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        For those who knocked me down.

        Looks like I got back up, motherfuckers.
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        “You must be ready to burn yourself

        in your own flame;

        how could you rise anew if you have

        not first become ashes?”

      

        

      
        ~Friedrich Nietzsche,

        Thus Spoke Zarathustra
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      Focus, or she’s dead.

      Petrosky ground his teeth together, but it didn’t stop the panic from swelling hot and frantic within him. After the arrest last week, this crime should have been fucking impossible.

      He wished it were a copycat. He knew it wasn’t.

      Anger knotted his chest as he examined the corpse that lay in the middle of the cavernous living room. Dominic Harwick’s intestines spilled onto the white marble floor as though someone had tried to run off with them. His eyes were wide, milky at the edges already, so it had been a while since someone gutted his sorry ass and turned him into a rag doll in a three-thousand-dollar suit.

      That rich prick should have been able to protect her.

      Petrosky looked at the couch: luxurious, empty, cold. Last week Hannah had sat on that couch, staring at him with wide green eyes that made her seem older than her twenty-three years. She had been happy like Julie had been before she was stolen from him. He pictured Hannah as she might have been at eight years old, skirt twirling, dark hair flying, face flushed with sun, like one of the photos of Julie he kept tucked in his wallet.

      They all started so innocent, so pure, so…vulnerable.

      The idea that Hannah was the catalyst in the deaths of eight others, the cornerstone of some serial killer’s plan, had not occurred to him when they first met. But it had later. It did now.

      Petrosky resisted the urge to kick the body and refocused on the couch. Crimson congealed along the white leather as if marking Hannah’s departure.

      He wondered if the blood was hers.

      The click of a doorknob caught Petrosky’s attention. He turned to see Bryant Graves, the lead FBI agent, entering the room from the garage door, followed by four other agents. Petrosky tried not to think about what might be in the garage. Instead, he watched the four men survey the living room from different angles, their movements practically choreographed.

      “Damn, does everyone that girl knows get whacked?” one of the agents asked.

      “Pretty much,” said another.

      A plain-clothed agent stooped to inspect a chunk of scalp on the floor. Whitish-blond hair waved, tentacle-like, from the dead skin, beckoning Petrosky to touch it.

      “You know this guy?” one of Graves's cronies asked from the doorway.

      “Dominic Harwick.” Petrosky nearly spat out the bastard’s name.

      “No signs of forced entry, so one of them knew the killer,” Graves said.

      “She knew the killer,” Petrosky said. “Obsession builds over time. This level of obsession indicates it was probably someone she knew well.”

      But who?

      Petrosky turned back to the floor in front of him, where words scrawled in blood had dried sickly brown in the morning light.

      Ever drifting down the stream⁠—

      Lingering in the golden gleam⁠—

      Life, what is it but a dream?

      Petrosky’s gut clenched. He forced himself to look at Graves. “And, Han—” Hannah. Her name caught in his throat, sharp like a razor blade. “The girl?”

      “There are bloody drag marks heading out to the back shower and a pile of bloody clothes,” Graves said. “He must have cleaned her up before taking her. We’ve got the techs on it now, but they’re working the perimeter first.” Graves bent and used a pencil to lift the edge of the scalp, but it was suctioned to the floor with dried blood.

      “Hair? That’s new,” said another voice. Petrosky didn’t bother to find out who had spoken. He stared at the coppery stains on the floor, his muscles twitching with anticipation. Someone could be tearing her apart as the agents roped off the room. How long did she have? He wanted to run, to find her, but he had no idea where to look.

      “Bag it,” Graves said to the agent examining the scalp, then turned to Petrosky. “It’s all been connected from the beginning. Either Hannah Montgomery was his target all along, or she’s just another random victim. I think the fact that she isn’t filleted on the floor like the others points to her being the goal, not an extra.”

      “He’s got something special planned for her,” Petrosky whispered. He hung his head, hoping it wasn’t already too late.

      If it was, it was all his fault.
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          FIVE YEARS LATER

        

      

    

    
      “Come with us, Petrosky. It’ll be a fresh start. For all of us.”

      He’d known this was coming; for weeks she’d been hinting about how nice it was in Atlanta, how great the weather was. But Shannon didn’t really want his company. She probably thought that if she left, he’d finally have the guts to stick his gun in his mouth.

      Not yet. Had Edward Petrosky believed in the afterlife, he would have killed himself a long time ago. Even now, the mere thought of a reunion with his daughter Julie made Petrosky’s heart ache with such sudden ferocity that he would have splattered his brains all over the wall in an instant if he thought it would bring such a wish to fruition. As it was, the void of nothingness wasn’t much better than his current situation. Here, there were at least cookies on the counter that Shannon had brought from home. Not that they really filled him up. And now, looking into Shannon’s agitated eyes…he really wished she’d brought more cookies.

      He squared his shoulders. “You don’t need to do this just because your ex-husband is a fuckweasel.”

      Shannon shook her head. “I got a great offer in Atlanta.” She rocked back and forth to keep baby Henry from waking up.

      “But if Roger wasn’t here in Ash Park⁠—”

      “I’d still be leaving,” she said, her voice as cool and measured as if she were giving closing arguments in a court case. “Everything reminds me of him, Petrosky. Every place I go. It’s like being hit in the stomach over and over again. I thought it might get better with time, but...”

      Petrosky gritted his teeth, determined not to let the sorrow in her eyes creep into his chest, where it would surely hurt worse than the hollowness that gutted him now. Shannon’s big blond hippie of a husband had been Petrosky’s partner, his friend, almost his son, or that’s what it had started to feel like just before he was killed. It was six months since he’d discovered Morrison’s body in a back alley, blood still wet on his lips. Six months since he’d lost his boy.

      His boy.

      Back and forth, Shannon rocked. Henry stirred, then stilled. “In Atlanta, we’ll be with my niece. With Alex.”

      With Alex, her brother-in-law, but not with her brother. How could Atlanta feel any less empty than Ash Park? Here they’d literally burned Shannon’s brother to ash after cancer took him. Ash Park was a sinkhole, sucking all the goodness out of the world and smothering it beneath metric tons of shit, but it was their sinkhole. And it would go from empty to utterly unbearable if she left. “You have friends here.”

