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GORDON HEPLER’S FACE ached from the smiles he’d been forced to display. Soon, as Mapleton’s Chief of Police, he’d have to say his few words—and you’d better believe, they’d be very few—in front of this crowd.

He considered the turnout at the groundbreaking reception for the expansion of the city’s community center. About fifty people, a respectable showing, although the conspicuous absence of Mapleton’s neediest citizens disturbed him. They were the ones the center was designed to benefit. He understood this reception was for donors and city officials, but it still rankled. Drake Tanner, the executive director of the center, had assured Gordon he would be making every effort to include them in this event.

Did distributing the leftovers to the homeless encampment count as including them?

He chided himself for the uncharitable thought. Tanner had done an excellent job, and had never shown the slightest indication he didn’t believe in the goals of the center and its expansion.

Now, Gordon made his excuses and extricated himself from Nelson Manning’s small but vocal contingent, preferring the relative calm of the community center’s spacious kitchen. Why Manning’s supporters thought they could sway Gordon’s vote at the upcoming mayoral election was beyond him. He and Manning had never seen eye to eye, and they all knew where Gordon stood.

He wormed his way through the clusters of people and seasonal decorations—bales of straw, scarecrows, and a kid’s wagon laden with pumpkins and assorted squashes of all sizes. The committee had vetoed Halloween, preferring a more generic fall theme. Tabletops were equally festive. Who’d guess they’d already experienced the first snowfall of the season?

Gordon trotted down the stairs to the kitchen, where workers bustled about setting up trays of food. Sliders, wraps, and pizza bites. Cheese, fruit, and vegetables. Nuts, chips, and pretzels. His stomach growled in anticipation. The one perk of his required attendance.

“Need any help, Angie? Please?” He sidled closer to his wife, co-owner of Daily Bread, who was arranging slices of apple cake onto a platter.

She turned, her blue eyes twinkling. “Things getting too political out there?”

“It’s been that way for the last three weeks. This was supposed to be an uplifting community event, not another political rally.” Gordon reached for a cookie.

She slapped his hand away. “Not until they’re on the table upstairs. And no, I don’t need your help.” She set the last macaron—he’d learned a lot about pastry varieties since he and Angie had married last February—onto the platter. “Wait,” she said. “You can get a case of white wine from the fridge and bring it upstairs to the beverage table.”

“Heavy lifting. I can do that.” Gordon tousled Angie’s short blonde hair, earning him another teasing slap.

Gordon made his way to the nearby alcove that housed the center’s walk-in refrigerator and freezer. After delivering the wine to the reception area, he opted to take advantage of the restroom before he’d have to say his few words.

He ducked into the short hallway and tugged the recalcitrant door open, immediately overcome by the engulfing stench. Either the plumbing had backed up—not for the first time—or someone had serious digestive issues.

The blood spreading from under the stall door offered a third possibility.

Calling out “Mapleton Police,” Gordon drew his weapon. When there was no response, he grabbed a paper towel from the dispenser and used it to ease the stall door open. If he’d had any doubts, option three had been the correct one. Inside the stall, a man lay, face down, a knife hilt protruding from his back.
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GORDON, CAREFUL TO avoid trampling into the blood pool, checked for a pulse. Nothing. He backed away, reaching for the cell in his pocket. After taking pictures to document the scene, he exited the restroom, positioning himself outside the door. His mind whirled through procedures—and the consequences of dealing with a homicide in this venue. Thankful he wasn’t visible to the guests, he tapped Dispatch’s number.

“Chief. What do you need?” Connie’s tone was curious, not alarmed.

“We have a homicide at the community center. I need the Crime Scene Response Team and whoever’s on duty at the Coroner’s Office. Roll medics, too.” A formality, but it had to be done.

Connie’s tone shifted to pure Dispatch Professional. “Roger that. What do I tell them?”

“Keep it low key. Have Titch and Solomon report directly to me at the door to the main level restrooms, and send as many officers to the center as you can round up. Have everyone use the lower level door. There are at least fifty people at the venue, and we’re going to have to lock down the building and interview everyone. We don’t need a panic.”

“On it, Chief.” Connie disconnected.

Gordon called Laurie, his admin. “I need you to generate an interview form. There’s a template in my files. Should be in my Investigations folder. Make sixty copies and get them to Ed Solomon ASAP.”

“Will do,” she said.

He scrolled through his contacts for Tyler Colfax, the county’s lead homicide detective. “A heads up,” Gordon said when Colfax answered. He went on to summarize the situation. “Connie’s getting things rolling.”

“I don’t need to tell you your job,” Colfax said, “but I’ll see if I can speed things up with county responders and alert the Coroner’s Office to await your call. Do you want deputies to help with containment, interviews, the grunt work?”

“Thanks for the offer. We should have things under control, but I’ll call if we get in over our heads.”

