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      words cannot express my gratitude for your constant patience as I continue to hone my craft. And thank you for supporting me as I discovered my purpose and passion in life, founding Byzantium Sky Press.

      For all of that and encouraging me through it all,
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        A Note to Readers . . .

      

      

      

      Before you dive deep into this book, I want to mention that it has been TEN years since I published Still Life in Blood and in that time, things have changed significantly in Sussex County, especially near the beaches and coastal areas of Rehoboth Beach and Lewes, Delaware.

      

      The housing market has sky rocketed. Francesca Munro’s Gills Neck Road home in this novel was on a fairly isolated stretch with plenty of woods. Now, that road is full of housing developments that would probably prevent some of the events in this book from happening.

      

      As you read, please keep in mind the novel takes place in August, 2013. As noted above, things change. Some local restaurants may not serve what was served in this novel, or may be out of business.

      

      I also want to mention that Troop 7, during the events of this novel, was located on Route 1, between Home Depot and Home Goods. The Delaware State Police built a new Troop 7 in 2019 at another location in Lewes, near Route 24.

      

      I have interviewed and spoken with many experts in the Delaware State Police and in the Delaware Medical Examiner’s office for this novel and the upcoming sequel. They have shared with me their knowledge. If they didn’t know an answer, they gave me their opinions, which was incredibly beneficial. If they had an idea they thought could help my story, they shared it. Their advice was invaluable and I’m grateful to each and every one of them.

      

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

      

      I hope you enjoy reading—or rereading—Still Life in Blood!

      

      
        
        C. Heidel
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      Swallowing thickly, she tried to move her fingers. Just one, let me move just one, she thought. They wouldn’t even twitch. She focused on shifting anything—her head, her eyes, toes, straining her muscles, pushing against invisible restraints.

      Nothing.

      A chill swept through her body, causing gooseflesh to rise along her arms. It felt as if she’d taken too many sleeping pills. Her mind was groggy. Body sluggish. A dull sense of uneasiness crawled through her.

      She inhaled sharply: a musty, mildew odor, followed by damp earth and a sharp, metallic bitterness.

      She gasped. Felt the air getting thin, her lungs slowing down. For a moment, she counted between each breath. She reached ten before she took another. Ten seconds? Too slow. What would she do if she couldn’t breathe? Couldn’t talk? Couldn’t even open her eyes⁠—

      Dread grazed the length of her spine. She felt she was on a hard surface, and wondered on what she was lying. It was wet, smooth, like silk, but solid. Aside from the smell of marsh and dirt, something else filled her nose. She sniffed the air. Turpentine? Or was that her imagination?

      She tried to force her eyelids open, but they stayed firmly closed as if glued like the edges of an envelope.

      Cool fingertips brushed the back of her hand but her body didn’t jerk or twitch from the sudden contact. The fingers traced her arm, resting briefly on her shoulder before tracing her clavicle to the circle of bones at the base of her throat. They abandoned her flesh, leaving her more aware of an icy absence than anything else. She shuddered.

      Something was dripping. She heard a distinct plop-plop-plop created by the liquid.

      “Melissa, can you hear me?”

      Melissa? She searched the confines of her mind for some recognition of the name.

      Plop-plop-plop.

      What was that? The succession of drops resounded in her ears, echoing, growing louder, longer by the second, softening into a trickle, then a stream. “Melissa?”

      Not my name. Or is it? Who was she?

      “Don’t you remember?” The voice belonged to a man. It was clear. Distinct. Heavy. No, that wasn’t the right word. Focus. What was it? Not heavy . . . Deep? That’s it. A deep voice.

      Why was he calling her Melissa?

      “Remember what?” she wanted to shout, but couldn’t. Do I remember what? Do I know who you are?

      No.

      She remembered nothing.

      “Melissa. Do you want to be in my painting?”

      Francesca Munro’s eyes snapped open to blackness.

      She blinked, adjusting to the dimly lit bedroom. Her breath came in short pants. Lips tasted of salt. Damp hair clung to her collarbone, twisting along her shoulder. Her throat was bone dry and she tried to calm the thundering in her head, but all she felt was her fingers and arms trembling against the damp sheets.

      She’d had worse dreams.

      But not being able to move? And she’d never been addressed before. He called her Melissa. And the dripping sound⁠—

      It’s a dream, Frenzy, she told herself. Dreams come from the subconscious. It’s nothing.

      She focused on the paddle fan, whirling gently in a cadence of blades and shadows, casting patterns on the white ceiling.

      She took a deep breath.

      It just felt so real. She listened to everything: the hum of the air conditioner, her dog, Atlas, snoring at the end of her bed, and, faintly, the telltale drip of the bathroom faucet that wouldn’t stop leaking. A breeze rustled the ornate curtains of the window above her head, bringing the echo of insects and owls and the weak scent of marsh from the canal.

      She twisted around to look at her bedside clock that sat next to a thirteen-year-old photograph of her and her sisters. The last photo ever taken of the three of them. It had been just a quick shot before her older sister left for New York.

      She focused on the glowing blue numbers. Three forty-three.

      With an unsteady hand, she brushed back damp hair that clung to her face. Her sweating body was cooling from the barely there air conditioning and soft breeze. The bed sheets stuck to her legs and back as she sat up. Tears burned her eyes. What was wrong with her? She was fine. She wasn’t dead.

      But someone was.

      Someone named Melissa.
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      Melissa St. John’s body seemed alive with the buzz of flies.

      Detective Jack Remington ran his hand over his forehead, swiping away the layer of perspiration. It was almost a hundred degrees and rising. With the humidity, it was going to feel like a hundred and ten by noon. The back of his neck was beginning to burn, and his white Oxford stuck to his skin under his suit jacket. He squinted against the brightness of the morning.

      Ms. St. John was naked. Her long torso, slim neck, and oval-shaped face were covered in dried blood. He breathed through his mouth, trying not to let the sickly-sweet rotting smell affect him. His eyes fell to her stomach and chest. She’d been cut open, like how a medical examiner cuts a Y incision.

      The ground was dry, clean. “No blood. This is the dump site.”

      “Thinking the same thing.” Detective Johnny Stillwater, his new partner, shifted his feet behind Jack.

      A license had been shoved into Melissa’s mouth and used to prop open her jaw. According to the name, the license was Melissa St. John’s, but a photo was taped over her license picture. Jack leaned closer. It wasn’t the victim, but the image was so damn close to the victim it could be her sister. Unclicking and pointing his pen at the photo, he glanced over his shoulder at his partner. “Know who she is?”

      “Nope.” Johnny had already talked to the responding officer and the employee who had found the victim. “According to her assistant, she had no siblings. Address is local. I sent an officer over to her rental.”

      The woman in the photograph attached to Melissa’s license looked familiar to Jack. Squatting down, he shielded his eyes with the flat of his hand. Dark hair, pert nose, square jaw. Strikingly similar to Lydia Kadir. His jaw clamped, worked until he heard his teeth grinding. He had to force himself to relax, to take a deep breath of stagnant, blood-scented air. Maybe it was just his imagination. Then again, maybe it was because he’d heard on CNN that morning that Lydia’s lawyer was motioning for an appeal, claiming coercion of confession. Anger flared inside him as memories hurtled through his brain . . . Lydia in lock-up . . . Lydia sitting across from him, soulless eyes staring back . . . Lydia in court, threatening him from the stand.

      Jack shook away the memories and stared at the body in front of him. Before moving to Delaware just a year ago, he’d served over ten years as a Homicide Detective in Los Angeles, and he’d seen plenty of murders. The damage of gang wars, husbands murdering their wives as payback for cheating, stabbings over who was first in line for the gas pump, pharmacy clerks getting shot because prescriptions were out of refills. Decapitations, slit throats, impalements, torture. But he had rarely, if ever, seen anything this debasing.