      “Not the same.” Shannon blew a blond curl out of her face. “You of all people should understand.”

      “You want me to move to Atlanta? What am I supposed to do in⁠—”

      “Work. Get a detective position. Retire for all I care—just come with us. Evie and Henry love their Papa Ed. And maybe with a change of scenery, you’ll be able to get out of this”—she gestured to the room—“funk.” She swallowed hard and appraised him, eyes narrowed in question, or maybe she was pissed at him again. She probably had a reason to be angry, not that he could recall why right now when he was still half-drunk, or he must be from the way her face was wavering in and out of focus.

      “You criticizing my man cave?” He followed her fingers. The apartment was tiny, one room, with electrical wiring that, had he been a luckier man, would have caught fire and burned up the place with him in it. A toilet that only flushed half the time. Nothing sentimental or vaguely homey on display; even Morrison’s laptop had been relegated to the closet because it hurt too much to look at. Some days the cobwebs were the only thing he could look upon with some semblance of affection—Julie’d hated it when he killed spiders.

      “A cave has better amenities,” Shannon said. “You don’t even have a comforter.” She nodded to his single mattress that lay on the floor next to the cardboard box he used as a nightstand. The box that held everything he had left of his daughter: a poster of her favorite music group, a Mason jar she’d used to catch fireflies, a few hair ties. Sometimes he pulled out Julie’s night-light and thought about sticking it into the wall, but he was scared the faulty wiring might cause it to explode, shattering a piece of his heart along with the frosted rosy glass. And he had no pieces to spare.

      “I’m fine here, Shannon.” Or as fine as he’d ever be.

      “I can’t even bring Evie over for fear she’ll hurt herself,” she huffed. “This place is… I know it’s only a few miles from the precinct, but Jesus, Petrosky.”

      The location mattered as much as IQ in a boy band member. He’d come here to die. Sold his house, all his shit—the cash was in an account waiting for Shannon and Henry and Evie. Waiting for him to finally be done with this life. Until then… He glanced at the tiny kitchen sink, the single, scarred cupboard, the brand-new coffeepot Shannon had given him that he just couldn’t bring himself to use. Until he died, he’d suffer in this hellhole. He deserved that.

      He deserved worse.

      Morrison had died because Petrosky hadn’t caught their suspect in time. He’d failed his boy, just like he’d failed his daughter a decade before. Ten years since Julie had been murdered, raped, and left in a field with her throat slit, and though he’d done his best to work the case, he’d hidden the pictures of her body behind the written case notes as if he could make it less real by avoiding images of her mutilated corpse. Nor had he been able to bring himself to read parts of the written file, sections about the brutality she’d endured while still alive. Yet Julie’s last moments found their way into his nightmares, dreams where he was always a ghost, misty and powerless, forced to watch as someone yanked Julie from the walking path. He always woke up, gasping and slick with sweat, before he could bear witness to the rest. Petrosky had searched for her killer, even found other connected crimes, but every lead had died. No arrests. Eventually, he’d given up.

      Some father he was.

      “I belong here, Shannon,” he said, his voice as low and tired as he felt. He belonged here because Julie was here. Everywhere he went brought a whisper of suffering, the old park calling “Daddy, Daddy” in Julie’s voice so clearly he could almost believe he’d turn and see her there. Sometimes he’d be driving and suddenly find himself wandering through a field, and he’d realize he was searching for her, expecting her to suddenly spring from behind a tree, eyes wide and laughing. But he’d have no memory of pulling his car to the side of the road.

      I’ve failed everyone I ever really loved. Petrosky inhaled deeply, suppressed a sneeze as the dust motes tickled the inside of his nose, and then blew the air out through his nostrils like an agitated crackhead. “I’m not going anywhere.”

      “I was afraid you’d say that.” Shannon looked at her shoes, her index finger tugging at a loose string on the infant carrier as if she was trying to gather her thoughts. “Just think about it, okay? We love you. I just can’t…stay. Not here, not where he…” When she looked back up at Petrosky, her eyes were brimming with tears. “I think you need a change of scenery as much as we do. I don’t want you alone here, just thinking about him,”—she held up a hand when Petrosky balked—“and don’t try to tell me you don’t. You were the closest thing to a father he had. He loved you.” She lowered her hand and swayed side to side as Henry stirred. “Listen, I’ll get the house in Atlanta set up, and we’ll have an extra bedroom. You can stay with us if you want to visit, or even for the long haul while you’re looking for a job⁠—”

      “I don’t need your pity.”

      “And you won’t get it.” But the look in her eyes said she pitied him all the same.

      His phone rang, and he squinted around the room, trying to figure out where the sound was coming from. Just a standard ringtone, not “Hail to the Chief,” the song Morrison had programmed into it for when Chief Carroll called from the station. And he’d never again hear Morrison’s “Surfin’ U.S.A.” ringtone, though he sometimes imagined the jingle tinkling through the air late at night when the rest of the world was hushed and still. Sometimes he heard Morrison’s laugh. Even his car still smelled like the coffee Morrison used to make every morning. Thank god Chief Carroll hadn’t assigned him another partner—he’d probably punch the new asshole in the jaw for not offering him hippie shit like granola. And he hated granola.

      The phone rang again…from near the window. Petrosky stepped around Shannon and headed for the windowsill behind the mattress. “Petrosky.”

      “Need you out here, Detective Beefcake.” The voice was female, with a demanding edge that made the hairs on the back of Petrosky’s neck stand up. “Shooting vic,” the voice continued, “suspect on the loose. Gas station at Eleventh and Stone.” In the background, tires squealed, and a male voice yelled something Petrosky couldn’t discern.

      Was the caller from dispatch? He peered at the screen but didn’t recognize the number.

      “Whoo, son, this shit is crazy. Gotta be a white boy.”

      “What the—” But the line had already gone dead, taking the voice and the squeal of traffic with it.

