for a long time.” He ran a hand through his thick, black hair. “And I sure wasn’t going to call the cops about someone talking to themselves on the street. Do you have any idea what it’s like out there? My mother is white, and everyone still hates me, what with the talking heads on television, the folks chanting about building a wall—hell, half of them think I’m Mexican.”

      “You aren’t Mexican?” Petrosky leaned closer over the table.

      Jackson muttered something that sounded like “goddammit,” but he couldn’t be sure.

      “Maybe I should get a lawyer,” the man said, face hard.

      Petrosky narrowed his eyes and leaned back in his chair. Innocent men didn’t need lawyers, but this guy didn’t match Eden’s description of the attacker in the slightest, and he’d already denied speaking any language besides English. Petrosky glanced beneath the table—sneakers size thirteen on the inside, and shiny. No way he’d been wearing the worn size-eleven boots from the impressions outside the mausoleum.

      “He’s kidding,” Jackson said to Simmons. “And if you want a lawyer, you can call one. But this isn’t an interrogation—you aren’t a suspect, you’re a witness to a horrific crime. We just want to catch the person who did this.”

      Simmons sniffed and turned his gaze back to Petrosky. Petrosky nodded. “Can you walk us through yesterday morning, Mr. Simmons? Tell us why you were out by the cemetery?”

      He blinked his bleary eyes, too slow, but he sighed, resigned. “I was walking my dog.”

      “At one o’clock in the morning?”

      “I go in to work at three-thirty—the bagel shop up on Everston. I get up, walk Jeffie, hit the gym, all before you’re probably out of bed.”

      Damn straight.

      Simmons crossed his arms.

      “We need to know about the man you saw,” Jackson said. “You were out walking your dog and then what? Where was he?”

      “I didn’t actually see anyone.”

      Jackson balked. “You just said⁠—”

      “I said that someone was there. I was out walking behind the cemetery. You know where the willow trees are?”

      “Pretty dark out past the streetlights,” Petrosky said, leaning forward to rest his hands on the steel once more.

      “Jeffie’s shy, likes to do his business back where it’s dark, and it’s secluded so I don’t have to clean it up, okay?”

      “Your dog could take a shit in broad daylight in the middle of the street down there. It’s not the Ritz.”

      “Still feels wrong,” Simmons said.

      Petrosky shrugged. “Still is wrong.”

      The silence stretched. Finally, Simmons cleared his throat. “I heard his footsteps first. Somewhere inside the cemetery.”

      “Did he stop? Like he was waiting for something?” Or someone? Maybe the killer had been stalking Johansson or Amos—or knew they were coming.

      “No, he was…almost marching? Steady pace, just moving forward. I think, in hindsight, he was moving closer to the mausoleum, but at the time, I just thought he was cutting through the cemetery. Jeffie barked and the guy didn’t slow. Didn’t even seem to notice us.”

      “How do you know it was a guy?”

      “I didn’t, until he started muttering.”

      Petrosky narrowed his eyes. Their guy had walked into the mausoleum and killed Samuel Amos, but he’d let Eden Johansson go free. Was McCallum right? Had he wanted to kill her too, but managed to convince himself to stop? Maybe he’d talked himself out of going after Simmons and his little shit dog.

      “What did he say?”

      “Well, that was the weird part, why I took off.” Simmons swallowed hard. “He kept saying, ‘Don’t move, be quiet, bitch,’ over and over again. And then…” His forehead wrinkled. “I dunno. Some other language, but that voice was totally different. At first, I thought maybe he was talking to someone else, but I only heard one set of footsteps…I think. I guess Jeffie was barking by then, and he just kept babbling, you know?” He put his hands palm down on the table, like Petrosky’s. A few inches and their fingers would be touching.

      Petrosky slid his hands into his lap. “Did you hear anyone else either before or after that incident? See another person besides this ‘random crazy’ as you put it?”