Next, Gordon searched his phone for a contact number for Drake Tanner. The call went straight to voicemail. Of course. He had enough to do right now without being interrupted. Gordon left a brief message, not confident Drake would retrieve it until well after the event.

While waiting for his officers, Gordon ran through logistics. For now, the entire building was a crime scene. A crime scene cluttered with people. Where could he best contain them? The reception room made the most sense. One door, which an officer could manage. Plus, they’d have food and drink. Any potential evidence had likely been obliterated by the mingling guests.

His phone rang. Solomon. “Ed. Please tell me you’re not far out,” Gordon said.

“Titch and I are pulling into the parking lot as we speak. All we got was there was a body at the center. You have anything else?”

“Tell you when you get inside.”

Moments later, Ed Solomon, Mapleton’s senior officer approached Gordon with Officer Lloyd Titchener at his heels.

Gordon summarized the situation for both officers. “Titch, guard the bathroom door. Solomon can get pictures, collect any evidence, and then we’ll wait for the coroner.”

“Yes, Chief.” Tall, with broad shoulders his uniform shirt could barely contain, Titch’s military background projected a don’t mess with me presence. His shaved head and penetrating stare added to the message. Gordon stepped aside, and Titch took his position, immediately standing at full attention.

“How do you want to handle this?” Solomon asked.

Gordon ran a forefinger under the collar of his dress uniform. “We have to talk to everyone here. Guests, center staff, and anyone working the event. I’ll track down someone in charge and see if we can use the staff offices upstairs for interviews. If our suspect is still here, odds are he’s going to show some evidence. You don’t stab someone and not get blood on you.”

“I left my kit in my vehicle,” Solomon said. “Didn’t think it would make a good impression, and Connie did say keep this low key.”

Gordon continued to run logistics and procedures through his head. “Bring it through the downstairs staff and delivery entrance. We’ll use that as our sole point of ingress and egress. Make sure every door gets a Crime Scene Log.”

“I hear you on that one, Chief. Even if we say nobody’s allowed in or out that way, people will insist they are the exception. Somehow, requiring their signature makes them more cooperative.”

Gordon continued. “We’ll collect IDs from everyone. They can stay in the reception area—let them enjoy the refreshments. Anyone asks, one of the guests was taken ill. I doubt any of them is our killer, but there are I’s to dot, T’s to cross.”

“Roger that, Chief. I’ve got forms in my vehicle.” Solomon headed for the stairs.

Gordon turned to Titch. “You’ve got another investigative assignment. You’ll partner with Solomon.”

Was that twitch of the officer’s lips a smile? If it was possible, Titch stood even straighter. “Yes, Chief. Do we know who the victim is?”

“Nope. He was lying facedown, and the Coroner’s Office gets their knickers in a twist if anyone touches the body before they get here. I checked for a pulse, which is about all that’s acceptable to them. Between the lack of one, along with the quantity of blood, I felt comfortable saying he was dead. The EMTs will have to do their thing.”

Solomon returned along with three more officers, including Mapleton’s new rookie, Judy Benally. Gordon recalled her pre-hire interview where he’d stressed Mapleton’s low crime rate, and wondered why Vicky McDermott, her training officer, had thought this would be a good introduction to life as a Mapleton cop.

McDermott, apparently reading Gordon’s thoughts, spoke up. “I’ve assured Judy this is an unusual occurrence, but a good learning experience.”

Benally straightened. Rookie-like, not Titch-like, and gave an eager smile. “Where do you want me, Chief?”

Gordon brought up a mental image of the three-story building.

“Side entrance. Nobody in or out.”

Her expression said she understood her post was the equivalent of busy work, but she acknowledged the assignment, pivoted, and strode toward the staircase.

“There are three entrances,” McDermott said, “plus the staircases and elevators to cover. That’s going to take a lot of personnel to keep people in or out.”

“Has to be done,” Gordon said. “Solomon’s the lead. He’ll assign stations and tasks. Start by collecting IDs from everyone in the building. That will include the folks doing food prep in the kitchen downstairs. Might as well herd them up. And get pictures of everything, everyone in that room.”

“Got it.” McDermott stepped in the direction Benally had gone.

Solomon huffed over from the stairwell, carrying his kit, a stack of clipboards tucked under his arm. “Medics are on their way up.”

Seconds later, medics Dave Gilman and Tom Reynolds trotted up the stairs with a medical kit. Tom dipped his head in Gordon’s direction. “Dispatch said you had a dead body. We’ll confirm and be on our way.”

Dave chortled and elbowed Tom while fixing his gaze on Gordon. “Assuming he’s dead, of course.”

“I might not have your specialized training, but if you can revive the victim, I’ll cover your beers at Finnegan’s for the next six months,” Gordon said.

Titch stepped aside.