      Petrosky stuck his phone in his jeans, wanting to slap the shit out of dispatch or whoever’d told that crazy woman to call him. Why weren’t they doing their own jobs? But at least he had a reason to get away from Shannon’s third degree.

      And she was watching him, of course, with the measured wariness of an attorney appraising a guilty client. He wanted to tell himself that he was letting her go to save her the grief of having to deal with his broken promises, of which there would be many; Jack Daniels didn’t help him to be very reliable. But he wasn’t doing it for her. Even seeing her was a knife in his chest. He’d lost Shannon her husband, and she’d be far better off without him now, just as Morrison would have been. Just like Julie would have been—her mother would have taken her far away from Ash Park if he hadn’t been there to hold them back.

      And Julie’d be alive.

      Shannon kissed Henry’s hair, as blond as Morrison’s, and the thought made Petrosky’s heart ache behind the pacemaker tucked against his breastbone. “Well, if you decide you want to go, just bring your stuff when you come help me load up the moving truck.”

      “What makes you think I’m loading up the moving truck?”

      Shannon stepped over to him and kissed his cheek, her lips soft but cold. “You promised Evie after you missed her dance recital last week. So you’d better be there.” She headed for the door. “See you next Tuesday.”

      Petrosky watched her go, his face hard. There was no place he’d rather be than with Shannon and Evie and Henry next week, loading up the truck, watching them pull down the drive on their way to a new city, a new life. Shannon would assume it was because he loved them, and she wasn’t wrong. But she didn’t know it would probably be the last time he’d see them. Maybe once the car full of his family—his last lifeline—sped away in a spray of gravel, he’d finally have the guts to put himself out of his misery.
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      The sun was high in the eastern sky as Petrosky left the crumbling lot of his apartment building and headed north toward Stone. Summer was a bitch this year, like living in the devil’s asshole, with air so muggy and thick it had a taste—damp grass and sulfur. Every ray of sunshine wanted to melt your skin off and leave your guts boiling on the sidewalk.

      Another killing, another victim. Sweat beaded on Petrosky’s brow, though it might have been his body trying to purge the Jack from his blood. He shoved another stick of gum in his mouth to hide the stench of liquor on his breath.

      Why the hell was he being called out on a shooting anyway? Sex crimes didn’t go after drive-by perps or even standard homicides. Maybe someone had stuck the gun up their buddy’s ass and pulled the trigger. But more likely, they’d just shot a rape victim like she wouldn’t have suffered enough.

      He really hated people.

      The Ash Park playground came up on his right, with the old bench where he used to sit and watch Julie play. Now it was cracked and graffitied with wooden splinters as big as his pinky that were just waiting to stab him if he got close enough.

      Watch me, Daddy! And there she was, running across the grass, eyes alight with what he could only describe as the magic of youth, of knowing the world was safe and you were safe in it. Lies, all of it. A bird fluttered past him and landed on the now barren dirtscape, and Julie disappeared from his peripheral vision as quickly as she’d materialized.

      He hadn’t watched her closely enough—he should have tried harder. Not that she would have let him watch her that closely by the end; what fourteen-year-old would? But he was a cop, surely capable of protecting his own flesh and blood. The tattoo of Julie’s face on his shoulder—half obliterated after a gunshot wound—burned like she was feverish with the urge to speak to him.

      Petrosky shifted in his seat and forced his attention to the other side of the road, absentmindedly rubbing at the nodule in his chest, a scar from the pacemaker that was probably the only reason his heart was beating at all. Maybe he should rip it out this time…but that was too messy. Not as messy as life, or as sticking a pistol up your buddy’s ass, or whatever was waiting for him at the gas station, but still. Turning the wheel hard to the left, he swung the car into a fast-food drive-through. God knows he’d tried to force the pacemaker to falter enough times—maybe a double fake-egg and not-really-cheese muffin would finally push it over the edge. Make it give up like the rest of him had.

      His fingers were slick with grease when he pulled into the gas station at Eleventh and Stone. Four gas pumps, three with the numbers worn away, hulked at measured intervals in the center of the lot. Two other cop cars were parked haphazardly in front of the nearest pump, their flashing blue and red lights reflecting off the white gutters. A blue Escalade was tucked neatly between the white parking lines in front of the shattered window. Feds? Then why the hell was he there?

      Petrosky parked around the side of the building in one of three spaces facing a dirty door marked with a unisex bathroom symbol. Dumpster to the right. No bullet holes on this side, no footprints apparent either, though he stepped carefully to avoid marring potential evidence before the forensic team arrived. Hopefully, they’d get Katrina. She was three thousand times more efficient than the rest of the techs combined, and she hated dealing with him enough to get the job done fast.

      The sidewalk was fractured but not entirely broken—falling apart but present—and he followed it around to the front of the building where the window was blown out, but the door was intact. One neat bullet hole punctured the green and yellow striped awning. Bad aim. No tire marks out front, though they could be hidden beneath one of the officers’ cars. Asshole flatfoots.

      Petrosky raised his arm to grab the door handle when it suddenly launched toward him, and he stepped back to avoid getting nailed in the face. “Hey, watch where⁠—”

      “Out of the way.” She was shorter than he was—five-three tops—with hair buzzed close to her scalp, and skin darker than the deep, determined gleam in her irises. She wore no jewelry except a badge on a cord around her neck like a necklace, and it was this she flashed him when he tried to stand in her way. She skirted him when he didn’t budge, his arm still outstretched as if seeking the door, and then she was hightailing it around the side of the building without a backward glance.

      Good riddance. He frowned at the now-empty walk then entered the building, scanning the rows of candy, chips, magazines. Nothing unusual there. Behind the chest-high counter, an officer in street blues stared at him, his face the same sickly green as the walls.

      “If you’re going to puke, you better get out of there,” Petrosky said, heading around the counter to the rear of the store and snapping on latex gloves as he walked. Whatever he was after was back there, next to the guy ready to retch all over the Formica.

      The officer straightened. “But Jackson told me to⁠—”

      “I don’t care what anyone told you to do. If you hurl on my crime scene”—and it was his scene until he heard otherwise—“you’re going to answer to me.” Jackson. Who the hell was Jackson?