      The man shook his head. “No, like I said: I didn’t see anyone at all. Not even the guy who was talking.”

      “What about Samuel Amos? Eden Johansson? Maybe you saw them coming in when you were running off?”

      Simmons put his hands up in a stop gesture. “I swear, the guy I heard, he was back by the willows. No way he was talking to them.”

      “That’s not what I asked you.”

      “No, okay? No, I didn’t see them.”

      Petrosky ran a hand over his face, bristly skin catching the calloused pads of his fingers. The mausoleum was smack in the middle of the cemetery, well away from the trees, and the kids hadn’t ventured to the back side of the property at all from the statement Eden had given to Bug-eyes and Captain Shock—they’d come in through the front gate and made their way straight to the building. If the killer had been hiding back behind the trees, they’d never have known he was there.

      Still, if he’d been planning to kill a man, why not go after Simmons? Why let him walk away? It’s not his Modus Operandi, Morrison’s voice whispered in his ear, and Petrosky blinked hard and tried to swallow past the lump in his throat. I need to get some sleep.

      “What language do you think he was speaking?” Jackson said. “When he was babbling?”

      “I have no idea.”

      Petrosky raised an eyebrow. “Come on now, you’d at least know if he was speaking Mexican.”

      “Mexican isn’t a language,” Simmons snapped.

      Jackson glared. “Stop messing with him, Petrosky.”

      He sniffed. She always got to play good cop.

      “You said his voice changed,” Jackson continued, turning back to Simmons. “That it was different when he was speaking this other language. Are you sure it was him speaking? That it wasn’t another person?”

      “I…” Simmons looked down at the table. “Looking back, it was probably two men, yeah. It’s the only thing that makes sense. The voices definitely sounded different—way different—and Jeffie was barking so much that…well, I wouldn’t have been able to hear any other footsteps once Jeffie got going.”

      Eden…what had she said? It was so weird, almost like the voice was coming from somewhere else. Like it wasn’t even him. And it was awfully dark in that mausoleum. Had a second man been speaking in another language from outside the door? Or was this a split-personality thing? They’d gotten called away from Dr. McCallum to the clusterfuck at the Amos house before Petrosky could bring it up.

      Simmons pursed his lips and brought his fingertips to his temples again, rubbing in little circles as if trying to massage his headache away. “Do you think that kid was still alive? When I was there?” He dropped his hands.

      If Simmons had gotten there after the killing, he’d have heard Eden screaming and tearing out of the cemetery—he would have heard the cops. Simmons had heard the last words spoken before the killer had made up his mind to snap Samuel Amos’s neck. Petrosky nodded. “Yeah, the victim was still alive.”

      Simmons’s eyes filled. “I’m really sorry.”

      Aren’t we all? Hindsight was a bitch. Petrosky knew that better than anyone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER NINE


          

        

      

    

    
      The street had a heady feel this time of night, thick and ominous like there were eyes on you even when there weren’t. But it was better to be cautious, Jane had always thought, whether you were at a bar, or walking home, or just trying to avoid your uncle when he’d had a few too many. Or when he hadn’t.

      She hurried up the abandoned alley behind what used to be the Ragdoll club, straining her ears, but she heard only the faint scuttling of claws on plywood and what might have been a tiny squeak. She’d tried to sleep inside the old club once, but the mold was awful, like trying to breathe through felt—except maybe in the dead of winter, but that’s when the rats were at their worst. Not that they weren’t awful now. One step over the threshold and you risked leptospirosis, rat-bite fever, salmonella, rabies. To think she’d once been pre-med. What a joke.

      The doorway came and went, her heart throbbing in time to her footsteps. No sound but the thin whoosh of summer breeze that occasionally hissed up the alleyway from the road to the cemetery like breath from the dead. She walked faster. Too dark for her liking. Only meager traffic ever wound up on the street near Whispering Willows—there were more lights on the blocks outside the cemetery, and she intended to make it to the overpass before midnight.