Solomon produced a clipboard with the Crime Scene Log sheets, filled out his information, added Tom’s and Dave’s, then handed it to Titch. After donning gloves, cap, and booties, Solomon accompanied them into the restroom—a formality, as the medics knew better than to tamper with evidence—but no way would Gordon skip any procedures that might kick the case out of court. The three of them stepped out a few moments later.

“DRT,” Dave said. “Nothing for us to do.”

Dead Right There.

“I’ll let the Coroner’s Office know they can take the body,” Gordon said. “Ed, you should have plenty of time to document the scene before they get here.”

“Will do,” Solomon said. “You get an ID on the victim? He seems familiar, but I can’t place him.”
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A WOMAN—ONE OF THE center’s people, based on her nametag and red polo with Mapleton Community Center and embroidered logo—rushed to Gordon’s side, cutting short his discussion with Solomon.

“What’s going on?” she asked. “We’re busy now with the reception.” Her gaze jerked to Titch, who was doing a superb Buckingham Palace guard imitation, minus the bearskin hat. With a little Mister Clean thrown in. She startled and backed up two paces.

Gordon glanced at the woman’s nametag. Piper. Short, round, and to judge from her steam-engine-worthy breathing, thoroughly frazzled. Her attention shifted to the medics.

A shrill beep sounded from both Tom and Dave. Dave pulled out his phone. “Another call. Have to run. We’ve done what we can. Good luck.” The two medics dashed away.

Solomon tugged off his cap and booties and stepped forward. “Ma’am, we have a situation here.”

Piper’s jaw dropped. She pointed to her shirt. “I’m just a volunteer. Staff wears blue. I was supposed to be greeting our guests and giving them nametags. I know Chief Hepler was invited, but then there were cop cars and an ambulance. Is someone hurt?”

How much could Gordon rely on Piper’s discretion? Not a lot of choices, and it wouldn’t be long before everyone knew what had happened. “I’m afraid the ... person in question ... didn’t survive. We have things under control, but we’re going to have to talk to everyone in the building. We’d like to use the staff offices upstairs. Can you arrange that, please?”

Piper spent a long moment before answering. “Probably. It’s not like anyone’s using them now. I’ll talk to Sandy, the manager.”

“Thanks. We appreciate it.” Gordon hoped his flash of a smile didn’t reveal his impatience.

After sending her gaze from Gordon to Solomon to Titch, then back to Gordon, Piper bustled for the staircase.

“Plan of action, Chief?” Solomon asked. “I’m thinking this has morphed into an all hands on deck situation.”

Solomon was right. Gordon had already rethought his telling Connie to send only available on duty officers. “Agreed. I’ll keep Dispatch informed, have them increase civilian patrol volunteers to cover routine patrol routes. I need you to get every point of ingress and egress covered. We’re lucky the elevator and stairwells are next to each other so one officer should be able to cover both.”

He relayed what he’d told McDermott and Benally. “If we can use the upstairs offices for interviews—as I recall, there are four of them—we can get the basic information from the guests.”

“Titch and I can handle staffing assignments.” Solomon grinned in Titch’s direction. “Give you something else to do besides standing around looking scary.”

No reaction from Titch.

“Do we let the guests go once we’ve got their statements?” Solomon said.

“As long as we know where to find them,” Gordon said. “My thinking is we’re trying to paint a picture of where everyone was when they arrived, what they saw, anything unusual.”

“Odds that our killer did his thing, then casually strolled into the reception area and mingled?” Solomon asked.

“Slim to none.” Gordon rubbed the back of his neck. “My fear is how many people will try to be helpful and give us what they think we want to hear.”

“We’ll have to cross reference all their statements, set up the timeline.” Solomon grinned. “Or, maybe we’ll be lucky and someone will come in and say he did it.”

Gordon glared at Solomon. “Which will still have to be investigated.”

Solomon clapped his hands over his heart. “You mean someone would make a false confession?”

Gordon snorted. “Never happens.”

“One potentially good thing. If Piper was checking in guests, she should have a roster of who arrived, which we can check against who’s here now. What time did this shindig begin?”

“Sixteen hundred. Formalities scheduled at seventeen hundred.”

“What time did you discover the body?” Solomon pulled out his notebook and pen.

“Sixteen-twenty-five,” Gordon said. “I’ll get with Piper, see how she kept track of who was here. I got here early, around fifteen-thirty with Angie. I used the downstairs entrance, never stopped at the front desk, which wasn’t staffed at that time.”

Solomon made more notes. “A start.”

“Now, who’s our victim?” Gordon asked.

Solomon swapped his notebook for his phone. “Damned if I know. From my vantage point, this was the only shot I got of the guy’s head. Tom and Dave did their thing without rolling him. You know the guy?”