      He glanced from the body to the end of the brick alley. Rehoboth Beach Police had assembled a makeshift shield of plywood and a blue tarp to keep out reporters.

      Behind Jack, on the other side of the barrier, he knew, was the red and blue flashing of squad cars parked at odd angles. He knew Corporal Adam Kass was at the back of his grey Durango, preparing photography equipment, nodding to music on his iPod. And a uniformed officer was standing at the crime scene tape line, telling reporters and tourists to move along, that there was nothing to see, while simultaneously taking names of those entering the scene.

      As the tarp flapped, Jack caught sight of a couple running on the other side of the Avenue, gazing over at the flashing lights, weaving in and out of the already crowded streets of Rehoboth. Families heading to the beach. Children pushing each other, running into strangers, parents yelling. People walking their dogs. This was the busiest time of the year. Rehoboth Beach was dubbed, as he’d learned, the Nation’s Summer Capital. Vacationers from D.C., Pennsylvania, Maryland, Virginia, New York, and New Jersey flocked to the town, sucking in the boardwalk food, crowding the beach. An endless cycle of visitors who kept the locals in business. Over the din of the traffic and tourists, he could hear the buzz of flies and scuffing of feet on the sidewalk.

      He turned back and looked at Melissa’s eyes. They were open. Stark hazel-brown, not a thin, filmy, white haze—not like a corpse’s eyes should be. Must be contact lenses. He made a mental note to see if she wore them regularly.

      “Single. Never married, according to her assistant. She found the body as she was heading into the office. On the other side of this wall.” Johnny tapped the brick.

      Jack tilted his head, taking in the space between the body and the entranceway. Johnny was doing the same. About fifteen feet, Jack supposed. Melissa had been tucked behind an electrical box. The only thing visible from the street had been her legs, from the knees down.

      Johnny flipped through his notepad, scanning his notes. “License, no wallet, purse, or weapon as of yet. They searched the dumpsters.” Johnny pointed to the opposite end of the alley, where a uniformed State Trooper, a mirage of melting blue in the heat, guarded the entrance next to a rusted green dumpster. “They were emptied yesterday. Nothing but food scraps and napkins.”

      Behind him, Jack heard the rustle of the tarp and turned to see Sergeant Dillon Pratt approaching with Corporal Adam Kass. Jack stood. Dillon, observing, stayed silent.

      Already Jack had learned the guy had a mind like the Library of Congress. Human encyclopedia. Though only five years older than Jack’s thirty-six, Dillon’s reddish-blond hair was greying at the sides and along his neckline. His suit was pressed, lines clean, shirt blindingly white in the sunlight. His tie was maroon with silver swirls. A woman’s touch.

      As Jack waited for Adam to come closer so he could point out Melissa’s license, he started to take notes in his small Steno book. Her full name was Melissa Anne St. John. Twenty-nine years old. Lived in Dewey Beach. Born April twenty-sixth. She was five foot five, 120 pounds, according to her license. He jotted down everything he noticed, from the distance to the alley entrance to the way her body was propped. He clicked and unclicked his pen. How had the murderer gotten in and out without being seen?

      “Gentlemen.”

      Jack took another step back from the body—he hadn’t even heard the tarp this time.

      A tall, black-haired woman flashed a brief smile before motioning for a little more space. Everyone stepped back. She murmured something Jack couldn’t hear and lifted a single brow as she edged past Dillon. In her slender, pale arms was a field kit. She set it down and turned to Jack. “Dr. Claire Avellino. Medical Examiner.”

      “Detective Jack Remington.” He shook her hand and introduced Johnny, noting that the doctor had a slight foreign accent—English.

      After shaking Johnny’s hand, she tucked a bit of hair behind her ear and bent to open her kit. “I will try my best to fit her in rotation tomorrow morning.”

      Jack watched Dr. Avellino—fitted black pants, white ruffled shirt, and heeled shoes with protective booties—snap on a pair of black exam gloves and squat level with the body.

      “You don’t usually come to the crime scene.” Dillon crossed his arms over his chest.

      “We’re understaffed.” Dr. Avellino paused to look at Dillon and sighed heavily. “So here I am.”

      Jack watched as Dr. Avellino started at Melissa’s head, examining her skull quickly, looking and feeling for any fractures or blunt force wounds. “Although there is a lot of blood in her hair—a lot of blood everywhere—there’s no trauma to her skull.” Her fingers rested under Melissa’s chin and with her thumb she gave a soft tug, murmured to herself.

      “Think you could estimate time of death?” Jack clicked his pen.

      Dr. Avellino examined Melissa’s arm and fingers, bending and lifting them. “Rigor hasn’t peaked yet. My best estimate is within the last twelve hours.”

      “Twelve is rather specific.” Jack stepped forward.

      “Normally blowfly eggs hatch within twenty-four hours, sometimes sooner. It’s dependent on several factors, including heat. I don’t see any larvae, but I do see the eggs. I believe her death has been within the last twelve hours but . . .” Dr. Avellino inhaled sharply, and tilted her head skyward. “This extreme heat combined with the humidity could speed up the process.”

      Jack heard Johnny’s intake of breath. Johnny stepped closer. “Speeding up as in a few hours or twice as fast?”

      “I cannot tell yet. I’ll have to check her liver temperature, as there seems to be no discoloration in her body, which has me concerned.”

      Jack clicked and unclicked his pen twice. “What do you mean by has you concerned?”

      “You know that if a body has been in the same position for an extended period of time, there could be blood settling. Discoloration. There are no signs of lividity in her extremities. I cannot tell if she’s been moved—though, given the rather cleanliness of this crime scene I’m guessing she has been.” She met his gaze. “But where is her blood?”

      She finished her external exam, noting specifics, such as a piece of clear tubing—small, but flexible, the hole roughly the size of a pencil—embedded in Melissa’s shoulder. “I’ll extract it during the autopsy and have the lab tag it for Corporal Kass.”

      Jack clicked and unclicked his pen again and again. He began to make a mental list of things that required tubes, starting with medical supplies.

      “Man, relax,” Johnny said. “The pen’s open.”

      Jack stopped. Habit. He couldn’t not click the pen, but when someone noticed, there was a reason. This case made him uneasy. The missing blood. Where was it? And the primary crime scene?

      Jack nodded to Johnny and watched Dr. Avellino take her Reed thermometer and set to moving Melissa’s skin away from the slice down the center of her chest. She pulled the skin further apart, opening Melissa’s body to their scrutinizing gazes. Jack felt he was invading her privacy, as if he wasn’t supposed to be looking. He focused on Dr. Avellino instead.

      “This is so strange.” Her silver eyes narrowed, and she stood, shaking her head. “No, this . . . it’s just not . . .”

      “What?” Jack and Dillon said at the same time.

      Dr. Avellino rose and stepped back, nearly losing her footing. Dillon steadied her, but she brushed his arms away. She squatted back down, looking again. “I’ve never encountered this before.” She turned back to meet their eyes. “Her liver is missing.”
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      The bell above the Gallery Hue door dinged as a woman walked in, two children in tow.

      Francesca eased off the stool, greeting them, then stood behind the counter as Miles, her assistant, went to talk to the woman. She was thankful to have him; lately he seemed better with people than she.

      The Italian tile floor cooled Frenzy’s bare feet. She stared at the clock, listening to the overly loud ticking of the secondhand. Quarter to eleven. Her class would be here shortly and all she could think about was the dream.

      The dripping.

      The smells.

      The voice.

      Unable to move or see.

