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CHAPTER 1


          

          
            SUNDAY, DECEMBER 6TH

          

        

      

    

    
      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 awhile 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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            TWO MONTHS EARLIER

          

          THURSDAY, OCTOBER 1ST

        

      

    

    
      The killer looked at the ceiling, listening for the call of a night bird, a cricket, a barking dog. But the cemetery was silent, save for the moaning of the wind and the whispering rustle of leaves outside. These were the noises of the dead.

      The one-family mausoleum was made of thick white bricks turned gray with age and reinforced with mortar and stone. The walls were a barrier against the outside sounds of gunshots and throbbing bass lines emanating from cars with rims larger than their wheels.

      The walls also muffled any sounds that might have tried to escape the small room.

      The silence shimmered through his lungs, focusing him. Soon the burgeoning sunlight, birthed from a vast, bloody womb, would announce that today was the present, and it was time to move beyond a past that seemed so close in these early morning hours.

      He closed his eyes and let her image come rushing back at him. Would she still look the way she did inside his head? On the surface, it was a simple question, but it toyed with him, stirred his curiosity, and roused an unbridled rage that seared his very soul. He could see her face as clearly as if she were standing before him now—her alabaster skin, the vibrant green of her eyes, iridescent like the Mediterranean Sea.

      Bitch.

      He looked down. This girl was a poor substitute. The slab of concrete bearing her weight was barely wider than her hips, so it had been no burden to cuff her wrists and ankles to the sturdy wooden pillars beneath. Families had once placed the ashes of their loved ones here for a final goodbye before stuffing them into the wall for all eternity. Now it was a real altar, heavy with sacrifice.

      Her eyes were unseeing and blank in the dim light. The creamy white of her skin would eventually become translucent as death took over, blending her flesh into the gray stone upon which she lay.

      But not yet.

      He ran his fingers over her breasts, flattened from years of malnutrition. A roadmap of abused veins ran the length of her arms. Her drooping mouth gaped, a string of drool dripping down her wasted face. Dried tears streaked her cheeks.

      He had never understood tears. In her case, they seemed all the more repugnant as he’d merely finished what she had already been doing to herself. They all tried to deny it at the end, but every one of them wanted this. Even the one he hadn’t killed. His neck muscles went rigid, as stony as the altar. He had done everything she had ever asked of him. Would have continued to if she hadn’t gone.

      This is for you, cunt.

      He trailed his eyes down the girl’s chest to the yawning gorge that had once been her belly. The skin lay peeled back, revealing his prize within the emaciated cavity.

      He touched the stomach, and it slid like a nest of maggots, writhing away from the light. The still-warm jelly that surrounded her innards sucked at his hand. He slid his fingers over the shiny glass exterior of the organ, gripped it gingerly, and pulled. Resistance, then release, as the surrounding tissue gave way. He bent closer and palpated the surface, pinching, prodding until he felt the familiar firmness, the proof that she was just as disgusting as he’d suspected.

      Then the scalpel was in his hand, and there was only the dissection, reverent and precise, the taste of iron on his tongue growing stronger with each inhale. His brows knit together in concentration. The blade sliced cleanly, smooth as a finger down a lover’s cheek, as he opened the tissue, inch by inch, toward his prize. Then it was free, writhing in a gooey mass of greenish-yellow mucus and reddish-brown tissue, toxic with her essence. He removed the wriggling creature slowly. His mouth watered.

      There you are, you little bastard.
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        * * *

      

      Radio silence. Then static, like a thousand locusts humming in my ears. The pillow was ripped from my hands, and someone screamed, the sound strangled and choked. It was me. It was always me.

      I opened my eyes in the dark, panting, clutching at my chest, shirt balled in my fists, the panic hot and white, and unrelenting. Next to me, Jake snored softly, oblivious. I watched the covers rise rhythmically with his breath. A demonstration of his ability to not give a crap about anything.

      I rolled away from him, onto my side, knees hugged tightly against my wildly hammering heart. The skin of my arms and legs was dewy with sweat. A scar on my ankle throbbed and stilled just as abruptly.

      You’re not back there, Hannah. You’re here. You’re here.

      But I wasn’t here, not all the way, not ever. Even on my best days, I could still hear him, my first love, my only hate, whispering in my ear, I’ll find you, you little whore. I could still smell him—the stink of sweat and some musky, dirty, vulgar thing lingering long after the nightmare, trying to choke me as I lay in the filmy pre-dawn gloom.

      I raised my eyes and blinked back tears as the alarm clock swam into focus. Five-fifteen. Two and a half hours until I had to leave for work. Two and a half hours to get myself together and not be so fucked up, or at least find a way to act less obviously crazy. But acting was hard. Most days, I’d rather just disappear into the background. I fantasized about slipping from view, a lithe mass of dark hair, wide mouth and green eyes fading to a transparent whisper, then only the scenery behind, as if I had never existed. If I could force this disappearing, I would. Then maybe I could stop running.

      I sucked in a deep breath, my heart expanding and jerking sharply like an agitated blowfish in my chest. Slowly, carefully, I dragged myself away from Jake to the edge of the bed, keeping my eyes on the door in case someone burst through it and grabbed me by the throat. At least Jake would wake up and help me, or I hoped he would; I was counting on him for that part. Probably the one thing I could count on him for. I hoped I was worthy of at least that much.

      I swung my feet off the bed, toed around for the slippers below, and crept to the bedroom door, cringing against the chill on my clammy skin, alert for the slightest sound. Nothing.

      Panic’s chokehold lessened to a subtle pressure. Jesus. If neurotic freaks ever ended up being cool, I’d be ready for the red carpet. I crept down the hallway toward the living room, pretending I was Scooby-Doo on the trail of a creepy amusement park owner. Silliness wasn’t the only way to chill out, but it was one way. And it worked. Sometimes.

      Other times the panic ended up strangling me.

      I paused in the hallway, listening, and flicked on the light. Shadowy, amorphous shapes solidified into a familiar scene: the couch, the table, a pack of Jake’s cigarettes. I scanned the apartment for the slightest movement. Nothing, not even behind the window curtain. No noise outside. A hint of Jake’s lingering cigarette smoke harassed my nostrils, and the dusky memories shivered away.

      I checked the window lock anyway, snaking my hand behind the curtain and pulling it aside so I could poke at the tab with a trembling finger. Below me, the street was empty, the patch of frosty grass along the sidewalk glowing amber under the streetlight. I dropped the curtain, picked my way back through the living room, and groped the deadbolt on the front door. Locked.

      My purse sat on the table. I pulled my phone out of it, and my heart seized and restarted as I tapped in my code. No creepy text messages. No threatening voicemails. Nothing.

      I pushed my purse aside and jumped at the sound the strap made when it slid and hit the table. In the kitchen, the overhead light bounced off the refrigerator and cast a weird, flattened circle of light on the floor. I concentrated on it as I waited for my heart to shrink and drop out of my throat.

      Cake. I should bake a cake. Because isn’t that where everyone’s mind goes after a horrible recurring nightmare and panicked lock-checking? But I was being practical. Now I wouldn’t have to stop at a bakery on my way from work to the women’s shelter, and Ms. LaPorte would get a nice birthday surprise. I still owed her. Probably would for the rest of my life.

      I shuffled to the cabinets and carefully pulled out cake-making supplies. Once the mix was emptied into the bowl, I cracked the eggs and zoned out, there but not, baking on autopilot. People got over stuff, right? They left it behind them. Eventually, I would forget how the clasp on my duffel bag jangled as I ran for the bus station, chest heaving with sorrow and loneliness, and abject terror. Eventually, I would forget the way his calloused hands felt against my windpipe. I grabbed the whisk and attacked the mixture in the bowl. Each ingredient added brought the batter one step closer to something better, just like each day took me one step farther from where I had started. I wasn’t as delicious as cake, but I was surely an improvement on who I had been five years ago.

      Ten minutes later, the cake was baking, and I was on my way to the shower. I got ready in the dark, easing drawers open and closed to avoid waking Jake. Unless I startled him, he wouldn’t be up until well after I was gone, and his first cigarette would kill any lingering vanilla in the air. Which was good, especially today. He had no idea where I went after work, and the cake would raise more questions than I ever wanted to answer.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 3


          

          
            THURSDAY, OCTOBER 8TH

          

        

      

    

    
      On the morning of his forty-ninth birthday, Edward Petrosky awoke with the remnants of liquor thick and woolly on his tongue. The dawn had brought a gray film that settled on him like fingerprint dust. He stretched, hauled on his clothes, and tripped over frayed carpet to the bathroom.

      The mirror, over the sink revealed, a weathered forehead topped by thinning hair the color of salt and shit. In blue jeans, sneakers, and a gray button-down shirt, he probably looked more like a retired gym teacher than a detective. But that was appropriate; he hadn’t felt like a detective in a long time.

      Petrosky brushed the fuzz off his tongue, willing his bleary mind to connect with his legs, and headed for the kitchen. In the living room, the suede sofa sat, scuffed and battered, against one wall. Next to it stood a wooden end table, its cigarette-burned top hidden under a tattered copy of some fitness magazine he’d stolen from the dentist’s office, and a half-empty (aw, hell, three-fourths-empty) bottle of Jack Daniel’s.

      He ignored the itch to grab the bottle and hauled himself through the doorway into the kitchen, where his daughter’s old princess night-light lit up the stovetop in rose. He swallowed away the ache in his chest and flicked the light switch. Cabinets that had glowed dusty pink now showed their true state, covered with nicks and dings over top of the three refinishing jobs completed at the behest of his ex-wife. She had left the month after Julie’s death—before the last coat of paint had dried—still screaming: “Why can’t you find who did this to her?”

      Julie’s thirteen-year-old body had been found broken and mangled after being ravaged for two days by feral dogs. She’d been strangled to death and discarded like a piece of trash. Petrosky had left the room before the coroner could finish with the details—probably the only reason he was still functioning at all. His ex-wife certainly hadn’t helped him stay sane. Or sober.

      “If we didn’t live down here, this never would have happened!” had been her favorite assault because she knew it cut him deepest. And she was right. That shit happened far less to rich folks. He should have worked harder. Now he had less reason to. He fucking hated irony.

      He grimaced at the cabinets and shut off the overheads. On the wall, the night-light flickered, the only candle on his pathetic cake. Petrosky grabbed his keys.

      Happy birthday to me.

      

      His unmarked Caprice smelled like stale fries, old coffee, and resentment, like any respectable cop’s car should. Through the windshield, the clouds were pregnant with rain—or maybe snow. You never could tell. October around Metro Detroit was a crapshoot: sometimes warm, sometimes frigid, usually miserable. In the distance, the sun peeked through heavy layers of cloud cover and bathed the street in light. But Petrosky saw the sickness the sun illuminated. The sun’s rays couldn’t wash away the grime that covered humanity, couldn’t conceal the barbs in people’s brains that led them to strangle their children, beat their wives, or leave their best friends lying in the gutter, life shimmering from their limp bodies through the manhole covers. By now, the blood underneath the city probably flowed like a hematic river.

      Out the passenger window, the Ash Park precinct grew larger, two stories of the dullest dirt-colored brick, home to donuts, pigs, and paperwork. On the other side of the street, a matching building proclaimed Ash Park Detention Facility, only partially visible behind the lake fog that crept over their tiny part of the city every morning.

      He swung into the lot in front of the precinct—an acre of concrete and not one close spot. Typical. Stray pebbles crunched and spun from under his tires as he drove to the back of the lot and parked under a streetlamp. It blinked out for the day as he killed the engine and opened the door.

      Petrosky glowered at the light and shoved his keys into his pocket. The air brushed at his cheeks with damp fingers, the wet seeping into his sneakers as he clomped toward the building.

      On the sidewalk, two familiar silhouettes stood close—not close enough to arouse the suspicion of the masses, but Petrosky knew better. Shannon Taylor was a firecracker of a prosecutor with a perpetual knot of blond at the base of her neck and an ice-blue stare that could cut you in half. Severe black and white pinstripes covered a bony frame that could probably use more home-cooked meals or at least a few donuts. She wouldn’t get either of those with Curtis Morrison.

      Morrison was a rookie in the detective unit and still wore pressed blue slacks, though he’d at least traded in the traditional blue uniform shirt for a black crew-necked sweater. He’d relocated from California after getting some fancy English degree. Since they’d met last year, the guy had spent their downtime trying to feed Petrosky granola and hounding him to join his gym. Petrosky was perfectly content with carrying twenty years of stake-out donuts around his waist. He assumed he would continue to decline until he finally retired, and then it would be too late to give a shit anyway.

      Not that he gave a shit now.

      Petrosky stepped onto the curb.

      “Leave my rookie alone, Taylor,” he barked.

      Morrison jumped like he’d heard a gunshot. He was more physically imposing than Petrosky at a chiseled six foot one, but he had a surfer-boy smile on a perpetually tanned face, and blond locks too long for any self-respecting cop. Perfect for beach-going, though. All that was missing was the bong.

      Taylor smirked. “That still works on him, eh?”

      “Still.”