Gordon took the phone from Solomon and looked at the image. Not any different than the one he’d taken, although this was the first chance he’d had to study it. He zoomed in on the head. The man was lying facedown, his head turned to the left. White. Short salt-and-pepper beard, more salt than pepper. His hair, long enough to obscure his ears, was the reverse. Dark brown curls threaded with gray, more pronounced at the temples. Gordon switched to the full image. A once blue-and-white striped dress shirt, now stained red with blood. Black slacks. Shiny black loafers. He’d fallen with his left arm crooked near his face. Manicured nails. Not the norm for Mapleton, but not distinctive. No wedding band, but a pinkie ring on his left hand. Gold with a large faceted red stone, likely a ruby. Nothing about the man rang a bell.

Gordon scrolled through Solomon’s images, refreshing his memory as to what he’d seen when he’d discovered the body. “Once someone from the Coroner’s Office gets here, we should get an ID.”

Solomon’s images matched Gordon’s own, although his officer had taken far more pictures. “Your call, Chief.”

“I’m going to track down Piper, see if she’s gotten us permission to use the offices. Once I do that, we can start our interviews. You’re in charge down here. McDermott’s rounding everyone up. Call me whenever the coroner gets here.”

“Roger that, Chief. Are we still playing the someone took ill card?”

Withholding the truth at this point wasn’t going to get them anywhere. “Let’s go with the victim didn’t survive, but let’s leave off the homicide angle for the time being. At least until we know who we’ve got.”

“I’ll work on documenting the scene,” Solomon said. “Maybe save the Response Team some time. This isn’t a typical men’s room. Three stalls, no urinals. We’ve only dealt with the one with the body so far.” He put on a fresh pair of booties and gloves, grabbed his kit, and went into the restroom.

“Chief Hepler?” Sandy Easton, the center’s manager, stomped toward them, her lips pinched. “It’s almost time to begin. You’re needed in the reception area. I told you to be there at least ten minutes before five o’clock.”
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SANDY HADN’T HEARD? “I’m sorry, but we have a ... situation ... here,” Gordon said.

“I know. I saw the ambulance come and go, so I assume whatever happened—and I apologize, but this groundbreaking is my first priority—has been handled. We don’t want to upset our guests. Once we’re done, which shouldn’t take more than ten or fifteen minutes, I can deal with your ... situation. I’ve had to switch the speaking order, so you’ll be up first after my opening statement. We’ll close with Dr. Rossiter, who assured me he will keep his remarks brief.”

Was the woman blind? How could she have missed seeing Titch? Or the other officers rounding up the guests? She couldn’t possibly assume they were here providing extra security—as if it would have been needed under normal circumstances.

“I’m afraid there’s a slight misunderstanding,” Gordon said. “The ambulance left because there’s been a death in the restroom.” He chinned toward Titch, as imposing as ever.

Sandy gasped. “You mean ... there was a ... dead person in there? Someone died?”

“Yes, as you observed, the medics were here, and they confirmed his death,” Gordon said. “We’re waiting for someone from the Coroner’s Office.”

“Wait. I thought ... assumed ... the ambulance didn’t take him away?” She pushed back her sweater sleeve and checked her watch. “We’re supposed to be starting any minute.” She glanced Titch’s way, apparently seeing him for the first time. “We’ll have to work around that. You can direct anyone to the men’s restroom downstairs,” she said to him. “I can get an Out of Order sign after the speeches so you can leave the door. And feel free to partake of the refreshments.”

Where was this woman coming from? “I’m afraid that’s not possible,” Gordon said as sympathetically as he could manage. He’d met Sandy several times during the planning stage of the expansion. She came across on the gruff side, strong-willed, all business, but getting people to part with money wasn’t a job for the soft-hearted.

“The body and the restroom have to remain untouched,” he said. “Once a deputy coroner gets here, they’ll remove the body, but this entire building, as I imagine Piper told you, is part of the crime scene.”

Her eyes rounded into bright blue orbs. “Crime scene? I haven’t seen Piper since our staff meeting at two. I saw the ambulance, thought someone got sick, or passed out. Then, when you said he was dead, I thought heart attack. Are you saying someone ... killed him?”

“Yes, ma’am, but let me understand something. You said Piper didn’t deliver the news? She said she was going to tell you what happened and relay my request to use the staff offices upstairs to conduct our interviews.”

“Interviews?” Sandy staggered backward. “You can’t think any of these people would kill someone? Here? At our groundbreaking?”

“That’s why we need to interview everyone. I agree it’s unlikely someone hung around if they killed our victim, but procedure requires we talk to them to rule them out.”

“Can we do this after the speeches?”

Gordon gave her question a moment’s thought. As long as everyone was secured in the reception room, it could work. Ten or fifteen minutes wouldn’t delay things much. By now, if McDermott was overseeing ID collection, the guests would have a pretty good idea this wasn’t your everyday average groundbreaking ceremony. If the coroner arrived before the event was over, they could do their thing without looky-loos getting underfoot.