      The officer backed off, his eyes on the floor as Petrosky came around the counter. They squeezed past one another in an awkward dance.

      As soon as the guy got out of the way, Petrosky saw the victims. A woman—dark hair fanned around her head, her face against the linoleum. Entrance wound to the back of the skull. He didn’t want to look at her face. No pants, underwear intact but yanked to the side, crimson staining one torn cotton panel by her upper thigh. Blood pooled around her head, still wet and shiny but already darkening at the edges. It hadn’t been long since she’d died, but long enough—the killer was probably halfway to Toledo by now.

      Another vic lay beside her, face up, his pants intact, the front of his “Gas-Co” collared shirt stained scarlet. On the wall behind the man’s body, where the vic had probably collapsed after being hit, chunks of meaty gore clung wetly to the paint as if alive. His glassy eyes stared blankly at nothing, his mouth open like he’d been screaming for help when his body finally gave out. His fingers were tucked into the woman’s palm as if they’d been holding hands, one final squeeze while blood poured from their broken bodies. Who said romance was dead?

      “Rape, double homicide,” the officer said from the other side of the counter-wall.

      “Genius,” Petrosky said. “Trained by Sherlock himself?”

      “Um…well, I don’t know, sir. But, uh…the perp maybe came in to rape the owner, but he didn’t know her husband was around the side of the building, cleaning the bathrooms. When the husband showed up, the guy blew them both away.”

      Chatty bastard. “Thanks, Officer. Now do me a favor and go watch the lot.”

      “The lot?”

      Petrosky stared at the bodies as though looking away might make them reanimate, bloody and dead and vengeful against the living. “Make sure the pavement doesn’t run away,” he said, eyes on the mess.

      The officer snorted, his footsteps pausing at the door, but then Petrosky heard the jingle of the front bell.

      He was alone—alone with death.

      At least the dead were quiet.

      He knelt at the edge of the cooling pool of gore and examined a smudge on the tile near the feet of the corpses. Not mud, probably oil, but forensics would be more conclusive. He peered at the woman’s ruined underwear. No fluids visible—just the smear of blood, probably hers. But maybe they’d get something from the medical examiner.

      The walls and cubbies beneath the register were speckled with a fine red mist. The register itself was still closed. The killer might have slammed it shut after cleaning it out, but Petrosky doubted it: a small hand-held safe sat just below the register, in plain sight. A gun? Cash? If robbery was the objective, the killer would have taken the safe to be sure, along with whatever was in the register.

      The front door bell jangled, and Petrosky’s back tensed. The incompetent street cop was back. “I told you to⁠—”

      “You didn’t tell me anything.” Not the officer. Brian Thompson, the Ash Park medical examiner, started around the counter, his watery gray eyes fixed on the bodies at Petrosky’s feet. Thompson wasn’t a friend by any stretch, but he sure as shit commanded respect—and got it. If nothing else, the guy was thorough.

      Thompson pursed his thin lips. The gray in his brown hair caught the purple neon from a cigarette sign above the counter, turning his temple into a bruise. “Double homicide and rape, huh? Guess I could have waited for this one at the office.”

      Petrosky stood slowly, bracing one gloved hand against the countertop to hoist his own fat ass. He grunted anyway, moderately relieved that Officer Pukes-a-lot wasn’t there to hear it, but annoyed that Thompson was. “Why didn’t you wait at the office?” he snapped.

      “Chief called me. Said you were out here and that I should head over before you got your panties in a twist.” His barely concealed scowl said he appreciated the errand as much as if someone had shit in his cereal.

      Chief Carroll knew Petrosky liked Thompson more than he liked most people, always had. Maybe she already knew about the feds at the scene and didn’t want Petrosky more on edge—he wasn’t above telling them all to fuck off. Or maybe she was tired of fielding complaints about him from Dr. Woolverton, the other on-call ME. Petrosky’d worked with the man for ten years, and to this day, Woolverton’s mere presence made Petrosky unreasonably pissed. Snitches get stitches, my ass. Maybe he’d move to Atlanta after all.

      Petrosky left Thompson with the bodies and headed outside to make sure the woman who’d tried to smash him with the door wasn’t screwing shit up. She was probably out checking the bathroom, but she wasn’t going to find anything there—not like the perp would wash his hands before he took off when anyone might drive by and bust him.

      But she wasn’t on the walk out front, and the only things around the side of the building were his Caprice and a huge blue dumpster. The bathroom—might as well make sure—was empty and scuffed, rank with some bleach-y cleaning fluid that made his eyes water. He’d turned to head to the front of the building again when a scratching sound from inside the dumpster made him jerk back around, hand on his gun.

      “Whoa there, slick.” She leapt like a gymnast from the top of the dumpster to the walk, her teeth bright white as she held up one gloved hand, pinching a plastic bag between two latexed fingers. Inside the bag—a used condom.

      “Were you in the dumpster?” Why was he asking that? He knew she’d been in the dumpster; he’d just seen her escape from it.

      She cocked her head. “Damn right, smarty pants. Sometimes criminals are dumb as rocks, and that’s good for us—guess he decided not to stick this nastiness in his pocket like a pack of chewing gum.”

      Like he didn’t know about idiot criminals, he’d been a detective when she was just a twinkle in her father’s eye. “I just meant we could have waited for the crime techs.”

      She lowered her hand and started up the walk toward him. Petrosky repressed the impulse to block her way and demand she tell him who she was. Instead, he fell into step beside her as she headed back around the building to the front lot.

      “It’s not even dry,” she said, grimacing at the bag and its contents. “If he’s in the system, we’ve got him.”

      “It’ll take a few days.” Lately, everyone down in the forensics department seemed hell-bent on giving Petrosky shit. Bastards. It was like they were purposefully trying to push him over the edge—and he didn’t need much encouragement.

      “I got someone down there who owes me a favor. He’ll do it fast, too, unless he wants to risk me telling everyone about his tiny pecker.” She shrugged. “Or maybe he’ll do it because I’ll ask nicely. Unlike you.” Her eyes remained steadfastly on the walk ahead as they turned the corner, and for some reason, her refusal to meet his gaze pissed him off more than her words.