      Morrison grinned. “I always get jumpy when I see that ugly mug of yours.”

      Taylor leveled her gaze at Petrosky. “I was just filling in your better half on Gregory Thurman.”

      “That asshole needs to go away forever,” Petrosky said.

      “He won’t. Few months maybe, based on the physical evidence we had. Child abuse, but not rape.”

      “I gave you the girl! What the hell happened?”

      “She told you he raped her every day for five years. But she won’t tell me, and she sure as hell won’t tell a jury.”

      “Shit.” Petrosky glanced at a stray piece of concrete near his shoe. He fought the urge to kick it.

      “You have a way of getting female vics to talk, Petrosky. If you figure out a way to keep them talking, let me know.”

      Petrosky glared at her. In his peripheral, Morrison opened his mouth, closed it again, and looked at his shoes.

      Taylor adjusted her bun and brushed imaginary lint off her suit jacket. “Speaking of talking, I’ve got a date with a working girl later. She’ll serve some time. Keeps asking for you, Petrosky. Says you bailed her out before, thinks you’ll do it again.”

      “I didn’t do shit.”

      “You don’t even know her name.”

      “I plead the fifth.”

      “I have the paperwork.”

      “I’m sure she was innocent that time. And anyways, sex isn’t a crime.”

      “It is if you get paid for it.” Taylor glared at him. “And it’s dangerous. If we get them off the streets, we can help them.”

      “How very utopian. But it isn’t her fault when someone else is abusing⁠—”

      “I prosecute the abusers too.”

      “Right. Sometimes.” Petrosky’s phone buzzed in his back pocket. He ignored it in favor of watching Taylor’s left eye twitch.

      “If you want out of sex crimes, bailing out working girls is the way to do it,” she said.

      “Who says I want out of sex crimes?”

      Taylor crossed her arms as Petrosky’s back pocket buzzed again. He snatched out the phone, glanced at the text message, and jerked his head from Morrison to the direction of the parking lot. “We’ve got a call. Get moving, California.”

      Morrison nodded goodbye to Taylor and stepped off the curb. Petrosky followed.

      “I’ll be down in a little while to get your working girl, Taylor,” he called over his shoulder. “Do me a favor and have her ready, would ya? And remind her to put the wrong address on her paperwork, so she’s harder to find when she skips bail.”

      “Fuck you, Petrosky.” Her heels clacked away until the only sounds against the pavement were Petrosky’s sneakers and Morrison’s rubber-soled somethings, probably made out of hemp or whatever the hell they made shoes out of in California.

      “Consorting with the enemy, Surfer Boy?”

      “She’s on our side, Boss.”

      “That she is. But she’s still a fucking lawyer.”

      “I guess.” Morrison didn’t look convinced. “So, what kind of call did we get?”

      “Some kids found something over on Old Mill. If we hurry, we’ll beat the medical examiner.”

      

      The cemetery was in an older part of town where residents had started demolishing abandoned homes and raking up the dirt to plant gardens. Across the street, a defunct workout facility sat next to a Chinese food restaurant, each furthering the need for the other, yet both one step away from being turned into a cabbage patch.

      Petrosky parked in the road. The entrance gate to the cemetery hung from one hinge and shrieked as Morrison pulled it open. Petrosky winced. Whispering Willows, my ass. The gravestones were cracked and crumbling, etched with faded epitaphs about the beloved deceased: William Bishop, forever in our hearts, though the barren grounds around the plots suggested that poor Mr. Bishop had been very much forgotten. Through the fog, toward the center of the grounds, stood a small stone building—a poor man’s Taj Mahal.

      Crime techs milled about in the brown grass outside the building, tweezing bits of dirt and leaves into baggies. One—a kid with insect eyes and boy band hair—saw Petrosky and Morrison and waved them over. “You won’t be able to get in with anyone else. It’s pretty small.”

      Hooker heels and a tiny swath of cloth, maybe a tube top, lay discarded outside the door. Probably the reason they’d called him. Sex crime or not, no one else cared about prostitutes.

      Petrosky ducked into the building. The air was thick, heavy with the tang of metal and rotting meat and other noxious fumes he didn’t want to consider. A row of tiny doors the size of apartment mailboxes, presumably niches for ashes, lined the back wall, keeping silent vigil over the concrete room. Below the niches sat a waist-high stone table on concrete pillars, probably used for flowers. But there were no flowers today. Only the girl.

      She was on her back on the slab, arms and legs bent awkwardly and tied together between the table legs. Her swollen tongue protruded over blackening lips that pulsed as if she were trying to talk, but that was only the maggots, writhing in her mouth. It had been a few days. How long exactly would be determined by the medical examiner, but he was guessing at least four or five days based on the lack of rigor mortis and the blisters on her marbled skin. Deep gouges that looked more like knife wounds than split flesh scored her arms and legs. Someone had beaten her badly before killing her. If she had been untied then, they’d at least get some skin samples if she had slashed him with her nails.

      Someone’s baby girl. Petrosky’s stomach roiled, and he patted his front pocket for a spare antacid but came up empty. He inhaled through his nose and clenched his jaw.

      The knife wounds continued onto her torso. Her abdomen had been torn apart. On top of her thighs lay coils of intestine, some of them shredded like strips of bacon. Another organ, black and jelly-like, sat on her chest, the sidewall torn, fluids oozing from beneath it.

      Petrosky bent to examine the restraints binding her wrists and ankles. Metal cuffs, easy to come by, though forensics would have more on the specifics later. Dark stains dripped over the slab and onto the floor, which appeared clean or at least bore no discernible prints. She had bled a great deal in that little room. Hopefully she had been unconscious.

      From the doorway behind Petrosky, Morrison’s camera phone clicked. “Holy shit.”

      Petrosky straightened. “Suck it up, California, this is the job.” Not that Surfer Boy would be getting the full brunt of the smell halfway outside the room.

      “Got it, Boss.” Morrison aimed the phone again and snapped a photo of the letters on the right wall, inky and dripping.

      
        
        A boat beneath a sunny sky,

        Lingering onward dreamily

        In an evening in July⁠—

      

      

      “Is that paint?” Morrison asked.

      “I doubt it.” Petrosky backed out into the cool, muggy air.

      “Detective!” The bug-eyed tech stood near the corner of the building, holding out two plastic bags. “Got a purse with I.D. We’re dusting the area now.”

      Petrosky noted the purse, laying on the ground next to a tube of lip balm and a pen. “Needles?”

      “No, sir.”

      “Pills?”

      “No, sir. Just some condoms, a little makeup. And this.” He held up one of the bags.

      Petrosky peered through the clear plastic. “Meredith Lawrence. Morrison, you got your notebook?”

      “You know it, Boss.”

      “Seventy-three eleven Hoffsteader, apartment one-G.” Petrosky nodded to the tech and headed up the path toward the car.

      Morrison fell into step beside Petrosky, hippie shoes squishing through the grass. “You think it’s like…a psychopath?”

      “Maybe. He’s calculating. Aggressive. Not what you’d normally see in a crime of passion. I think we can be certain that he took her here to kill her since he had the cuffs. And there aren’t any clear signs of struggle around the building. Even the clothes by the door are in one piece. Either she knew him and trusted him enough to follow him in, or she was already unconscious when they got here.”

      “What would motivate someone to—to cut her open like that?”

      Petrosky shrugged. “Whatever she did, she didn’t deserve this.”

      “I can’t imagine anyone does.”

      Petrosky ground his teeth and studied the mournful clouds.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 4


          

          
            THURSDAY, OCTOBER 8TH

          

        

      

    

    
      It’s okay, Hannah. Just breathe.

      I breathed. It didn’t help. Probably because there was a big difference between entering employee files into a computer database and telling someone to get the hell out.

      The paperwork rustled with a thick swoosh that sounded like the whisper of a thousand jerks before me getting rid of inconvenient people. It was the swoosh of the executioner’s axe over Marie Antoinette, the swoosh of Hitler throwing a swastika like a ninja dagger at a disobedient soldier. Though I was probably nicer than Hitler. I hoped.

      I pulled the phone to my ear and punched in the numbers. “Mr. Turner?” My voice quavered. Darn it. “We need to see you down in HR… Yes, I will meet you here… Thank you.” Clunk went the phone receiver, like Marie Antoinette’s head.

      Turner was one of seventy or so engineers the Harwick Technical contract house employed, and one of thousands we contracted out worldwide. He would be at my desk in five minutes, or as long as it took to get from his floor of big projects and design deadlines to my tiny piece of Hell.

      Human resources: where happiness goes to die.

      I rustled through the papers one last time, stood, and took a step toward the entrance of my office.

      Well, not really an office. Unlike in the rest of the building, where you could touch your neighbor from your desk, the cubicles here were spaced for privacy—little islands in each corner further segregated by chest-high opaque acrylic. The partitions were low enough that you could still see who picked their nose while they typed. You could also tell who liked their dogs, who had children, and who was in that awkward in-between phase where a new child made a previously devout pet owner decide that it was just a stupid dog after all, leaving them to tuck Chihuahua pictures behind fresh shots of chubby babies. Maybe it made them feel less guilty about their shifting priorities.

      The wall to the side of my desk was covered by an old corkboard. I had put it there just in case I ever got a dog, though worrying about Jake was enough for now. On my side of the room, my best and only friend Noelle stared at the computer in her corner. Across the room from Noelle, Ralph’s bookish glasses wobbled as he attacked an acne eruption on his cheek. In the corner behind Ralph, Tony was nearly invisible, his chalky skin and pale blond hair disappearing into the white of the room. I had never spoken to him, not once in four years. When I’d first started at Harwick, I tried smiling at him, but he swiveled his chair away. Noelle had said he was autistic—but maybe I just had spinach in my teeth. Neither would have surprised me.

      The only other person in the room was Jerome, the security guard, who was summoned on an as-needed basis to our part of the building. His ebony skin and shaved head glistened under the fluorescent lights. I often wondered how much trouble I would get into if I were to rub his head like a shiny Buddha, but I didn’t have the guts to find out.

      Jerome watched the door, Noelle watched the computer, Ralph glanced at the fingers he’d pulled from his pimply face, and none of them noticed me and my shaking hands. Maybe I had already started to fade.

      Through the glass wall between my office and the hallway, David Turner approached the door. Turner was tall, with protruding eyes, a beak-like nose, and thin lips pulled into an uneven line. In contrast to his unimpressive face, his gray suit and tie were neatly pressed and impeccably matched. He strode with the confident gait of a man who knew his own worth.

      He would not maintain that confidence for long; they never did. It was like watching a balloon deflate every time. I usually deflated with them, leaving me feeling spent and hollow.

      Turner pulled the door open and looked at the other workers, who steadfastly pretended not to hear him or know why he was there. Clearly unaware of the nature of my job, he smiled at me and marched to my cubicle.

      I drew myself up to my full five-foot-four inches. I wished I were taller. Magic beans. I needed magic beans. Or an earthquake. I paused, hoping for some catastrophe to strike, so someone else could pick this up later. Nothing.

      Figures. Way to go, Michigan.

      He sat, and I did too, lest I end up looking like even more of an overbearing asshole. My heart scampered around like a pissed-off weasel. I cleared my throat, readying my speech from the training manual script. “Mr. Turner, unfortunately, your services are no longer needed. As of today, you will no longer be an employee of Harwick Technical Solutions. We will mail your final paycheck to the address on file. You will have fifteen minutes to gather your belongings and make your way to the parking lot. Security will assist you.”

      The color drained from Turner’s face. “But… I haven’t had any complaints since I’ve been here. I have a wife, two kids. There must be a mistake.”

      I averted my eyes, hoping he’d think I was giving him time to process, but my motivations were selfish: I needed to focus on something else before my heart blew up. In the middle of the desk was a corner of paper I must have torn from the folder earlier in a subconscious attempt to curb my anxiety. Across the top of the desk, the three ceramic owls that usually stared at me quizzically were glaring like I had shit on their waffles. My favorite was a horned owl missing an ear. I had stowed the ear in a desk drawer, intending to glue it back on, but had since decided I rather preferred his one-eared imperfection. Plus, it made him look less smug.

      “Is there anything I can do?” Turner’s voice cut into my owl assessment. “If I understood the problem…”

      I blinked. His frustration was palpable, his fists clenched, and I resisted the urge to duck. A bruise on my arm throbbed.

      You’ve got this, Hannah. You’re okay.

      Turner’s eyes flicked to the security guard.

      I followed his stare, relieved to see we had Jerome’s full attention. Jerome always made me feel safer, like he could somehow shield me from anything that might come through the doors. If only he could protect me from the psychos in my past. My heart lurched drunkenly against my breastbone.

      Jerome approached the cubicle. “Mr. Turner, you will have to come with me.” His voice was the texture of wet silk.

      Turner stood slowly.

      I pushed the papers toward him. “I need your signature at the bottom of this form.”

      Turner signed it, barely glancing at the few lines of text, and walked from the cubicle toward the main doors. In seconds, he was eclipsed by Jerome, the guard’s gleaming bald head the sun to Turner’s gray misshapen moon.