“I suppose so.” Gordon mentally readjusted his remarks to include an explanation of what was going to happen, and how everyone’s cooperation was essential and appreciated. He’d rather have Solomon deal with the public speaking parts, but the officer’s skills were better put to use collecting evidence.

“We ought to get going,” Sandy said.

“Wait.” Gordon pulled out his phone. “I know this is a lot to ask, especially now, but if you think you can handle looking at a picture of the victim, you might be able to identify him. It would make our investigation much more efficient.”

Her eyes rounded even wider. “Is there a lot of blood? I don’t handle blood well, even in pictures. I mean, yes, I want to help, but—”

Gordon pulled up the image of the victim’s head and confirmed it shouldn’t upset Sandy, at least blood-wise. The man was dead, yes, but he could have been sleeping based on the picture.

“I don’t think this should be too troublesome,” he said and extended the phone.

Sandy inched forward, peered at the image, then gasped and staggered backward. Gordon reached to steady her. She clutched his forearm with a grip that would do a bald eagle proud.

“This can’t be right. It’s impossible.” Her voice was a few decibels above a whisper.

“You recognize him?” Gordon’s hopes that their case would now be one step closer to having an investigation they could work rose. He eased out of her grip.

Her eyes narrowed. “I should think so. I’ve known him for years. I saw him this morning when I met him at the airport. We had lunch together. The pinkie ring is a clincher. That’s Luc. How could this be?”

Gordon had his notebook out. “I’m sorry to put you through this, but we need his last name.”

Sandy stood there, shaking her head in apparent disbelief. “Rossiter. Luc Rossiter.” 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 5

[image: ]




“LUC ROSSITER?” GORDON repeated, knowing his face displayed as much incredulity as Sandy’s had when he’d explained the situation. “The fundraising philanthropist behind the expansion?”

Sandy nodded, then checked her watch again. “Can we get to the formalities? I’ll explain—or try to—what’s happened, and then you can take over.”

Since he’d have to address the group anyway, Gordon agreed. And, if there was a bright side anywhere, it was that he wouldn’t have to give his speech. Talking police procedure didn’t trigger his nerves. “May we use the staff offices upstairs for our interviews? That way, we can do four at a time and things will move faster.”

“I’ll need to inform the staff—make sure their spaces are secure, but no, it won’t be a problem.”

“Thanks. We’ll need a copy of the guest list, as well as who’s already arrived.”

“They should be at the front desk,” Sandy said.

“Before we go, let me check with my lead officer to make sure we have everything covered.” Rather than opening the door and exposing Sandy to the scene, he called Solomon.

“Finishing up,” Solomon said. “As expected, lots of prints, but the response team will handle running them. No signs of anything untoward in the other two stalls.”

“How are you on staffing?” Gordon asked.

“I’ve got Gaubatz, Jost, Perez, and McDermott handling interviews. Everyone else is covering the doors, stairs, elevators. Titch can help once the body’s gone.”

Gordon nodded to Titch, who gave enough of a head bob to show he understood he was to remain at his post, then accompanied Sandy to the reception room. The mood had shifted since Gordon had arrived, but the vibe was more curiosity than disgruntlement. He chalked that up to McDermott’s talent for pouring oil on troubled waters.

Sandy stood several feet inside the entrance, where a microphone had been set up. She tugged it from its stand and asked for everyone’s attention. The group settled immediately, obviously ready to get an explanation of what was going on.

Sandy opened with typical words of greeting, gave her thanks, and a very brief description of how Mapleton was going to benefit from the expanded community center and the new programs they’d be able to hold with the increased space. Nothing about services for the homeless, Gordon noted, to his frustration. That had been the cornerstone of Luc Rossiter’s fundraising—at least Gordon thought it was.

“I have some other news,” Sandy said. “I’m sure you’re aware we have a number of Mapleton police officers here, and they’ve probably told you they need to interview everyone regarding an incident that took place earlier. Chief Hepler has assured me these interviews will be brief. Meanwhile, you’re welcome to partake of the wonderful refreshments provided by Finnegan’s and Daily Bread. I’m going to turn the microphone over to Chief Hepler now, and he’ll explain what he needs from each of you.”

Gordon stepped forward and accepted the mic from Sandy. He scanned the room for Piper. Not in the main section of the room, but there were two small meeting rooms adjacent to this reception area. He noted Wade Redstone, one of his officers, at the entrance—the single one on this floor—clipboard in hand.