      She’d probably been talking to Valentine or Decantor, Morrison’s annoying buddies at the Ash Park precinct. He was opening his mouth to ask which of them he needed to punch in the dick when she yelled: “Hands off the car!”

      One of the flatfoots jerked his palm off the Escalade’s hood and retreated, hands in the air—an “Okay, my bad” gesture. Fucking twat.

      Petrosky nodded to the car. “That’s your ride?”

      “I can drive whatever I want, you old sonofabitch.”

      She was the one with the feds. This had to be Jackson.

      “And I know about you,” she continued, “so don't try anything funny.”

      She didn’t know him. She didn’t know anything about him. “Funny? What⁠—”

      “I know, I know. You’ve got no sense of humor. But let me assure you, I do, so if you can’t smile, you’re gonna be scowling half the day at least.” Her eyes narrowed. “Kinda like you are now.” She snorted like his attitude was the least important thing in her life, and maybe it was, but this woman and her smug face were already giving him a goddamn headache.

      Her gaze darkened as a shriek came from inside the building.

      They both ran for the door, but she was faster, flinging it open and rushing for the counter before he was even over the threshold. He found her standing beside Thompson, the man gloveless now, his arms around a slight woman—no, a girl—in a collared uniform shirt who was sobbing into Thompson’s shoulder. That would have been Morrison’s role if he hadn’t died. The kid had been such a softie. Petrosky rubbed at the pacemaker scar on his chest and listened to the medical examiner murmuring into the girl’s hair in his calm, measured tone, but that wasn’t going to fix this. A mere voice couldn’t bring anyone down from the horror of seeing a couple of bloody corpses.

      Jackson turned on Petrosky. “Where’s Officer Elliot?” she hissed.

      “I sent him⁠—”

      “Need some help in here!” Jackson called outside, and the officer, now less green and more worried, entered with some other burly bastard at his heels.

      “Take her to the station,” Jackson said.

      The sobbing girl raised her eyes, and Thompson released his grip on her and stepped back. “I’m so sorry for your loss,” he said. “We’ll find who did this.”

      After one final squeeze of the shoulder from the ME, the girl let the pukey cop and his buddy lead her to their squad car.

      Thompson stared after them, his mouth drawn, his eyes tight. “Excuse me,” he said quietly and headed out the back door. For a fleeting moment, Petrosky saw Morrison standing outside the doorway, eyes tight with sorrow. The air thinned. He turned away as the door clicked closed behind Thompson.

      Out front, the squad car doors slammed, and Jackson made the sign of the cross. Petrosky wondered again why the hell they’d sent the feds, though he didn’t have time to dwell on it because she was glaring at him. “That’s the daughter,” she said. “They live a few miles up, and she always walks here through the field behind the store. Comes in through the back.”

      “How do you⁠—”

      “Officer Elliot gets gas here every morning before his shift.” She turned toward the lot. “Techs will be here in a minute. Might as well follow the daughter down to the station.”

      “You’re coming down to Ash Park?” She sure as hell wasn’t from any local station. He looked again at her car. “Why is this a federal case?”

      “I’m not with the feds, you idiot.” She rolled her eyes and started for the Escalade. “I’m your new partner.”
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      “Jackson’s a lunatic.”

      Chief Carroll’s suit jacket rustled as she crossed her arms, but the twinkle in her deep, dark eyes suggested she was way more amused than he appreciated. “More of a lunatic than you are?”

      “She’s impossible to work with.”

      “She just ran down a rapist and a killer in three hours. Her solve rate is nearly twice that of anyone in the department—we would have been stupid not to hire her. “Plus,” she said, dropping her arms and leaning toward him over her desk, “you need a new partner.” Her black braid slipped to the desktop like a snake slinking from a tree, ready to strike. And he’d rather drop dead of a snakebite than work with Jackson.

      “I don’t need a new partner.”

      “You’ve got one anyway. It’s been six months. Valentine and his partner are kicking ass, Decantor’s taking names, and you’re doing okay, but⁠—”

      “I’m doing more than okay. I solved three in the last month, two that got passed over from homicide when they realized they were dealing with sexual predators.”

      “Really? I haven’t seen paperwork. It’s almost like they didn’t happen at all.” Her wry tone made the muscles in his neck go rigid.

      “Donuts in the conference room always helped me concentrate. You should bring that back.” When Carroll crossed her arms again and glared, Petrosky sat back in the chair, grinding his teeth together so hard his jaw ached. “I’ll get the damn paperwork done. But I don’t need a partner following me around, bullshitting me.”

      “You want Morrison back. You can’t have him. You want to be alone, grieving, whatever. But I read your return evaluation from Dr. McCallum.”

      Petrosky had read it too. The department shrink had said he was stable enough to return to duty but had recommended Petrosky be paired with someone who was familiar with grief. In private, McCallum had also said he hoped Petrosky’d be paired with someone who knew about alcohol abuse and would be “well-suited to intervene if it became necessary.” Petrosky had taken that to mean McCallum wanted him stuck with a narc.

      Apparently, the bastard had gotten his wish. “I don’t need a babysitter.”

      “She isn’t a babysitter. She’s a detective and a damn good one. Which you should have realized after today.”

      “I was at the scene too.”

      “And what did you do besides send an officer to the street, depress the hell out of Thompson, and unnecessarily traumatize an eighteen-year-old girl?”

      I knew it. She tattled on me like a four-year-old.

      Carroll’s eyes grew serious, and he realized he’d spoken aloud. “You’re in trouble, Petrosky. I don’t know if you’re depressed, disenchanted, what, but you were on a downward spiral even before you lost your partner. And last year, you were called up twice for using excessive force.”

      One claim was erroneous—some privileged little Mitt-Romney-looking prick who’d raped his girlfriend had accidentally tripped over Petrosky’s foot. So maybe Petrosky had accidentally let his arm go, then accidentally watched the bastard fall to the pavement with his hands cuffed behind him. Oops. The other was a coke dealer who spent his time prostituting little girls. He’d had information about Morrison’s killer, and Petrosky had beaten the ever-loving shit out of him until he coughed up those details—and maybe a little blood. Petrosky wasn’t sorry then, and he wasn’t sorry now.