      I took a few deep breaths. Human resources wasn’t the perfect job for me, but the guards and the locked entrance made it safe enough. And it was far, far away from…him.

      Lovers ain’t nothin’ once they go south. I couldn’t remember where I had heard that, but it was more poignant than most of the nonsensical songs about true love and happiness and beauty and bullshit.

      I looked at the clock in the lower corner of my computer screen. Half an hour. Would my chest palpitations ever relent? Maybe I should pound on my breastbone, gorilla style, to subdue my heart. But I’d just end up looking like an idiot.

      “Hannah?” Noelle leaned over the partition. Her blond hair floated in silk strands over blue eyes and full lips, made even more supple by pinkish gloss. Men followed her with their eyes, if not their actual penises.

      Even I couldn’t help staring at her sometimes.

      I forced a smile and moved my hand from my chest to the desktop before Noelle thought I was playing with my boobs.

      “I’m going to grab a coffee, then take some dismissal forms back to the filing room,” she said. “Do you have any more?”

      “Sure do. I’m the most popular person here today. As long as popular means everyone wants to punch you in the throat.”

      Turner’s dismissal papers required my signature as the bearer of bad news. It was like signing a death certificate as if before that moment, nothing had happened that couldn’t be taken back. Adding the final signature always made me feel like the biggest douchebag. Maybe coroners felt like that too, with their endless parade of dead-on-arrival cadavers.

      I scrawled my name on the form.

      Rest in peace, Turner.

      Stop thinking crazy shit and say something.

      I looked at Noelle. “I like the pink gloss, by the way. It looks like you blew a dude made out of cotton candy.” Crisis averted.

      “Cotton candy doesn’t talk back. Hey, you going to the company picnic tomorrow?”

      “Oh…yeah, I think so.”

      Noelle squinted at me. “What’s up with you? You look like someone just killed your dog.”

      “I don’t have a dog.”

      “Something happen with Jake?”

      I pulled my sleeve over my wrist, folded the cuff into my palm, and tucked my fists into my lap. My sweaty handprint remained on the desktop.

      “Did he find a job yet?”

      Is littering the house with fast food wrappers a job?

      Noelle stared at me.

      “No. It’s not Jake. It’s just…this.” I nudged Turner’s termination papers on the desk.

      Noelle nodded, her silver earrings swinging. “You want to go out somewhere tonight? It’ll take your mind off of it.”

      “Nah, I told Jake I’d be home early.”

      Noelle’s eyes darkened, and my breakfast skittered around in my stomach.

      “Soon, okay?” I said.

      “Sure. Here, I’ll take those papers.” She smiled, and I watched her go, swaying her hips to unseen music.

      I turned back to my computer and glanced again at the clock. Twenty more minutes and I’d be on my way home to the man I loved, or at least, was pretty sure I loved. And he loved me back, as long as I didn’t make him mad, which happened more than I wanted to admit. But he was the lesser of two evils. No matter how much of an asshole Jake was, he wouldn’t kill me. That had to be enough since I couldn’t take Jerome home. Maybe I did need a dog. Not a Chihuahua, though. Those things are yappy jerks.

      I set my jaw, pulled the keyboard closer, and went back to work.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Dominic Harwick sat at his desk, his manicured fingers tapping on the keyboard as he finished reviewing the newest batch of engineering resumes. It was a menial task, beneath him, but it was necessary; each individual represented a dollar amount he would not forget.

      He had begun a startup engineering staffing firm fresh out of Harvard. When the recession hit, he put his inheritance to work for him, buying up property in California, Texas, and New York. But he’d finally settled on Michigan as his home, unable to convince himself to abandon the glorious buyer’s market that had developed in the blighted Detroit Metro area. A few years later, Harwick Technical Solutions had acquired international acclaim by securing a staffing contract from a large aeronautical corporation, prompting local papers to ask, What Recession? when covering the construction of his ultra-modern, four-story contract house.

      His father would have been proud, though he’d have gotten nothing more than a curt nod from Rupert Harwick. Dominic could still picture his stocky legs, his barrel chest, and the salt and pepper hair he had kept buzzed close to his scalp. Even if he had let it grow, no one would have dared call him anything other than ‘Colonel,’ ‘Mr. Harwick,’ or ‘Sir’.

      Dominic reviewed the last resume, made a note, and shut down the computer. The screen lowered into a special compartment inside the desk, leaving the opaque glass desktop perfectly pristine. Across the room, leather-bound books sat next to gleaming modern sculptures on custom glass shelves, all now cast in the orange glow of twilight from the floor-to-ceiling windows behind the desk. An oil painting of Duke, his Great Dane, hung beside a door of the thickest oak money could buy.

      While the rest of the building was full of glass walls and low partitions to encourage openness and cooperation, his office was shut away from everything and protected by a bulldog-like secretary who let no one enter without his approval. An army of assistants kept his life just as he wanted it: uncomplicated, predictable, and efficient.

      Dominic glanced at his Rolex, stood, and walked to the window. On the glass near his right hand, a smudge left behind by the cleaning crew sullied his view. He frowned.

      Distasteful.

      Dominic peered past the offensive blemish. Below him, a large employee parking lot ended in an expanse of rolling hills that sloped down to meet the water. By day, he could see the lake peeking from behind the tall oaks, maples, and firs that surrounded the five-acre complex. At dusk, the west-facing windows provided an overture to day’s end. But these were not the reasons he had chosen this space for his office.

      For several minutes, all was quiet. Then he saw him.

      David Turner emerged from the building carrying the contents of his desk, his jacket, and, from the look of his hunched shoulders, his pride. He fumbled with his keys, popped the trunk of his car, and hoisted the box into the back. As he closed the trunk, he wiped his eyes with the back of his hand.

      Yesterday, Dominic had overheard Turner bragging to a fellow worker about his track record at the company.

      “Six years of service,” Turner had said, “and not one complaint.”

      People who got too comfortable became unimaginative workhorses and rarely came up with anything new. They were bad for business. Sometimes when Dominic fired people like that, they seemed relieved, leading him to suspect an inherent boredom with their daily tasks. Turner did not strike him as that type of person, but Dominic suspected the man had some type of emotional connection to the company beyond a simple paycheck, something that would keep him there regardless of his motivational level. And he knew it wasn’t Turner’s wife, whose makeup-covered split lip at a fundraiser last week spoke volumes about her ability to influence her husband.

      Turner would have no trouble landing another job, and quickly at that. Yet, the man was crying. If allowed to, he would have stayed well past his usefulness.

      The idea made Dominic’s back tense. He turned from the window, plucked his briefcase off the floor, and left the office, each step on the open stainless steel staircase echoing his departure like a drumroll.

      Near the bottom floor, another set of footsteps sounded. He paused in the stairwell and watched as Hannah Montgomery appeared around the bend and hurried toward the glass doors to the parking lot, hair flying behind her, feet tapping at a nervous pace against the tile. Despite her constant deer-in-headlights demeanor, he had never once regretted hiring her. She was quick. Predictable. Reliable. Efficient. Unlike Turner.

      Dominic smiled and continued down the stairs.

      She startled at the sound of his footsteps and dropped her purse. By the time Dominic reached her, she was on her knees, scooping items back into her bag. Practical things: a wallet, car keys, sunglasses. She avoided his gaze as he bent and handed her a standard-issue blue checkbook. Their fingers touched. She snapped her hand away as if he had shocked her.

      They stood, and she shouldered the bag.

      “How are you this evening, Ms. Montgomery?”

      She met his eyes, then looked at her shoes. “I’m fine.”

      She was an intriguing girl.

      “I got your email the other day in response to my request for new ideas in staffing recruitment. You had some great suggestions.”

      She looked at him again, and this time her eyes lingered on his face. “Really? I mean, thank you, Mr. Harwick.”

      “I am already implementing some of them. As you know, I believe that the people who work for me are the lifeblood of this company. There’s nothing more crucial to its continued success than quality hires. I’m glad to have people like you on the team.”

      Her face and neck reddened, as did the small swath of chest near her clavicle. “Thank you, sir.”

      “Have a great night, Ms. Montgomery.” He watched her disappear through the glass doors to the parking lot and headed for his private garage below the building.

      Hannah. It was a lovely name. He wondered if her skin felt as satiny as it looked.

      

      Dominic was still considering her when his Aston Martin crunched up the limestone drive to his expansive home of white concrete and glass. In front of the house, life-sized marble nudes looked forlornly over the grounds amidst a sea of lilies and vibrant red bee balm on its last blush of the year. Not a single weed, as it should be.

      He entered through the mudroom and removed his shoes to avoid marring the white marble floors that ran the length of the first level. The lights flickered on as he strode past a roomy half bath, through the kitchen, and into the living room, where a four-foot-high blown glass sculpture in blue sat on an iron table between convex white leather sofas. No coffee table. A television was hidden in the ceiling, though he usually had better things to do with his time. The Colonel had admonished those who spent their days on frivolous pursuits. Not that Dominic had ever argued with him about it.

      He took the open steel staircase at the back to the second-floor master suite, which was as open as the first floor, save for a bathroom and a gym at the back. He changed his clothes, returned to the mudroom to tie on running shoes, and took the door to the back porch.

      Like everything else, the black paint on the porch was a conscious decision–even the door to the outdoor bathroom where he cleaned off after running was the same deep, sooty color of his Great Dane.

      Duke had been a pup when Dominic had taken him from his dying father. Nothing makes a man more trustworthy than a dog, the Colonel had said. As always, his father had been spot on.

      Instead of running circles around his four acres of meandering waterfront property, Dominic jogged through the gate, down his drive, and onto the road. Duke followed at his heel, keeping pace through the quiet streets as the sun painted the sky with stripes of violet and fuchsia.

      A young mother pushing a baby carriage piled high with blankets smiled at him as he passed. He nodded in her direction. A few blocks later, an elderly man tending to some end-of-season gardening gave him a friendly wave. Dominic waved back, and the chill air kissed his exposed hands.

      A few blocks from his home, open wrought iron gates welcomed him into the neighborhood park. The breeze off the manmade duck pond brought with it the scent of dead and dying cattails, and with them, the memories of summers on Lake Michigan, his father at the helm of their sailboat.

      He headed toward the pond, watching the withered grass along the side of the walk. Winter was coming early, but Dominic felt no anticipation for the upcoming holidays. There would be no tree, no gifts, no family gatherings. Those days were gone.

      As he passed a wide curve in the path, a woman came into view. She leaned over to stretch her legs, her spandex pants leaving nothing to the imagination. Diamond and amethyst rings sparkled on her fingers, and a small dog yipped around her heels on a ridiculously tiny leash.

      Dominic did not recognize her face or the perfectly symmetrical breasts that swelled under her zippered top. She must live elsewhere, and from the way her gaze lingered on his expensive running gear, he guessed she probably lived in a less affluent subdivision.

      He ran past her, three steps, four steps, five, giving her time to start running, then glanced back and feigned surprise, both that she was still watching him and that he had been so unfortunately caught in his stolen look. He turned his face forward again and slowed his pace to match the thwap thwap of her approaching sneakers behind him. She bumped his elbow. Cheap perfume and another, undeniably female, scent cut the earthy aroma of decaying foliage. Her lipsticked mouth turned up at the corners, playing coy.

      He didn’t buy it. “Hello,” he said.

      “Hi.”

      Their sneakers beat blithely against the pavement.

      “Do you run here often?” she asked.

      She was into clichés. He could do that.

      “Yes, Duke here seems to love it. Well, that and the lovely animals he finds to play with.”

      Nothing made a man more trustworthy than a dog.

      “Yeah, Tootsie enjoys that as well.” She gestured to the tiny dog at her heel, scrambling to keep up.

      Tootsie. He kept his grimace to himself.

      “How about you? Do you like the view out here?” She winked.

      Dominic tried not to sigh at the stale innuendo. “Yes. I have a thing for Pisces women.”

      Her eyes widened. “How did you⁠—”

      “Something in the elegant way you carry yourself.” And the birthstones on your fingers. “Sorry if I was staring, but you are exceptional.”

      She smiled. She liked that.

      They always did.

      

      Two miles and a shower later, Dominic took her out to a small Italian bistro. Women were all the same in the way they expected him to impress them. He did not disappoint. He bought her wine while he drank sparkling water and regaled her with witty anecdotes and tales spun to show how interesting he was, with an emphasis on his financial success. When dinner was over, he stifled a yawn and took her back to her house, ten miles from the park.

      “I don’t usually do this,” she whispered as she pulled him through the front door.

      They always said that. Why? He wasn’t sure. It wasn’t as if it would alter the outcome—or what he thought of her.

      He watched her carefully, determining her likes and dislikes before she verbalized them. It was basic science, the flush of blood in certain areas of the body, subtle arching, accelerated respiration. When she began to scream his name, he pushed her further, heightening the experience to an art form as he drove himself into her. He raised his face to the window as she panted her way through her orgasm.