“Thank you all for your patience,” Gordon began. “There’s been an incident in one of the restrooms, and we’re going to be calling you up individually to answer a few questions. Until then, you’ll all have to remain in the building, in this room. As Sandy pointed out, this is where the reception is being held, and you’re free to eat and drink—responsibly of course—while we interview each of you. Officer McDermott has asked for your IDs as a formality, and as a way to help us keep track of who we’ve already spoken with.” He glanced in McDermott’s direction, and she nodded, holding up a large manila envelope.

“When we call your name, please go with an officer to the elevator, where you’ll be escorted to one of the center’s staff offices. After answering a few questions, your ID will be returned, and you’ll be free to leave through the main entrance. Of course, if you’d rather hang around a little longer, that’s acceptable, too. I don’t want to hold things up by fielding questions at this time, but you can ask the officers during your interviews.”

Gordon handed the mic to Sandy and motioned for McDermott to follow him upstairs, where Gaubatz, Jost, and Perez waited in the large open space surrounded by the staff’s offices. He filled them in on the name of their victim. “Ask everyone if they knew Luc Rossiter, and how well, whether they saw him today, had previous dealings with him. Keep track of anyone you think needs a more extensive interview, but keep things in the It’s routine arena. If you think you have a viable suspect, flag Solomon or me immediately.”

“How do you want us to handle questions?” McDermott asked.

“Basic facts,” Gordon said. “Name of the victim, that it’s a homicide, but we can’t give more details about an ongoing investigation. That we’re waiting for a report from the Coroner’s Office.”

Sandy approached with three other blue-shirted staffers trailing after her. “Give us two minutes and we’ll turn our offices over to you.”

“I’d like to interview you first,” Gordon told Sandy.

“Fine,” she said.

While he waited, Gordon took an interview sheet from McDermott and filled in Sandy’s name along with the date and place of the interview.

Sandy finished doing whatever she did in her office and invited him in.

Gordon sat in her visitor chair and took out his pen. He also, with her permission, set his phone to record the interview. “How long have you known Luc Rossiter?” he asked.

“Over twenty years. He’s my ex-husband.”
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SANDY HAD BEEN MARRIED to Luc Rossiter? Gordon tried to process this information. She’d been shocked at the disclosure that there was a body in the restroom, but she’d displayed no signs of grief. Nothing to indicate a personal connection.

“How long ago were you divorced?” he asked.

She fiddled with a pencil holder on the desk. “If you’re asking if I had a motive to kill him, the answer is no. The marriage lasted barely a year. Ten and-a-half months, to be specific. I was young, and he was, as my parents put it, ‘a catch’ who needed a wife.”

“Needed a wife? Why?”

She pulled a pen out of the holder on her desk and clicked it open and shut. “The company he worked for—remember this was a long time ago—put having a wife near the top of their so you want to move up the ladder requirements list. They couldn’t get away with that stodgy—and discriminating—attitude now, but then, Luc didn’t want to buck the system. I wanted my parents to be happy. They wanted to see me happy—or taken care of. We don’t need to get into all that. It has nothing to do with what just happened. They both passed away years ago. What’s more relevant, I’m sure, is when I last saw Luc, which was today. First at the airport, and then at Tamayo in Denver.”

“What time?” Gordon asked.

“His flight arrived at ten-fifteen. We had lunch, and then I dropped him off at his hotel. Sometime around one, I think. A little before, maybe. He had business in Denver, but he promised to be here for the ceremony. We agreed that it would be better for his schedule if he could speak later, not that those few minutes would make a difference. And that’s the last I saw of him.”

“Which hotel?” Gordon asked.

“Hilton in the City Center.”

Gordon made a note of it. “Are you aware of anyone who would have wanted to kill him?”

Her brows knitted. “Absolutely not. We parted on good terms, but he went his way and I went mine. We’re not even friends on social media. The last I heard from him—before this project—was about a year after we’d split. He got his promotion, then promptly left that company for one with a much more liberal policy, where he did very well. I don’t know any of his associates. When we needed money for the center’s expansion, Drake asked if I had any contacts. I thought of Luc, got in touch, and he said he’d help out. For old time’s sake, as he put it. Payback for an old favor.”

“The favor of marrying him?”

“Yes, although I think the favor was marrying him so my parents could relax and not worry about me being an aging spinster, not so much so he could advance in the company.”

Gordon made his notes. “Did he mention anything while you were with him today that could give us a direction to take for the investigation? Trouble at work, family, personal problems?”

She gave a quiet laugh. “Luc never confided anything to me. Not after he told me he was gay.” She paused. “When I asked about his partner, he changed the subject. And, to set the record straight, we weren’t actually divorced. The marriage was annulled. So, I suppose I shouldn’t have referred to him as my ex-husband.”

“A technical detail that doesn’t matter,” Gordon said. “Can you tell me the name of the company—companies—that he worked for?”

“Principal Solutions was his first, and now it’s Helms and Thacker. Both in Philadelphia.”