      A shudder slipped through her, and she forced herself to do something. She began to check the inventory sheets to distract herself from the dream. “Because that’s all it was,” she whispered, tucking escaping hair behind her ear. “Just a dream. Nothing more.”

      Liar. She knew it was something more.

      When she was a child, she’d grown up believing that dreaming of the sky cracking in half meant someone had been struck by lightning or had their heart broken. Or that when she was falling, a plane would crash. But those dreams had never come true, at least that she could discover at her young age. And as she grew older, she believed that she had the dreams for a reason. Even when the reason wasn’t clear until later.

      The last dream that had come true was of her father. They had been on the beach, running with a kite. The kite crashed into the ground just in front of her father. He had stumbled backward, falling into the crashing waves. They swallowed him, and the ocean turned red as if bleeding for him. She watched as the blood-waves bubbled after his sinking body. Two days later he had died.

      When she was younger, it had been those dreams that felt real but weren’t happening to her that came true. In those dreams, she couldn’t feel anything but fear. Nothing. Couldn’t feel the objects in a room or touch people around her. She could only observe.

      What she dreamt last night was different. She had felt everything. The indentation on her skin from fingers she couldn’t see. The chilled room. She wasn’t just a spectator. It had happened to her. She wanted to believe it was just a nightmare. Some sick, twisted thing her mind had conjured. It wasn’t—couldn’t—be real.

      Because that would mean she would be like her mother.

      That she would soon be seeing things that others couldn’t. Would begin to feel the pain of strangers—whatever had happened to them, physically or emotionally, she would experience.

      Her heart stopped, just for a second.

      If she were like her mother.

      She wasn’t, she told herself, breathing deeply. And her mom wasn’t crazy like people said.

      Still, last night’s dream felt as real as the tile beneath her feet, sounded as clear as the woman speaking to Miles. The woman laughed. Frenzy glanced over.

      Miles was talking the young mother into buying a painting Frenzy had finished last summer of a couple holding hands, facing the sea, watching their children play. Frenzy should be there, talking to the woman, not Miles, though she had to admit that he was better at selling her art. Given enough time, he could probably talk her worst critic into purchasing one of her paintings.

      Miles had applied to work for her four years ago after studying with one of her college professors at the University of Delaware. Although he painted as well, she had hired him to teach the clay and sculpting part of her summer art classes, and her students adored him.

      The woman turned, and Francesca smiled. She knew it didn’t reach her eyes. A headache was beginning to form at the top of her head, moving, pounding, down her face. She pinched the bridge of her nose, trying to make it go away. It had to be from thinking about the dream.

      Wasn’t this how it started with her mom? First dreams, then migraines?

      No. She wasn’t like her mom. She wasn’t crazy. Frenzy gripped the pencil she’d been holding tighter, then forced herself to relax so she wouldn’t break it.

      Sara, one of her teenage students, pulled open the front door, causing the bell to jingle.

      “Morning, Ms. Francesca.”

      “Sara, have you behaved?” Frenzy lifted a brow, trying to tease, to seem happy through her headache.

      “I tried.” Sara made her way to an easel in the back of the studio. The assignment due today was to use one light source, preferably sunlight. Frenzy went to the door and propped it open, hoping that if the bell were silent, her headache would subside. Outside, heat assaulted her skin, prickling her chilly toes. Tiny beads of sweat formed on her upper lip.

      The cacophony of tourists, seagulls, and crashing waves rushed at her as she started to fix some of the free newspapers stacked on a rack. The humidity-compressed air seemed to fill her lungs. It felt as if she couldn’t breathe.

      And just like that, she was back in the dream, fighting to take a breath every ten seconds, darkness surrounding her.

      Stop it. She shook the images and feelings from her mind.

      The dark-haired twins, Alex and Gavin, wearing khaki shorts and near matching T-shirts, were walking toward her, sketch pads tucked under their arms. Behind them, a cluster of flashing red-and-blue lights melted into the horizon of Rehoboth Avenue. They were near the Summer House, a restaurant a couple of blocks west. There had to be several cruisers. She kept her eyes on the lights. An accident? They’d closed a lane of traffic and were detouring cars. Her throat closed as she remembered her dream. Of the man calling her Melissa. Of waking and knowing that a woman was dead. Could that be why there were lights?

      Feeling nauseated, she turned and faced the twins, who were only thirteen, but as tall as she. “How did the homework go?”

      Alex’s grin was flirtatious. “I forgot about it.”

      Gavin smiled shyly. “I reminded him two days ago.”

      “I forgot!” Alex gave him a playful shove. “Shut up.”

      As the boys argued into her gallery, she followed, giving the police lights one last glance. Frenzy peeked at the clock. She had five minutes. Grabbing her aluminum water bottle from the counter, she walked into the storage room to her left, letting the beads over the entryway click-clack in her wake. The air in here was cooler. Crisper. She felt she could actually breathe without feeling heaviness in her lungs, without hearing the chatter of her students.

      She set the water on the tracing table and pulled open the second drawer of the filing cabinet. The junk drawer. It was a stockpile of her, Miles, and Ramona’s things. Ramona was a friend of her older sister who had gone on disability after a car accident three years before. Frenzy had hired her for the season after her first surgery and never let her go. Ramona knew exactly where things belonged and where they were when Frenzy needed them.

      Frenzy pushed aside bottles of Ramona’s leftover prescriptions and Miles’ old collection of clay sculpting tools and reached for her little cardboard box of natural remedies: tinctures of passionflower and elderberry for when she felt a cold coming on. Pau d’Arco for stress. Calendula ointment for an accidental art knife nick or burned hand.

      She rooted in the box and found the bottle of Feverfew. It was the only thing Frenzy’s mom had given her children for headaches. Usually in the form of tea, which Frenzy had hated—it tasted awful. Her mother used to brew it by the gallon to use as insect repellent in the summer. Frenzy had always complained to her mom, “If it’s repelling insects, what is it doing to me?” And Moira would smile. “Repelling headaches.”

      Frenzy flipped the lid, tapped out a few capsules, popped them in her mouth, and downed them with water.

      On her way back to the studio, she started to see little splotches of black in her vision. She grabbed hold of the computer counter for support. The room started to spin. She blinked, but the dots only grew larger. Her heart began beating erratically.

      What was wrong?

      She closed her eyes against the dizziness. But it didn’t help. The floor seemed to move. She curled her fingers under the table.

      Outside, the gulls screeched for food. Tourists chatted. Waves crashed faintly in the distance. She vaguely heard the wailing of sirens.

      Opening her eyes, she saw sunlight ricocheting off car windshields and into her shop, casting sharp angles and cutting across one of her paintings like a palette knife. The light was so bright she closed her eyes again and bit her lip, trying to hold back tears. She’d never had a headache like this before.

      She blinked. Couldn’t see anything. It was all black. No walls. No light. What happened to the light? Her heart pounded harder.

      She squeezed her eyes shut, pressing her palms to them. Then she opened them again.

      Everything was as it had been. The light was still cutting across her painting, making the top half look washed out. People moved past her window, some peeking in, others oblivious.

      The beads clacked. “Frenzy, you going to teach today?”

      She snapped her head to meet Miles’s eyes. “I’ll—I’ll be right there.”
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      Jack’s eyes settled on Melissa St. John’s queen-size bed in the only bedroom of her Dewey Beach rental. The quiet house sat only a block from the beach and two from the nearest bar. The bedspread was tucked under, the pillows fluffed, and set with a few stuffed animals. Nothing out of place, everything in order. At the end of the bed, a pile of clothes sat folded on a wooden chest, as if just placed there after doing laundry. He stepped closer and reached in his pocket for a pair of gloves. After shrugging his fingers into the latex, he lifted a corner of the top piece of clothing. A thin blanket. Blood spatter covered the little pastel-colored stick-figure people. Jack recalled the lack of blood at the crime scene.