      “That’s been taken care of.” He chewed his gum more aggressively, the sound making his skin crawl as it smacked against his eardrums. Hopefully it was annoying Carroll too.

      “You can’t slap people around for doing things you don’t like. You’re one step from being fired for good.”

      So fire me. The bloody floor from that morning smeared itself across his brain—he could still see the victims’ hands, clasped in the sticky pool. They’d refused to give up hope…but there was no hope for them. He clenched his jaw again to keep from saying that one out loud.

      “I know it’s been hard for you since⁠—”

      He held up a hand before she could say it. Morrison. Even thinking the words burned like it had happened yesterday. Time heals all wounds? Bullshit. Julie’s death only seemed to hurt more as the years went by; ten years later, the agony of grief was still so vibrant it made the rest of the world fade.

      Carroll sat back, her face solemn. “Listen, just get your reports to me this week. All of them. Show me you’re okay.” She raised a brow, and he nodded. A smirk played at the corner of her mouth. “And have fun with your new partner.”
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        * * *

      

      Decantor’s chatty ass was already at Jackson’s desk—Morrison’s desk—grinning at her in that idiotic way he used to do with Morrison. Probably telling her some lame joke or discussing the Kardashians or maybe J-Lo’s newest hit. Asshole. When the desk had been empty, Petrosky’d still seen Morrison there some days, and it had ripped his guts out every time. But he’d never felt Morrison’s presence when someone else was sitting there instead. It was as if Morrison had no choice but to take a back seat to the living.

      Decantor laughed, his teeth a slash of white in his mahogany face, and Petrosky’s fists clenched. Decantor had been there the day Petrosky’d found Morrison’s body. He could still see the defensive wounds, the gashes across Morrison’s chest and forearms, the skin split to the white bone beneath. The crimson on his gaping mouth—and the glassy stare of his unseeing eyes. If Decantor hadn’t been there to knock the gun from his hand, Petrosky would have blasted the back of his own skull all over that alley.

      Decantor was a bastard—he’d had no right to interfere. When Petrosky finally managed to die, he was going to haunt Decantor’s sorry ass out of spite.

      Petrosky slumped into his chair, trying to ignore the chatter by glaring at the stack of files on his desk. Did he really want this job? He could do the reports to avoid Carroll’s mouth…or he could just walk out, go to Atlanta, keep screwing up Shannon’s life. He sat motionless, hand poised over the keyboard as if he was waiting for someone else to make the decision for him.

      He was pathetic.

      Petrosky was reaching for the first file when Jackson showed up at the side of his desk, a fast-food sack in her hand. Maybe she was there to make nice. Already the air was filled with salt and grilled almost-meat. Petrosky’s mouth watered. Sausage sandwich? Hash browns? Maybe even those breakfast burritos with cheese and⁠—

      “Your boy just told me to steer clear of some flatfoot named Mitch, who hits on new hires.” She pulled up a chair and sat across from him, plopping the sack on the desk. “Then he asked if I knew some other jerk who works upstairs, who’s out with the flu. I thought he had a card to sign, maybe, but…nope.”

      She dumped the bag. One burger, which she unwrapped, every crinkle of the paper sending greasy deliciousness wafting toward his nostrils. “So, what’s shakin’, bacon?” she asked, taking a huge bite of the sandwich.

      Petrosky frowned. What was with the stupid nickname? “I should ask you the same thing, the way you’re getting all buddy-buddy with Decantor.” Stupid motherfucking Decantor.

      “I’ve got no time for that boy’s nonsense. I’m getting mine.”

      Getting your…what? What the hell was she babbling about? “You go thank your buddy in forensics yet?” He scowled at her and then at the last bit of her meal.

      She saw him looking, met his gaze, and popped the bite into her mouth. Chewed slowly. “Nothing from forensics. Finished up with your friend Thompson, though—one of the best medical examiners I’ve ever worked with.” She wiped her lips on a napkin. “Forensics said they’re backed up. Should be ready later on.”

      “You said someone in forensics owed you over their tiny⁠—”

      “I was kidding.” She crumpled the bag and tossed it into the can beneath his desk, where he’d have to smell the salty, fatty goodness for the next four hours. No burger for him. She was probably torturing him on purpose.

      “Your funny bone must be broken.” She shook her head. “You’ll have to fix that if we’re going to work together.”

      His funny bone wasn’t broken; he couldn’t remember ever having a funny bone at all. And he had no intention of working with her. But if she didn’t have time for chatty Decantor either, or tiny-peckered forensics dudes… Nah, she was still a jerk. He pushed the thought away.

      She gestured to his desk. “Get the forms done?”

      “What forms?”

      “On the bust earlier,” she said. “I offered Decantor five-to-one odds you hadn’t done it yet, but he refused—apparently he knows you. Bummer—I’d have gotten us both breakfast with that.” She winked. “Anyway, I did my half, but we need to have them turned in in a few hours.”

      Petrosky reached for the top folder on the desk and flipped it open. Sure enough, Jackson’s neat, square print lined the first half of the page—only the first half. Morrison would have gotten it done. “What if you just finish it since you’re such a good writer?”

      “Forgive me if I don’t jump on that after spending my morning dumpster diving. Maybe next time, you can get knee-deep in trash and then complete all the paperwork on it.” She shoved her chair back. “I got the evidence that brought the perp in, you finish writing it up. Fair is fair.”

      “I—”

      “You want someone else to do your work, you’ve got the wrong woman. I’m too old for that shit.”

      He studied her unlined face. She couldn’t be a day over thirty-five, and he highly doubted she’d ever been the age to take anyone’s nonsense. “You’re too old for this shit?” Petrosky muttered. “What are we, a goddamn Lethal Weapon movie?”