      Later, as she slept, he went into her bathroom. Soap scum ringed the tub. Spots blemished the mirror. He stepped into the shower, turned the water to scalding, and scrubbed his body until his skin was raw. Then he pulled on his clothes without drying himself and walked out of the house. By the time he climbed into his car, her name was barely a memory.
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            FRIDAY, OCTOBER 9TH

          

        

      

    

    
      Petrosky grimaced at the man in front of him.

      Preliminary research indicated that Meredith Lawrence didn’t have much in the way of friends, jobs, or family. All she had was recently eviscerated organs, her blood on a mausoleum wall, and this asshole in the doorway.

      “What do you mean she’s dead?” Ronnie Keil stood blocking the front door of his apartment, staring blankly through Petrosky with the beady eyes of a reptile. The sweet haze of recently smoked marijuana wafted around Keil’s pasty face from the room behind him.

      “Mr. Keil, I know this must be difficult for you, but we need to ask you a few questions about your girlfriend.”

      “Questions about what? I didn’t do it.”

      Petrosky exchanged a glance with Morrison. “No one said you did. But we do need to know where you were yesterday. You sure weren’t here.”

      Keil’s snaggletooth scraped against his fat bottom lip. “I worked all day at the shipyard. After that, I went to the bar on Rosenthall for my cousin’s birthday.”

      Petrosky had verified Keil’s work information the day before. “What’s your cousin’s name?”

      “Gerald.”

      “Last name?”

      “Keil, same as mine.”

      “Phone number?”

      He told them.

      Morrison flipped a page in his notebook.

      “Tell me about Meredith. Anything you think might help,” Petrosky said.

      Keil’s eyes were blank, more than marijuana stoned. Pills—downers, maybe. Down the hall, a door slammed, and someone cursed. Morrison glanced toward the sound. Keil stared, slack-jawed.

      “Mr. Keil? What can you tell me about Meredith?”

      “Oh, uh…she was real pretty. Nice to most people unless they looked at her the wrong way.”

      “Had she mentioned meeting anyone new recently?”

      “I don’t think so.” He paused. “She was kinda bitchy sometimes. You think someone killed her for that?”

      “I doubt it,” Petrosky said. “Did she ever go out to clubs?”

      “Nah, nothing like that. She mostly just hung around here. Do you think it was someone she…like…knew already?”

      “We’re just covering all the bases, sir.”

      “Oh, well, she didn’t know that many people anyway.”

      “Did she have any family? Any friends?”

      “Her mama died when she was little. Never had a daddy.”

      No daddy. Not that a daddy would have been able to save her. Petrosky popped his knuckles against his hip and grimaced at the empty pocket where he used to carry his cigarettes. “No parents? Was she in foster care in Michigan?”

      “Yeah. I dunno for how long or where; she didn’t talk about it.”

      “How long were you together?”

      Keil looked at the ceiling, thinking. “Maybe four years. Not quite.”

      “And in all that time she never mentioned where she grew up?”

      He scuffed his foot on threadbare carpet. “Once she said she had a foster father who beat her up, and she ran away. That was before she met me.”

      “Brothers, sisters?”

      “Just the kid, but she hasn’t seen him since we gave him up.”

      “A kid?” Petrosky’s eyes snapped to Morrison. Morrison shrugged and shook his head. “What kid?”

      “She was pregnant when we met. Had the kid, kept it here for a little, but she wasn’t cut out for that. She took him to the church downtown, I think. The one where they have the orphanage.”

      “What was the child’s name?”

      “She called him Jessie, but I don’t know if it stuck. He was only a few weeks old.”

      Morrison’s pen scratched frantically against the notepad.

      “The date?”

      “No idea. Late August, maybe? September? She talked about needing to get the kid warmer clothes because it was getting cold. But we didn’t, just put him in a blanket with all these little ducks on it, and then she took him.” His bottom lip quivered. Either the drugs were wearing off, or the police presence was shocking Keil into sobriety. Or he felt guilty about the kid.

      “Who was the father?”

      Keil swiped at his eyes. “No idea. She didn’t either.”

      “So, a boy. And she took him to the church?”

      “Yeah, the big one right down the way. With all those troll things. I think it was the only one she could take him to. Not all of ‘em take kids.” He sagged against the doorframe. “She’s really dead?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Like, dead, dead? I just thought she found an overnight. She was happy when she got one of those.”

      “I’m sorry for your loss.”

      “Aw, shit.” Keil put a hand to his chest.

      “Do you need to sit down?”

      Keil lowered his hand to the doorframe and gripped it until the knuckles turned white, but he shook his head. “No. I’m okay.”

      “We’ll make this as quick as possible, Mr. Keil. We need to know where she was the night before last. Who she was with.”

      “Working.” Keil glanced at the wall and dragged his eyes to the floor, looking everywhere but at them.

      “Mr. Keil, we have no doubt she was working the street. What I need to know from you is where she was standing when someone picked her up and killed her.”

      Keil’s jaw worked, but sluggishly. “I’m not sure. Maybe Ventura? She was usually up there. If she went anywhere else, I dunno.”

      “Tell me about the overnights.”

      “Every now and then someone would pay her for the night, to stay there. Rich assholes with hotel rooms, I think. She always came home, not worried about money for a day or so.”

      “Any idea who they were?”

      He shrugged. “No, it was never the same person.”

      “When was the last time that happened?”

      “It’s been months.”

      “She have friends that she hung out with? Anyone you knew?”

      Keil shook his head.

      “How did she not have any friends?” Morrison asked.

      Petrosky cleared his throat and kept his eyes on Keil. “Often in domestic violence situations, women are isolated from their friends and family in order to keep them from revealing the situation.”

      Keil stared at Petrosky but said nothing. Morrison turned back to his notepad.

      “Anyone she might have seen that night?”

      “I don’t know, man.”

      “Where were you the night before last between the hours of twelve and three a.m.?”

      “Um…I think I was here.”

      “Anyone with you?”

      Keil looked over Petrosky’s shoulder, into the hallway. “Yeah…uh…Darcy.”

      “Last name?”

      “Evans.”

      “Who is she?”

      “A…friend.”

      “Meredith know you had a special friend, Mr. Keil?”

      He stared.

      “Did your girlfriend like poetry?” The bloody poem on the mausoleum wall was a wild card Petrosky didn’t want leaked, but Keil would be too nervous to tell the press…if he even remembered the question later.

      Keil’s eyebrows lifted. “Poetry?” He shoved his hands in his pockets. Keil probably had cigarettes. He’d probably let Petrosky bum one.

      Petrosky narrowed his eyes. “Where does Darcy live?”

      Keil raised an arm, feebly pointing to a door three apartments down from his. “Wait…uh, just wait a little, man. Her husband’s home. Saw his car out the window.”

      “That doesn’t bother me any,” Petrosky said.

      Keil’s jaw dropped. He took the card Petrosky offered, but his eyes darted nervously toward the door across the hall.

      “Sorry for your loss.”

      Keil looked once more down the hall and closed the door. The lock clicked into place.

      “What do you think, Boss?” Morrison asked as they walked toward the other end of the hallway.

      “He’s a dick, but he’s telling the truth. Popping pills and coming off downers will make a person honest, if not a little confused. Good for us. He mentioned her overnights, then freaked out when we asked what she did. And the kid thing… He’ll probably regret sharing that when he sobers up. We’ll find out in a minute if his alibi checks out.”

      “I liked the way you snuck the poem in.” Morrison lifted the knocker and dropped it. In a neighboring unit, a dog barked, and someone yelled at it to shut up.

      The man who answered the door dwarfed them both, his dark shoulders as wide as the doorframe, button-down shirt stretched over biceps that would make Hulk Hogan jealous.

      “Afternoon, sir.” Petrosky flashed his badge. “I’m Detective Petrosky with the Ash Park PD. I’m looking for a Darcy Evans.”

      The man’s brows furrowed, but he backed up and waved them in. “Of course, officers. Come in.”

      A black leather sofa sat against one wall beside a gleaming glass table with a Tiffany lamp that looked nice enough to be real.

      “Darcy! Some visitors for you!”

      Petrosky studied a series of black-and-white photographs on the wall that appeared to be the insides of abandoned buildings. Interesting. Perhaps they had some photos of abandoned mausoleums.

      Petrosky turned from the wall as a woman emerged from the back room, her black hair braided in neat rows. Her smile faded when she saw the badge. “Isaiah, what’s going on?”

      Isaiah shrugged his beefy shoulders.

      “We’re looking for information on Meredith Lawrence, your neighbor across the hall,” Petrosky said.

      Evans’s shoulders relaxed. “Oh, thank God. I thought someone had died.”

      “She did, ma’am.”

      Evans covered her mouth with her palm.

      Morrison stepped forward, touching Petrosky’s elbow. “Do you think we should do this in private?”

      Her hand dropped to her chest. “Why?”

      “Because it concerns Mr. Keil,” Petrosky said.

      Evans shrugged. “I don’t know what you’re getting at, but there are no secrets between me and my husband.”

      “Then let’s jump right in,” Petrosky said. “Ms. Evans, were you with Mr. Keil the night before last, between the hours of twelve and three?”

      “In a manner of speaking—if you count him lying passed out in the hallway and me trying to wake him every twenty minutes as being together. I finally got Isaiah around three, and he helped me get him into the house and onto his own couch. Though I think he slept through that part.”

      “Mr. Keil seemed more than a little concerned about me coming over here today.”

      “I can take this one,” Isaiah said. “The one time we spoke, I told him that he needed to get his shit together and stop worrying my wife before I came after him. I wasn’t…serious. I just hate to see her upset. She’ll sit up all night, thinking he’s going to die of an overdose outside our door.”

      “Did you know Meredith Lawrence?”

      Isaiah shook his head. “Not at all.”

      Darcy sighed. “Not really, just in passing. We talked occasionally, in the laundry room, but it was mostly complaining about the laundry machines not working and stuff. She was usually coming in when I was going out to work.”

      “And you work where?”

      “I’m a photographer. I keep weird hours sometimes. Just ask my poor husband. He usually comes home for lunch so we can spend some time together.”

      Isaiah put his hand on the small of her back.

      “What do you do, sir?”

      “Molecular biologist.”

      Petrosky glanced around the apartment.

      “You want to know why we live here? With guys like Keil? Student loans. We’re saving for a house. And Darcy wants to write a book.”

      “Anything else you can tell us about Meredith, Mr. Evans? Mrs. Evans?” Petrosky watched them as the silence stretched, but there were no sudden shifts in movement, no alterations in breathing, no wandering eyes. Only slouched shoulders and furrowed brows—worry, but not defensiveness.

      “The only thing I can think of that was different is that she seemed…sad,” Darcy said finally. “Not a normal life stressor kind of thing, but real, deep sad. Something in her eyes. I take lots of pictures, so I notice that stuff. I just wish I knew why.”

      Isaiah wrapped his arm around her shoulders and pulled her to him.

      Petrosky held out a card. “If you think of anything else-”

      “Thank you. I hope you find who did it,” she said.

      Isaiah opened the door for them.

      “We’ll do our best, ma’am,” Petrosky said.

      

      Two more hours of door knocking gave them nothing new. Apparently, Meredith Lawrence had been invisible. Hopefully her baby wouldn’t be so elusive. If they could find the baby’s father, all the better, particularly if he felt that Lawrence took his child from him. If Petrosky ever found the person who took his little girl, he’d do worse than slice them open and paint the walls with their blood.

      Morrison clicked his seat belt. “So, anyone can just drop off a baby and leave?”

      “Safe Haven laws. You leave a baby in a safe place, like a fire station or a church instead of a dumpster, and you’re not under obligation to answer questions. After a few months, your parental rights are terminated, and they set the kid up for adoption. Don’t they have those laws in California? You’d think surfers would be first in line to drop off kids so they could get back to playing ukulele or whatever the hell you people do.”

      “Yeah, they have the laws. But I never played ukulele, so I never paid much attention.”

      Petrosky ignored the smile in Morrison’s voice and watched the sky roll around them, the clouds heavy and dark. He glanced at the temperature gauge on the dash. Forty-two. No snow today. Rain. Tomorrow was supposed to be warm, and when the sun came out, everyone would grin and talk about how glorious the weather was for October as if this didn’t happen every goddamn year.

      Beside him, Morrison tapped on his phone as the church came into view. Through the windshield, gargoyles reached for the sky on stone spires above church doors that looked too massive for human use. Petrosky wondered if maybe you had to build ‘em big to invite God in, but he wouldn’t know anything about that; God had abandoned him a long time ago.

      Petrosky pulled into the parking lot and took a space in front of the main door. Their footfalls crunched against the grand stone stairs. Above them, stripes of stained glass arched toward the thunderclouds, reflecting muted blues and greens and pinks. Morrison pulled the front door open with a whoosh, and Petrosky followed him in.

      The air inside burned with the sickly sweet aroma of incense. Walls and windows repeated their footsteps back to them as they walked between the rows of pews toward the altar.

      A door opened and shut behind the pulpit. A bald, rotund man with white eyebrows approached them, shoving his glasses up his bulbous nose, a white robe and long purple scarf swishing in his wake. “Can I help you, gentlemen?” His voice was whisper quiet, perhaps a testament to years of sitting in a confessional.