      “Johnny. Check this out.” Even though his voice was barely above normal, he heard Johnny’s boots thunking on the hardwood of Melissa’s hallway. Seconds later his partner was through the door, also shoving his fingers into gloves, his dark Native American skin a stark contrast to the white latex.

      “Check what out?”

      Jack pointed to the folded bloody blanket and lifted the top to reveal more. “Looks like the killer came back and left us evidence. There’s no way that this is anything but blood spatter from the crime scene. Look at how fine it is. Matches the spatter on Melissa’s skin. It’s like he wanted to leave us something, so he sliced her on a blanket. Seems he’s toying with us.”

      “Think he killed her here?”

      Shaking his head, Jack dropped the fabric. “Doubt it. I don’t see blood on the floor or ceiling—would’ve been everywhere. I don’t smell cleaner either. And the bed is made. If he did kill her here, why clean up the blood, but not wash the blanket? Why fold it and leave it?”

      “Something tells me it’s only going to get more twisted. He’s kept the liver and there’s a tube in her neck.”

      “You find anything out there?” Jack nodded toward the living room.

      “Not yet.” As Johnny left the bedroom, he added, “But I will.”

      Jack grinned. “Cocky son of a bitch.” He reached for his notepad. Why had the killer come back to leave the bloody blanket at the end of her bed? Why not trash it? What was the point of folding it and leaving it in the exact center of the bench? Had he been in an institution? Raised with a military background?

      He forced himself to stop clicking and unclicking his pen and stared at the folded blanket.

      Convincing himself he’d figure it out, he walked around the bedroom, eyeing her possessions and trinkets. She was a fan of Georgia O’Keefe and flowers. Lots of flowers. Was that important to the killer? Or had she been just a random victim?

      “Jack.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Found something.” Johnny’s voice floated through the open bedroom door, carrying the element of eagerness.

      “Be right out.” Jack glanced in the bathroom. Plain tiles, plain tub, plain counter. The sink was filled halfway with water tinted pink. A few drops of blood spotted the white ceramic near the hot water knob. Could she have been killed here? A towel was on the floor, stained red. He noted the towel and sink in his notes for Corporal Kass to bag and tag. Didn’t seem there was enough blood for her to have been killed here. “Where is her blood?” Dr. Avellino’s voice echoed in his mind. The killer could’ve cleaned up, but why leave these drops? He looked closer at the drops. They’re too perfect, too round. And why leave the towel? It didn’t add up.

      This was staged.

      All of it.

      But why?

      In the living room, he relayed to Johnny what he’d seen in the bathroom. “What’d you find?”

      “This.” Johnny held up a cell phone. “Explains why she didn’t call anyone.”

      “Or the killer could’ve brought it with him when he brought back the blanket.” Jack walked into the small oak cabinet-lined kitchen. “He probably could’ve put the blood in the bathroom, too.” On the refrigerator were takeout menus and magnetic business cards to local restaurants, a few coupons, and sticky notes for appointment reminders. He peeked inside: cola, a four-pack of premade coffee drinks, two Styrofoam containers, a few pieces of fruit. He closed the fridge and opened the freezer. Diet meals. Vodka. A pint of chocolate ice cream.

      “It was under here.” Johnny pointed to the coffee table. “Why bring it back and put it under there?”

      “Probably the same reason there’s a folded bloody blanket on the bed and blood on the sink in the bathroom.” Jack smoothed his finger over the counter above the sink. A little dust. He tried the tap. Water sputtered out of the copper faucet. “Nothing else looks out of place. No signs of a struggle. She was probably abducted somewhere else.”

      Johnny sniffed the air. “You smell that?”

      “What? Are you hungry again?”

      “You think I could be hungry after seeing that?” He nodded toward the crime scene a couple of miles north. “It smells like . . . turpentine.”

      Jack’s first thought was of his mother. Painting was her expensive hobby, as his father put it. Most days Jack would come home from school to find her cleaning oil paint from brushes, a can of turpentine next to her. Jack looked at his partner. “You a secret art fanatic?”

      Johnny glanced over, took a breath, and exhaled heavily. “Ex-girlfriend.”

      “Touchy subject?”

      “No incoming or outgoing calls since Saturday morning.” Johnny scrolled through the phone’s menus.

      Jack didn’t comment on the quick change of subject. It’s not like he wanted to talk about his own past. His gaze fell from his partner to the small kitchen counter: a tiny vase with a dusty silk flower, salt-and-pepper shakers, a decorative glass bottle of what looked to be olive oil with orange peppers. A cutting board with a knife block built into the side. All the knives were accounted for. Next to the knife block was a set of Rachael Ray cookbooks that had collected a layer of dust. Jack began opening drawers. Silverware clinked and wood smacked wood as he shoved them closed again.

      He checked under the counter, in the cabinets: cleaners and a trashcan with nothing inside but a few paper towels, an empty package from a frozen mini-pizza dinner, and a receipt. Jack picked out the receipt, checked the date. “Home Depot receipt from yesterday in the trash. Time stamp was mid-morning.”

      “Means she was here after.”

      “Maybe.” Jack scanned the rest of the receipt. At the bottom was a credit card signature for a box of tiles and Melissa’s neat, large script. He clicked his pen. “Yeah. She used a credit card. Signature looks like the one on the license. So, she was here, but for how long?”

      Jack looked at the sunlight filtering into the kitchen. His eyes followed the scattering gold rays across the floor and counter to land on the dining table. Dust covered most of it . . . all but two place settings. Jack went back to the brief interview he and Johnny had with the witness who had discovered Melissa’s body.

      “She’s not married.”

      Johnny confirmed the statement. “You develop amnesia in the last hour?” After setting down the folder he was flipping through, he picked up another. “We already established that.”

      “And the witness didn’t mention a boyfriend.”

      “You got a memory problem I should know about?”

      “There are two clean place settings. The rest of the table is dusty.”

      Johnny flipped open Melissa’s cell and scrolled through the menus with gloved fingers. “The last call to a man was two weeks ago.” After a few seconds of more scrolling through the phone’s directory, he added, “And, the last incoming call from a man was three weeks ago. But that doesn’t mean some of these initials like—S. Miller or D. Samson—can’t be a guy or the companies in here, like BeachTech, couldn’t be a male contact. If she was seeing someone⁠—”

      “What about text messages?”

      After a second he shook his head. “None. Must’ve been erased. Either that or she doesn’t text. I’ll get her phone records.”

      Jack nodded. Something pinched the back of his mind. What was the reason for killing? Her business? But if it has to do with the business, why was her murder so violent? Jack clicked his pen. Melissa owned the company so she’d probably worked from home, or brought work home with her. Jack gazed around her living room. No computer. There hadn’t been one at her office either. Nor was there a laptop in her car which, they learned on the way down here, had been found two blocks from the crime scene. “You see a laptop anywhere over there? Maybe under a pile of folders or something.”

      “Not yet. I’ll keep looking.”

      The drizzle of fear in the back of his mind returned. “Something tells me not to bother.” Jack leaned his knuckles on the countertop, started thinking aloud. “That second place setting could’ve been where she kept her laptop at home—her employee said she took it everywhere, that she doesn’t own a desktop unit. And the laptop wasn’t in her office or car. The killer must’ve taken the laptop when he dropped off the blanket . . . but why did he take it?”

      Jack turned from the counter and caught sight of a small black book sitting on top of the toaster oven. Eyes narrowed, he walked over and picked it up. “Address book.”