      Jackson cut her eyes at him. “I wish. But you ain’t no Mel Gibson. Not that I’d screw that bigot anyway.” She smiled. “Anyway, I hear he has a tiny penis.”
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        * * *

      

      Seven days passed, every one of them shittier than the one before. Jackson was unflappable when going after perps—serious as a heroin addict coming off their high. The rest of the time she’d spent harassing the shit out of Petrosky with her stupid food. If you don’t want to share, eat it in the car and don't make everyone else smell it. Every selfish gesture had reminded him he’d never again have a partner like Morrison. The kid had always brought him something, even if it was hippie shit.

      Their second day together, they were called out to track down a seventeen-year-old boy who had attacked a classmate during drama camp, as if teens needed more drama in their lives. Jackson pursed her lips when he called the kid a “fucking jackoff,” but Petrosky was only disappointed he couldn’t ram his foot into the kid’s balls. On the way back to the precinct, Jackson bought herself a sack of muffins from some bakery and then ate a fat blueberry one at his desk, giving him a sly look like she knew something he didn’t. It made him want to stick a fork in his temple.

      Day three, she ate two bagels—one for breakfast, one for lunch, none for him—while his fingers cramped from completing his half of the mountain of paperwork. That day, they caught a child molester and drove the guy back to the precinct, Jackson’s presence pushing all ghosts from the car—and the smell of Morrison’s coffee. This time, Jackson said nothing when he called the DA a dickhead—two years for rape?—but she probably told Carroll about it. Jackson left at four o’clock that day, not a word about where she was going. Not. One. Word.

      Days four and five were more of the same. On day six, the slightly smaller stack of files was little consolation when she brought two paper bags to his desk. The one she passed him contained a rape kit. The one in front of her held a bear claw which she ate in front of him, unceremoniously licking sugar from her fingers like an asshole while his stomach grumbled. Jackson somewhat redeemed herself that evening when some idiot was caught flashing people at the park, pretending his dick was avant-garde art. When she told the guy her cuffs carried a lot more weight than his childlike willy, it’d almost made Petrosky not hate her so much.

      But this morning was shaping up to be exceptionally shitty. His wrist was already sore though he hadn’t even picked up a pen. If he thought Shannon wouldn’t find out, he’d tell the whole lot of them to kiss his huge, pasty ass, maybe even show them a full moon on the way out. But then he’d have to come up with a reason to stay in Ash Park when he had literally nothing left. He wasn’t ready for that. He didn’t want to explain to Shannon that he was trying to screw up his courage to take that final step into oblivion.

      “For you.” A paper bag dropped in front of him with a thunk.

      “What’s this?” Petrosky eyed the bag warily.

      Jackson pulled a chair up to his desk. “Breakfast. What does it look like?”

      “For me?”

      She shrugged. “They were buy one, get one free. But hey, if you don’t want it—” She reached for the bag, but he snatched it from the desktop before she could take it away.

      “I’ll eat it, I guess,” he muttered, peeking inside. “What is it?”

      “Like you care. You’d eat the sack itself if they salted it right.”

      Petrosky put his hand on his belly—bigger now than a year ago. If she wanted to give him shit about his gut, he was going to give her shit about her annoyingly fast metabolism, though that might not actually be an insult. Either way, if she kept bringing him food, he’d probably keep his mouth shut. “What are you trying to say?”

      “It ain’t my job to keep you healthy.” She smiled. “I’ll get a few weeks paid time off if you kick it, partner.”

      He opened the package—sausage muffin—and took a bite. Eat this, Boss, it’ll make you feel better. He could almost pretend it was one of Morrison’s granola bars, but the moment passed as the smell of salt and oil invaded his sinuses, and peppery meat slid from his tongue down his gullet. His stomach clenched, then accepted the grease. Morrison would never have brought him something so unwholesome—or so delicious.

      He glanced at Jackson, whose gaze flicked to his shirt and away. He shoved the last bite in his mouth and looked down, expecting to see a grease stain. Nothing but his hand. He hadn’t realized he was rubbing that sore spot on his chest, but now he felt the ache there, not just from the old, healed stitches, but from deep inside his heart—the kind of pain that would never heal.

      He was getting ready to ask Jackson what she was leering at when she stood abruptly, whipped her phone from her pocket, and stalked toward the stairs with her phone to her ear. Probably Chief Carroll calling her. Maybe today was the day for his report card, and Carroll’d finally fire him. He’d have to get creative with his excuses about Atlanta. Fear of spiders? Hatred of peaches? From the side, the Georgia state fruit did look like an ass.

      His own phone rang as Jackson disappeared down the stairs. Petrosky pulled out his cell, expecting to see a number from the precinct, maybe even the chief; though the phone wasn’t playing her special jingle, Carroll had been known to call him from another line just to get him to pick up. But it wasn’t her. It was Shannon like she’d read his mind.

      “I was just thinking about you,” he said.

      “Thinking you’d like to pack up that crappy apartment and come with us instead?” Her voice had the lilt of teasing, but she wasn’t joking. He knew her better than that.

      “I was thinking we might want to hire another guy or two. To help us pack.”

      “I’ve got Decantor and Valentine coming.”

      “Oh.” She really didn’t need him at all. And the thought of dealing with Decantor outside the office made him want to punch someone in the nose. No, not just someone—Decantor. He had a stupid nose anyway. And suddenly he heard Morrison’s laugh behind him, a low, hearty chuckle, the sound of it sending an icy shiver sliding up his back and into the roots of his hair. He whipped around so fast he almost dropped the phone. But his old partner’s chair was empty.

      “Just wanted to make sure you were going to be here tomorrow because I have something for you. Nine o’clock.”

      Petrosky cleared his throat, the ice in his veins liquefying again. The door to the stairwell shrieked like an angry bird, and then Jackson was back in the bullpen, phone still pressed against her head, her eyes drawn, mouth tight. Her suit jacket was wet. Must be raining. What the hell is her deal?

      “Petrosky?” Shannon said.

      Petrosky swiveled in his chair, leaving Jackson and her worried gaze at his back. “I’ll be there.”

      “See you tomorrow.”

      Tomorrow. One more day visiting anytime he wanted, though he’d visited a whole seven times in the past year. He’d failed Shannon and the kids before they’d even left. But he’d fail them if he went, too.