      Hssssssh.

      Jane paused, the hairs on her neck prickling…was that a human breath she’d heard? But she relaxed once more when she felt the breeze on her shoulders. She shouldn’t have come out this way—she’d just wanted to be alone for a few minutes. And to wait out the cops who’d caught her panhandling. Now, police presence didn’t seem so terrible, even if they were likely to accuse her of selling drugs or her body. Jane had never done either.

      Crick.

      Not the wind.

      Surely the rats, though, or perhaps a wayward leaf against the brick. Even a moth beating itself against the glass of the streetlamp at the far end of the alley.

      Crick.

      Jane’s insides clenched. She did not freeze—did not have the luxury of freezing, you never did out here—and walked faster, brushing the hair from her face, listening so hard her head ached from ear to temple to jaw. The skin between her shoulder blades itched violently, and the ice in her veins spread over her flesh, leaving trails of sticky goosebumps. Someone was watching her. She’d felt it enough times to know; felt it when she panhandled around the football stadium on game night, men wondering how much money for her to come back to the hotel; felt it when she was in college walking to the dorm, hordes of fraternity brothers wondering how far they could get—out loud. Felt it every time she passed the couch her uncle had always lain on; felt it before his hand clamped around her wrist.

      Step one: avoid confrontation where you can. Her footsteps were a staccato vibration against her eardrums, ricocheting against the bricks, against the defunct dumpsters, a frenzy of rubber on asphalt. The mouth of the alley loomed ahead—pitch dark beyond, hazy black, but there were lights the next block up, she knew that. And people. She just had to make it.

      Blam!

      White light flashed behind her eyes. The world spun in a haze of pain. She fell to her knees, the back of her head singing—agony—hands grating against the asphalt. She scampered back, tried to push herself up, tried to get to her feet, but the dizziness dragged her back down. Jane blinked, vision blurry, dark, but she could make out…someone. A wiry man stepped from the shadows beyond the alley. Something in his hand, long, slender. A pipe? She couldn’t focus her eyes well enough, she⁠—

      “Whatcha doing out this way, girl?” Low and oddly slurred. His footsteps were obscene, horrifying, the nighttime creeping of the monster beneath the bed. But she’d seen her share of monsters, and she’d be damned if she’d let this one win.

      Jane reached for her boot and gripped the handle of her switchblade. One inch closer, asshole, and you’ll be crawling away without testicles. Step one: avoid. Step two: fight.

      She heaved herself backward, behind a dumpster, against the wall where the shadows were deepest, well outside the glow of the streetlamp. The reek of rat feces and old urine burned in her nostrils. She wrapped her fingers tightly around the handle of the blade, eyes on the approaching man.

      “Come on over here, I’ve got something for you.” An accent, some kind of accent. He laughed. Horribly. But there was another sound beneath it, more a feeling than a noise: a vibration. Footsteps? But the man in front of her wasn’t walking—he had stilled, head cocked, like he could hear it too.

      “Be quiet, bitch. Be quiet, be quiet.” Another voice. Behind her, beyond the dumpster where she couldn’t see.

      Oh shit. There were two of them. The world spun, spun, spun.

      Jane whipped the blade from her boot, hand trembling. If she could just focus her eyes… She got her feet beneath her, but stayed down, crouching, the knife at her side, aimed, ready.

      The man behind the dumpster stepped forward, into the light, blurry still, but he was a hulking beast of a man silhouetted by the hazy yellow glare. The man in front of her hit the pipe against his opposite palm, thunk, thunk, thunk. The larger man moved closer.

      “Okay, okay!” The man with the pipe raised his hands. “Okay, you go first.”

      Jane put a hand against the wall, trying to stand, but the world upended, violently. The blade clattered to the pavement.

      “Be quiet, bitch, be quiet.”