      Opening the cover, he saw two sets of names and, in parentheses, the word Parents scrawled in the Emergency Contact section. Below that was another name: Francesca Munro. “Wonder who she is?”

      “Who?”

      “Melissa’s parents are listed as the emergency contact and then there’s another name, Francesca Munro.”

      “Munro? You sure?” Johnny set the folders down and, as if he didn’t trust Jack’s affirmative, walked around the counter and peered over his shoulder.

      “Why?”

      “I know her.”

      “This Francesca?”

      “I went to college with her. Years ago.” Johnny was shaking his head, as if in disbelief, even though he added, “Yeah, that’s her home phone. I can’t believe this . . .”

      Something inside Jack clicked. This wasn’t right. There were obvious differences in the way it was written. He studied the inked names, addresses, and phone numbers. He looked at her parents’ contact info and back to the Francesca Munro entry. The handwriting wasn’t the same. The Ns were different, as were the Cs, Es, and As. And there was a different downward angle. “Check the phone.”

      “What?”

      “Melissa’s cell phone,” Jack snapped. “Check to see if Francesca Munro’s name or number is in it.”

      Johnny flipped open the cell, scrolled, checking. He looked up, eyes near-slits, shaking his head. “Not here. So why would she be in that, but not the cell, which Melissa would probably have with her during an emergency? How do they even know each other?”

      “Perfect questions,” Jack said. “We’ll have to get Dillon to take a look at the handwriting, but I know enough from other cases to guess that the entries are too different to be from the same writer.”

      “You think—” Johnny paused and Jack heard the hesitation in his voice, a hint of fear. Johnny went on, “You think the killer wrote Francesca’s name in there?”

      “I’m sure he did.”
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      Abigail looked at the clock. Shit. She was running late. As always.

      “Elena!” she yelled up the stairs. “Get a move on. Let’s go. You’ve got five minutes to pack whatever you want to take with you.”

      After grabbing clothes strewn across the back of the couch and the bottom few steps, she headed into the utility room. She hadn’t had time to do the wash this week so she’d bought a new outfit yesterday for today’s meeting. Tomorrow she’d have to toss some stuff in the dryer and hope that no one noticed the wrinkles or smell.

      “I’m not going.” Elena’s voice came weakly from her room. Abby pictured her daughter with arms crossed, staring at the floor.

      She didn’t need this right now. Abby dropped the clothes in the basket and, locating the lid, jammed it on top. It didn’t even begin to hide the mess of laundry. She gave up, left the utility room for the living room again, and stood at the bottom of the stairs. “Oh, yes you are.”

      “She doesn’t even know I’m coming!” Elena emerged onto the landing and glared down.

      Abby took a deep breath and let it out on a three-count. “Yes, she does.”

      “She. Does. Not.” Her arms crossed over her tiny chest, and this time she tapped her foot. “I would know if she knew.”

      “Elena Marie Munro.” Abby bit her tongue before shouting anything else. She was tired of this talk of knowing things. Her mother used to know stuff.

      Francesca had also supposedly inherited an ability from their mother, Moira, or at least that’s what Frenzy believed.

      But Elena was not like Moira and nothing like Frenzy. Seeing the future and death. Bullshit. No one could see the future. For just a second, Abby considered that if she could have seen the future, she would’ve avoided pregnancy. But the minute it crossed her mind, she retracted it, horrified.

      Elena was Abby’s world. No matter how trying her daughter could be at times.

      Abby glanced up at Elena, who had moved on from glaring to pressing her lips together in a way that reminded Abby so much of Elena’s father. And for the first time in a long while, with her hair pulled into two braids on either side of her face, she looked like the nine-year-old child she was. Elena was one of those rare children who exhibited super intelligence. Testing out as a genius. And although it scared Abby half to death, Elena would be starting high school a full four years before she should. Child prodigy, she was called. Sometimes though, like this, when she was spouting off about knowing things, Abby questioned her intelligence. “Don’t start with that stuff. It’s not true.”

      “She said you’d say that.”

      “Elena, pack your things. Right now.”

      “Not until you admit that Aunt Frenzy can see things.”

      Abby paused, marveling, and hating, that she was seeing more of Elena’s father in her every day. Abby’s insides felt heavy at the memory of him. But she didn’t have time to dwell on that period of her life. “Do you want a babysitter? Or would you rather stay with your aunt? It doesn’t bother me. And I’m sure it won’t bother Francesca.”

      Her daughter stared at her for another moment, anger filling her eyes. Abby swallowed hard, telling herself it would pass, and repeated, “Babysitter or your Aunt?”

      Elena growled, which slowly turned into a shriek as she stormed into her room. Abby heard drawers slamming and the closet opening and hammering back into its frame. It’s a growing phase, she told herself, trying not to snap. But something inside her made her wonder whether Elena would grow out of it or if she would just grow more distant. Maybe even grow closer to Francesca.

      At that, her heart clenched.
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      Francesca rolled her neck to twist out the knots. It cracked, and she winced.

      Climbing from the car, she reached across the seat to grab her purse and art bag. Atlas, her mutt, followed, hopping from the back seat into the driver’s and then to the ground, his tail brushing her leg as he took off for the porch. At times she saw the boxer in him, others the Australian Cattle dog.

      She slammed the door and headed up the drive. In the east, twilight was settling. Through the leaves of the trees, purplish light dappled the cement driveway and darkened the undergrowth of her backyard woods. She loved this place. It had been her home her entire life. She couldn’t imagine living anywhere else. She paused at the bottom of the steps and gazed toward the ocean, though she couldn’t see it. Francesca would’ve lingered longer for the view of amethyst sky but the heat, and a few mosquitoes, pressed her into movement, and she climbed the steps.

      Inside she dropped her bags in the studio and kicked off her sandals. Atlas ran to the sliding glass doors and let out a little woof.

      She opened it and he took off, yapping at a squirrel that ran up a tree. She left it open and headed into the kitchen, intent on getting something together for dinner. As she passed the small bar that separated her kitchen from the living room, she saw the blinking red light on her answering machine and groaned. Pressed play.

      She had one message from about half an hour ago. “Francesca! Hey. It’s Abby.”

      At her sister’s voice, she laughed. “No shit.” She’d always teased Abby about that, said she could tell by her voice, but Abby told her it was habit since sources didn’t know her.

      “Just wanted to call and give you a heads up. Elena wants to stay with you for a few days.”

      “Or you probably have to work.” Frenzy heard the sharp annoyance in her voice and reminded herself that Abby was a single mom.

      Her younger sister was a workaholic, and co-editor at The Cape Times. She also traveled more than anyone else Francesca knew, always searching for that one story that could make her a Pulitzer Prize-winning journalist. For as long as Frenzy could remember, Abby had wanted to be a reporter. Growing up, if she hadn’t been doing homework, she’d been writing. Or watching reruns of Superman, always stating she’d be the perfect Lois Lane and would never fall for Clark Kent or Superman. As editor for the high school newspaper, she’d written numerous articles before applying to the then-local paper which was now The Cape Times.

      Abby was talking fast. “I know you’re either standing there listening to me leave this message or about to delete it, but please, just hear me out. I need to do a few interviews and I don’t have the time to find a babysitter on such short notice . . .”

      Frenzy headed for the fridge to crack open a Dogfish 60 Minute IPA that had probably been sitting in the back since July Fourth. She popped the top on the side of the counter and took a swig, tossing the cap into the recycling bin.

      “Elena and I will see you soon.” A click ended the call.

      Frenzy pressed the delete button and took another long gulp of beer.