      Petrosky flipped his badge and stuck it back in his pocket. “I’m Detective Petrosky, and this is Detective Morrison. We’re looking for information on a child that may have been dropped off here three years ago.”

      “Dropped off?”

      “Part of the Safe Haven law.”

      The man pushed his glasses up his nose. “I see. Why don’t you gentlemen follow me to my office and we’ll see if there is any way I can help you.” He turned, and they followed him through a back hallway, past ornate bronze and gold fixtures and oak walls glistening with furniture polish. At the last door, he stopped, unlocked it, and waved them in.

      An intricately carved oak desk dominated the red-carpeted room. On the top corner of the desk sat gold-plated wax stamps, blotters, and sheets of rolled parchment. Stained glass windows bounced chartreuse light off a gilded Jesus crucified on the back wall, wrists bleeding gold, mouth agape in an eternal scream.

      “Quite the place you have here,” Petrosky said.

      The priest lifted one corner of his mouth and settled behind his desk, pressing his fingertips together. Petrosky and Morrison sat in red wingbacks across from him. The chairs felt like satin. From the roof above, the muted rattle of rain began and intensified until it rang through the room like buckshot on tin.

      “As you surely know, gentlemen, those who leave their children with us are not required to give information, and often don’t.”

      “Understood. We’re just hoping.”

      “For what exactly? Most of these children have gone on to successful placements with adoptive parents, some within this very congregation.”

      “We’re not looking to take the child back,” Petrosky said dryly. “His mother was slit open from end to end, and we have reason to suspect that the father may be responsible.”

      The priest’s jaw fell open, and his hands dropped into his lap.

      “Your name, sir? For our records,” Petrosky said.

      “Ernest Bannerman the third. Father Bannerman to our parishioners.”

      “Mr. Bannerman, can we get a look at those records?”

      The priest pushed himself to standing and walked to a squat file cabinet in the back corner of the room. He slid out the bottom drawer, retrieved several thick folders, and returned to the desk where he flipped the top one open.

      “We haven’t had many, that’s for sure. We’ve been lucky, I suppose. Only about twenty since the law came into existence.” He scanned the top sheet, turning it over on the desk. “Do you know if you’re looking for a boy or a girl?”

      “A boy. Jessie. About three years ago, late summer, or early fall.”

      “Ah.” Bannerman replaced the page, closed the top folder, and slid it and the second folder onto the desk. The bottom folder rasped as he pulled the top cover off. One page turned. Then another.

      “Hmm.”

      “Got something, Mr. Bannerman?”

      “No, no, not yet. We had two girls come in three years ago October. Another in December.” He flipped a page. “I don’t see anything else from that time. No boys; no Jessie. Are you certain of the year?”

      Petrosky looked at Morrison, who nodded.

      “Let’s do a quick check of the other years,” Petrosky said. “Four years up to two years ago.”

      Bannerman paged through another file, opened a third, and paged some more. He shook his head. “Most of these are older boys, winter or spring, a couple more girls.”

      Petrosky scowled. “We’ll need a copy of that information for our records.”

      Bannerman’s eyes went steely.

      “I can get a warrant, but taking all that extra time won’t help me find a killer who is still on the loose.”

      “I’ll jot the information down for you.” Bannerman pulled a sheet of stationery from his desktop and a pen that appeared to be made from an animal tusk. All God’s creatures. Apparently, that one wasn’t worth saving.

      “Any other places around here that she could have taken him to?” Petrosky asked as Bannerman wrote.

      “Downtown, there’s a fire station on Anderson that’s listed as a Safe Haven.” Bannerman made a final note and handed the paper to Petrosky, who folded the page into his pocket and stood.

      “Thank you for your time, sir.”

      “Father.” Bannerman straightened his shoulders.

      “Whatever,” Petrosky said.

      Outside the church, rain sheeted, rattling the glass and making the stark tinny sound Petrosky had heard in Bannerman’s office. He pulled the collar of his jacket tight against the wind and hustled to the car, littering the dash with tiny spots of water from his coat as he climbed in and jabbed at the heat controls.

      Morrison was silent, tapping on his phone.

      “You doing that texting thing with Taylor? None of that hanky-panky shit during work.”

      “No, Boss.” Morrison didn’t raise his eyes from the screen.

      Petrosky turned onto the main road and watched the gothic church give way to a similar building that now belonged in equal parts to a legal practice and a bank. They passed a lot full of weed-ridden gravel. Then a gas station. Then a fast food joint. Only eight more restaurants to go, and they’d be at the precinct. He stopped at a red light.

      “Baby boy found dead on October twenty-third four blocks from Lawrence’s apartment,” Morrison said.

      “Lots of babies are found dead, Morrison. But we’ll follow up.”

      “He was wrapped in a duck blanket, according to the news reports. They ran a picture of the blanket instead of a dead kid.”

      Petrosky squinted at the grainy image Morrison held out to him. He could barely make out a tattered blanket covered with yellow and orange ducks, graying with filth.

      Petrosky turned back to the road. “Looks like we need to haul Keil back in for questioning.”

      “He gave us an awful lot of information for someone trying to hide the fact that he left his girlfriend’s kid to die three years ago,” Morrison said.

      “True. But not all killers are smart.” Petrosky tried to picture Keil in the mausoleum, dopey eyes staring at the wall as he painted words in blood: A boat beneath a sunny sky, Lingering onward dreamily…

      Petrosky shook his head. “If she was the one who left the kid, daddy might be pissed at her. So far, Keil’s the last one to see her alive, and he might know more than he thinks he does.”

      Above them, the light turned green, and Petrosky hit the gas. “There’s a burger joint up here on the left. We can get it to go, hit the precinct to look up that poem, and head back to Keil’s place.”

      “You want soup and salad?” Morrison looked up. “I know a place with awesome vegetarian chili.”

      “Unless it has dead cow in it, I don’t want it.”

      Nothing but the pitter-patter of sludge on the windshield. Petrosky glanced over.

      Morrison stared at his phone, brows knit together in a mask of concentration. Probably a California thing, worrying about poor, abused cows. Maybe. Petrosky craned his neck to see the screen.

      Morrison lowered the phone, and Petrosky straightened and stared out the windshield.

      “We don’t need to stop at the precinct. I’ve got it.”

      “Got what? You sending PETA after me?”

      “The poem. It’s from Through the Looking-Glass. Circa eighteen-seventy-one.”

      Petrosky raised an eyebrow. “Rare?”

      “An original copy? Maybe. And our guy might have one if he’s that into it. But the poems are available anywhere, as evidenced by me pulling it up in two minutes on the web. I read it at some point in school, probably undergrad. One of those what’s-the-meaning-of-all-this-shit kinda thing. I think I read it younger, too.”

      “Younger?”

      “It’s the prequel to Alice in Wonderland.”

      In Petrosky’s mind, the gory letters on the wall, morphed into a children’s book, pages fleshy and oozing. “We’ll hit the libraries tomorrow, make some calls, and see what we can come up with.”

      “Crazed professor?”

      “Doubt it, but they might know something about the literature angle that we’re not thinking about, even with your fancy-ass English degree.”

      Morrison didn’t take the bait. “The words at the Lawrence scene are only the first few lines. The poem has seven verses, Boss. That worries me.”

      “It should, Morrison.” The rain relentlessly hammered the car, as if the clouds were attacking. Petrosky pressed harder on the gas.

      Six more. That worried him too.
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        * * *

      

      The clock glowed five minutes until quitting time. Robert Fredricks popped his knuckles and studied the three-dimensional quarter panel blueprints on his computer screen. The design wouldn’t win him any awards, but it was what his lead had asked for. And the job was a prime gig even if his asshole boss found something wrong with this design the way he had last time.

      The call had come unexpectedly: “Can you come to Michigan?” Robert didn’t remember signing in with the head hunters at Harwick Technical, but he assumed he must have. Even if it had been a paperwork mistake, he’d figured it was about time for his luck to change. He had packed up his basement apartment of meager belongings and taken a bus that same week. He wasn’t in the main building on the lake, but it had only been a couple years. You never knew what might happen tomorrow.

      At precisely five-thirty, he stood and threaded his way through the array of cubicles, down the elevator, and to the parking lot. His Nissan stuck out in the sea of Chryslers. The taupe and black granite building behind him cast a long shadow over the lot.

      “Hey!” Thomas Norton waved his hands, a cheerleader above the rows of cars. Thomas had a cubicle in the same department, across the aisle from Robert. When Robert had started at Harwick Tech, Thomas had been the first person in the room to say hello, loping over on stocky legs with his mop of sandy hair shellacked to his head like a helmet. Thomas hadn’t stopped talking since, though that wasn’t what bothered Robert. It was Thomas’s eyes, big and brown and all-knowing, the kind that seemed to peer into your soul. Robert hated that feeling, even the merest hint that someone could guess his most private thoughts. But, if Thomas had even the faintest idea what went on in Robert’s head, he wouldn’t be smiling as he approached. And the women… Shit, if they knew what Robert was thinking they’d run screaming into the night.

      “Yo, Jimmy! We still on for drinks later?”

      Idiot. Robert smiled. “You bet.”

      Thomas grinned like a clown. “I’ll have a seat waiting.”

      Robert climbed into his car. Jimmy. Ugh. He hated the name, but it was necessary now that he could no longer use his own. The world was not a friendly place for ex-cons. Not that it had been particularly friendly before his arrest. He gritted his teeth and pulled from the lot.

      He had always been bad. There had always been a filthy wrongness lurking within him, despicable and abhorrent, waiting to be exposed. He could remember the exact moment he discovered the truth of it.

      He had been adopted into a pious family in southern Mississippi where the air was so thick in the summer it was like breathing underwater. Their old plantation house was surrounded by gnarled oaks— “hanging trees” his father called them because of the slaves who had once strangled to death in the boughs. As a child, he often watched the wind rustling the branches with rapt attention, squinting until he swore he could see the bodies swinging. Even walking to the bus stop, something ominous always tainted the air, a wisp of energy not yet departed from the place, a tingling on his back whose origins he couldn’t quite pinpoint.

      Especially under those trees.

      Sometimes he could feel the weight of the whole place bearing down on him, concentrated in the glare from his father’s eyes. They were the eyes of a prophet, an angel even, at least if you asked the women of their congregation.

      His father was not those things.

      Despite his unknown heritage, Robert possessed those same eyes. He also had thick black hair and a finely boned face with a jaw wide enough to be attractive, or so he had assumed from the way the girls at school watched him. He wondered if they knew fornication was a surefire path to Hell. Desire was a manifestation of the Devil, his father would say, a ploy for the souls of the weak-minded.

      Then it had happened to him, an unfamiliar tingling in his thighs as he watched his sixth-grade teacher write Shakespearean verses on the blackboard.

      
        
        But there’s no bottom, none,

        In my voluptuousness: your wives, your daughters,

        Your matrons and your maids, could not fill up

        The cistern of my lust.

      

      

      Since then, his lust had never been sated, each libidinous thought weaving into a frenzied net set to wrench him kicking and screaming into the ring of fire. As a child, his fingernails had gouged into his hardened flesh at these thoughts, bringing him pleasure and pain and pleasure again. Even then, he’d dared hope he might be normal someday. But then he’d been caught, hand on his body, palm still working, and his father had entered the room solemn-faced and carrying a willow switch.

      “Train up a child in the way he should go: and when he is old, he will not depart from it,” his father had said over and over again, a mantra to excuse the suffering he would inflict.

      When his father yanked him from the bed and slung him to the hardwood floor, Robert knew there would be no absolution, particularly when the first blow from his father’s fist landed hard against his spine. When his father ripped his shirt from his body, and he heard the singing rod as it whipped through the air, he knew he was a dirty, rotten sinner. And when the willow slashed deep into the delicate skin of his back, over and over again, he cried out, because, in his core, he knew God would have no mercy on someone like him.

      He was bad. Disgusting. Unlovable. Unforgivable. There was no hope.

      And without hope, there was no longer any point in fighting his carnality. Then oh, how it had grown. Like a beast in his belly, filling him, consuming him, eating him alive.

      A car horn blared, startling him back to the present. Robert’s erection was turning his pants into a prison.

      Someday he’d find The One. She’d forgive him his thoughts, his actions, his deviousness. She’d understand his lust and appease his demons. She would save him from himself.

      The light was green. The horn honked again. Robert waited for yellow and gunned it just as the light turned red, clearing the intersection amidst the bleats of horns belonging to other angry motorists.

      He glanced in his rearview mirror and adjusted his zipper. Heat spread through his lower body.

      He had to find the girl.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 6


          

          
            SATURDAY, OCTOBER 10TH

          

        

      

    

    
      The sun warmed my face and turned lake water ripples into a carpet of glitter thrown by an unruly child. The outdoor end-of-summer picnic at Harwick Technical was a vast improvement on the conference rooms we’d turned to last year when the picnic had been rained out.