      It was the last thing she heard before her vision went black.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TEN


          

        

      

    

    
      The cell woke Petrosky the next morning, screaming, not singing—that definitely isn’t singing—about ass mastering, the bass line vibrating the phone so hard he fumbled it from the nightstand, knocking his water glass in the process. Goddamn phone. He had half a mind to smash it and replace it with the old-fashioned flip kind so Jackson couldn’t fuck with it again. More screaming from the cell. Petrosky’s Great Dane raised his massive head…from the bed beside him. “You’re not allowed up here,” Petrosky muttered, and slapped the phone to his ear. The dog wagged his tail.

      “Good news!” Scott’s voice was deeper than it had been when they’d first met, but he’d retained that lilt of boyish excitement.

      “It better be good news,” Petrosky grumbled. “You’re disrupting my beauty sleep.” He eased himself to seated, kicking the quilt off his legs. Julie’s night-light glowed pink from the corner, turning the blue blankets a hazy purple through his bleary eyes. On the floor, water puddled on the carpet from the cup he’d knocked over.

      Better water than Jack Daniel’s.

      “Oh man, I’m sorry. If anyone needs beauty sleep, it’s you.” Scott laughed.

      Petrosky glanced at the clock on the nightstand: seven a.m. Duke gar-umphed from Petrosky’s pillow. That punk wasn’t happy until he rubbed his ass on everything. Petrosky reached back and scratched behind Duke’s ears, and the dog beat a steady thump, thump, thump on the bed with his tail. “You have something to tell me, kid, or are you just calling to piss me off?”

      “So here’s the deal,” Scott went on like he hadn’t noticed Petrosky’s crabbiness. “The photos from Amos’s bedroom were definitely police property—they were never released online or used by the press, and some of the ones Amos had were from older cases, before the age of social media. Those images were used during trial, but no one outside of the detectives and those in the courtroom ever saw them.”

      “They came from inside,” Petrosky said, waving the dog off the pillow, but Duke snuffled again and nudged Petrosky’s hand.

      “Sounds like it.”

      “So we’ll start looking at evidence room logs. See who checked those boxes out.”

      “I wish it were so easy.”

      Yeah, me too, kid. No person planning to steal photos from the evidence lock-up would sign in—or sign for the correct box—unless they were a complete moron. Which they might be. Maybe they’d get lucky. Petrosky scratched his cheek, stubble grating against his fingertips.

      “We don’t know when the photos were removed from evidence,” Scott said. “But they were definitely from our files; some had case numbers still written on the back.”

      Petrosky frowned at Duke, who had lain his giant slobbery face on the bed. The dog’s tail beat the covers. Thump, thump, thump.

      “How many of the cases Amos was studying resulted in convictions?” If any were still open, and cold, Amos might have spent extra time researching them, hoping for a clue. Petrosky would.

      “They were all closed cases…I think.” Scott sniffed, the thip-thip of paper rustling in the background. “Yeah, they had DNA, witnesses…all of them look like clean convictions.”

      Unless they’d convicted the wrong person, their “Amos caught a killer” theory was looking unlikely. But they still had a man on the inside involved, someone who worked at the precinct. Maybe someone who had information they shouldn’t about the cases Amos was obsessed with. And it was still possible they were looking for two suspects. Johnathan Simmons and Eden Johansson both seemed to think there was a pair of killers at work.

      “About the Amos murder though,” Scott said. “I’m still working on getting the rest of the paperwork together, but I found a note in one of the earlier related cases, the murder in the alley across from the cemetery, that was interesting.” The hiss of rustling papers came through the cell again, louder than before and somehow agitated, like whispered accusations. “Witness said he was mumbling, but that he kept repeating a specific phrase over and over.”

      “We know that already, Scott.” Eden Johansson had said the same.

      “Well, this witness said he corrected himself a few times. Like he said one word, then said it again slower and slightly differently, almost like he was in a trance or like he was practicing the language.”

      “Practicing the language?”

      “That’s what it says.”