      When Abby had given birth to Elena, Frenzy was just out of college. She was an artist-in-demand and had the freedom to work full-time from home. So instead of hiring a nanny to watch Elena, Francesca had been the obvious choice: family and free. But no matter how frustrating Abigail was, no matter how deep she’d dug under Frenzy’s skin, Frenzy would never take it out on her niece. Deep down she loved her sister, but knew they were two very different people who lived vastly different lives. They would never agree on everything.

      The fact was, she was looking forward to seeing her niece. It had been two weeks. Elena had spent them at a camp for gifted students. And to say that Elena was gifted was a severe understatement.

      Frenzy set her beer on the kitchen high-top table just as she heard the sound of an engine cutting off.

      Atlas plowed through the doors, sending the linen, floor-length curtains into disarray and the rug sliding across the floor to settle over his water dish in his haste to get to the arriving guests. She had yet to open the door and he was already wagging his traitorous tail. “Some guard dog you are.”

      His tail wagged harder as Frenzy pulled open the front door. She was not surprised at all when Elena came trudging up the porch stairs, her backpack smacking every step in a dejected sort of way.

      “Elena, carry your bag! Don’t drag it,” Abby shouted as she shut her door.

      “Just so you know” —Elena swung the backpack up over her shoulder and pouted as she yanked open the screen door, looking at Frenzy— “this was not my idea.”

      “Aren’t you going to say goodbye?” Abby’s voice followed.

      At the question, Elena paused, her eyes watering, nostrils flaring in what Frenzy believed was an attempt to not cry. Elena turned to her mother. “Bye.” Then she continued inside and up the stairs, tiny feet pounding each step. “I’ll be in my room.”

      Francesca watched until she disappeared around the corner and into her bedroom. As her main sitter, Frenzy had turned Abigail’s childhood bedroom into Elena’s. And maybe, one day, Frenzy would have a child to use the room.

      Abby, now on the front porch, stood a few feet away. Frenzy opened the screen door and stepped outside. A growl followed. Clearly Atlas was disgruntled at being left inside, but he quickly hoisted himself up the stairs after Elena.

      “So. This is what it’s come to?” Frenzy stared hard at her younger sister. “Lying to me about why she’s here? Why don’t you just tell her you can’t afford a sitter? That is the reason, right? Don’t make stuff up. Don’t tell her that you already told me she’d be coming. That’s just⁠—”

      “Don’t make me out to be the bad guy, okay? Would you have said yes if I’d just called and asked if she could stay? Wait.” Putting her hand up, Abby reconsidered. “Don’t answer that. I already know you’d do it in a heartbeat.”

      “I’m just worried that if you keep lying, telling her I know she’s coming—and we both know that she’s smart enough to realize that you are lying—she’s going to get the impression that I don’t want her around. Or that you don’t want her around and you’re dumping her on me.”

      Abby plowed a hand through her hair, her brown eyes nearly black in the dimming sunlight. Her jaw worked. Francesca saw the wheels spinning in her sister’s mind, knew she was trying to formulate an answer that wouldn’t cause further argument. Abby finally said, “She won’t. We both know that. She’s smart. She knows you love her.”

      A safe answer. Francesca walked to the rail. She turned, leaned her hips on the old wood, and crossed her arms. She let out a sigh and searched the air in front of her for the words to make her point. “I know she does. But when are you going to start taking responsibility? Huh?” Sweat beaded on her forehead and her shirt became damp from the oppressive heat. “When are you going to stay around long enough for her to really get to know you? You’re constantly on the go, Abby. It seems like I have her every weekend! I’m the one who goes to her school plays. Her recitals. I’m the one who takes her to the beach and shopping for school clothes and⁠—”

      “Don’t start with me, Frenzy. I’m doing this for Elena.” Abby’s eyes glistened with anger, or maybe fear; Frenzy didn’t ask. Abby said, “I am working my ass off so she can go to college, which for her, is right around the corner. She won’t want for anything.”

      Frenzy couldn’t hold her tongue. “Except her mother.”

      “I don’t expect you to understand,” Abby snapped and Francesca braced herself for the words she knew would follow; the words that were a hand across the face. Words that struck far deeper than any slap. “You’re not a mother.” Abby breathed quick and angry. “So you don’t know.”

      Frenzy took a moment to calm her nerves before she looked Abby in the eyes. “You’re right. How could I possibly understand how it feels to be different? The way Elena does. How could I possibly know what it’s like to be stared at for who I am? I’m not a mother, no, but I know that she needs you right now. She’s vulnerable to everything at this point in her life. Everything. And you keep disappearing.” Frenzy tried to rub the knot that was forming in her neck but succeeded only in making it worse. “She’s nine and a freshman in high school. And psychic, whether you believe it or not.”

      “Don’t play that card with me.” Fury sparked across Abby’s face, and Frenzy could almost hear electrical currents, like the buzzing from a telephone line. Abby took a deep breath, her eyes tracing the wooden porch slats.

      These same boards had been there forever; played upon as toddlers, stomped on in anger as children, put out cigarettes on as teenagers. The abuse the porch had taken and still it stood. Could that same thing be said about her and her sister’s relationship?

      Abby said, “She’s not psychic. And neither are you.”

      Francesca felt that familiar stab of irritation. It always started as a tiny flicker whenever memories of her childhood surfaced. It wasn’t just feeling different. It was the way other children looked at her, the way they stared as if she were extraterrestrial. They muttered to each other in the hallway or while waiting for the bell to ring before class: one card shy of a full deck and the crazy woman’s daughter certifiable, just like her mother. They’d been the ones to spread rumors about Frenzy and Abby’s mother. And, what’s more, most of those kids didn’t know it but Frenzy had seen their mothers or fathers leaving the Munro residence after seeing Moira for advice. “Damn it, Abby.”

      “Don’t.” Abby held up her hand as if to stop the words Francesca hadn’t even thought of saying. “I’m doing this for Elena.”

      “Are you, though?” Shifting her weight, making sure she had locked eyes with her sister, Frenzy said, “Or are you trying to outrun the past? To stay away from the one thing that you can’t fix? That you can’t change?” Frenzy watched a look of confusion cross her sister’s face; a look equally filled with fear. Frenzy wondered if Abby even knew the identity of Elena’s father. The shadows in Abby’s eyes told Frenzy that Elena wasn’t the only one vulnerable to everything.

      Abby cleared her throat. “I’m not running from anything, real or imagined. Maybe you should be asking yourself the same damn question. You haven’t even had a real relationship since Johnny cheated on you.”

      A wave of heat flooded Francesca’s cheeks. And she wasn’t even sure if it was from anger or shame. And why the hell should she be ashamed? Because she hadn’t managed to hang on to ‘her man’ back then? She felt her throat thicken and forced out the words: “Never mind.”

      “Fine.” Back steel straight, Abby stalked to the steps, digging in her pocket for her keys.
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      He clicked the lock mechanism on his truck door. It echoed in the still, humid night.

      Grasshoppers sang and crickets chirped, blending into a sonata he hated. Fingers itching, he trudged through the underbrush, skin and clothing catching on branches and leaves. A holly tree scratched his elbow. It felt like it drew blood, but he was fine.

      Barely left a mark, he thought.

      The time it took him to get from his car to his private studio wasn’t long. He’d had years to perfect it. Had spent nights practicing how to slip silently through the woods. Had trained his eyes to see the slightest movement and his ears to distinguish the sounds: a flittering bird, a jittery rabbit, the slipping of a fox through the brush.

      A quarter-moon broke through the dense trees, splattering the ground with specks of white light, filtered by the canopy of leaves that shaded the area during the day. Somewhere to his left a small creature crept through the fallen foliage from last autumn. A bird, blackbird, he guessed, by the tiny, pitter-patter footsteps.

      He headed on through the thick bushes, feet naturally gliding over dirt and sand and trail that he knew by heart. He was almost there.