      Jackson rushed past him to her desk, shoving the phone into her pocket, her eyes hollow and tight. He wondered who she was failing.
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      The evening was thick with the sultry aroma of sweat and grass, the raucousness of children, the dog panting at his side. The killer turned his face toward the sun, the light from the red orb weakening as twilight approached, so low and red near the horizon that it might have been a welling drop of blood. He squinted, and the drop smeared—he could almost hear it, a wet squelch, over the keening of a lone dove. At his heel, the dog whined. He reached into his pants pocket and fiddled with his lighter, wishing he could light a cigarette, but respectable people didn’t do that, not at a kids’ soccer game, and that’s what they all thought he was: respectable. Even funny.

      Flick. Flick. Flick.

      “Long time no see!” The sun disappeared completely as another man blocked his view: a behemoth as tall and broad and sturdy as a bear. Hairy too, and with a snaggletooth that made him seem more animal than human.

      The killer dropped the lighter and put his hand out, as expected, watching his fingers disappear into the bear’s grasp. The tendons in his fingers ached, not that this was anything new. Age came for everyone eventually.

      Not everyone.

      “Evening, Jay.”

      “Always so formal.” Jay laughed in a way that sounded as if it could shake his belly, but Jay had less fat than a filet mignon and more muscle than an entire bull. “Enjoying the game? The girls are looking good out there. Gotta love soccer.”

      “Sock her? I just met her!”

      Jay chuckled and clapped him on the shoulder. “Ultimate dad joke. You’re the master.”

      He smiled, as was expected of him.

      When Jay finally sauntered off, the sun was lower than it had been just moments ago but still bright, the brilliant red drip congealing to the deep purple and blue of pulsing veins, and then to a lifeless black at the corners of the horizon. He flicked the lighter again, relishing the coolness of the metal against the heat of his hand. The lighter was death itself, bringing forth a raging inferno that would engulf his quarry in flames. But when the smoke cleared, he always felt cold, like the metal of the lighter. Hot to cold—it was duplicitous, hypocritical. A conundrum. Like him.

      No one would believe how much cold existed within a person so outwardly warm.

      Which one?

      Number eighteen? Her legs pumped as she chased the ball, her dark skin glowing beneath a sheen of sweat, tight curls bouncing. Then she leaped for the ball and grimaced, and her irises glinted red in the fading twilight like the eyes of a vampire. He turned away. Number…four? Her blond tresses were stuck to the side of her head with sweat. She was too far for him to see her face properly. Jay’s daughter streaked by him, as rough and hairy and imposing as her father.

      Number twenty. A waif of a girl with thick, dark hair, but that wasn’t what drew him. Nor was it her age. The papers had once speculated that it was the variety itself he sought as if changing the color of her hair could make one girl stand out more than another. Narrow-minded Neanderthals. They couldn’t see the fire inside these girls, begging to be set free. But he could see it. He was perceptive, intuitive, unlike Jay and all the other men around here.

      He doubted they’d catch on—to any of it. He sometimes thought he might want to be found out, simply to see the looks on his neighbors’ faces. Just to have an excuse to burn his Ugg-wearing, Starbucks-drinking cliché of a housewife alive. The thought of their shock was enough to quell his boredom some nights. But not all nights. And not today.

      Number twenty approached him and then passed by as if he wasn’t even there. No one saw him, really saw him, and the longer he lived here, the more invisible he became. But not completely so. Just as the girl came even with him, she looked up and smiled at him, and the setting sun glinted on her braces—the slightest hint of orange like a spark of flame was burgeoning inside her. There it was, that fire, that smile. So polite. He wanted to fuck her mouth but figured she’d probably bite off his cock before he came. And he never came before he could smell their flesh burning.

      He smiled back, keeping it friendly, almost fatherly. That was, after all, how people saw him.

      Respectable. Decent. Trustworthy.

      Before he stared too long, he looked down and rested a hand on the dog’s ears. His daughter had named the animal Buddy, which was the stupidest thing he’d ever heard. The beast was an ugly thing, with a square black head, constantly pricked-up ears, and jowls that could tear off his entire arm. Not that the dog had ever shown signs of viciousness—but every creature had it in them.

      When he glanced back up, the girl was headed down the path toward the park bathrooms, the building’s thick outer door open to the night air to keep the interior from stinking of shit. The light from inside haloed her silhouette as she walked closer, closer to the glow, and the significance of that was not lost on him. If this were a dark road in another city, another state… Even here, the doors on the stalls were useless at keeping anyone out, and the dark behind the building was thick. He could do it quickly enough that no one would notice, so long as he kept the spray from her jugular off his shirt. But he wouldn't have time for the best part, and it was no fun without that. He flicked the lighter again, enjoying the pleasant ripple of electricity that traveled from his arm to his groin.

      Not here. Location-wise, he’d made enough mistakes already.

      Back on the field, the girls were still running, kicking, jumping. He watched intently, waiting for another one to look his way.

      Flick, flick, flick.

      To think he used to be content with lighting up abandoned buildings, satiated by the sensual curves of the smoke as it wafted skyward. But the acrid stench of burning wood didn’t compare to the seductive scent of human skin sizzling like bacon in a pan.

      He might never have discovered the richness of burning human flesh if it hadn’t been for that one night. The night that bastard of a cop had happened by a house on the outskirts of the city just after he’d lit it ablaze. He’d spent weeks looking for the perfect target—isolated, abandoned, quiet—and hadn’t even gotten to watch the place go up in flames. The rest of the night had been the most intolerable kind of boring, the kind that tries to swallow you up from the inside, and no matter how long he touched himself, how hard he fucked his passionless vanilla wife, he couldn’t find release in any of it. The next week he’d punished the cop who had denied him the pleasure of watching the inferno. And once he’d smelled the girl’s burning flesh, he knew there was no going back. There’d been something intimate about it, something lascivious, watching the flames cast shadows on her face while her lower half burned.

      If only he’d dragged it out a little more. But it had taken so much time to follow that cop home and locate his daughter, and even more time to choose the correct spot to take her. And it had to be perfect—he had known she’d be special the moment he saw her.
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