      Huh. Maybe their suspect had been new to Arabic five years ago. But he’d be fluent by now, probably why Eden Johansson hadn’t mentioned him stumbling over his lines, why she’d been able to pick out an actual word—a word he’d repeated numerous times. But…did that mean they only had one bilingual killer? What the hell is going on? He sighed, and Duke sighed louder.

      Enemy. Enemy. Enemy.
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        * * *

      

      “Let’s reboot,” Jackson said the next morning. The smell of gas station coffee and exhaust leaked into the open car window, soothing Petrosky’s shattered nerves. Tossing and turning all night had not helped his mood. Nor had the lack of breakfast, but he wasn’t about to stop at a restaurant—the fewer people he had to deal with today, the better.

      After Scott’s call yesterday morning, he’d searched old case files and older evidence bags, scoured check-out logs, and re-examined the cases Amos had been interested in—or at least where the photos in his bedroom had originated. Nothing. Scott had been right about the convictions being clean; he should have trusted the kid, like Dr. McCallum always told him.

      Samuel Amos’s laptop was still with the techs, along with his phone, but so far those looked clean too. However Amos had gotten the pictures, it hadn’t been through email or through his cell. They’d also scoured the neighborhood around the cemetery again, this time looking for any sign of a pair of men, a big white killer with an Arabic-speaking buddy walking around downtown at the time of the murder. No dice. And Scott hadn’t found any more cases that matched the killer’s MO. The closest he got were a few long-ago single-killer mob hits, but no one involved had been mumbling or speaking Arabic.

      “Eden said the killer was repeating ‘Enemy.’ Or that someone was.” Jackson tapped the steering wheel—anxious. Like him. Maybe they’d both be on edge until they had their guy in cuffs. “So, Amos was the enemy, but we have no idea why. He might have stumbled upon a clue because of his homicide infatuation, but we can’t find any evidence that he was even aware of those other related cases, aware of this killer—and you can’t solve what you’ve never seen. Which means he represents something else for our suspect.” But what? They both knew a crime of opportunity was far more likely than a planned attack.

      The red Tercel behind them switched lanes, and Petrosky glanced in the side-view mirror as if expecting to see Acharya’s blue Taurus following them again, that smug look on his stupid face.

      He turned back to Jackson. A crime of opportunity made sense, but Amos was still “the enemy.” Did the killer just hate Amos’s family? “I know this case has the earmarks of a random crime, but those picketer motherfu⁠—”

      She snorted. “Too obvious.”

      “Criminals aren’t always smart, and those guys have it in for the councilman.”

      Jackson stopped tapping. “That would mean someone from the group murdered two other people five years back. What possible reason would they have to go after the first two victims if the hits are political?”

      “I didn’t say all the hits were political.” But councilmen didn’t wield much power anyway—an angry blog rant, sure, but murder? It didn’t fit.

      She shook her head. “I hate them as much as you do, but being bigots doesn’t make them killers.”

      “Fine.” He sniffed. “We’ll get a group list together anyway; copycats happen. For now, we’ll explore other options.”

      So why else would Amos be the killer’s enemy? Maybe Amos did something that night in the mausoleum, something abhorrent in the eyes of the man who’d murdered him. Petrosky considered the rosary in Amos’s desk drawer—the cross. “The cemetery, the streets surrounding…that place is rife with debauchery. Prostitution, drugs, you name it. And Samuel Amos was going at it with his girlfriend inside a mausoleum. Desecration of the dead, or at least disrespect, might make him the enemy to someone devout enough.”

      “A moral hit? So Amos was an enemy of…what? Religion? And the killer was just wandering around out there looking for someone behaving indecently?”

      Wouldn’t have to look too hard down there. Petrosky shrugged. If he’d learned anything in his decades on the force, it was that the motive only had to make sense to the murderer themselves. “Zealots believe their actions are justified.”