      Noelle sat alone with a plate of food at a table overlooking the lake. Closer to the building, children giggled on inflatable bounce houses. Their parents talked amongst themselves, feigning calm, but poised like meerkats ready to leap at the slightest indication of danger, or, more likely, hair pulling and unauthorized spitting.

      I took my plate to where Noelle was sitting and claimed a spot across from her. Ribs, potatoes, and corn, the best picnic food money could buy. At least I assumed that was true; I was certainly not a picnic connoisseur. If such a thing existed, that would be my new occupational goal. It would have been better than typing up employee files between bouts of crushing people’s dreams.

      “You don’t have to look so pissed to be here,” Noelle said. “I mean, you need to get out of the house sometimes, right? Explore the world. Get away from Ja⁠—”

      “I’m not pissed. Just hanging out.” I took a bite of corn on the cob, feeling a little pissed. “Besides, Jake was busy today. He went over to his mom’s house.” A corn kernel escaped my lips and landed on the table. I wiped it away, pretending it was Jake’s mother, the real reason I had told Jake this party was mandatory. At least he hadn’t wanted to come; having Jake around would have made me feel extra horrible when my boss’s presence turned me into a blubbering imbecile. I scanned the field for Mr. Harwick, but that sinewy mass of handsome was nowhere to be seen. Bummer.

      “Gotcha. Well, see? You wouldn’t have been doing anything anyway.” Noelle speared a piece of chicken. “Can I ask you a question?”

      I shrugged. “Shoot.”

      “Why do you put up with that guy? He sits around all day, visiting with his mom and who knows who else, while you work to⁠—”

      “I love Jake for things besides money.”

      Noelle cocked her head. “What, like his cooking? Didn’t he once cut the tops off the broccoli and serve only the bottoms?”

      I winced. “He tried.”

      “I guess you must love him for his brains.”

      The corn rolled around in my stomach. “Everyone deserves a chance, right? And he’s there for me when I need him.”

      Noelle snorted. “Like a faithful lap dog, only way more expensive.”

      “Faithfulness is important.” My ears warmed. “Besides, it’s his other attributes that keep me coming back.” I winked and hoped it didn’t look forced.

      Noelle glanced across the field and back at me. “He must have a golden dick, then, for all the shit you put up with.”

      “Nothing golden now, but believe me, we tried. That sparkly paint was way too itchy.”

      “Jesus, Hannah.”

      “Jesus would never do the things I make Jake do to me.” My ears cooled. The corn settled. I set the half-eaten cob on the plate and grabbed my fork.

      “You’re probably right about that. Plus, he always had all those apostles following him around.”

      “He has a long staff, though,” I said. I smiled, and this time I meant it.

      “I think that was Moses.” Noelle frowned and stared past me; she straightened her shoulders.

      “Good afternoon, ladies.”

      I startled and dropped a forkful of potatoes at Mr. Harwick’s voice. Nice going, Hannah.

      He stepped around to the head of the table, his eyes deep blue oceans flecked with a lighter shade of gray. His aquiline nose cut through the middle of his face above lips that were just shy of pouty, now twitching up in amusement. The blue suit he wore was immaculate, right down to the silver cufflinks and navy-striped tie. Did he ever wrinkle? Each element of him registered, but separately like the flickered images from an old silent movie.

      “Afternoon,” I said. Noelle said it at exactly the same time, ensuring that we sounded like wannabe twins, or maybe synchronized talkers. Synchronized talking, an Olympic sport like synchronized swimming, only way lamer. If that was a thing, I had another job aspiration. But I couldn’t think about potential jobs or anything else when Mr. Harwick’s eyes were staring into mine and making my world disappear, which was probably totally unhealthy, but I didn’t care. Such was the nature of fantasy men, right? I waited for him to walk away like he always did. He had probably heard that little crack in my voice. Shit, maybe he knew about my weirdness.

      But he was still there, staring at me with that amused expression. God, were his eyes always like that? They were sin-sational. Was that a word? I wondered if I could dive into them and swim around for a while. And if he’d notice me taking a dip in his eyeballs. And how Jake would feel about that.

      Maybe Jake can come too!

      That’s what she said.

      Christ. Stop it, Hannah.

      “Enjoying the party?” he asked. His eyes twinkled, and I wanted to touch them. But eye-poking would surely hurt him and make me look flat-out crazy.

      “Very much. It’s pretty nice of you to feed the whole place,” Noelle said.

      He turned to her, and the hold he had on me disappeared. I fought the urge to slump under the table and hide.

      “I appreciate the things all of you do,” he said. “Might as well show my appreciation with coleslaw and chicken.” He looked back at me and rubber bands wrapped around my chest, like that rubber-bands-around-a-watermelon trick where you add more and more until it blows up. If I exploded, it wouldn’t be as hilarious as the watermelon thing. But it might make it to America’s Best Home Movies or whatever that show was called.

      Noelle nodded. “Yeah, the chicken is pretty good.”

      And there were those eyes again.

      “How are you enjoying it?” he asked me.

      “Nothing fowl about it,” I said, and fire spread from my cheeks to my neck. Nice. Super classy.

      Mr. Harwick laughed. My heart somehow managed to speed up and slow down at the same time.

      Noelle cocked an eyebrow at me and shook her head. She cut into a potato with a plastic knife.

      “I even got real butter because, with butter, there is little margarine for error.” Mr. Harwick winked at me.

      I was a fish gasping for air; I couldn’t close my mouth.

      “Have fun, ladies.” Mr. Harwick turned in the direction of the building.

      And there he goes.

      “He’s delicious,” Noelle whispered. “Weird sense of humor, but delicious.” She was watching me closely, eyes darting from me to his receding back.

      I’d like for you to stay, but I love to watch you leave. Damn, someone else had said that, right? It wasn’t me. I would never think such a thing. I had a boyfriend, and I loved him.

      I swallowed hard and nodded at Noelle.

      

      When the event wound to a close, I skittered to the back of the parking lot, rubbernecking for signs of danger like an inquisitive—or extremely paranoid—giraffe. To my right, a woman with a baby on her hip unlocked her car. Beyond her, the lot was gloriously empty.

      Clear.

      My Buick’s windshield was the only shiny element of the vehicle, the luster from its burgundy paint long ago stripped away by years of winter salt. I slipped the key into the ignition, pulled out of the lot, and headed for the freeway.

      A few times a week, I was a goddamn liar. Jake would throw a fit if he knew I still volunteered at the domestic violence shelter instead of working late like I kept insisting I was. I had been staying there when I met him, ruined and lost, stocking shelves at the drugstore where he worked. Maybe he wanted me to leave that part of my life behind as much as he wanted to leave behind the fact that he actually worked when we got together. And though I might have chosen a more creative name, I couldn’t let The Shelter go. They needed my help. Plus, it was hard to feel sorry for myself in the midst of so much suffering.

      I clicked on the radio.

      “—in other news, a local woman was found murdered in an Ash Park cemetery. Police have identified the woman as twenty-one-year-old Meredith Lawrence. If you have any information⁠—”

      I wonder what she did to make him mad.

      I clicked off the radio with shaking fingers. Well, shit.

      I could almost hear his voice oozing like pus from some hidden corner of my brain: I’ll find you, Hannah. Don’t ever doubt it. And the weasel was back, sprinting around in my chest like he was on meth. I squinted through the windshield, waiting for his snarling face to appear against the glass, his nose irrevocably twisted from the lumber yard accident, his eyes that looked just like…mine.

      Get it together, Hannah. He would have found you by now if he was looking.

      I glanced down at my purse, searching for protection. I needed to pick up more pepper spray, though someone in my apartment building would surely complain; the last one dropped and broke in the stairwell, leaving everyone with runny eyes for days. Could lip balm be a weapon? Maybe if he startled me in a parking lot somewhere, I could whack him over the head with my journal. My therapist thought writing was a good way to get in touch with my feelings—had the woman known more about my history, she might have prescribed more than a pencil and paper.

      I pulled a deep breath into my lungs and held it. I will always be broken.

      Broken but funny. Well, maybe.

      Dominic laughed at my joke.

      On my dashboard, a one-armed panda bobblehead gave me a jiggly nod as I veered off the freeway. Litter-strewn residential streets crackled and crunched with empty Faygo pop two liters and broken beer bottles. Beside the shelter loomed an abandoned school, plywood windows surrounded by crumbling red brick.

      The shelter itself was a lump of gray, but the back facade was covered with bright, lewd graffiti—as if a deranged city planner with a can of spray paint had walked up and said, “You know what this place needs? A giant orange dick.”

      I parked in front of the tangerine penis and got out, surveilling my surroundings for crooked noses hidden in the shadows.

      Crack! Something snapped at the back of the lot, where trees were steeped in evening dim.

      My elbow smashed against the car door, and I pressed my back against it, trying to do that hold-your-keys-between-your-fingers-like-a-weapon thing. It didn’t help. An icicle shuddered up my back. I squinted into the trees.

      Not a movement, except for a few rustling leaves.

      I locked my car with my key-claw, dashed into the building, and punched in the code to quell the alarm.

      “Hannah!” Ms. LaPorte’s swishing eighties pantsuit almost glowed, the electric blue and white as unabashed as their wearer. A whitish-blue perm rose from the top of her head like a snow-capped mountain peak.

      The ice in my back thawed. “Hi, Ms. LaPorte. How are things tonight?”

      “Good. We have a few new girls, but it’s been pretty quiet. I was just getting supper on.”

      “I’ll help you. Brandy still sleeping?”

      “Yes, dear.”

      Brandy Lovelle was Ms. LaPorte’s one full-time employee; green hair atop a thin, bird-like frame, wiry arms sleeved in tattooed ink, lip ring glinting when she pulled her mouth into one of her ready smiles. She worked the overnights, starting around ten o’clock when Ms. LaPorte left to go home. Brandy was usually asleep in the evenings when I came by, which was a bummer because I suspected she was all kinds of awesome.

      I followed Ms. LaPorte down the narrow hallway and into a tiny but functional kitchen outfitted with scuffed appliances. One wall had a hole cut in it for serving food, the chest-high opening finished with a large piece of plywood and covered with a floral tablecloth.

      “How’s Mario?” I asked.

      “He’s fine, dear. Just watered him.”

      I stepped to the makeshift counter and ran a finger over one waxy leaf of the philodendron. Mario was poisonous inside, but if you just admired him from the outside, he was beautiful. Kinda like some people.

      I’ll find you, Hannah.

      I shifted my weight, let go of the leaf, and peered down the hallway toward the back door.

      Ms. LaPorte hustled to the stove and cranked off the heat. The huge pot spluttered protests and speckled her shirt with reddish-orange. “Chili night. I should have known.”

      I grabbed the faded apron from the hook on the wall and held it out. “You take it, Ms. LaPorte.”

      “No, dear, I don’t want you ruining your pretty sweater.”

      “I have a backup.” I tugged off my sweater like a bored stripper just trying to get to the point, revealing a long-sleeved T-shirt underneath. Bow chicka bow wow. “Problem solved.”

      Ms. LaPorte’s smile was cut short by wailing coming from the front room. I handed her the apron and walked through the open doorway into a space that resembled an elementary school cafeteria, right down to the row of metal cafeteria tables that cut through the center.

      Dragging those tables from the school next door in a moment of anarchistic fervor had been my proudest episode of thievery. Then, in a decidedly un-thief-like way, we had painted the walls a sunny yellow, knowing full well the nature of our work meant that the place had never felt truly friendly. Still, we tried, and that’s what mattered.

      Around the perimeter of the room, women talked in groups of two or three. A few had small children clinging to their legs. Two little boys sat on the floor, running matchbox cars over the linoleum, their mothers looking on silently.

      A tight mewl sounded near the front door—another little boy, about six. He gave me a sidelong glance and buried his face in his mother’s leg. She watched me with a mix of desperation and practiced suspicion.

      “I’m Hannah,” I said softly as I approached. “Do you need a doctor?”

      The woman poked gingerly at her head. Her black hair would have been lovely had it not been caked with dried blood. “No.”

      “Do you need the police?”

      Her features twisted in anger. “They’s the reason I got this.” She gestured to her head. “Trey didn’ like that I called ‘em on his ass yesterday. Shoulda never done it. Wasn’t even that bad.”

      The child sniffled again, and the woman bent and whispered in his ear. He wrapped his bony arms around her, and she picked him up and cradled him against her chest, his head resting on her unbloodied shoulder.

      I waited, feeling like an intruder, heart aching. There was so much hurt in that embrace, but there was love too. I envied them that, even as I reminded myself that I was there trying to help people not get their asses kicked. We didn’t receive state funds and weren’t under obligation to report, but seeing guys get away with hurting these women made me stabby. She looked back at me, and I realized the other women in the room were watching me too.

      I swallowed hard. “It’s up to you,” I said. “We won’t force you to file a report. We’re here to provide temporary sleeping quarters and a nighttime meal.” I lowered my tone. “But if you need to get away from someone, a police record may be helpful.”

      The woman shook her head. “It ain’t gon’ do no good.”