Gordon wrote them down. “That’s enough for now.” He took his business card holder from his uniform pocket and handed a card to her.

“Am I free to go to the reception?” she asked. “I’d hate to see Luc’s fundraising efforts lose momentum.”

“That’s fine.” He noted the interview was over on his phone.

She replaced the pen in the holder and stood.

He pocketed his phone and notebook, and walked her to the open space with its clusters of seating areas. Gaubatz nodded as he passed them on the way to Sandy’s office, where he’d be conducting his interviews.

Gordon walked Sandy to the elevator. “I’m sorry for your loss.”

“Thank you,” she whispered. Her eyes glistened.

Ah, so there were feelings hidden beneath her crusty shell.

Gordon rode down with her. As the doors opened on the main floor, his phone signaled a text. Solomon’s name appeared on the display.

We drew Pierce Asel. He’s on his way.

Pierce Asel wasn’t Gordon’s—or Solomon’s—first choice as deputy coroner, but he’d proven his dedication to the job on a former case. He was no longer nicknamed Asel the Asshole, and Gordon felt confident he’d do a thorough job with Luc Rossiter.

Gordon made his way through the mingling guests, many of whom seemed to regard this entire event as an adventure, a story to tell their kids or grandkids. Angie worked her way out from behind the dessert table and rushed to his side.

“This is crazy. It’s like people are crashing a wake for someone they didn’t know for the food and drink. What can you tell me?”

“Not much.” He steered her back to the table and kept his voice low. “Luc Rossiter, who was the major impetus behind the fundraising campaign, was found—”

“You found.”

“Yes, I found him. Knife in the back. The deputy coroner is here, so I have to go meet with him.”

“We’ll talk tonight?” she said.

“We will. As much as I can say.”

“That’s a given.” She stood on tiptoe and brushed a kiss against his cheek. “See you.”

“Could be late.”

“Another given.”

He thumbed her jawline, then headed for the restroom. Not good to keep Pierce Asel waiting.

Gordon found Asel—all three hundred pounds of him—and two assistants whose combined weight wouldn’t approach Asel’s, conferring with Solomon. The three of them were decked out in blue protective gear. He joined them and told Asel what he’d found.

“I’ve done preliminary evidence collection,” Solomon said.

Asel grunted. “Good. The Response Team’s tied up with two major calls. Multiple shootings at both. Doubt they’d get here until late. If today at all.”

“I’ll let Dispatch know we won’t need them,” Gordon said. “We might not have all the fancy toys, but Ed’s good at his job. We can send everything to the lab, save them a trip.”

Asel nodded his approval.

“It’s going to be close quarters in there,” Solomon said. “I don’t think four or five of us will fit.”

With Asel being one of them, two was probably the limit.

“I’ll go in first, with you,” Asel chinned toward Solomon.

Although technically, being first on scene, this was his case, Gordon accepted that Solomon’s investigative skill set outweighed his. “Go for it. Titch, you and I will make sure this place is off limits to everyone. If they need a restroom, they can use the ones downstairs.”

“Understood, Chief.” He moved away from the door, positioning himself about ten feet from the restroom alcove, arms folded across his chest.

Asel opened the restroom door, and Gordon stood far enough outside to be out of the way, but where he could see what was going on inside. Or so he thought. Asel’s body blocked the entire doorway, so not much to see. Gordon would have to rely on Solomon’s pictures. How Asel was going to maneuver around the body without disturbing the blood pool at the very least, was a question Gordon didn’t want to think about.

A few minutes later, Asel waddled through the door. “Given the location, and your officer's not-so-subtle reminders about preserving evidence, I’m going to have to get this one on the table before I can give you any accurate information. With the lack of rigor, he’s been dead under three hours.”

That fit the times Sandy had given him.

“I’ve got the knife.” Asel held up a paper evidence bag. “I’ll take it back to the lab for a more detailed examination. It’s a six-inch blade, a common kitchen knife. Probably bought with cash in any kitchen supply house or discount store. Since your killer left it behind, I don’t think it’s going to lead you to him.”

Gordon looked at Solomon, who nodded in agreement. “No distinctive markings, nothing unusual about the blade to compare it to any others used in stabbings. No prints, either.”

“A one and done,” Asel said.

“Kitchen knife?” Gordon said. His thoughts immediately went to Angie. Not that she could have done this, but if this was the same brand as the ones she used at Daily Bread, she and her staff were immediately on the suspect list.
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GORDON COULDN’T BELIEVE that anyone from Daily Bread would have a reason to kill Luc Rossiter, but he’d have to question them. Same went for Finnegan’s. See if any knives were missing. I’s and T’s.

Asel yanked off his head covering. “I’ll get my report to you as soon as I can, but last I heard, there were six victims at the two shootings, so there’s going to be a backlog. Preliminary examination says the knife went in laterally, not the vertical stab of an inexperienced killer, or someone working off anger issues. My take is the killer knew exactly what he—or she—was doing.”