      His fingers itched to get back to his painting. Still so much more for him to paint. So much more and so little time. If only Francesca could see him now. Following in her footsteps. Paintings as rich and colorful. With more detail. Mine are real, he thought, gliding his fingers along the satiny smoothness of the wooden frame he carried. It wasn’t the best frame, but it was good enough that he wouldn’t have to buy new. Most people were going for that frameless gallery wrap look. He preferred his paintings framed. When something is great, it deserves to be shown off.

      And this frame would do just that.

      He would have to, however, get rid of the painting inside the frame. Damn thing was so old it didn’t do the sitter justice. She had been so much more beautiful in real life.

      In the moonlight, his eyes scanned the painting he’d taken from Francesca’s gallery. The shadows that surrounded him delved deeply into the black of the canvas, darkening the eyes and hair of the woman. He frowned. Something wasn’t quite right about this painting. Maybe it was because it was nighttime. Or perhaps Francesca had painted it too light? Too much blue? No, azure. Francesca would say azure.

      He could paint over it.

      The woman’s hair wasn’t a major concern; that was easily fixable. A swipe of the brush and he could change her hair color to whatever he wanted.

      He had dyed Melissa’s to the color he wanted. The missing liver, now that was something. To watch Melissa’s life in his hands, feel the warmth of her skin turn cold as her blood dripped away. He smiled, eyes gazing over the painting again.

      Last night it had begun. Finally.
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      Upstairs Elena was slamming drawers. Having heard Frenzy come in, she let her anger show in spades. Staring up the stairs, Frenzy half-expected Elena to come into the hallway, but she didn’t. “This is so like her.” Elena’s voice was muffled by the walls. “Always just leaving me with you.”

      Within seconds Elena’s feet pounded the stairs and she met Frenzy’s wide-eyed gaze as she halted on the second-to-bottom step. “Did you know she and Rich went out to dinner the other night? She said it wasn’t a date, but she didn’t even ask me if I liked him.”

      “Your mom is allowed to date. Whether she’s dateable or not, that’s debatable.” Francesca couldn’t help but laugh when her niece finally cracked a small smile. “Well, forget about that for tonight and help me decide what we should have for dinner.”

      After stewing for a few more seconds, Elena raised her brows, a quiet grin on her face. “Pizza? Can we go into town?”

      “To Lewes?”

      “No, the boardwalk!” She jumped with excitement; anger forgotten. “Better yet, can we get sushi? Mom never lets me get it. Please, please, please?”

      “Sounds like a plan.” Frenzy gave her niece a quick hug and guided her toward the living room couch. “Tell me all about camp whatever-it-was that you went to.”

      “I loved it. I met an artist there. I told her all about you.”

      Frenzy’s cell started shrieking in her purse. Elena, halting her story, absently stroked Atlas as Frenzy ran for the other room. It was Miles.

      Frenzy made her way back into the living room. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing. Just wondering what you were up to.”

      “Oh.” Frenzy sometimes had the feeling that Miles liked her, as more than her boss, but she just wasn’t interested.

      Of course, she had never been good at reading people. As Abby mentioned earlier, Johnny had cheated, and she had never seen any warning signs. But could there have been warning signs? Had there been and she just hadn’t seen them?

      Sometimes she felt bad and said or did something stupid to make Miles feel better . . . like she was about to. “Elena and I are going to get sushi. Want to join us?”

      Elena was nodding and smiling—the girl knew it was Miles even though Frenzy hadn’t said anything. Frenzy suspected Elena had a crush on Miles, but she still insisted boys were gross and full of germs.

      “Sure.” Over the spotty connection, Francesca heard his keys jingling. “Where am I headed?”

      “The Cultured Pearl.” It was Frenzy’s favorite sushi restaurant in Rehoboth. Four blocks from the beach. She loved sitting at the outside deck on the second floor. Although crowded with tourists, the top deck offered a gorgeous view of the Avenue, especially at dusk.

      “Sounds good. I had to head home and clean up. I got clay slip on me while straightening up after you left, but I’ll see if I can get us a table.”

      “Klutz.” Frenzy laughed.

      “Me? Who was voted most likely to end up in the ER?”

      She supposed his jab was funny, but it only brought up painful memories. She stayed silent.

      “Oh, a guy called for you earlier,” Miles said.

      “What guy?”

      “He didn’t give me a name. Said he was an old family friend.”

      “What did he want?” Frenzy tried not to sound anxious, but she didn’t keep in touch with any of her parents’ friends or her relatives, as few as there were. “Are you sure he didn’t leave a name?”

      “Of course I’m sure. He wondered if you had any of your mother’s sculptures left for sale. Said he’d try calling you at home.”

      “Did you give him my number?”

      “Of course not. He said he already had it.”

      Frenzy’s heart hammered. Although her mother had been dead for twelve years, people still had her work in their collections and were usually devastated to learn of her death when calling for the availability of new pieces.

      An old family friend would have known that Moira was dead.
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      “Why was Melissa sliced open as if autopsied? Why was she left naked in an alley with her license shoved in her mouth?” Jack said aloud, not for the first time, to the vacant conference room in the basement of Troop 7 in Lewes.

      The room was bare of any adornments except for the flags—American and Delaware—that stood by the door, the conference table, eight rolling chairs, a projector and pull-down white screen to go with it. The far wall was a magnetic whiteboard on which Jack had already begun a timeline of Melissa’s last days.

      Melissa St. John. Twenty-nine years old. His sister’s age; Jack imagined Lily’s face on their whiteboard and shuddered. Melissa was an only child. Straight A’s. Graduated with a three-point-nine GPA.

      He wondered how her parents would be when they arrived. Jack had called the local police nearest their home in upstate New York as he and Johnny had waited in her apartment for Adam to arrive for evidence collection. A local police officer there would inform Mr. and Mrs. St. John of their only daughter’s death.

      Jack could imagine the officer asking them to sit down. Even though he hadn’t been there—and he was glad he wasn’t—he imagined Melissa’s mother sobbing, gripping her husband’s hand or falling into his arms. Clichéd, but it happened that way more often than not. Movies always portrayed it correctly. Jack had done so many notifications in his career—and he knew there would be more—but it was a sound you could not forget, a feeling that wouldn’t just go away once the words had been spoken.

      He rubbed his forehead with the palms of his hands, stretching his eyebrows up and widening his eyes in an effort to wake up. The rest of the unit had gone home to get a few hours’ shuteye, and he was thinking he should do the same.

      But he always stayed during the first forty-eight hours of a murder. Those were the most critical. And something about this murder made him think it was especially important. Too much didn’t make sense.

      The boldness of publicly displaying the body gave Jack pause. The killer was making a statement. “Why?” He spoke the word to the empty room and the sound of his own voice, laced with fatigue, startled him for a moment. That was the key question in any investigation, but more so in this one.

      Why was Francesca Munro’s name written in the victim’s address book? he wondered. Who is she? And Johnny knowing her . . . coincidence? He didn’t believe much in coincidence. But it would be pretty far-fetched that the killer was aware that Johnny and Francesca knew each other and that Johnny would be assigned the investigation. So why include Francesca’s name? Jack made a mental note to do more research on the artist.

      He glanced at the time on his laptop. A yawn escaped him. Two a.m. was too damn late, or early, depending on how he looked at it.

      “You still here?” Kress, a desk sergeant for the troop, stopped on the bottom step. He rolled his neck around his loosened blue uniform collar. “Thought someone left a damn light on.”

      “Working hard.” Jack slapped the pile of papers he had been reading, then slammed the binder shut.

      “That good, huh?”