      “Down here, they never show up until it’s too late anyway,” called a gruff voice. Behind me, the short, squat woman who had spoken sat with her hands folded over her protruding abdomen. “Then, he’s back at you before the next day is done.”

      The other women nodded their agreement, and I resisted the urge to nod along.

      Ms. LaPorte emerged from the kitchen, wiping her hands on the apron tied to her waist. “Thirty-three minutes is no kind of response time at all,” she said. “Let’s have a look at you, dear.”

      The words echoed in my ears. It was the same thing Ms. LaPorte had said to me nearly five years before when I had arrived at the shelter with two T-shirts, a pair of jeans, and a fluttering in my abdomen that wasn’t nerves. Do you have a game plan? She had asked. I’d nodded. Yes. And it needs to happen soon.

      Let’s have a look at you, dear.

      My knees wobbled. Relax, Hannah. No one knows who he was. Not even Ms. LaPorte.

      If he knew where you were, you’d be dead already. My hand shifted to my stomach as if the kid was still in there, waiting to eat me from the inside out like a fleshy Pacman.

      The woman and her son disappeared with Ms. LaPorte into the communal bathroom. I trembled all the way to the kitchen. Deep breaths, Hannah. Deep breaths.

      I ladled chili into bowls and placed them on the counter, trying to still my shaking hands by repeating to myself, “I’m not cold, I’m just a little chili,” but the mantra helped very little. When all had been served, the women sat and talked amongst themselves in solemn camaraderie connected by an unspoken need for peace. They were almost friends; the pain they shared a tenuous alliance that still left them disconnected enough to feel lonely.

      I understood. In high school, I’d hung out with an eclectic mix of misfits: Marianne with her sausage arms and cherry red eyeglasses, Jillian with her flaming orange hair, and Monique who wore long sleeves in the summer and a smile even when her eyes were bloodshot. All of us had been hurting, but hiding it, while we tried to belong somewhere. The best thing we had going was when I’d tell them the jokes my dad taught me.

      “Why don’t cannibals eat clowns?” I would ask excitedly. “Because they taste funny!”

      Thanks to my father, I also knew all the dirty jokes. Without other prospects for friendship, my mismatched group wouldn’t tell on me. But I still kept the nastiest ones to myself. The cleaner jokes I told with an air of conspiratorial secrecy.

      “An airplane is about to crash, and a lady jumps up and says, ‘If I’m going to die, I want to die feeling like a woman,’ and takes off all her clothes.”

      I would pause, gauging how effective the joke was by the vibrancy of Jillian’s cheeks.

      “When she’s naked, she says, ‘Is there someone on this plane who is man enough to make me feel like a woman?’ A man stands up, removes his shirt and says, ‘Here, iron this!’”

      Their giggles always made me smile. But our relationships were as fragile as those in the dining room now, especially since we never saw each other outside of school. These women would never see one another again. Did they have someone at home like I did back then? When my mother put in extra hours at the dentist’s office where she worked, I at least had my father to play Monopoly with, though he never gave me any indication I was good at the game.

      “Don’t worry about it, darling. You’re just not quite smart enough,” he would say, and I would nod, sure he was right. And when I would admit my hurt over never seeing my friends outside of school, he would smile knowingly and put his arm around me. “I understand, honey, but no one can ever really love you the way I do. You don’t need anyone else but your old man.”

      And I would giggle and tell him that he wasn’t old. It was also true that his protection and love would never have an equal. My friends did not appreciate me the way he did, and the rest of the school didn’t even know I was there at all. So I would throw my arms around him and kiss him, vowing never to disappoint him.

      It was a vow I had broken. Terribly. Irreparably. But I had real friends now, or at least one.

      I should get Noelle a present. Maybe new earrings. She had been there for me from the day she started at Harwick Technical Solutions. She’d probably even listen if I ever got the guts to talk to her about anything important. Friends mattered, even when they had awesome torpedo tits and hated puns.

      I watched as the women pushed aside their trays, cold, faraway expressions barely disguising the hopelessness they probably felt at the thought of leaving the shelter, or maybe at the thought of leaving their mates.

      They weren’t good enough. They had disappointed someone. Probably themselves.

      I grabbed a rag and attacked the counter. I will not turn into this.

      

      Driving from the shelter to my apartment was usually the most relaxing twenty minutes of my day. In fifteen miles, downtown caved to suburbia, with libraries and apartments across the street from professional buildings, all decorated with only moderate amounts of penis graffiti. Signs for gas stations and fast-food restaurants twinkled on either side of the road, the colors on the signs crisper than they’d been in the heat of summer when they had to compete with the fog of muggy air. I passed the comic book store. Lucky’s pizza. A cell phone repair shop. And there it was: the little apartment building that could.

      Somewhere along the way, I’d gotten stuck in five stories of red brick, six units to a floor, a place that just about screamed “I’m here for now but not forever”— at least that was what I’d told myself when I moved in. The building sat on a residential street across from some kind of secondhand kiddie clothing store that I had never ventured into and probably never would. In the back, the parking lot bordered another road and yet another gas station. Because what city is complete without four gas stations per block?

      I parked in the back and ran up the concrete steps, the October air chilling my bones even after the heavy door had swung shut. The smell of onions and old socks permeated the stairwell and hallway on the third floor, much better than my pepper spray, but still gross. I hoped the smell wasn’t coming from my apartment.

      The door latch clanked. On the television, tires shrieked, and a woman yelled something unintelligible. Steam rose from a pot on the stove.

      “Hey, babe!” Jake said from the couch. “I was just going to make some of those noodles you bought the other day. I brought pasta sauce from my mom’s.”

      I scanned the apartment, mildly concerned his mother might jump from behind a chair, howling like a banshee, dripping cigarette ash all over the carpet. I glanced at a burned spot on the rug. Like mother like son. “Thanks for starting the water. It’s been a long day.”

      Jake nodded; his eyes on a reality show about wrestling crocodiles. A plume of smoke billowed from his nostrils. “Yeah, sure. Hey, I was talking to my mom, and she says we should move down by her after we get married.”

      “We can’t afford to move right now, Jake.”

      “Well, yeah, but one day we might be able to.” He didn’t raise his eyes from the screen.

      “It takes time to move up at work,” I said to the back of his head. Plus, you could get a job, too. You know, like you’ve been promising to do for months.

      “Yeah, I guess. Can you get the plates? I’m beat.”

      I slid dry noodles into the water, poured the sauce into a pan, and set the table. Jake kept his gaze on the TV. I resisted the urge to hurl a plate at his skull. Sometimes I hated the way he acted, but having someone next to you made you harder to strangle; at least I assumed that was true. I stalked back to the kitchen to test the sauce. Hot, but store-bought.

      Jake was at the table when I returned with the meal.

      “Thanks, hon. I love you, ya know?”

      “I love you, too.” I clutched my fork tighter than necessary.

      He’s always been there for me, even when I was difficult and crazier than I am now. Maybe I should just agree to marry him and get it over with.

      What was I waiting for, anyway?

      Mr. Harwick’s smiling face popped into my head, telling me I was a great worker, helping me pick up the stuff from my purse. I tried to distract myself from the warmth in my lower body by shoveling pasta into my mouth.

      

      I did the dishes alone, half listening to the murmur of Jake’s television program.

      I love him. I need him.

      The pasta did a nervous dance in my abdomen. Jake’s mother was probably trying to poison me. Very Snow White-ish except I didn’t have any knee-high friends to mine coal or help me with the goddamn dishes.

      I dried the last dish and walked into the living room. My mouth was dry.

      Jake stared at the screen.

      I love him. I love him. I love him.

      Prove it.

      I sat and put my arms around him. He turned, gripped my shoulders, and pushed his mouth onto mine, prodding my tongue like an imbecilic iguana. His tongue tasted like stale cigarettes and Pabst Blue Ribbon. I fought a gag and waited for a tingle, heat, something. I felt nothing. Not that I ever did. Not that I had any reason to expect better.

      I wondered how much that case of beer had put me back.

      When Jake came up for air, I pulled off his T-shirt and felt a twinge of guilt when Dominic’s face flashed in my mind again, helping me, complimenting me, smiling at my lame jokes… No, not Dominic. Mr. Harwick. I grabbed Jake harder.

      I love him.

      Jake pulled away and yanked at our clothes, tossing them into a pile on the floor. His member jutted from his body like a thick diving board. Well, not that thick. Let’s not get silly.

      You’re going to poke someone’s eye out with that thing.

      I wanted to giggle, but couldn’t because he was pulling my head toward his crotch. I tried to plaster on a seductive smile but only managed a muted sigh. Not that he would have noticed either way.

      I bet Dominic would be better at this stuff.

      Mickey Mouse would be better at this stuff.

      Nothing sexier than bestiality.

      Shut up, Hannah, and get it over with.

      I closed my eyes and opened my mouth.
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        * * *

      

      Even after all these years, Robert could hear the priest’s voice in his head, louder than the girl’s anxious breathing: —and the sinners shall pay for their transgressions, the adulterers, the fornicators, the scourge of the earth in their filthy enterprise burning for all eternity… But the priest was not there now, and, if he were, he would be on his knees screaming unanswered prayers to the heavens.

      The girl sat on the bed, her legs wrapped around Robert’s hips. Her ash-blond hair was demurely braided over one slender shoulder, resting at the top of two perfect breasts the color of cream. He imagined her skin would taste like cream as well, rich and velvety on his mouth, her sweetness intensifying as he trailed his tongue lower, seeking the heat of her being, each flick making her moan in ecstasy⁠—

      The priest’s voice got louder, accelerating in pace, like a crescendo toward damnation—the heathens who do not know God are doomed to succumb to earthly sin, to embrace lust not honor, passion not holiness, Hell not Heaven⁠—

      Robert took a breath, trying to ignore the words and pretend, just for a moment, that he was a good person, a person worthy of compassion. Perhaps this new girl would find him worthy in a way others never had. He began a poem for her inside his head.

      My heart expands at your nearness,

      Like a balloon begging to be broken,

      Yearning to spill our love over the world in rivers of happiness.

      Hope lit in his chest, hope that this creature would forgive him, that she might be an angel who would help him purge his sins before they swallowed him forever. He thrust into her, deeply, slowly, savoring every inch of her.

      She moved against him. I forgive you. She didn’t say it, but Robert felt it, saw it in her glistening eyes. He caressed her face and rotated his hips, each thrust bringing him closer to salvation.

      I forgive you.

      He stroked her breast gently, thanking her for her mercy.

      She winced. Winced.

      She was one of them. She’d be pleased at the thought of sinners thrust down into the pits of Hell. Sinners like him.

      Rotten. Unlovable. Unforgivable. He might as well embrace his true nature, enjoy his lechery, for there would be no enjoyment in eternity.

      Not for one like him.

      Robert pulled himself from her depths and plastered his palm over her mouth before she could vocalize her judgment. Pimples ripe with pus reddened across the bridge of her nose.

      Fucking cunt. She will pay. And dammit, she will like it.

      Robert grabbed her hair and yanked her forward, off the bed. He kicked at her shins until she knelt before him, worshipping him in the way others worshipped their God, a God that would condemn him and torture him until he could take no more, an agony to be repeated for eternity.

      He forced that agony on her, slapping her, splitting her lip. Her sobs echoed through his brain like music: hypnotic and rich. As the blood ran into her mouth, he shoved himself into the opening, moaning as she cried, accelerating his pace until he choked her with his seed.

      —and the righteous shall rise again, pious on the Earth until they are embraced into the kingdom of Heaven.

      He pulled the whore’s head back, and she stared up at him, lashes wet, freckled skin stippled with hatred, each pockmark like a mouth brimming with accusation. Her glassy eyes told him all he needed to know.

      He raised his hand. She would not forgive him. She would not absolve him. His fists clenched, his muscles aching for release of a different kind.

      She cringed and turned her head.

      No. Not now. Robert brought his fist down on the bed behind her and smiled when she yelped. Stupid whore. This was all her fault. He tossed money at her and went to take a shower.

      She would not be there when he returned. They never were.
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      Rotting garbage and animal urine curdled the air. The silence resonated with the eerie heaviness of a ghost town if you were prone to fanciful bullshit. Petrosky wasn’t. He squinted at the house.

      The building was beyond repair, part of a housing project long abandoned by any developer or landlord. Even panhandlers would not come out this far to squat for a night when they had to trek five miles back in the morning to beg for their breakfast.

      So why here?

      Behind him, rubber soles on gravel crunched closer.

      “Morning, Boss.”

      “California.”

      “I brought you some coffee and a protein bar. I’ll get them after we finish up here.”

      Petrosky grimaced.

      “Come on, Boss. You’ll like it.”

      “That’s what you said about tofu. I will take the coffee, though. Later.” Petrosky walked up the front steps, Morrison at his heel.

      “He killed another one pretty fast, didn’t he?” Morrison said.

      “Too fast.” Only ten days between murders, highly unusual even for a serial killer. They ducked through the front door, kicking up dust and mold that sat, itchy, in Petrosky’s throat.

      “I don’t like this.”