      “I’m not as worried about the killer’s sensibilities—anything could be a motive. Let’s focus on what we know.”

      Which is jack shit. “I just wish our leg work yesterday had turned something up,” he said. Still, the two-killers theory was worth looking into. An accomplice standing in the shadows outside the door muttering in Arabic sounded thin, but the other man could have been a lookout. Or he was telling the killer what to do, telling him Amos was the enemy.

      He squinted into the harsh yellow glare of the morning sun—too bright. “Maybe we should scope out the university after this, look at students in the last few years who match the description of our killer. Those on a foreign language track.” Provided Eden’s account, her one translated word, was correct—which they couldn’t prove. Yet.

      Jackson finally released her grip on the steering wheel and reached for her coffee. “Yeah, if we want to create a panic, let’s ratchet up the xenophobia. The bigger the place you start poking around, the faster the news gets out.” She sipped her coffee, winced, and put it back in the cupholder.

      “Those Republic Jackoffs are already creating extra press. Our investigation isn’t going to do worse than that.” He grabbed his own coffee—bitter, like the last dregs in a three-day-old pot, but still better than that overpriced coffeehouse shit.

      “The Crusaders of the Republic just want to harass the Amoses,” Jackson said. “The father said he didn’t bother reporting it in the past because he didn’t want to give them more power—more attention for their cause.”

      “And they were more than happy to escalate their efforts the second they saw an opening, even if that opening was the brutal murder of the councilman’s son.” He replaced his cup and sighed. “But you’re right, we don’t want to give them more ammunition. And there’s no racial commonality between the victims.”

      “But they are all American. That’s what the group is leaning hard on, trying to force the terrorism angle. It’s like they’ve never bothered to research what terrorists actually do.”

      “We’ll just rely on your little friend Acharya to get that point across to the population at large.” Though they both knew that one asshole on the internet with a click-bait headline was worth more than hard facts.

      “I hate that this feels like a witch hunt.”

      “We’re still looking for a burly white guy who knows the area.” Just one who spoke Arabic, and from the state of his worn-to-the-ground boots, one who probably didn’t have the funds to attend the university. He wasn’t likely to have an Arabic-speaking parent if he was still stumbling over his words five years back, and if the killer had learned overseas, say, during a stint in the military, it wasn’t likely he’d be wandering around practicing. Their killer should stick out like a giant pale thumb. So why couldn’t they find him?

      Jackson wheeled into the community center and braked hard enough to lock Petrosky’s seat belt.

      The community center downtown offered drop-in Arabic classes twice a week, so there was a decent possibility someone learning to speak might have shown up here. Petrosky tucked the folder with the sketch beneath his arm and followed Jackson across the broiling lot, wiping sweat from the back of his neck. Arabic met every Tuesday and Thursday evening at six o’clock, but the same teacher presided over an English as a second language course at ten o’clock—as luck would have it—today.

      A slight woman in a blue dress stood at the blackboard at the far side of the room scribbling English verbs in chalk: run, walk, speak. Her black hair shone, glossy in the overhead fluorescents.

      Petrosky approached up the center aisle, clearing his throat. “Ami Satou?”

      She turned. “Yes?” Her voice was low and thick, no trace of any accent that he could hear. The main office said she’d been teaching on and off for the last six years, but she looked so…young. Thin, with a bird-like bone structure and dark wide-set eyes. When they shook, her tiny fingers were cool but firm and gritty with chalk.

      Jackson flashed her badge. Satou’s face did not change, lip still curled, her gaze steady if not dull. Perfectly composed. She remained still when Petrosky pulled the sketch of Amos’s killer from the folder, the one Eden had helped with. “Do you recognize this man? Maybe from your Arabic classes?”

      She glanced at the image. “No, I can’t say I do. But it’s a bit generic, isn’t it?”

      “I agree, all white guys look alike.”

      Jackson shot an elbow into his ribs, earning raised eyebrows from Satou.
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