      “Autopsy’s set for tomorrow. Until we get that report, we’ve got other leads. An artist who may know something. The photo on the license. A missing liver. Blood spattered sheet.” Jack paused. Melissa had no family in the area. She didn’t have a boyfriend. The only person who saw her was her assistant, who insisted that Melissa was a workaholic. “And more.”

      Kress glanced down at the photographs on the table and then at Jack as if to ask permission to pick them up. “These from the crime scene?”

      Jack nodded and stood to watch Kress flip through them; Kress was so pale it looked like he might lose his midnight snack. Crossing his arms over his chest, Jack recalled the darkest moment of his life. His jaw clenched as he saw gold-flecked eyes flickering in dim light and pale hair cascading down a porcelain throat. He cleared his own. “She was only twenty-nine.”

      “Damn shame. Pretty.” Kress handed the stack to Jack. “I hope you find the son of a bitch.”

      “I will.”

      A moment of hesitation from the sergeant was followed by: “Can I ask you something?”

      Jack knew by the tone of voice the exact question the sergeant was going to ask. Still, he answered, “Sure.”

      “You came from LA, right?” At Jack’s nod, Kress continued, “Why’d you move here? I mean, Delaware ain’t anything close to what you could do in a big city.”

      Leaning against the table, Jack eyed the sergeant and made him believe he was toying with an answer. The fact of the matter was, he didn’t want anyone to know the real reason he’d come here. It was no one else’s goddamned business as far as he was concerned. Especially someone he didn’t know. Jack’s eyes clouded and he almost saw every detail again, but he clamped the lid on those memories and looked at Kress. “Fewer murders.”

      “That’s it? Fewer murders? Isn’t it your job to solve them?”

      “That’s it.” Jack sighed. “I have a brother here, too, but that’s beside the point.” He took a deep breath and forced his rehearsed bullshit answer. “Murders are a dime a dozen in LA. Here, I don’t have to juggle five at a time. I can concentrate. Really apply everything I know to the few I do have.”

      Kress shrugged as if it made no sense but really didn’t care and turned back up the steps. “Coffee’s fresh if you want some.”

      Jack eyed his empty mug, glanced at the disappearing boots on the steps. “Thanks.”

      Without turning around, the sergeant said, “Welcome,” and started another conversation with a returning trooper. Jack turned back to look at the empty room. The rest of the unit would be in around five-thirty or six. That’s one thing he liked about homicide. No regular shifts, although that came with inconvenient hours, like two a.m. phone calls. Still, he loved the job.

      By the time it would take him to drive home, get a couple hours of shuteye before having to be up, dressed, and out the door to drive back, he might as well stick around. No point in wasting valuable time.

      He picked up the photos from Melissa’s apartment. The bloody blanket bothered him.

      Why leave it?
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      Francesca rolled over. Tossed the sheets off her damp legs and rolled again, trying to find a comfortable position. The air was humid, and no breeze broke the stillness of her bedroom.

      She cursed the air conditioner for not working. What was wrong with it, anyway? It was almost brand new. Lying on her back, she closed her eyes to the quarter moon’s dim light and tried to count backward from one hundred, a trick her mother had often suggested.

      After she and Elena had returned from dinner, she’d put her niece to bed, handing her the copy of Pride and Prejudice she hadn’t finished the last time she was staying over. Elena had turned on her lamp and was happily lost in Austenland as Frenzy had wandered to own her room, took two valerian root pills to help her sleep, and climbed into bed.

      A couple hours of tossing and turning later, she sat up. Gazed at the clock. Two-twenty-three. She wasn’t the least bit tired.

      Maybe she just didn’t want to dream again. Maybe her body was fighting sleep because it knew what it had experienced wasn’t good. Maybe her body knew there could be another dream.

      Leaving Atlas to snooze at the end of the bed, she grabbed her mug from the nightstand. A cup of chamomile tea might just do the trick.

      Before heading downstairs, she sneaked a glance into Elena’s room. The light was still on. The book was lying on Elena’s chest, her mouth slack, as she slept.

      Frenzy tip-toed over, gently picked up Pride and Prejudice, dog-eared the page, and placed it on the dresser. Elena made a soft sound, then rolled onto her side, stuffing her hand under her pillow. It made Frenzy smile. She snapped off the light.

      Easing the door to a crack, she padded down the stairs to the kitchen, filled her mug with water and stuck it in the microwave for a minute, then grabbed a tea sachet. She didn’t want to use the kettle because of Elena. She’d silenced the microwave’s ding years ago.

      Frenzy slapped the tea bag against her finger as her eyes followed the turntable in the microwave. Round and round. Just like her life. Abby was right. She hadn’t had a serious relationship since Johnny. Ten years. She’d had lovers. Not many. But was she really that scarred by Johnny’s betrayal that she couldn’t find someone to be happy with? Could she be running from her past?

      The microwave stopped.

      She pulled the mug out and dropped in the tea bag. The faint flower scent filled the warm air that had settled in the kitchen. As usual, she read the tea bag quote: Where there is love, there is no question.

      She groaned, vowed to let the past alone.

      In the living room, she set the tea down and went through the foyer to her studio bookshelf. She scanned the titles: The Lives of Artists, Dali: Genius, Obsession & Lust, Alias Olympia: A Woman’s Search for Manet’s Model and Her Own Desire, Prophecy: A Closer Look at the Love and Obsession of the Prophetess and Artist Artemisia Orphanelli. Even her bookshelf was practically screaming at her that she should try to move on. Obsession, lust, desire. It was clear she had wanted to, so why hadn’t she?

      She tried to push the thoughts from her mind and instead grabbed a copy of Rembrandt’s works from the early 20th century that had belonged to her mother. She was teaching the Dutch artist next week.

      In the living room, she flicked on a corner light and sat below the soft glow of illumination. The corners of the room were dark.

      Frenzy stared into the darkness looming around the house. She contemplated about the woman she dreamt of, the same darkness in the dream. The man calling her Melissa. Had he abducted Melissa? Killed her?

      Shrugging away the chilling suggestion, she slid a glance to the front door. Dead-bolted. A baseball bat was stuck in the doorjamb of the sliding doors. Then again, what would stop someone from smashing the glass? And except for her light and the pale moon glow, she was completely isolated on this lonely stretch of road in Lewes.

      Isolated. A word that meant alone.

      Solitary, inaccessible. Secluded.

      She’d been living that way for a long time.

      It was at least a mile in either direction before she could reach a main road—she had to stop thinking about it.

      She opened the book on Rembrandt and began rereading what she already knew about his life. At the age of fourteen, he enrolled at the University of Leiden but soon left because it bored him. He studied art with a local master, Jacob van Swanenburgh, and later with Pieter Lastman. And, after mastering everything he could, he went back to Leiden where, at the age of twenty-two, he took his first pupils. It made her think about Elena, her sweet niece, and how smart she was, how talented, how, as Abby said, she’d soon be going to college. And so young.

      The phone rang, jolting her so the book thumped closed in her lap.

      A glance at the clock in the kitchen revealed quarter to three. She snatched up the phone before it could wake Elena. “Hello?”

      Silence.

      “Hello?” she repeated.

      “Do you know?”

      “Do I know what?” Francesca sat up straighter at the harsh whisper. It was low and gravelly, but she couldn’t tell if it was male or female. The hairs on her neck fluttered. She set the book on the coffee table next to her tea. “Who is this?”

      A click resounded in her ear as fear swept through her. She stared at the phone receiver before clicking it off. Do you know? It had to be some prank caller. Just some kid getting his kicks in the middle of the night.

      But what if it wasn’t?

      Frenzy stood and checked the windows and the deadbolt and the sliding door with the baseball bat and then, clicking on the phone, checked the number. Unlisted.
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