      “I bet she liked it less.” Petrosky glanced around the living room where pieces of roofing tile had tumbled haphazardly to the splintered floor. He followed the low hum of voices and the phosphorescent ricochet of floodlights down the groaning basement stairs and inhaled deeply when he reached the lower floor. The scent of mushrooms and dank earth clung to the back of his tongue. A dull sheen lit the basement windows from the outside, the sunlight struggling to illuminate through years of filth.

      The woman lay prone on an old dining table; wrists and ankles each bound to a different table leg with leather restraints. Blond hair fanned around her head, mussed as if she were merely asleep, but there was no mistaking the vacant death stare in her hazel eyes.

      A few techs bustled around the dim space, tweezing and bagging and scraping. Petrosky ignored them and scanned the victim’s extremities. Graying skin covered her arms, and the fingers of her left hand were contorted like a claw on the table. Stiff. No maggots yet. She hadn’t been dead for long. “Do you have a positive ID?” Petrosky asked no one in particular.

      “Jane Trazowski,” someone behind him said. “She’s in the system, got a couple charges for solicitation of prostitution. We need the family for a positive ID, but Connors here recognized her from a domestic violence arrest where her kids were⁠—”

      “Fine,” Petrosky said. He cleared his throat and dragged his eyes over her belly. Her abdomen had been hacked apart, revealing gelatinous blobs of organs and the slick sheen of intestine. Like the first body, the long whitish tube was splayed open, a sheet of bloodied tissue, more torn and gnarled in some areas than others. Either their guy had been pissed, or the rats had gotten to her already. Petrosky squinted at the ruin. Probably both.

      “Damn. I feel bad for them.” Morrison’s voice was irritatingly nasal.

      Fucking surfers. They always sounded high. Though maybe he was just trying not to breathe through his nose.

      “You feel bad for who? The woman or her kids?”

      Morrison’s face went red. “Both.”

      Morrison would have to cut out that blushing shit before he was allowed to handle any perps. Too much visible emotion and suspects would eat him alive.

      The stairs wept behind them with a shuddery scree, and Petrosky and Morrison turned to see Brian Thompson, the medical examiner, coming down the last few steps. He was tall and lanky with a perpetual five o’clock shadow and teeth like a mule. He nodded at Petrosky and approached the table reeking of cigarette smoke—good tobacco, none of that pepperminty menthol bullshit. Petrosky’s mouth watered.

      “Suspect used standard metal clasps to keep the skin peeled back while he worked.” Thompson circled the table, gray eyes wandering like he was bored as hell to be there. “You can get them from any hardware store. Usually these guys are perfectionists. While the dissection is pretty meticulous, there is a brutality to it that goes beyond the simple cuts themselves. See this here?” Thompson gestured to a series of scrapes visible along the underside of the body. “Splinters in the skin. Looks like she was rubbing against the table, trying to escape.”

      Petrosky peered at the cuts. “You think she was captive for a while before⁠—”

      “Yeah, like the first. He didn’t just murder her and then play around with her insides. She was probably alive when he removed her organs, though I will need to complete the autopsy to confirm abdominal surgery as the cause of death.”

      Upstairs, the telltale clank and rattle of a wheeled gurney approached the basement steps. Can’t put it off any longer. Petrosky swallowed over the knot in his throat, bent, and craned his neck to see the underside of the table. Copper stung his nose as he read the poem, each line written on a different board in block script. Here and there, the splitting lumber had skewered a chunk of something dark and gory and almost alive. Rotten wood. Perhaps a piece of paintbrush. Maybe skin.

      
        
        Children three that nestle near,

        Eager eye and willing ear

        Pleased a simple tale to hear⁠—

      

      

      Petrosky straightened. Evisceration, shock, death. This bastard had tortured her. She’d been in agony. She had begged for her life. Julie probably had, too. An invisible rope tightened around his throat.

      Children three that nestle near…

      “How many kids did she have?” Petrosky asked.

      “Three,” said the tech from the floor.

      “He knew this one,” Morrison said.

      “Or of her. Maybe Lawrence too.” Petrosky let that sink in. “Let’s find out where these ladies spent their time.”

      

      The shelter was in a shitty part of downtown, but it looked surprisingly well-kept if you ignored the spray paint. In the back parking lot, a spry sixty-ish woman broomed debris from the walkway. She looked up as Petrosky and Morrison approached.

      Petrosky flashed his badge. “Ms. LaPorte? We have a few questions⁠—”

      “Our girls’ lives belong to them alone, sir.” Her lips were a thin line.

      Petrosky stiffened.

      “Ma’am, we’re following up on the murder of a woman who spent some time here. We were hoping you could help us,” Morrison said.

      LaPorte’s free hand clamped over her mouth.

      Way to go, Surfer Boy.

      Morrison shrank under Petrosky’s glare.

      “Who? When was she here?”

      “Jane Trazowski.” Petrosky tried to keep his voice non-threatening. “She was here last week, Thursday. We think she may have left Friday morning.”

      LaPorte shook her head. “I wasn’t here, had a touch of the flu. You’ll have to ask Hannah or Brandy. Brandy’s out at an appointment, but she’ll be back later.”

      They followed LaPorte down a back hallway to a small kitchen. A thin woman stood at the counter, shoulder blades visible through her shirt on either side of a long dark ponytail as she scooped macaroni and cheese from a metal dish. She turned toward them.

      Cotton plugged his throat. Julie. Jesus Christ. No, not her, but⁠—

      Everyone was looking at him. He nodded at Morrison. Take it, California. There was no point trying to speak; his tongue had become a useless dehydrated mass on the floor of his mouth.

      “Good evening, ma’am. I’m Detective Morrison, and this is Detective Petrosky. We’re trying to get information on a Jane Trazowski who may have been here last week.”

      She’s not Julie.

      The girl, not Julie, the girl, bit her lip. “I’m not sure. I don’t always get names.”

      Petrosky pulled a picture from his folder and showed her. Her mouth fell open. “Yeah, I…what happened?”

      “She was killed.”

      Petrosky winced at Morrison’s bluntness.

      Hannah froze. It was the type of shock Petrosky often saw when he told someone their loved one had died, but it seemed an overreaction in this circumstance. Unless this girl was closer to Trazowski than she was letting on. Interesting. Petrosky tried to wet his lips with his tongue, but his mouth was dry.

      LaPorte put an arm around Hannah, who seemed to be having trouble taking in air.

      “I…she had some really nasty marks on her. Bruises and…stuff. She said it was from a bad—” Hannah’s eyes flicked to the officers.

      It was a guilty look. Very interesting. “She’s beyond trouble at this point,” Petrosky said, low but even. “Help us catch the person who hurt her.”

      Hannah took another breath and blew it out. “She said it was from a guy she slept with. He paid her enough for her rent, but she was afraid to go home because he knew where she lived.”

      “Do you remember anything else about him? A name?”

      She looked at the ceiling, the way lying perps sometimes did. It was how they accessed the creative center of the brain. But what would this girl have to hide?

      You’re imagining shit, Petrosky. This girl wasn’t a suspect. Whatever she was hiding had nothing to do with this case.

      She met his eyes. His stomach jerked against something sharp like he had ingested barbed wire. Those eyes. She’s not Julie. Julie’s dead.

      She shook her head. “No, no names. It never got that deep. Sometimes they don’t…want to talk.”

      “Do you remember exactly what she said?”

      “Um…some rent-check mother…um…got caught up in something. I’m not sure. It wasn’t that, but something like that. I can’t really remember.” Beneath her nose, her lips quivered and stilled.

      His arms ached to hug her and tell her it would all be okay. Petrosky ground his teeth, returned the photo to his folder, and pulled out another. “How about her?”

      LaPorte and Hannah stared at the image, frozen.

      “Ladies?”

      “Is this another one? Another…victim?” LaPorte asked.

      Questions, no answers. That didn’t sit well with him. “It is, ma’am. Do you know her?”

      LaPorte shook her head.

      Petrosky turned to Hannah.

      Hannah bit her lip, eyes radiating uncertainty as she glanced at LaPorte. “No.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “I…think so. I mean, we see so many, and we don’t always get IDs or whatever. Some of them are really scared.”

      But were they afraid of their exes or of someone else stalking them, hunting them down? “Scared?” Petrosky asked. Clean and non-specific. Sometimes it was what you didn’t say that tripped people up.

      “You’d be frightened, too, if someone you loved was beating on you.” LaPorte stepped in front of Hannah, her finger jabbing at the air between them. “You’d be afraid if the police didn’t help you when you called them. These ladies are allowed to be afraid.”

      Faces appeared at the hole in the wall behind Hannah—some clean, some battered, all inquisitive.

      “We’d like to ask around here if you don’t mind.”

      LaPorte bristled. “As a matter of fact, I do mind. You have no right to go poking around into these women’s lives, and I’ll be damned if⁠—”

      “Let me rephrase: This is a police matter. We will be interviewing everyone here in an attempt to trace our victim’s movements.”

      LaPorte’s spindly fists formed balls. Beside Petrosky, Morrison stopped writing.

      “Do you have a room we can use?” Petrosky asked.

      LaPorte walked to the door. “Do your dirty work out back.”

      If a voice could cut flesh, Petrosky would have been on the floor with a severed jugular.

      

      They drove to the precinct in silence. Eight women in the shelter. Three identified Trazowski from her short stay there. One recognized Lawrence but wasn’t able to identify where she’d seen her.

      And then there was Hannah. He could still almost see her face—strained and pale. Shocked, but more than shock. She was afraid. Someone had died, yet he hadn’t given her a reason to think she’d be in danger any more than losing a loved one signals that you might be next. So what was she so afraid of? He yearned to know, to fix it, to take away the fear.

      Concrete barriers whizzed by the window. She looked so much like Julie—how Julie would have looked if she had been allowed to grow up.

      Too bad you couldn’t save her.

      Get it together, asshole. Bury that shit.

      He could almost taste the whiskey, feel the fiery comfort of it in the back of his throat. But a drink was the last thing he needed. He had a job to do.

      Morrison swung into the lot and tossed Petrosky the keys, heading through the glass door to the precinct. Petrosky huffed up the interior flight of stairs after him, vowing to smack the shit out of anyone who dared suggest he go to the gym.

      On the top floor, a hallway to the left led to the chief’s office and a series of conference rooms. The rest of the place crackled with the controlled chaos of too many crimes and not enough cops. Detectives and plain-clothed officers sat at the dozens of desks in the bullpen, filling out paper reports and typing frantically on old PCs, trying to get out of there because they’d promised their wives they’d be home in time to see the kids off to bed. Petrosky had done that too before Julie was taken from him. He’d give anything to do it again.

      “What’s up, Morrison?” A short, stocky man in police blues smiled and clapped Morrison on the back before shooting a nervous glance at Petrosky. His teeth were too small like someone had buzzed them off halfway down.

      Morrison shook the guy’s hand. “What’s up, Pete? See Annie this morning? I think she was looking for you on the Jackson case.”

      “Oh, really? I’m on it.” A final goofy grin lit his mahogany face, and Pete something-or-other was gone.

      Petrosky started for the center of the room, for his desk. “How do you know all these people?”

      “I meet them in the gym.”

      “That where you get your girl talk in, California?”

      “Pretty much.”

      The chair squealed under Petrosky’s ass as he sat. Morrison grabbed a chair from his desk across the aisle and plopped into it, looking like a lap dog: eager, inquisitive, expectant. Might as well throw him a bone. “Morrison?”

      “What’s up, Boss?”

      “LaPorte come off confrontational to you?”

      “Sure did. I think maybe she’s had some bad experiences with cops. Type of place, maybe. Protecting the girls.”

      “Maybe.” Petrosky’s fingernails beat a rhythm on the desk. “Maybe something else is going on.”

      “Boss?”

      “Two girls, similar backgrounds. One definitely stayed there, one possibly around before her death, and you don’t cooperate?”

      Morrison cleared his throat.

      “What is it, California?”

      “I thought it was weird that LaPorte didn’t ask about safety. If I found out that someone who stayed at my place had been murdered, let alone two people, I’d worry about the guy showing up again. Even store owners sometimes ask about extra police protection after a robbery or at least request a few drive-bys. Why wouldn’t she?”

      Petrosky stopped tapping. “Nicely done.”

      “Thanks, Boss.”

      “What’s your take on the girl?” Petrosky’s stomach twisted. He needed a bottle of Jack Daniel’s. He jerked open a drawer and pulled out a roll of antacids instead.

      “Jumpy, probably in shock. Wanted to help, but I don’t think she knew much. I’m sure she’s seen a lot over there.”

      “Agreed.” Petrosky unwrapped an antacid and popped it into his mouth. It coated his tongue with chalk.

      “So, you think there’s something fishy about LaPorte?” Morrison said.

      LaPorte was fiercely protective of those girls—she hadn’t killed one. But to refuse to cooperate in a police investigation, knowing the victim had been there? Something was happening at that place, something everyone there was nervous about. Including Hannah.

      Petrosky frowned and swallowed the mess on his tongue. “Let’s find out.”
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