“Understood,” Gordon said. Statistically, stabbing wasn’t a woman’s method of choice, but there were those pesky I’s and T’s again. They couldn’t make assumptions.

Asel and his assistants wheeled the body out.

Gordon turned to Solomon. “Did you get ID from the body? Can you confirm it was Luc Rossiter?”

“Affirmative,” Solomon said. “He had a wallet, a business card case, and a cell phone. Wallet had four hundred in cash, all new twenties, along with a matching ATM receipt. Credit cards—AmEx, Visa, Mastercard. All of the highest tier variety. And a generic Hilton key card, so not much help.”

“Denver City Center, according to Sandy.”

“I’ll check with them.”

“Anything interesting show up when they removed the body?” Gordon asked.

“Nope,” Solomon said. “No note, no cryptic clue as to the identity of the killer. Just a lot of blood.”

“Signs of a struggle?” Gordon asked.

“Not that I could tell. Nothing other than the one stab wound.”

“Someone caught him while he was preoccupied, stabbed him, and left?”

Solomon peeled off his gloves. “Looks that way. His fly was open, pants were wet, which is expected at death, but no way to tell if he was starting, mid-stream, or finished when he was stabbed. Not sure it matters.”

“We’ll wait for the autopsy report,” Gordon said.

“If you don’t need me, I can go to the station and set things up,” Solomon said. “Book, board, start working the cell phone, see if I can convince the credit card companies to part with his charges. Do we know his next of kin?”

“No. From what Sandy told me, she and Luc lost touch years ago and only reconnected for this fundraising campaign.” He explained what Sandy had revealed about her prior relationship with Luc.

“Have you eliminated her as a suspect?” Titch’s voice.

Gordon turned to see his officer standing three feet away. The man had ninja powers.

“She dropped him off at his hotel around one,” Gordon said.

“Can you corroborate that?” Titch asked.

“I’ll do it,” Solomon said.

“If Sandy did have a reason to kill Rossiter, why do it here and ruin the event?” Gordon asked.

“Point taken,” Titch said.

“There was a pre-event staff meeting here at two, according to Piper,” Gordon said. “And speaking of Piper, has anyone seen her? Or Drake Tanner, for that matter?”

Both officers shook their heads.

“Ed, you get the investigation underway. Titch, you’ll partner with him. I’ll try to get someone else to keep this area off limits.”

“Tape?” Titch asked.

“Yes, but I’m not counting on people respecting the boundary. Your presence and the log sheets are the most intimidating. Meanwhile, I’m going to track down Sandy and have her fill in a few blanks.”

Solomon opened his kit and pulled out a roll of yellow crime scene tape and a pair of scissors. While the two officers established the boundary, Gordon went in search of Sandy. He paused at the end of the hallway and took in the reception room. People were mingling, eating and drinking. The only indication this wasn’t a typical event reception was the way everything came to a halt when the elevator dinged. All heads turned, the conversation stopped as a guest exited the car, and the officer called out a name. As soon as that person made their way to the elevator, everyone went back to socializing. Talking about the dead body, Gordon presumed.

Nelson Manning’s contingent was busy corralling anyone they could talk to and push their election agenda down their throats. The glazed eyes and ambiguous nods suggested their quarry wanted nothing of electioneering. Not Sam Kretzer, one of Mapleton’s longtime residents, who was rebutting every point. So was his wife, Rose, a birdlike woman in appearance, but inside that tiny sparrow beat the heart of an eagle. Given the community center’s goals diametrically opposed Manning’s campaign platform, and everyone who’d been invited today was a major donor, Gordon doubted Manning’s people were gathering votes.

Come to think of it, why were any of Manning’s people here at all? They wore nametags, which meant they’d come in through the main entrance, which meant they were on the guest list. Had Manning suggested they make a donation to be invited? Or had he suggested to Drake Tanner or Sandy Easton they be added to the guest list?

Didn’t track. The invitations went out only last week, and they went to people who had already donated. Had word of the reception gotten out earlier and the invitations were only a formality? Or did some of Manning’s people disagree with his plans? Did they think they could change his mind after he was elected?

Another scan of the room showed Jerry Illingsworth, Manning’s opponent, chatting with a group of women, who seemed to be devouring his every word. Along with plates of munchies. When had Jerry arrived? Gordon hadn’t noticed him before he discovered Rossiter’s body. Gordon’s cop perspective said he had to consider everyone a suspect, but Jerry? What would he have to gain with Rossiter out of the way? And, as Asel had said, the killer knew exactly what he—or she—was doing. Gordon had known Jerry long enough to know the man abhorred violence. He’d have to check, of course. More I’s and T’s.
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